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This is Just to Say Again:  Sharing the Plums  
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The William Carlos Williams poem, “This is Just to Say” is, in the poet’s minimalist style, 
a meditation on the indiscretions we inadvertently make against one another in our passions.  A 
reality of the world of Not for Profit literary presses, presenting organizations and the writers 
affiliated with those organizations is that we are, by and large, a passionate group.  Who else, 
really, would work in such beleaguered environments but people who are passionate about 
what they do?  As such, we are often in the position of asking forgiveness for those passions, 
forgiveness for ignoring the desires of others or for, at least, compromising those desires. 

Between a massive wave of people wanting to be published and the ever-present 
specter of survivalist funding, executive directors and editors are constantly carving into their 
own personal lives to manage their passions, reading books and manuscripts and writing grant 
applications during evenings, weekends, early mornings, late nights, probably even on the john, 
their time is so spoken for.  As writers, we have to understand that.  Of course, we want our 
work to be so engaging that an editor drops everything, forgetting family and other obligations 
for love of our words.  And, secretly we are simultaneously confident that this will happen and 
terrified that it won’t.  The reality is somewhere between those two extremes.   

There are always going to be those times of bad news, when an editor or curator did not 
love your work enough to facilitate the sharing of it with others.  Most of us have reluctantly 
learned to accept that fact as part of our lives.  We hope, particularly as our careers progress, 
that other professionals in our fields will understand that we have something to share, a unique 
vision with passion.  We understand that commercial houses and presenting venues are not 
interested in our work, as we do not have instantly recognizable celebrity names, or secret 
codes to unveil world religion conspiracies, or the stories of homiletic ghosts teaching life 
lessons from above.  We have been the recipients of lost manuscripts, unreturned phone calls, 
“thanks but no thanks,” rejections. 

We have discovered, though, this other place, the land of Not for Profits, which 
espouses virtues more suited to our work and our temperaments.  Sadly, we may find some of 
those same responses to our work there, as well, editors and curators who find that working 
with us is simply not a worthy enough expenditure of their ever-diminishing energies, saying 
“thanks, but no thanks,” as we may have heard too many times already in our careers.  
However, while these rejections are in some ways even more painful, because they come from 
someone in creative partnership who has chosen this same austere life for their art, we tend to 
forgive those indiscretions.  We know that life among the Not for Profits is not an easy one, but 
instead one of those treasured places where passions thrive even on meager resources.  Like 
the recipient of the apology in Williams’ poem, our desires have not been neglected by 
indifference, but instead by the ways all of our personal lives may be directly at odds with our 
professional duties.   

We do, however, sometimes, find a matching of the passions, someone willing to share 
the plums with us, understanding the intensity of their chill and sweetness.  We meet the editor 
who reads our work and not only says, “yes, I love it,” but who also adds, “have you thought of 
this other possibility too?”  We have heard, “sorry, this is just not for me,” so many times that we 
almost mishear the sharp observations of those editors so attuned to you that they understand 
your potential better than you do.  Your work is not compromised by their suggestions, but 
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instead is enhanced, becomes even more yours, as they find keys to unlock your heart and your 
imagination with the right recipe of suggestion, coercion, and of course, passion.   

I currently have a novel manuscript that a couple of agents have seen and responded in 
the same way:  “The writing is lovely, but it’s not commercial enough for me to sell.”  As I 
continue to query agents and editors, I recently discussed this pattern with a commercially 
successful writer friend, and he revealed his suspicion that many agents are not interested in 
writers who have worked with university or literary presses, embracing the bias that if a writer 
works with a smaller press, it is simply because the writer is not good enough to make it with a 
commercial press.  I briefly wondered if I had committed career suicide by having accepted the 
initial invitation from university presses to publish my work.   

With a little soul-searching, I reaffirmed my faith that Not for Profit ventures are not 
second class to the commercial giants, but truly represent a different creative mission and 
partnership, and that I should continue to be delighted in working with impassioned editors who 
still believe in the literary merit of less commercial pieces.  I had recently completed two poetry 
chapbook manuscripts and I was considering my options.  One explored the untimely death of 
my brother and was fairly similar to much of my work.  The other was sort of an anomalous 
collection that I feared might never find a home.  I have no idea how these poems initially 
evolved, but once the door was open, they just kept coming and I found myself having written a 
chapbook of persona poems about Bigfoot, and not the “fallen Indian leader” Bigfoot, but you 
know, the big hairy one, lurking in the woods of America’s landscape and imagination.  

I contacted Bertha Rogers at Bright Hill Press, having worked with her before and being 
familiar with Bright Hill’s history of publishing attractive chapbooks.  She agreed to look at them 
and after a while responded that she was interested but wanted to do them as a full-length 
collection, rather than two chaps.  I didn’t feel they really worked together, though now, in 
retrospect, I see that Bertha understood the underlying tensions in both books, the myths and 
ghosts that haunt us, and they could have been published as one.  
 I expected that, when I declined to do the book in that format, Bertha would be 
uninterested.  This is not to disparage Bertha or Bright Hill, but I had explored the possibility of 
working with literary editors in the past who had known my work and I had experienced the 
same all-or-none response I’d had from commercial presses.  I asked if she would consider 
dropping one of the manuscripts entirely and expanding the other into a full-length work of some 
sort.  She asked which one I wanted to do.  Since I knew the one chap could have easily 
become a part of a standard manuscript, I said:  “the Bigfoot one.”  She asked if I felt that I had 
enough to say about Bigfoot to fill a book.  I told her I wasn’t sure, but that I would like to try, 
maybe incorporating other forms, particularly the personal essay, as a way of perhaps making 
the book more accessible.   

