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KILLING 
            your darlings

How do you trim 66,000 words to please a publisher? What one 
writer learned about the painful process of cutting

By Lea Aschkenas

T�� ����� ���� I had 
that my book might 
be a little on the long 
side came just a few 
months before I 
completed it when, 

at the wedding reception of a 
woman from my writing group, 
another writer told me that she�d 
read somewhere that the average 
book was 75,000 words. 

In the book proposal I�d written 
three years before, based on the 
�rst �ve chapters of my outlined, 
34-chapter travel memoir on Cuba, 
I had estimated my word count to 
be 140,000. 

Throughout the years, I had con-
tinued to read up on the proposal-
writing/agent-acquiring/publishing 
process, and I had since learned sev-
eral interesting things, such as how 
many sample chapters should be 
included in a non�ction proposal 
(three), what I should multiply each 
of my double-spaced typewritten 
pages by (two-thirds) to arrive at 
their equivalent book pages, and 
even which cover colors worked best 
to sell a book (red, white and black). 
But nowhere in all of my research 
had I come across any numbers for 
the average book length.

Now, as I tried, despite the shock 
of this woman�s words, to calmly 
swallow a forkful of my caponata, I 
asked where she had read this. Al-
though she couldn�t recall, several 
other writers at the table nodded as 
if to con�rm the information.

Brie�y, I worried about what this 
might mean for the fate of my book, 
but then, just as quickly, I pushed 
the thought from my mind and �n-
ished my meal. From the start, I�d 
known there was a fair chance my 
manuscript might never be pub-
lished, but I�d also discovered that it 
was best not to dwell on such inspi-
ration-killing thoughts. Applying the 
same rule of thumb to my newfound 
knowledge about book length, I 
spent the next few months �nishing 
and then revising my rough draft, 
cutting out one full chapter and 
then a few paragraphs here and 
there, and, along the way, convinc-
ing myself that this 
was enough. 

Five months after 
my friend�s wedding 
reception, I �ew to 
Vietnam for a month 
to celebrate the com-
pletion of my book. On 
my �rst morning in 
Hanoi, I received an e-
mail from Seal Press 
saying they wanted to 
buy my book. 

So it was there, at a 
street-side Internet 
cafe, surrounded by 
the roar of a million 
motorbikes and the scent of green 
tea (as �tting a setting as any I could 
dream up for discussing the sale of a 
travel memoir), that my new editor 
and I began negotiating, not for pay 
but, as I�d feared, word count. 

Back and forth 
�Our average book is 80,000 

words,� the editor wrote on the day 
she made the offer. �If we go too 
much over this, we won�t be able to 
keep our price line.�

�I�m afraid that cutting that 
much would really sacri�ce the 
integrity of the book,� I typed back.

�I talked to my editorial team, 
and it sounds like we could shoot for 
maybe 90,000 words,� the editor 
responded a few days later.

�Thank you,� I wrote. �What 
about 115,000?� 

�We�d like to settle at 100,000,� 
she answered the following week.

�If you give me 
110,000, I promise I 
won�t ask for any 
more,� I begged. 

�OK,� she con-
ceded. �But this is it.� 

More word growth
But, unfortunately, 

this wasn�t really it 
because when I 
returned home and, 
with a trembling hand, 
directed the computer 
mouse to my tool bar, 
I discovered that my 
book weighed in at a 

whopping 196,000 words. 
With a mounting sense of panic, 

I realized that, to get down to 
110,000 words, I would need to pull 
an average-length book (and then 
some) out of mine. Ironically, I was 

Behind the attractive cover of 
Lea Aschkenas’ book lay a long 
tale of mandatory trims. 




