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Introduction




Hello, Fellow Author.

You’ve put in the hard, meaningful work of writing a book—or you're in the thick of it—and now you're looking ahead to sharing your work with the world. That’s no small thing. It's thrilling. It's overwhelming. I know because I’ve been there, first with my traditionally published memoir, Gumbo Tales: Finding My Place at the New Orleans Table, and then with my first self-published book, How to Begin Writing Your Life Stories: Putting Memories on the Page. As I prepare this booklet, I’m in the revision process with yet another book that I intend to self-publish. 

The publishing process does get more intuitive with each go-round, but every project presents different challenges and asks the author to solve different problems. It’s always a little like preparing for a once-in-a-lifetime trip with only a vague notion of what to pack. 

Consider this booklet as your packing list. I wrote it to walk beside you as you make decisions about the completion and publication of your book. You’ll find straightforward information here as well as practical ideas, insider tips, and little nudges to keep you going. In the first half of the booklet, I use seven steps to outline the basics of book production and publication. After that, I offer some templates, worksheets, and more granular information in “Author Resources.” A final section called “Deeper Dives” includes long-form writings about topics close to my heart: crafting elegant sentences, manuscript evaluations, self-publishing, and book launch events.

Know two important truths from the outset:


	You aren’t supposed to know how to do it all on your own, especially if this is your first book. 


	You don’t have to do everything at once. One step at a time, and you’ll make progress. 





As the author John Green once wisely said, “The only thing that writes a book is time.” And my two cents: The main thing that gets a book published is perseverance. 

Writing a book is an act of courage. I'm honored to help you persevere through to publication.








  
  

Chapter 1

Step 1: Prepare and Polish Your Manuscript





You've written a draft, or you’re close. Maybe you’ve revised and second-guessed and loved and loathed it in equal measure. Good. You’re doing it correctly. 

Now it's time to polish and prepare your manuscript for the publishing process and, ultimately, your readers.



Hiring the Right Editor 

Editors aren’t just for catching typos, though they do that too. A good editor can sharpen your book’s structure, strengthen your voice, and spot the gaps you can’t see because you’re so close to your work.

Types of Editing

The following list is in sequential order, meaning that a developmental edit comes early in the revision process, whereas proofreading is the final stage of corrections.


	Developmental Editing: Big-picture help with structure, pacing, clarity, and focus


	Manuscript Evaluation: See the section following this one, plus my essay in “Deeper Dives”


	Line Editing or Substantive Editing: Fine-tuning the sentences for clarity and flow


	Copyediting: Polishing grammar, punctuation, and consistency, and some fact-checking


	Proofreading: Final sweep for typos before publication







Pro Tip: You usually don't need all levels of editing, but your book will benefit from at least one professional pass.




An Argument for Manuscript Evaluations

A close cousin to a developmental edit, a manuscript evaluation provides a big-picture analysis of your book’s strengths, challenges, and next steps. An evaluation doesn’t leave your pages “bleeding” with an editor’s red ink; the editor’s deliverable after an evaluation is a less invasive but still invaluable blueprint for your book’s revision.

For a manuscript evaluation, an editor typically provides:


	An editorial letter with feedback on structure, tone, pacing, and clarity.


	Notes on what’s working and what could be strengthened.


	Advice about tricky elements like permissions, publishing strategy, and formatting.


	Encouragement and clear next steps.





If you’re feeling stuck about what needs work and you’ve taken your book as far as you can on your own, an evaluation is often the best investment in your book’s future. Read more about my appreciation of manuscript evaluations in “Deeper Dives.” 



Pro Tip: Some writers get a manuscript evaluation before engaging beta readers; others hire an editor to do an evaluation simultaneously with giving the manuscript to beta readers. The correct way of doing it depends on the project and the author—consider which approach will help you keep moving forward with clarity and confidence.




The Role of a Writing Coach

While editors are good communicators—it’s integral to the profession—editing itself is essentially a one-sided conversation. Authors are usually welcome to ask questions once they’ve received an editor’s work, but for the most part, when the editing project is done, it’s done. Post-edit handholding, cheerleading, and meet-ups are not part of the editing contract. 

Sometimes, when a writer is stuck or has a crisis of confidence, which can happen to any writer at any stage of a book project, they need more support than an editing relationship provides. That’s when a coach can be helpful. Coaches work in a variety of ways and charge a spectrum of rates. When you’re searching for the right writing coach for you, approach it like finding a therapist. A good fit is important. Writing is an act of vulnerability, and the writer-coach relationship is an intimate one. Many writing coaches offer free consultations; avail yourself of that option before you commit.



