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        For my parents, who are both gone now.

        Thirty-nine years ago, they believed me when I said I was a writer, and they spent the rest of their lives helping to make me one.
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      Since October 3, 2012, I’ve earned over three million dollars in writing income. For ten of those years, I’ve been a full-time writer. My books have spent nineteen weeks on the USA Today bestseller list and three weeks on the New York Times bestseller lists. I currently have 136 books published, and I’ve sold more than two million copies of them.

      You probably don’t know who I am.

      I’ve had nine different pen names over the years, but I’ve retired all but two. As Noelle Adams, I’ve published over a hundred contemporary-romance novels. With those titles, I made the USA Today list multiple times (mostly with $.99 sales), and I helmed one of the early boxed sets in 2013 that found success organically and ended up on the old iteration of the New York Times ebook bestseller list for three weeks in a row. As Claire Kent, I’ve published twenty-five books (a few now unpublished), ten contemporaries and the rest either sci-fi or post-apocalyptic romance. I made the USA Today list only twice with that pen name, but those are the books that have built some moderate sales momentum and word of mouth in the past few years.

      Even so… There’s a good chance you’ve never heard of me.

      Perhaps you’ve picked up a free Noelle Adams marriage-of-convenience book from a BookBub deal (and might or might not have read it). Maybe you vaguely connect the name Claire Kent with the weird, sexy prison-planet book. Maybe you’ve seen one or more of my covers in passing. Maybe you hang out in the RomanceBooks subreddit and have noticed my Claire Kent books occasionally recommended there.

      More likely, you’ve never heard of either of my pen names in your life. Despite the number of books I’ve published and the income they’ve earned, most people haven’t.

      I’m invisible.

      Most of the time I like it that way.

      Other people describe themselves as introverts. I call myself a hermit. I don’t have a cultivated online personality. I don’t use my face on social media. I never post videos or photos of myself. I don’t do events. I don’t—absolutely never, please don’t make me—network.

      I write my books, publish them, and do my best to never put myself out there in any other way.

      When fellow authors reach out to me, I gladly respond. I have a few author friends and quite a few others with whom I would consider myself friendly. But it’s almost entirely because those authors reached out to me and not the other way around. I’m always surprised when someone does.

      I’m invisible. How do they even know I exist?

      I sometimes joke that I spend my life in an unresolved tension between wanting people to read my books and wanting no one anywhere to notice me. In truth, it’s not really a joke. That’s what I want. To continue writing, publishing, and making money from books I love, books that speak to me and other people. And also for no one anywhere to talk about me.

      I think I’ve come close. As close as it’s possible to get.

      At its widest reach, this book is for any fiction writer who wants to write good books and preferably make some money with them. A lot of my chapters will be relevant to writers who aren’t like me, who aren’t or don’t want to be invisible. This is probably the only book of this kind I’ll ever write, so I included all the advice, ideas, and reflections that have been churning in my head for years. If you care about your books beyond their ability to earn income but also really want them to sell, there might be something helpful in here for you.

      But I believe this book will speak most powerfully to writers who, like me, experience that tension between wanting to speak and wanting to hide. Who have wilted under the pressure of building a social media presence. Who have cringed at the idea of attending big signings. Who have hidden during a networking event that was nothing but small talk. Who want to write their stories without becoming a public personality.

      No matter what you might hear about how writing big books is the only way to make real money in this business, how essential it is to get your name out on all social media platforms, and how you should attend every in-person event your physical and financial resources allow, I’m here to tell you it isn’t.

      There’s a way to build a different kind of author career.

      I’m not the only author who has done it. Look a little deeper—beyond current bestseller lists, TikTok darlings, and the top one hundred in Amazon categories—and you’ll see there are a lot of us. Regularly publishing for years. Having slowly built a readership who loves and buys our books even if they aren’t the readers who ever post about books online. I’m most familiar with romance since that’s what I write, but you can find us in all the genres, sustaining a thriving career in fiction without claiming the spotlight.

      It’s possible to devote the majority of your time, focus, and energy to stories and not to building a public image. Maybe you want that.

      Maybe you can be invisible too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Writing Invisible isn’t a craft book, although I devote one chapter and a lot of discussion along the way to talking about craft in general terms—reflections on craft rather than building blocks or how-to instruction. It also isn’t a book on marketing, although I touch on that topic occasionally with thoughts on what has worked for me personally. It’s not even an advice book, although I try to give as much advice as I can throughout in the hopes that even one stray suggestion might help.

