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In How to Thrive as a Writer in a Capitalist Dystopia, I asked whether it was even possible to be happy and a writer at the same time. Happiness was a bit of a hobbyhorse of mine at the time. I listened to The Happiness Lab and read the occasional book on happiness, but I wasn’t obsessed with it in the way I was with mythology, weird art, or even how stories shape culture.

I have, historically, been miserable, and wanted to not be miserable, so I took an interest in anything that could help. That interest became fascination, which became dedicated study and then...

Well, did you know  it only takes 30 minutes a day of study to become an expert on something? I must have read close to 100 books on happiness, everything from the highly esoteric to the highly scientific. Each one led me down another rabbit hole that brought me in contact with eastern philosophy, manifestation, quantum physics, meditation, medicine, yoga, and dozens of other disciplines.

Through it all, I started to feel better, and feeling better brought with it another self-sustaining loop that made me feel even better. For somebody who has been chronically ill for 20+ years, feeling better is like performing a magic trick.

All that led to my biggest hobby horse, which is finding ways to bring this stuff to you in a way that is both transformational and actionable to your author business.

One thing I learned in all this time is that everyone is doing the best they can, even if it doesn’t seem so, and that the actions people take almost always make sense if you understand how they see the world.

Notice, this is one of very few books in this series where the title didn’t start “How to”. I don’t think of this as a how-to guide. I think of it as a collection of things that worked for me and people in my community. 

Together, they are quite powerful, but happiness and success are elusive things that live in nebulous gray areas. I’m not sure you can make a how-to guide for it, but these might help you, and they certainly have helped others. 

It took years of tinkering and hundreds of little corrections to come up with a framework that broadly works for most humans to see growth in their author business, but eventually I came up with the HAPI Compass, a simple four-point system to finding alignment and giving yourself direction, designed to help you to build a successful and thriving author career that nourishes you mind, body, and soul.

At its heart, the HAPI Compass is about learning how to triangulate yourself in capitalism so you can make the money you want without feeling gross about it. We do this by plotting four cardinal points.


●  (H)eart: the projects and inspiration that give you goosebumps and will resonate deeply with your readers.

●  (A)udience: the people orbiting those ideas, ready to champion them, amplify your reach, and fall deeply in love with what you create.

●  (P)rioritization: Deep focus on one high-leverage move at a time, letting it pay off, then reinvesting the space and cash it creates to widen your runway and buy yourself time for what matters.

●  (I)ncome: Generating the money that sustains your ideal life while fueling the creative work that lights you up.



Plot those four points, and you have more than a framework. You have a living compass. When you start to drift in one of the four points, you can use our resources to help center yourself and get back in alignment.

While there are about a billion resources and in-depth articles available to you, it can get a tad overwhelming. 

Before we get there, we’ll start with some mindset [or (B)elief] and bodywork [or (E)mbodiment]  bits that will help you on your journey through the HAPI Compass. They aren’t technically included in the HAPI Compass, but if you don’t understand them, it’s hard to have the success you seek and find comfort in it.

That makes the full compass: 


●  (B)elief: Success is not a leading indicator, but a trailing one. Only once you change your mindset, will you get the success you seek. 

●  (E)mbodiment: Even after you get your mindset right, unless you get your body to accept your new state, you will never find peace. 

●  (H)eart: The projects and inspiration that give you goosebumps and will resonate deeply with your readers.

●  (A)udience: The people orbiting those ideas, ready to champion them, amplify your reach, and fall deeply in love with what you create.

●  (P)rioritization: Deep focus on one high-leverage move at a time, letting it pay off, then reinvesting the space and cash it creates to widen your runway and buy yourself time for what matters.

●  (I)ncome: Generating the money that sustains your ideal life while fueling the creative work that lights you up.



Or BEHAPI, which we call the HAPI Compass. 

—
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(B)elief
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Belief (or mindset) is the first step in aligning your HAPI Compass, which is at the core of being a Hapitalist.

In short, a Hapitalist is someone who strives to align personal happiness, social well-being, and financial stability. They see happiness and health as valuable “capital” worth investing in on par with, or even more important than, traditional indicators of wealth.

Imagine measuring your success not just by profits and accolades, but by the genuine joy it brings to you, your readers, and your community. That’s the essence of the Hapitalist mindset: treating your own happiness, and the well-being of others, as a worthwhile investment.

There are two bits to Hapitalist, the -talist, which is the making money part, and Hapi-, which is the happiness part.

