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Preface

 


IT’S NIGH IMPOSSIBLE for an author-blogger to introduce a unique theme about which to post. It seems that everyone in the ever-expanding blogosphere publishes book spotlights of their own and others’ works, information about book signings and other events, personal snippets, and tips about the craft of writing.


All of those topics are fine, well, and good; in fact, I blogged along those lines too. To create a signature theme for my blog, however, I wanted something writing related and informational but different. So I conducted a bit of online research:


“Writers should write about the craft of writing,” they said.


“Don’t blog about business-related topics,” they said. “No writer will ever read those types of posts,” they said.


 

“Why not?” I said.


 

More than one year, forty unique topics, seven guest-blogger posts, and two popular in-person workshops later, my “Business of Writing” posts on The Maze of Twisty Passages accounted for more than one hundred thousand page views at an average of almost two thousand views per post.


That’s not too bad, considering the fact that prior to 2013, when I overhauled and rereleased the first novel in my New York–published backlist, Dawnflight, my blog wasn’t even a gleam in my eye. I decided to take that particular plunge four months after the novel’s relaunch.


So either I’ve been lucky or “they” were wrong.


Now you may reap the benefits of my publishing journey, even if you already have begun releasing your own titles or have had work published by a small or large press. I’ve worked with Simon & Schuster, Harlequin, and Dragon Moon Press (a small, independent Canadian publisher) in addition to striking out into the woolly world of independent publishing. I cover topics that fall under the headings of 
“Organizing,” “Packaging,” “Presenting,” and “Marketing,” so I’m certain that you’ll find something to learn from the breadth of my experience. 


I welcome you to join me on the journey to producing better and more marketable books.







1. ORGANIZING

 


TRADITIONAL ADVICE FOR any business venture dictates “Plan your work and work your plan.” The first aspect of that planning entails getting organized. For a writer, business organization can mean everything from incorporation to selecting accounting software. I discuss these topics and more in this chapter.




1A. Lawyers and Incorporating and Accountants, Oh My!

 


BACK IN 1994 I was working for a small computer consulting company, and I was shopped out to consult on a project for a Very Big Client. After a year on the job, which was my minimum commitment to the consulting group, the client and I realized that it would be a win-win for us to cut out the middleman. I would get a much higher hourly rate but still not charge as much as the middleman was charging to hire me out to the client.


However, the client required that they be invoiced by a corporation, not an individual, so I found a corporate lawyer (there was no LegalZoom in those days) who practiced in the county where I was living at the time, and I sat down with him in person to discuss the various small-business corporate options. He is now an owning partner at his firm, and he relocated to the state capital years ago, but he has remained my corporate lawyer to this day. Even though I could save a few hundred dollars a year if I did my own annual corporate filings, it has been worth it to keep him on tap for questions and for handling other, noncorporate, issues.


For precise definitions of sole proprietorship, S corporation, limited liability corporation, and any other small-business options that I may have missed off the top of my head, I suggest that you google the terms. I am not a lawyer and do not wish to mislead anyone.


Per my lawyer’s recommendation, I established System Support Services Inc. (S3I) as an S corporation because I wanted my husband to be an equal co-owner for survivorship purposes. If I predecease him, the corporation may continue to exist rather than being taken over by my estate.


The tax implications are that the net value of all corporate income and expenses are passed through to the owners’ individual 1040 form(s) each year. The S corporation itself does not pay tax.


In the early days I had hired a freelance certified public accountant to keep my corporate books and submit my business tax filings (not having to pay tax does not excuse the corporation from having to file), but after a few years he shut down his freelance business to become a corporate CPA. By that time, aided by an accounting class I’d taken several years earlier, I had become familiar enough with the process that I felt comfortable buying QuickBooks to manage my corporate records, and TurboTax Business (not to be confused with TurboTax Home & Business, though that product might suffice for an unincorporated freelance writer) to compile my annual S corporation tax returns.


The day in 1995 when I met with my lawyer to decide which type of corporation S3I would become, I had not yet sold any manuscripts but had a hunch I was getting close to landing a contract, so I asked whether I would be able to funnel nonconsulting income and expenses through the corporation too. The answer was an emphatic yes.


For a writer, setting up a corporation is optional, but for me the main attraction is that it avoids the “hobby” implication during years when sales are, shall we say, less than stellar but expenses remain astronomical. If the Internal Revenue Service deems that your freelance writing is a hobby, then you may deduct only the amount of expenses that equal your writing income for the tax year. A corporation may deduct expenses in excess of income to show a negative profit, though I try to show at least a modest gain every few years to stay out from under IRS scrutiny.