      This book is primarily a personal reflection as I work through, in writing, my unique career and experiences, hoping they might be meaningful to other writers.

      I have two major themes: how to intentionally position yourself as an invisible writer and how to write good books individual to you while still earning money. In my mind and in my experience, the two are entwined in their focus on story rather than author, but they aren’t always or necessarily connected. Plenty of writers have built their careers writing books of their heart while also making themselves popular public personalities. So if I ever sound like you can only write the books of your heart while being invisible, it’s only because this book reflects my personal journey. You should be the writer and person you are, whatever that looks like.

      In terms of organization, I’ve followed a loose structure that varies between chapters focused on advice and chapters that are primarily reflection. The chapters do build on each other, but I tried to make each section as self-contained as I could so you can jump to topics of more interest if you’d prefer.

      One quick explanatory note as I begin about my repeated use of the term “good book.” I’ll lay it out clearly right here at the beginning. I believe some books are better than others. Some books speak more powerfully than others. Some have better things to say. And some books—yes, I truly believe in this next point—are downright bad. Some are badly written, and some are saying bad things. I’m using the terms good and bad because they are simple, easy, and generic and because they are abstract enough to encompass the vast range of good and bad books.

      I do not believe good books all speak in similar ways, and I do not believe they do (or should) speak the same truths. The best stories don’t only move us emotionally—although they will always do that—they also tap into what makes us human. Not the narrow, Western understanding of human nature that has often been centered, but all of it. All of us. We bring who we are to the stories we write, and without all our voices, our collective understanding of human experience will remain incomplete. One of the unique powers of fiction is the way it uses storytelling to reach our hearts and our minds. It has the power to open and deepen both, making us people who think, empathize, and feel more fully and powerfully.

      Why shouldn’t genre fiction participate in that endeavor?

      Writing Invisible will be most useful to other writers of genre fiction, and some of the advice will be easier to implement for those of you who are self-published. But much of it could apply to anyone trying to earn money writing stories, no matter how that plays out in your own life.

      More than anything else, I want this book to be an encouragement. An inspiration. A spur.

      Hope.

      That maybe, in the middle of a book market filled with noise, with loud voices, with conflicting expectations, with more focus on packaging than story, with endless amounts of stuff—so many special editions and art prints and PR boxes and signing exclusives and quote reels and trope maps and swag—it’s possible to keep our focus on stories. To craft a career that still and always holds story at the center.

      Maybe it’s possible to not buckle under the pressure of shaping ourselves into one of the personalities that’s marketable online.

      Maybe we can find readers without hauling around all the extra baggage that’s treated as a requirement for a successful career.

      Maybe it’s possible to be mostly invisible.

      And just write.
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      Content Note

      It feels strange to add a content warning for a book like this, but in one section of the chapter on Nuancing Quality, I reflect briefly on a book I wrote as my mother was dying of cancer. If you need to avoid any discussion of cancer, please skip the section on The Remake in that chapter.

      Financial Transparency

      Throughout this book, I will occasionally include real sales numbers and income estimates. When taken as a whole, some of the numbers look impressive, and so saying I’m invisible might sound disingenuous.

      It’s not. Even my highest-earning books have only moved on the retailers very briefly. Most of my books are released with no fanfare of any kind. Only three of my books have gotten into the top one hundred on Amazon on release. Two of the three are Escorted and A Negotiated Marriage back in the first two months of 2013, and the third is Hired Bride from 2015. Not a single one of the books I’ve written and published in the past ten years has broken the top one hundred in the Kindle store at full price and on release. None of my books are available in brick-and-mortar bookstores. Even in the most romance-y of romance circles, I am not a big author or even a kind-of-big author. The income I’ve earned is partly from writing readable books but also because I have so many of them and because I’ve been publishing steadily for so many years. I am not a major author—I’m fully and truly midlist if such a thing exists anymore.

      That should be encouraging. There’s a different, quieter route to making a living as a fiction writer. And accidentally landing on a big hit book isn’t the only way to make it in this business.

      But I also know how it feels to have struggled for years (decades) and never had any of my efforts rewarded. Later, I’ll mention that one of my loser books has only earned $5,500 in its lifetime. I vividly remember points in my life when making even half that much on a book would have been a dream come true. I know how it feels—so deeply I can still cry about it. The last thing I would ever want is for my attempts at transparency and encouragement to be taken as some sort of humble-brag and lead an already struggling writer to feel worse, to hurt more.