Most newer creators are usually out of balance with the -talist part as they work to build a career that pays them a decent wage, gain the respect of their community, and create the stability to become independent.

However, even my seven-figure author friends who you would think have made it to the top of the mountain, are out of balance. They just tend to be out of balance on the Hapi- part.

In reality though, we are all out of alignment in at least one aspect almost all the time, and true success comes when you can properly triangulate yourself wherever you are in your journey.

At 23, you might be highly -talist, and willing to sacrifice some of your health and happiness to make a name for yourself, while at 43 you are over that life and want to find Hapi- with the catalog you have built.

You might be hypercompetitive in your 30s, and lose that drive in your 40s after writing 50 books. Where you stand changes. That’s the point.

At its heart, being a Hapitalist is about learning how to triangulate yourself in capitalism so you can make the money you want and have the happiness you seek without feeling gross about it, whatever that means to you.

Your triangulation point will move. It’s supposed to. What matters is that you find a way to align yourself when it does, which is where the HAPI Compass comes into play.

If you don’t have the mindset right, though, the rest of it falls apart. The core of the Hapitalist mindset can be found here.
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Thinking quantum
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We’ve all met people who work hard and are still stuck in hummus. Let’s be fair. We’ve probably all been people who were stuck, and we likely are people who are still stuck in at least one part of our lives.

We wake up early, grind through the days, and check off tasks like life is one big spreadsheet.

Yet, we don’t get very far.

Meanwhile, someone else who seems a little scattered, maybe even impractical, suddenly leaps ahead, landing the opportunity, the audience, or the success everyone else has been chasing.

What’s the difference?

We’re gonna have to get a little weird with it to explain this one, but in short the universe is unfathomably weird, so you gotta be at least a little weird to groove with it.

Let’s start with how we think the universe works.

Newtonian physics is the fundamental structure we’ve built our entire society around for eons. For centuries, we believed the universe functioned like a perfect machine. If you knew the starting point, you could calculate exactly where an object would be at any moment in the future.

Success, according to this worldview, should work the same way.


●  Do the work → Get the result.

●  Follow the formula → Achieve the outcome.

●  Input = Output.

●  Cause → Effect



This is Newtonian thinking at its core. It’s linear, predictable, and comforting. If I check all the boxes, success should arrive right on schedule.

It would be so nice and convenient if the world worked that way.

Unfortunately, it turns out that model only holds in the observable world. When you drill down to the microscopic, we discover particles don’t move in neat, predictable lines. They exist in a cloud of possibilities.

A quark might be here, or it might be there. They can create and destroy energy seemingly at will. They can move in directions that shouldn’t be possible. Gods forbid you look at one, because that changes its behavior in ways that will break your brain.

It’s batty.

So, at a base level, things look pretty normal, but deep below the surface, our universe is really built on a foundation of chaos, nonsense, and unquantifiable potential.

It’s this unseen engine for unpredictability that actually guides the flow of our universe and we ignore it at our peril, or at least our annoyance.

Every conversation, every project, every risk you take creates possibilities that collide around in chaotic and unpredictable ways following the laws not of Newtonian physics, but quantum entanglement.

Quantum thinkers don’t just grind. They play in the field of possibility. They know:


●  One connection at a conference can change everything.

●  One book launch can open ten unexpected doors.

●  One piece of content might flop, but another might go viral and rewrite your entire career.



It’s not about control. It’s about increasing your odds and staying open to the unexpected. It’s about being focused with what you want, not how you get it.

Most of us were trained in Newtonian thinking. We grew up with report cards, syllabi, and standardized tests. Work hard, get good grades. Follow the instructions, get the gold star. That’s how school works.

But success in life doesn’t follow that linear path anymore, if they ever did.

The old career ladders no longer exist. There’s no linear climb to tenure, no clear pipeline from debut to bestseller. We live in an economy that punishes predictability. The safest path that everyone followed for generations is now the one most likely to collapse under you.

Quantum thinking matters because uncertainty isn’t the exception, it’s the rule. The people who thrive aren’t the ones who follow the formulas most perfectly. They’re the ones who stay adaptable, playful, and open to possibility when the formulas stop working.

This isn’t just theory, either. I live it every day.

I went to the first year of our Future of Publishing Mastermind (rip) wanting to start a podcast, but having no idea how it would happen. Then, on the last day, I stopped Lee Savino in the hall after her presentation and we got to talking.

Completely randomly, I pitched her this idea I had and she flipped for it. We literally started the Six Figure Author Experiment podcast two weeks later. I didn’t know Lee before that, and she only came because our organizers knew her...