Pro Tip: Receiving a manuscript evaluation or developmental edit can be a paralyzing experience, especially for first-time authors. If moving forward with a revision on your own feels like an insurmountable task, engage a coach to get you over the hump—and perhaps all the way to the finish line.




Sharing with Beta Readers

Apart from early readers in your trusted inner circle, beta readers are the first people to read your book and offer feedback. Beta readers don't need to be professional editors or writers themselves, but they should be thoughtful readers willing to tell you the following:


	What parts of your book they found most engaging


	What parts of your book made them lose interest


	Where in your book they got confused or wanted more





You don’t need beta readers to point out or correct grammar—tell them that explicitly. Editing is for editors, and besides, beta reading comes so early in the revision process that any editing on their part will be wasted effort.

How to Choose Beta Readers


	Shoot for 2–3 thoughtful readers. Feedback from too many people is overwhelming. Plus, if you work with an editor(s), that’s an extra layer of coverage.


	Pick at least one person who usually reads your genre and one who doesn’t necessarily read your genre but is open to it. 


	Avoid only picking family and friends who love everything you do. Do give your book to Grandma if you need some unconditional love, but Grandma shouldn’t be a beta reader.


	Give your beta readers 2–3 specific questions to answer—beyond just "What did you think?"


	Give serious thought to all your beta readers’ comments and pay special attention to places where more than one reader offered praise or critique. At the same time, trust your instincts when you embark on your revision. Your book will only have your name on the cover.


	Remember to thank your beta readers in your book’s acknowledgments.







Pro Tip: Be brave when selecting and listening to beta readers. Invite their honest reactions, not just compliments. The point isn’t to hear how wonderful your story is; the point is to gather data for your final revision.




Knowing When It’s Ready 

Your book will never feel perfect, but you will reach a stage where it feels ready enough. It’s ready enough when your edits and tinkering feel like you’re just moving words around, no longer improving the story.

A manuscript is ready for publication when:


	You've done your best revisions, letting the manuscript rest between rounds of self-editing.


	You’ve considered your beta readers' comments (but not obeyed them blindly).


	Professional editing is complete.


	You feel excited—and maybe a little nervous—about putting your book into readers' hands. Feeling nervous is natural. The closer you get to publication and the further from the creative process, the more your brain starts working on the what-ifs. Don’t give the what-ifs too much credence. You’ve put your heart and soul into your book, and your hard work has borne fruit.







Pro Tip: Trust yourself. You’ll know when it’s time to move from tinkering to publishing. And if you don’t know, trust your editor!




Deciding What to Pay For

If money is no object, or if you have more money than time, then you’d be wise to engage multiple editors to help during the writing process, as well as publishing professionals to carry out any production tasks that aren’t in your skill set.

If money is a consideration, as it is for most authors, I recommend prioritizing and budgeting for the following:


	A developmental editor or editor who performs manuscript evaluations for early, big-picture help


	A copyeditor 


	A professional cover designer


	A proofreader to give the finished proof a final pass





A traditional publisher will have in-house editors (quality varies), but authors gunning for deals with traditional publishers may still need to hire a developmental editor or get a manuscript evaluation to get their book ideas into salable shape. Authors shopping for traditional publishers and literary agents should absolutely have their book proposals and query letters professionally copyedited. Mistakes could be dealbreakers.



Pro Tip: The Editorial Freelancers Association (the-efa.org) has a job board and a useful rate calculator for estimating the cost of hiring book professionals. Other reputable online resources for hiring professionals: aceseditors.org, reedsy.com, and fiverr.com.




Crowdfunding

Some independent authors turn to crowdfunding tools like Kickstarter and Publishizer to fund the creation and publication of their books. Crowdfunding takes dedication on the author’s part—it’s an option suited to authors excited to market themselves and ask readers for money. Do your research or consult a publishing professional to find the best crowdfunding model for you.



Using AI

New AI tools for authors are coming online every day, literally. Yes, AI can be a great help in creating books, including by providing less costly ways of accomplishing some editorial and production tasks. I used ChatGPT to help me organize an early draft of this booklet, for instance. It offered some good ideas and some throwaway ones. I hired a human copyeditor and a human proofreader to help me get to the finish line, though.

Do your own web research or hire a publishing professional to help you figure out which AI tools would bring efficiency and creativity to your book project.

It should go without saying, but for anyone who needs to read it: Don’t let AI write any portion of your book’s content for you. Your unique writing voice is always preferable to the robot.



Pro Tip: AI tools take some skills to use well. Keep an open mind and have patience. You may maximize your gain by hiring a professional who knows how to use AI effectively and efficiently.
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