      I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished. And, as will be made clear moving forward, I deeply love my own books. I regularly reread them purely for pleasure. But these reflections on my career are not valuable because I’ve been breathtakingly successful in either sales or quality. I have not been. Please hear me—I have not been. I’ve been only moderately successful at my best, but I’ve maintained it long enough and steadily enough for the smaller successes to add up. It’s a much more modest and achievable goal.

      I believe you can reach it too.
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      I’ve gone years of my life without writing anything except academic essays. I’ve gone even more years writing only what I want without a thought for getting it published. And I’ve gone far too many years struggling to force my writing into an imagined formula that would finally convince a publisher to want me.

      I dragged all those experiences with me to the moment I began self-publishing in 2012.

      My long history of failure actually gave me an advantage for the first time in my life. I had dozens of unpublished manuscripts that needed either minor or moderate revision to be publishable. And my history of failure also spurred me into a career-shaping conclusion.

      I’d never wanted to self-publish. I spent my life dreaming and working toward being traditionally published. So if I was going to try self-publishing, I would write the books I truly want to write. Since it no longer mattered if my stories were the right fit, I would free myself from the pressure of grappling to meet external expectations.

      I would write the books of my heart.

      I’ve read and loved books in the romance genre all my life, so it’s not like I was trying to defy or subvert the core foundations of a genre I adore. But my voice, my characterization, and my pared-down storytelling were always a little too different from the norm, and I would no longer try to change myself to fit.

      I was publishing these books myself, so they would be fully my own.

      That was one of my priorities when I published my first story as Noelle Adams in October of that year. The other priority was to make some extra money.

      If you know the book market, you can see immediately that there could be an inherent conflict between those two priorities. Because not every book can make money, and if we don’t write with at least one eye on the market, it will take a streak of luck akin to winning the lottery to make any significant money on our books.

      But both those goals were important to me—writing books of my heart and earning money from them. So what did I do? I learned to negotiate between conflicting forces in my own mind to build the career I have today.

      That negotiating between opposites has happened repeatedly in various ways over the years. Not only about the commercial nature of genre fiction but also about how much of myself I can share with the world and about the degree of quality I’m satisfied with in my own books.

      Whether or not you want to be invisible, there’s a good chance you’ll have to find that balance too.

      Finding Our Priorities

      So where do we start in figuring out our priorities? I’m a list maker, so I always start with a list.

      Here’s mine. A wish list of what I want when it comes to writing fiction, in no particular order:

      
        
          	
        Write the books I want to write, without regard to the market
      

      	
        Make money
      

      	
        Write good books
      

      	
        Be a full-time writer with no need to supplement my income
      

      	
        Touch readers’ hearts with my books
      

      	
        Write characters and convey emotions that feel real
      

      	
        Have my books top bestseller lists
      

      	
        Write unskimmable books (with nothing in them that readers are prone to skim)
      

      	
        Have my books adapted into big-budget movies or television shows
      

      	
        Achieve popular acclaim
      

      	
        Achieve critical acclaim
      

      	
        Get rich from my writing
      

      	
        Support myself for the rest of my life with my writing
      

      	
        Have thousands of people read and love my books
      

      	
        Have no one ever talk about me
      

      	
        Be a success
      

      	
        Remain invisible
      

      

      

      No doubt you see the problem here. How am I supposed to write the books I want to write, without regard to market, and also get rich and have those books top bestseller lists? Genre fiction simply doesn’t work in a way that allows us both. How could there possibly be big-budget movies of my books while no one anywhere is talking about me? It’s nonsense to even consider.

      My guess is that, unless “write good books” is not one of your goals, any list you make of what you want out of your writing will include opposing ideas too.

      So here we are. An impasse. Something has to give.

      There’s nothing else to do but start crossing off the things that are least important to you.

      I can immediately cross off several pipe dreams. Big-budget movie/television. Critical acclaim. Getting rich. Topping bestseller lists. All would be nice—who’s going to deny that?—but I can be perfectly satisfied as a person and a writer without them. And I’m forced to also cross off having no one anywhere talking about me because none of the rest of what I want can happen if I truly hold that line.

      So what’s left? Basically three things. Write good books that are genuinely the stories I want to tell—tightly focused, feeling real, coming from the genuine me. Make enough money to write full time for the rest of my life. And stay as invisible as it’s possible for me to be.