...and at the last minute. We didn’t book them until a month or so before the show, and on a whim.

This kind of stuff constantly happens to me.

After Writer MBA closed down, I took meetings with all my friends to figure out my next move. I had no idea what it would be, but I knew I wanted to work in software and tech, specifically something AI-related so I could stay ahead of that curve.

Ideally, I wanted to find a company working in the AI space that empowered writers with all the cool things AI could do without saddling them with the burdensome issues that pop up when writers think about AI.

I didn’t think that was actually possible, though. Then, out of the blue, somebody called me a couple weeks after we met to tell me they were ending a contract and the company needed somebody else to slide in and fill their shoes.

Guess what? It fit every one of my criteria. That’s how I started working with Plotdrive, which I truly do believe is the best word processor in the world. Again, I had no idea how it would come, but I knew what I wanted to happen.

I put it out into the universe, and it delivered. You might think this only works for successful people, but my experience with it started back in one of the least successful periods in my career.

Back in 2020, I was trying to sell my non-fiction business. It had become burdensome and I was getting nowhere with it. I was thinking about who I wanted to buy it, and Monica Leonelle’s name popped into my head. We hadn’t talked for a long time, but I put in my brain that it would be amazing if somebody like Monica came along with the influence to help bring my work to new people.

I posted on social media that I was looking for a buyer and guess who was one of the first people to comment. That’s right, Monica. The last five years unlocked for me at that moment because I stopped thinking Newtonian and started thinking quantum.

If you stick only to Newtonian thinking, you end up frustrated, wondering why you did everything right and still nothing seemed to work.

Newtonian thinking tells you to double down, work harder, and follow the rules more precisely, but doubling down on the wrong framework just digs the hole deeper. Quantum thinkers understand that success is probabilistic. You can’t guarantee outcomes, but you can stack the deck in your favor.


●  Experiment widely. Instead of betting on one perfect formula, quantum thinkers test multiple approaches. Some will fail, but others will hit bigger than expected.

●  Leverage networks. In Newton’s world, momentum depends only on mass and velocity. In the quantum world, particles interact in weird ways, and so do people. Who you know, and how you resonate, matters as much as what you do.

●  Stay open to collapse. You never know which opportunity will collapse into reality. That’s why quantum thinkers show up consistently, knowing today’s effort might not pay off until years later.

●  Embrace uncertainty. Instead of fearing the unknown, they accept it as part of the game. Uncertainty is not failure; it’s possibility.



Now, I’m not saying Newtonian thinking is bad. In fact, you need it for lots of things. Newton gives you discipline, consistency, and structure. You can’t write a novel, launch a product, or build a business by accident. You need routines. You need habits. You need gravity to keep you grounded.

But Newton alone won’t get you the breakthrough. It will keep you stable, but it won’t help you leap. By doing the same inputs, all you’ll get back are the same outputs.

That’s where quantum comes in. Quantum is the spark of wild collision you never saw coming.

Let’s break it down into a practical comparison:


●  Newtonian mindset:

o  “If I write X books, I’ll make Y income.”

o  “If I follow this formula exactly, I’ll succeed.”

o  “I won’t try unless I know it will work.”

●  Quantum mindset:

o  “Each book increases the probability of hitting with readers.”

o  “I’ll test multiple strategies, knowing most won’t hit, but the few that do will pay off disproportionately.”

o  “I’ll create conditions where luck can find me.”



Newtonian thinking seduces you with certainty. It whispers that if you just check the right boxes, if you just follow the rules a little tighter, the outcome is guaranteed. That illusion is comforting, but it’s also deadly.

Life doesn’t reward people who play it safe.

Newtonian thinkers get stuck in the hamster wheel. They over-plan. They polish the project that never launches. They wait for the moment when all the conditions line up, and by the time it does, the world has already moved on. They cling to formulas that used to work, wondering why they keep coming up short.

Quantum thinkers, on the other hand, are messy, unpredictable, and maybe even a little reckless, but they’re the ones making leaps while everyone else is grinding in place. They aren’t afraid of uncertainty. They treat it as fuel. They know the world isn’t a machine, it’s a storm, and the only way to survive a storm is to move with it, not against it.

That’s why you can’t afford to stay Newtonian. The world has changed. The formulas are broken. If you want to thrive, you’ve got to stop chasing guarantees and start chasing possibilities.

Here are some shifts you can make today to start thinking more quantum:


	
Launch before you’re ready. Perfection is Newtonian. Iteration is quantum.