Another attraction as an independent publisher is that Kindle Direct Publishing, Barnes & Noble Press, Kobo, IngramSpark, and all the other places where I publish my books keep my corporate tax ID  (formally known as the Federal Employer Identification Number) on file, not my social security number. That makes me far less twitchy about the risk of data breaches. And it causes those companies to generate 1099-MISC tax documents made out in the corporation’s name, which further supports the business’s viability in the eyes of the IRS.


You do not have to be incorporated in order to set up your own press imprint, however… and the process is a lot easier than you might think.




1B. Writing Expenses, or “Staying Friendly with Your Ex”

 


DISCLAIMER: AS mentioned before, I am not a lawyer. I am not a tax specialist or professional accountant either. I am, however, an author with more than two decades of experience running my writing business. In this subsection I share ideas about the types of expenses related to writing and how to manage them. For specific questions, please consult your corporate lawyer, tax specialist, or accountant.


 

Yes, writing is a business, with expenses as well as income. And it’s never too late for you to start organizing those records for Mr. Tax Man if you haven’t already begun to do so.


Since I incorporated my computer-consulting practice more than three decades ago and my corporate lawyer gave me the green light to include my writing business, I have kept a series of spreadsheets, one per year, each with separate tabs (worksheets) delineating the major expense categories wherein I record each item. With this information I can then classify the appropriate amounts in QuickBooks whenever I write a check against my corporate bank account to pay myself back for out-of-pocket expenses. It all gets delineated by category in my balance sheet, which comes in very handy for filing my corporate tax return each March.


The major expense categories I track related to writing include:



	
Advertising: paid mailing lists, print ads, web promotions (blog tours, website design and maintenance, and so forth), booth fees at book fairs and conventions, and contest entry fees (because I’m advertising my book to the judges)


	
Bank Charges: fees deducted from royalty payments from publishers who pay me via PayPal, currency conversion fees for foreign purchases of writing-related materials such as research books, ATM fees when the cash withdrawal is used for purchasing writing-related goods or services, and bank account servicing fees


	
Gifts and Charity: the fair market value of books or other writing-related items donated as door prizes, given to museums, and so forth


	
Dues and Subscriptions: amounts paid to writers’ organizations such as the Authors Guild and Romance Writers of America, writing-related print and online subscriptions such as Writer’s Digest and Publisher’s Lunch


	
Inventory: he cost (including shipping and taxes) of purchasing my books for resale, delineated by book title, edition type (print, audiobook, e-book), and if a print edition, whether it was purchased new or used—I only pay myself back for print edition purchases; the other editions are usually onetime buys to have the e-book or audiobook available on my Android device as “show and tell” at personal appearances


	
Licenses: state and local business licenses, temporary (to states other than the one in which most of your in-person retail activity occurs) as well as permanent; and fees paid for the legal permission to include songs, photographs, and other content not owned by you in your book or on its cover


	
Meals: the cost of business meals—since this is a category that’s often flagged for audit, I usually don’t bother recording those expenses, but I keep the tab in my spreadsheet from year to year just in case I need to record an entry


	
Office Supplies: self-explanatory, but I do include software purchases in this category, such as my annual purchase of TurboTax for Business, QuickBooks upgrades, and computer supplies such as physical media for archival purposes


	
Outside Services: occasional payments made to service personnel such as translators, artists, book cover and layout designers, editors, book trailer designers, web hosting providers, computer repair technicians, and printers of promotional materials


	
Postage: again, self-explanatory, but I also include the annual fee to maintain a box at my local post office, since that is the address of record for most of my corporate mailings and for fans of my books


	
Professional Services: annual payments made to professional service personnel such as my corporate lawyer. Back when I first started my company and employed a freelance accountant, I recorded his fees here too. Personal assistants and public relations specialists’ fees also fall under this category. Note: You could record all services under one category rather than splitting them out as I have done for decades. In accounting the number one rule is consistency, so I won’t be changing my setup, but I encourage you to establish whatever system works best for your business.


	
Research: books and other materials purchased in the course of researching my novels—this is not a traditional tax category but one I established because I wanted to track those purchases separately from purchases logged as office supplies


	
Returns: logged whenever a customer returns an e-book or print book for a refund. This isn’t a problem with my books—I see perhaps two e-book returns in a thousand—so I don’t track them, but it is a common business expense.


	
Telephone: for more than thirty years I’ve been recording half the monthly cost of my landline expense. This was the common wisdom for delineating business versus personal use when I started the practice, and for me it still makes sense because my Internet service is bundled with my landline, and probably 90 percent of my online activity is directly related to writing and promotion. I don’t bother to expense my cell phone usage because probably one-third or less is writing related.