      There’s still some significant conflict in those three items, but it’s possible to negotiate between them and make it work.

      How does that happen? Every goal needs to give just a little.

      Let’s take writing good books that aren’t shaped by market forces and also making money as an example.

      If money is your only priority, it’s easy to see the path forward. (I’m not for a moment suggesting it’s easy to accomplish, but the path to get there is quite clear.) Look for what’s popular in the book market at any given moment. Find a niche that isn’t already oversaturated. Package books that exactly fit what readers in that niche are looking for. Publish as many books as possible as quickly as you can before the sales in that market dry up.

      If the quality and nature of your books are not a factor, you’ll use any shortcut to get there. Pay ghostwriters almost nothing and use their books to make money for yourself. Have AI outline, flesh out, revise, and edit your books and make your covers. Use dubious marketing techniques to promote them. Anything. You become a packager, a salesperson, and a grifter, but you’re not a writer.

      If your only goal is to make money, this book is not for you. You already know what to do. Go forth and grift until a more lucrative opportunity opens for you.

      If you’ve read even this far, I assume you care about your books and believe them to be of intrinsic value. They matter in and of themselves, regardless of the money they make. So how much do we need to change them so they’re commercially viable?

      It’s not easy, and to do both things, each side needs to give a little but not completely. There’s no possible way I can make the stories of my heart exactly fit a market niche. I can’t. They will not. Maybe you’re lucky and yours will fit exactly. Not mine. But what I can do is nuance them toward the market as much as possible without collapsing their heart. That’s what I’ve done.

      When the kind of book I want to write is gaining traction in the market, I will jump on it and try to capture some of that momentum. When one of my books of the heart sells well, I write more books of my heart like that one. When a particular kind of book I love doesn’t sell at all, I write fewer of those.

      The other side has to give too. You might have to make do with a little less money.

      You can make money and still write the books of your heart. I have. Over and over again for thirteen years. But you might not make as much money. And the books might not be exactly what they would be were commercial appeal not a factor at all.

      So then the process repeats with another set of conflicting goals.

      Write your priority list and hone it down to the few things you’re not going to budge on. Then start negotiating and figure out how to make them work in a way that feels like you.

      Reflecting on the Value of Genre Fiction

      A quick detour here, as we start sorting through who we are and how we can negotiate between various priorities, to recall one of the foundational realities of writing genre fiction.

      Some readers will never believe what we write has intrinsic value.

      Because genre fiction has always taken the shaky middle ground between art and commerce, a disturbingly large percentage of readers (and nonreaders) will assume that nothing produced in the genres is valuable in and of itself. They believe that genre books are of lesser value than both literary fiction and nonfiction. That they can’t be written as well and they can’t express human experience as deeply or meaningfully. Those readers believe commercial interests somehow taint the creative process.

      Maybe they’re right.

      I’m leaving that as a possibility because, in my own experience, most of my best books (in terms of an overall assessment of quality discussed later in this book) were written from a bone-deep compulsion to tell the story, regardless of whether they’d ever earn me money. Some ended up as financial successes while others never have. The worth of those books is not and never will be commercial.

      But they all still fall into commercial genres. Not a single one of them is literary.

      And I’m writing this book and living out my career believing that genre fiction has intrinsic value. That our books can be worth writing even if they never produce a significant income.

      That a romance or a mystery or a fantasy novel can speak deeply and truly and beautifully, can make us think and make us feel and make us better.

      Do all of them do that? No, of course not. Some genre fiction is shaped purely by the drive to make money, and so what makes books good is (almost) entirely absent from their pages. Some books are nothing but shallow. Some books tell lies about what it means to be human. Some books do real harm.

      But the potential is there in genre fiction as much as in literary fiction. I’ve read a lot of literary fiction in my life, and much of it is empty, much of it expresses untruths.

      It’s not the shape or style of the book that gives it potential—it’s the art of storytelling in a human being’s hands.

      But not everyone understands that, and some who do understand still do not believe it. So making genre fiction a career means a lot of people will immediately assume what we’re doing is silly, trivial, unimportant.

      “Oh,” someone might say, arching snotty eyebrows and looking down on us from fabricated heights of intellectual superiority. “You write romance? Why don’t you write something worthwhile?”

      You’re never going to change their minds.

      Ignore them and keep writing.
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