	
Expand your surface area for luck. More experiments = more chances for probability to collapse in your favor.

	
Invest in resonance. People connect with you, not just your output. Show up authentically.

	
Detach from linear timelines. Success doesn’t arrive on schedule. Sometimes the seed you plant today doesn’t sprout for years.

	
Stay playful. Quantum success isn’t mechanical; it’s exploratory. Play is where breakthroughs happen.

	
Follow threads of energy. Pay attention to where conversations, ideas, and projects light you up. If something feels alive, follow it. Energy is a clue to potential probability collapse.

	
Stack small experiments. One experiment might not hit, but ten stacked together change your odds dramatically. Momentum builds as possibilities overlap.

	
Build loose ties. Your next leap probably won’t come from your best friend. It’ll come from the acquaintance you meet at a conference, or the person you DM on a whim. Weak ties often unlock the biggest doors.

	
Ask bolder questions. Instead of “How do I guarantee success?” ask, “What would increase my odds?” That subtle shift reframes your actions from control to possibility.

	
Leave room for surprise. Don’t over-schedule every hour. Leave cracks in the system where randomness can sneak in. The serendipitous encounters can’t happen if you’re too rigid to notice them.



The idea behind this is that instead of intentionally taking the next “logical” step to achieve your outcome like Newtonian thinking would have you do, you are instead focused on increasing the probability for “good chaos” to work in your favor.

It’s not that you aren’t strategic. You are just strategic in a way that looks wholly different to anything you’ve done up until this point.

By intentionally entering situations and interacting with people that expand your probability field, you are inviting more of these agents to work in your favor. This is why writer’s conferences are so powerful.

It’s not just that there are lots of people there. You could go to a Dairy Queen for that.

It’s because they’re filled with people who are intentionally on the same journey as you. They’ve all been attracted by the location, the speakers, the organizers, and the vibe to go on this journey with you. Everyone there is highly activated and very likely to be able to help you break through your blocks and move your forward.

I have no idea who can help you, but it’s almost guaranteed that if you’re in the right rooms, somebody can help you move forward. You just have to hold loosely who that might be, and how it comes to you.

By walking through the door and being open to possibilities, you allow the universe to guide you into the right directions to put you in a position to win.

This is what I mean by good chaos.

Those spontaneous meetings that end up being the best part of any conference? That’s good chaos, born from dropping that schedule and allowing probability to work in your favor.

You win, then, by putting yourself into as many situations as possible where good chaos can work in your favor. It means being very strategic about what you want, but holding loosely how you get it or where it comes from.

Unfortunately, what people often do instead at conferences is try to block out every minute of every day, giving order to chaos and thus shutting themselves off to the chaotic good nature of an event like that.

This is exactly how Newtonian thinking can seriously impede your success. You miss out on serendipity to seek perfection, but the universe just doesn’t work like that.

This effect doesn’t just happen in person, either. The reason a mailing list is powerful is because it aggregates and focuses on the good chaos. The more people see your message, the more people get inspired by it.

I am constantly surprised which people I’ve met over the years have stayed on my mailing list, and which have fallen off of it. Many of my best friends have never subscribed, and yet I constantly meet people who have been on my list for years and I’ve never talked to before.

Some of the most powerful people in publishing read my work, while others couldn’t care less, or even have an active distaste for me. I have no control over that, but I do have control over what I put out into the world, the situations I enter, and how to walk through the world while I’m there to attract the right people to me.

After that, I have to trust that good chaos will work in my favor, and connect me with the people who resonate with what I have to say.

That doesn’t mean I’m passive. I actively ask people to join my mailing list when appropriate, host events to build my list consistently, and follow up with people after meeting them to stay in contact.

I am very intentional and strategic, just not in a Newtonian way. I have no idea what will come out of meeting good people. I just know that if you are good to good people, good things will happen.

It’s this kind of good chaos that people don’t understand at the beginning of their career, and it’s the secret to why any online community is successful. It’s the reason behind why you should focus on growth even if you don’t want to monetize. It’s why influence can compound over time. It’s the reason nobody is paying attention to you right now.

If you want people to pay attention, you need much, much, much more good chaos working in your favor.

Success isn’t a machine you can crank. It’s a probability field. Newtonian thinking will get you started. It teaches discipline, consistency, and structure. If you want true breakthroughs, you have to go quantum.

That means showing up, stacking experiments, nurturing connections, and letting go of the illusion of control. It means trusting that somewhere in the messy field of possibility, your big leap is waiting to collapse into reality.