	
Travel: convention registration fees (subcategorized as “Education” for publishing-industry-only conventions such as the RWA national conference), hotel room costs (including housekeeping tips but excluding meals and other incidental charges such as movie rentals), and transportation (air and rail tickets, tolls, parking fees, and automobile mileage)



A side note on the mileage method for automobile deductions: I use mapping software to determine the one-way distance, create separate lines in my spreadsheet for the “to” and “from” legs, and multiply it by the IRS standard business mileage deduction for the given tax year. The “IRS Standard Mileage Rates at a Glance” page gives you the current rate as compared with the previous tax year. To obtain the value for any other tax year, visit IRS.gov/ and search “standard mileage deduction” plus the year you want to look up.




Every item in my spreadsheet is documented with either a paper or electronic receipt.


You might have noticed that I didn’t mention expenses related to the “home business” deduction. The reason that I don’t bother to claim it—even though I am entitled to do so under current tax laws—is because I have no desire to reduce the tax basis of my residence. It’s ideal if you rent a house. If you’re a homeowner, however, the home business deduction amounts to a “get you now or get you later” tax tradeoff, and I have chosen the “get you now” option so that I don’t complicate matters for myself or my heirs when it comes time to sell my home.


Once I have paid myself back for an out-of-pocket expense, I record the date paid in the appropriate place in my expenses spreadsheet, which automatically updates the “amount remaining” fields on the category’s worksheet and on the summary worksheet. That way I can see at a glance how much is yet to be repaid in which category for the given year.


This is of course just one way of organizing your expense records. If you use another system that works for you, I would love to hear about it over a tall glass of something cold and frothy sometime.




1C. Corporate Taxes for Authors, or “Shake Your Tax Thing”

 


IN THIS section and the next, be prepared to see the dreaded t-word:


 

Taxes.


 

The rigors of paying state and local sales taxes are as varied as the stars, and I recommend that you consult with your regional tax collection office to learn about the amounts and procedures that apply to your sales tax situation. To find rates for selling merchandise outside your region, an excellent place to start online is the website Sales Tax States, which gives current US sales tax rates down to the zip code level.


Not to be left out, the US Supreme Court has rendered a decision that may effect changes in the collection of taxes for online sales. If you plan to sell copies of your books through your website, read more in the Publishers Weekly article “Court Shakes Up Tax Landscape for Online Sales.”


The best advice about Social Security and all other types of taxes for creative freelancers is dispensed by nationally recognized tax expert and attorney Julian Block. I commend his book Julian Block’s Easy Tax Guide For Writers, Photographers, And Other Freelancers to your attention (see the book’s Appendix entry for ordering information).


In the following pages I discuss filing federal income taxes for corporations and individuals.


If you haven’t incorporated, then each April 15 you need to report your writing-related income (the bazillion 1099-MISC forms generated by KDP and other book e-tailers) and expenses on your individual IRS form 1040. However, first you must ask yourself whether your writing is a hobby or a business.


I must warn you there’s no room for fudging the answer, and an incorrect  assessment can be shockingly expensive.


Kelly Keller, president of Circle Legal law firm, offers some excellent advice in the article “Do You Have a Hobby or Business?” published on the She Owns It blog. I encourage you to read the entire article, but if you’re in a hurry, the biggest takeaway is the application of the “3-of-5 rule”—to wit, you’ll be far less likely to raise flags at the IRS if you have earned income from your writing activities in three out of every five years.


Although I established System Support Services Inc. for the purpose of invoicing my computer-consulting business clients, I found that shunting my publishing income and expenses through my S corporation was the easiest way to convince the IRS that I was serious about making a profit as a writer.


And although that gives me twice as many reasons to dread having to “shake my tax thing” each year—business taxes must be filed for US income by March 15—I have never looked back.




1D. Individual Taxes for Authors, or “I Like Big Refunds and I Cannot Lie”

 


INDIVIDUAL INCOME tax reporting is one of those disgusting but necessary chores, like spring cleaning, that must be done every year… unless you happen to be like my late father-in-law, who left three years’ worth of income taxes for his executor—and primarily me, the executor’s assistant—to file.


Whether or not you have chosen to incorporate your writing business, you are still on the hook to file individual income taxes if you don’t meet the IRS requirements that exempt you from filing.


If you skipped the section wherein I discuss writing-related expenses, now would be a good time to bring yourself up to speed on that topic.