She enthusiastically encouraged a cross-genre book, and knowing that I am a painter as 
well, she strongly encouraged me to include a substantial number of paintings as integral parts 
of the book.  I got to work, truly doubtful that I did have enough to say for a legitimate collection, 
but Bertha’s enthusiasm for the project was infectious and I found myself rapidly creeping to the 
number of pages we had decided would be appropriate, paintings, poems and essays emerging 
almost without effort after her suggestions.  I am sure if she had used the “yes-or-no” method of 
editing so prevalent at commercial presses, this project would have been aborted in its 
formative stage.  I am also sure Bertha took time away from other things she should have been 
doing at Bright Hill, the www.littree.org site, or with family and friends, or engaging in her own 
creative projects to discuss this book as it progressed and the truth is that this book would have 
never come about, had it not been for Bertha’s willingness in partnership to facilitate its creative 
evolution. Now that it’s done, and Breathing the Monster Alive will be published in the fall of 
2006, as an exploration of faith filtered through the figure of Bigfoot, I can’t imagine how it had 
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never occurred to me that it had been waiting to emerge for years.  For these navigations, the 
sacrifices an editor makes in maintaining a relationship with a writer, instead of out-and-out 
rejection of an idea, we celebrate, but we must be willing to share back, and the plum held so 
sacred by Not for Profit Administrators has got to be their own time.   

Let’s say you have been taken on by a press or a presenting organization.  They love 
the aesthetic and wordcraft you have labored so long to perfect.  Beyond the words, though, 
there are other, more pragmatic matters, to which you should turn your attention, just as 
thoughtfully.  Please do not forget that you know the specifics of your work better than anyone 
else and as such, you will be its best advocate.  Your work does not leave your house and 
magically transform into a well-reviewed book or a full house at a reading.  You can offer the 
plum of time to your partner in this endeavor by being prepared with all of the ancillary materials 
that facilitate a successful project.  As you can not predict the needs of specific projects, you 
should have multiple formats and sizes of support materials, so you are not scrambling at the 
last minute or worse, leaving these aspects of the work to your affiliated organization.  Among 
the things you should always have prepared are the following items. 

Biographies:  several professional biographies of different lengths can be immensely 
helpful.  Presenting organizations and publishers often have different needs for your 
biographical information, including their own print and online listings and advertising, potentially 
even newspaper and journal articles and radio announcements.  Again, you know your work 
best; editing and distilling your biography in different lengths and scopes is best done by you.  
With your editing, any accomplishment that you think is particularly important in your career is 
not inadvertently deleted by someone needing to use a briefer version.  This work on your part 
also allows you to offer the plum of time and not feel the need to ask for an apology from some 
overworked person who already believes enough in you to have committed time to your 
success.   
 Photographs:  We live in an image-conscious culture and the inclusion of a photograph 
has become fairly standard practice in many venues.  While this is probably not an unexpected 
suggestion, format is a key issue.  The specific range of technologies readily accessible to 
organizations is idiosyncratic at best.  This may be true of their particular ethos as well.  While 
unusual candid shots might work terrifically for some organizations, for other organizations they 
might be disastrous to credibility.  A neutral, clear photograph that represents you accurately is 
your best bet and once you have one, you should have it available in multiple formats.  You 
should probably have a number of physical prints duplicated, as some organizations still prefer 
35mm prints, but additionally, even in digital format, a variety is useful.  High resolution, low 
resolution, jpeg, tiff, are all format variables you should have on your computer, ready to send if 
requested, either as email attachment or disc. 
 Address list:  You should have a well organized and up-to-date address list of people 
potentially interested in your work, preferably in some spread sheet format (Excel seems to be 
the format of choice for many) which you can send to an organization that is promoting your 
work in any way.  I have been doubtful, on occasion, sending a list to a distant venue only to be 
wonderfully surprised by friends who had received a postcard advertising a reading and had 
then chosen to drive hours to attend the reading.  Even if people you know are not likely to 
travel great distances to hear you read in another part of the state or country, your friends may 
have friends in these places, and they often pass the word on, with surprisingly impressive 
returns.   

A large audience of course is good for you, but it is also good for presenting 
organizations and publishers.  These kinds of audience-building preparations raise both of your 
profiles simultaneously.  Yes, organization employees probably can do some editing and format 
conversions but every extra moment they spend performing some task you could have more 
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easily done, another writer’s work is being needlessly neglected.  As you never want to be the 
person needing to make apologies for the times when your individual passions take something 
away from others, please enjoy those delicious plums, by all means, but please also share 
them, so sweet and so cold. 
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