So, are you grinding in Newton’s machine, or are you dancing in the quantum field?

Because this isn’t just a metaphor, it’s tomorrow morning. When you sit down at your desk, you can either force yourself through another spreadsheet of tasks, hoping the formula finally clicks...or you can leave a little space for possibility to sneak in.

You can take one risk, send one bold email, launch one imperfect thing into the world. Newton will keep you moving forward. Quantum will change your trajectory.

Which life do you want to live?
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Success is a trailing indicator...
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Most writers believe success is a leading indicator that shows they’ve arrived.

Whether that’s the book deal, hitting the bestseller list, being offered the speaking invitation, or the profile in Publishers Weekly.

These are the markers we chase, the evidence we’ve crossed some invisible threshold into “made it” territory.

We watch for them like sailors scanning the horizon for land.

It’s really the inverse, though. What I’ve learned working with highly successful authors for over a decade is that success is actually a trailing indicator.

It’s not the beginning of something. It’s the evidence of something that already happened internally, often months or years before the external world caught up.

Heather Hildenbrand and I talk about this often, but it’s something that only really makes sense after you see it play out as many times as we have, with a diverse case of author success stories.

Think about the author who lands a six-figure deal. By the time that contract appears, something fundamental has already shifted.


●  They’ve already developed the discipline to show up at the page.

●  They’ve already pushed through dozens of failed drafts.

●  They’ve already cultivated the ability to hold a vision while everyone around them sees nothing.



The deal doesn’t create the writer, it reveals them.

What about the novelist whose third book finally breaks out? Their success isn’t what changed them. The change happened somewhere between books one and two, in the quiet months when they decided to keep going despite the silence, or maybe when they chose to write the book that scared them instead of the one that felt safe.

The bestseller list simply reported what was already true.

This pattern repeats itself across every success story I’ve witnessed.

The award-winning memoirist had already done the therapeutic work to face her trauma before the accolades arrived. The debut novelist who “came out of nowhere” had actually spent seven years learning story structure in the predawn hours before his day job. The writer who finally landed her dream agent had already stopped writing to the market and started writing toward her obsessions.

In every case, the external recognition was a lagging confirmation of an internal transformation that had already taken place.

Before the external markers arrive, something internal solidifies. A shift happens in how you see yourself and your work.

You stop waiting for permission and develop internal authority, the quiet certainty that what you’re doing matters, regardless of who’s paying attention.

This shift isn’t dramatic. There’s no lightning bolt moment. Most writers can’t even pinpoint when it happened. They just notice one day that they’re approaching their work differently.


●  They’re writing because the work demands to be written, not because they’re chasing validation.

●  They’re making decisions based on craft, not fear.

●  They’re in conversation with the work itself, not with their imagined critics.



This is the actual leading indicator. This is what precedes everything else.

I’ve seen this shift take different forms. For some writers, it arrives after a devastating rejection when they realize they can either quit or write anyway, and choose anyway. For others, it comes during a period of obscurity so long they finally stop performing and start exploring.

Sometimes it emerges from a workshop or a book or a conversation that reframes everything you thought you knew about your work, but however it arrives, the shift is unmistakable once it’s happened.

You stop asking “Is this good enough?” and start asking “Is this true?” You stop wondering if you’re a real writer and start doing the work that real writers do. You stop waiting for the industry to validate your existence and start validating your own choices.

This internal authority isn’t arrogance and it’s not the belief that everything you write is brilliant, but a quieter, more durable realization that you know what you’re doing and can trust yourself.

When you understand that success is a trailing indicator, everything changes.

You stop waiting for external validation to prove you’re a real writer. You stop believing that the book deal or the award or the review will transform you into someone different.

You recognize that the transformation has to happen first, and that it’s entirely within your control, and start focusing on the things that actually create sustainable success: showing up consistently, developing your craft, building your capacity to handle uncertainty, learning to trust your own judgment.

These aren’t sexy, and won’t make good Instagram posts, but they’re what successful writers do in the years before anyone’s watching. Your current lack of recognition isn’t evidence of your lack of talent, but simply evidence that the trailing indicators haven’t caught up yet.

When a publisher passes on your manuscript, they’re not rejecting your potential. They’re making a business decision based on current market conditions, their existing list, their editorial capacity, and a dozen other factors that have nothing to do with whether you’re becoming the writer you need to become.

The rejection is data, not verdict.