On the income side of the paperwork pile exist the 1099-MISC paper or electronic royalty statements from every company who paid you for the books you sold during the previous tax year. These all get reported to the IRS, so if you mislaid or didn’t happen to receive one for a particular income source, but you recorded the deposit in your checkbook or ledger, then you need to factor it into your total royalty income.


Note: If you have been paid in US dollars by an e-tailer such as Amazon, Kobo, or Draft2Digital for book sales made in foreign countries, then you do not have to report it as foreign income.


If you have incorporated your writing business and filed corporate taxes, then the data reported on the resulting K-1 statement will flow into your IRS 1040 form in the appropriate areas. You’ll have to ask your tax specialist or accountant which specific areas those are. I’ve been using TurboTax for more than thirty years, and I pay good money for the software to remember those details and stay abreast of the changes for me.


Whether or not you’re a US citizen, it’s never too late to establish a system of business income/expense organization and tax reporting that works for you. The good news is that once you’ve invested the thought, time, and effort to set it up, maintaining it on a regular basis is much easier.




1E. The Publication Plan, or “Plans? We Don’t Need No Stinkin’ Plans!”

 


I COULDN’T resist riffing on the classic line from one of my favorite comedies of all time, Blazing Saddles (Warner Brothers, 1974). This was how I viewed independent publishing when I dived into the waters in 2013, and I don’t recommend that approach to anyone.


There were many reasons why I didn’t lay out a publication plan, not the least of which being that my father-in-law had just died, my husband the high school math teacher was up to his eyeballs in teaching (not to mention grief) so the lion’s share of the estate’s administration fell to me, and I latched on to self-publication as a means of retaining my sanity through that complex and exhausting process.


The fact is that a publication plan can help you boost sales and maximize the return on your investment. And your plan doesn’t need to be expressed in formal terms if your memory is good, or if you want to bookmark this section.


The major aspects of the publication plan are prepublication, launch, and promotion, and each phase entails a slew of decisions, most of which need to be balanced against your budget, schedule, temperament, and writing career goals.


 


1E1. Prepublication Decisions to Consider


	The first aspect involves determining how many publication details—such as e-book creation, conversion, cover design, print edition layout, and audiobook recording—you plan to handle yourself. I share my thoughts about most of these details in the “Packaging” chapter.

	The next most important considerations are whether to incorporate and/or establish your own imprint. Making these decisions ahead of time will reduce your headaches later and will allow you and your books to appear more professional to the reading public.

	Which edition formats will you be releasing for your book? The least expensive in terms of prepublication costs is the e-book, followed by audiobook, paperback, and hardcover. There is the matter of foreign-language translations, comics, and graphic novels if your genre lends itself to these types of editions, and then there are some of the more esoteric decisions such as large print editions. Refer to the “Packaging” chapter for more details about the major edition types.

	If you’re releasing your book as an e-book, are you going to stick with Amazon exclusively, or will you be releasing to additional platforms such as Barnes & Noble, Kobo, Google Play, and Apple’s iBooks Store? Since Amazon accounts for at least 75 percent of paid and free downloads for most authors, there’s a certain logic to launching a new title in Kindle Unlimited to take advantage of free and “countdown” promotions. However, given Amazon’s track record with regard to their crackdowns on Kindle scam artists, I advise granting exclusive distribution of your books for no more than six months to minimize the risk of them shutting down your account with no warning, recourse, or chance of reinstatement because you’ve been victimized by a “click farm” (see section 4N2 for more information about this type of automated thievery software).

	Are you going to pay for professional editing services or not? If you do plan to follow the wise path of hiring professional editorial services, keep in mind that you may need to schedule the delivery of your manuscript to the editor at least three months in advance of your target release date. Refer to the “Packaging” chapter for more thoughts about editing.

	What release date are you shooting for? Publisher sites such as Barnes & Noble Press, KDP, Kobo, and Draft2Digital allow the establishment of future publication dates so that your book can collect preorders.

	How do you plan to build buzz about your book? Online using Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, or other social media platform? By scheduling a “cover reveal” or “preorder party” blog tour or Facebook event? As many of those options as your time, your budget, your family, and your heart can tolerate?

	If you have a smartphone, tablet, or laptop you bring to events, create an account at Square, QuickBooks Point of Sale, or another payment processing provider so that you can accept credit cards for book sales at your personal appearances. This needs to be done at least a month in advance of your first in-person sales event to give the company time to mail you the device (if you can’t find one on the shelves of your local Best Buy or Apple store) and for you to tinker with setting your price points, coding sales tax for your state, linking your point-of-sale account to your accounting software (not necessary if you already use QuickBooks for your business accounting and go with their point-of-sale system), and so forth.

