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	Book 'doctors' expand private practice




BY PATRICIA KITCHEN
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June 2, 2005

As a staff editor for Simon & Schuster, Marcela Landres used to edit book manuscripts on the fly at home over the weekend.

Now, self-employed courtesy of a 2003 downsizing, she said, "I can spend two weeks on a manuscript. It's heavenly."

Landres, 36, calls herself an editorial consultant, but does the work of what's more commonly known as a book doctor. That's a wordsmith paid by an author to help polish a manuscript, providing anything from a general critique to an in-depth edit of content, style and structure. And as book publishers shed staff jobs, many of those editors, whose days had been filled with meetings and agent lunches, are now freelancers getting back to basics - working with words.

"That's why editors become editors in the first place," said Landres, 36, of Prospect Heights. Since hanging her shingle, she said her income is 10 percent to 15 percent higher than her staff salary, as authors seek her editing help and insider's advice.

Still, a reputable book doctor gives no guarantees. Yes, publishers may have raised the bar in the search for more polished manuscripts, but, still, "the odds are against getting published, even with help," said Richard Marek, an editor with the Independent Editors Group, a consortium of industry veterans working as book doctors. Paying for such a service is a risk, he said, with no promised reward, apart, perhaps, from "a really good lesson in how to be a better writer."

The former president of publishing house E.P. Dutton and the editor who launched Robert Ludlum's writing career, Marek is speaking this morning on "The Anatomy of Book Doctoring" at the kick-off educational program of Book Expo America that runs through Sunday at the Javits Convention Center. Expo officials expect about 30,000 attendees, including publishers, booksellers, agents, distributors and scouts.

The fees book doctors charge vary depending on the editor's stature, manuscript's condition and author's promise. Though Marek, of Westport, Conn., charges a sliding scale by project, he's heard of some $15-$20 per-page fees.

Of course, where there are hopeful writers and money to be made, abuse can arise. Back in 1998 the state attorney general's office charged Edit Ink, an upstate manuscript editing firm, with defrauding more than 3,600 authors. Among the firm's practices: misrepresenting editors' qualifications and providing an undisclosed 15 percent kickback to editors and agents who sent them business. A State Supreme Court justice ordered the firm to pay $6 million in restitution and $2 million in penalties.

"Anyone can claim to do this work," said Arielle Eckstut, co-author of "Putting Your Passion Into Print," to be published this fall by Workman. That's why it's essential to research a book doctor's background.

A literary agent in the San Francisco Bay area office of the Levine Greenberg Literary Agency, she said authors bring in hired guns at any stage of the process. She knows of one New York Times bestselling self-help author who had developed a close working relationship with her in-house editor. But when that editor left the publishing firm, the author hired her to help with her second book.

Some authors prefer to keep the relationship under wraps, Eckstut said. With others, it's the first thing they speak of.

Marek said he signs confidentiality agreements, but in some cases can speak openly, as with author Trisha Meili, who has thanked him publicly for his ghostwriting services. Together they worked on her 2003 book, "I Am the Central Park Jogger."

Adriana DiNardo, 51, of Park Slope, speaks of her collaboration with Landres. A social worker who's spent four years on her first novel, she said, "I knew I needed an editor."

She said Landres provided solid criticism in a gentle tone. Among her suggestions: to introduce certain characters earlier and in one spot switch the voice from third to first person.

Yes, it was an investment. About $1,600, DiNardo said. And it does bother her that some worthy writers without the means may find it even harder to get published.

"To me, it's expensive," said DiNardo, who expects six months of more work before shopping her book to agents. But she sees it as a commitment to her work. Besides, she asks, if she had taken writing courses, "How much would I pay?"

Empty desks

Staff jobs are declining at book publishers in New York City.

2001: 13,824

2002: 12,795

2003: 12,633

2004: 11,668

Free agents

Freelance membership is on the rise.

Editorial Freelancers Association

Overall members:

1998 - 1,000

2005 - 1,500

American Society of Journalists and Authors

Book editor/packager members

2000 - 47

2005 - 184
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