	Establishing a separate bank account for processing online transactions such as Square, KDP, and other deposits, as well as for paying writing-related expenses is not mandatory, but I have taken this step as a precaution against online theft, and I recommend it even if you don’t incorporate your writing business.



 


1E2. The Book Launch


	Where do you plan to announce your release? On Facebook, X, Pinterest, your blog, or other social media platforms? Schedule online events at least a month in advance.

	I strongly recommend scheduling a “release blitz” blog tour at least two months in advance of your planned release date to maximize the number of reviews your book will receive at the time of launch. Reviews cannot be posted for books in the preorder phase, so having reviews lined up and ready to post on launch day becomes crucial, since many book-promotion sites have minimum requirements for the number of reviews a book has (and often a minimum star rating) before they will feature it.

	Do you plan to announce the launch at a personal appearance such as a fan convention? If so, then you need to have physical advertising material bookmarks, book cards, or swag prepared to hand out as well as any vinyl banners or other advertising tools you plan to display.



 


Promotion, some of which I touched on above, is an entire activity unto itself. Refer to the “Marketing” chapter for in-depth advice regarding the myriad aspects of book promotion.



1F. Copyrighting Your Book, or “It’s Mine! Mine, Mine, Mine, Mine, Mine!”

 


NOW THAT Daffy Duck has squirreled away his jewel for another day, it’s quiet enough to speak to you about an administrative chore that may or may not be part of your publication plan: the book’s copyright.


 


1F1. The Basics

You do not have to register your book’s copyright. From the moment it exists in tangible or digital form, your work is automatically protected under US copyright law. Simply affix a notice in the frontmatter using this format:


 

Copyright ©20xx by Your Name

 

If you don’t have access to the © symbol, it’s acceptable to substitute the text equivalent: (c)


That’s all there is to it.


Under Title 17 of the US Code (Copyright Law of the United States), copyright of an author’s work “endures for a term consisting of the life of the author and 70 years after the author’s death.” There are exceptions for works of various types that were created before certain dates, but the lifetime plus seventy years duration is the general rule.


The full contents of Title 17 may be viewed on Copyright.gov. For convenience, it’s organized by chapter, and you have the opportunity to download Title 17 in its entirety as a PDF file. Each chapter may be viewed either as HTML or as a PDF file.


 


1F2. The Next Level

Although all created works enjoy automatic copyright protection, registering the copyright is a means of formally establishing the date of creation, which then becomes crucial in winning a plagiarism lawsuit. All traditional publishers and most small presses exercise this option for every book they publish.


If your book is ready to be released into retail channels, or it already has been, and you wish to secure the next level of protection for your book, registering the copyright may be accomplished as follows:



	Visit the Registration Portal of the Electronic Copyright Office (eCO), affiliated with the Library of Congress, and click the link to log in to the Electronic Copyright Office. If you don’t already have an account, you may establish one after you have visited the login link.



Note: The eCO System has been confirmed for use with the Firefox browser on the Microsoft Windows 7 Operating system. Other browsers such as Internet Explorer, Chrome, Safari, and Netscape (as well as out-of-date browsers) may work but potentially could show less than optimal behavior when used with the eCO System.



To view and print documents you will need the Adobe Acrobat Reader installed on your system, and you will need to disable popups while visiting the eCO website.


	On the left-hand menu, under the category “Copyright Registration,” in most cases you will select “Register a New Claim.” A claim in this context means that you as author or publisher are claiming that the copyright of the work should be registered to you (or the author you represent, if you’re a publisher). It has nothing to do with claiming copyright infringement.

	Follow the prompts to describe the work being registered. The help files are quite extensive and will open in a new tab for your continued reference. In addition, the eCO Registration Portal contains links to tutorials and other tools.

	Pay the appropriate processing fee (as of this writing, $35.00 for a single claimant or $55.00 for multiple claimants per title for online registration, regardless of whether you are required to mail physical copies of the book or are entitled to upload the digital version). Payment is accomplished via pay.gov, the secure payment site operated by the US Treasury Department, and you may choose to pay by electronic funds transfer from your bank account or by credit card. You must scroll down the page until you get to the credit card payment option. For more information, refer to Circular 4, Copyright Office Fees.

	Submit the required number of copies of your work. If it is only published electronically, you may upload a qualifying digital file. However, if your book exists in print as well as e-book editions and it is already published, then you must mail two copies of the “best edition” within thirty days to the Library of Congress at the address they provide during that phase of the registration process.
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