It changes how you relate to other writers’ success, too. When a colleague lands the deal you wanted, you can recognize that their external success is trailing behind internal work you didn’t witness. Their trajectory says nothing about yours. Your leading indicators are just operating on their own timeline.

There’s something deeply freeing about recognizing that success trails behind internal change rather than leading to it.

It means you don’t have to wait. You don’t need anyone’s permission to become the writer you want to be. You don’t need the book deal to start acting like a professional. You don’t need the audience to start respecting your own time and work.

You can make this internal shift today.

You can decide that your writing matters. You can commit to the craft. You can build the habits that will sustain you through the long middle of a career.

And then, months or years from now, the trailing indicators will arrive. The opportunities will appear. The recognition will come, not because they created something new in you, but because they finally caught up with what you’d already become.

It means you can stop refreshing your email for agent responses and use that time to study a craft book. It means you can stop comparing your debut novel to someone else’s tenth and instead focus on what you’re learning from this project. It means you can stop trying to reverse-engineer the market and start building the body of work only you can create.

The writer who understands this distinction operates differently in the world.

They are less fragile because their identity isn’t hostage to external validation. They’re more consistent because they’re not waiting for motivation from outside sources. They’re more original because they’re listening to the work rather than to the marketplace’s echo chamber.

They’re also, paradoxically, more likely to achieve the traditional markers of success because the habits and mindsets that create internal authority are precisely the qualities that eventually produce publishable work.

Here’s what this looks like in practice:


●  Start treating your writing time as non-negotiable. Not because you have a contract, but because that’s what a professional writer does. Block the hours. Protect them. Show up even when no one would notice if you didn’t.

●  Invest in your craft development. Take the workshop. Buy the book on narrative structure. Study writers who do what you want to do. Successful writers don’t stop learning after they “make it.” They were serious students long before anyone was watching.

●  Build your capacity for uncertainty. Practice sitting with not-knowing. Get comfortable with the ambiguity of a draft that isn’t working yet. Develop your tolerance for the space between effort and outcome. This capacity is what allows writers to attempt ambitious work.

●  Trust your own judgment. Start making decisions based on what serves the work, not what you think will impress others. When you’re choosing between the safe chapter and the risky one, choose risk. When you’re deciding whether to pursue the concept that excites you or the one that seems more marketable, pursue excitement.

●  Create your own measures of progress. Instead of tracking agent responses or social media followers, track craft wins. Notice when you nail a character’s voice. Acknowledge when you solve a structural problem. Recognize when you write a sentence that surprises you. These are the leading indicators that matter.



Success will come. It’s a trailing indicator, remember? It will eventually catch up to the person you’re becoming.

But the becoming? That’s the only part you can control, and it’s also the only part that matters.

Stop chasing the markers. Stop waiting for external validation to tell you you’re ready.

The external validation will arrive or it won’t. But you’ll be a writer either way. You’ll have done the work that matters. You’ll have built something real.

And when the trailing indicators finally catch up you won’t need them to tell you who you are.

You’ll already know.
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Problem-market fit
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Lining up the right problems with the right solutions is something that everyone deals with all the time. Since this is where I live the vast majority of my existence, I thought I would share with you the three questions I ask all the time, and have been the most helpful reframes inside my community. 

What am I missing here? 

This is my favorite single question I’ve ever asked in my whole career. No matter how much knowledge we have, we are always filtering through our own lived experience and always missing something. 

As Donald Rumsfeld said: “There are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”

He got a lot of flack for it at the time, but there’s not a month that goes by I don’t think about, quote, and/or ruminate on this idea. No matter how much we know, there are always unknown unknowns, and this question allows us to acknowledge that truth and pull them out of the ether without judgment.

Is that even true, though? 

Recently on a call, somebody brought up the fact that online connection wasn’t the same as in person connection, which caused me to push back and ask “What if connection could be the same, though? What would that look like?” 

Connection being inherently different online than in person doesn’t actually make sense when you think about it, does it? 

I mean we write books that people connect to without ever hearing our voice. We text friends and connect without seeing them. Telephones are still great at developing connection, even though we’re not in the room together, so it’s not like people have to be in the same place to connect. Even Zoom calls with my niece are amazing at connecting with her. 

I don’t discount that online connection doesn’t feel the same all the time, but sometimes it does, right? Sometimes, in the comments of a post, you’ll connect with somebody very deeply, or through a group text chain, or even in an email like this one.

Why would I even bother to write this and send it out if I assumed deep, meaningful online connection wasn’t possible? 

It would be pointless, and most every email we send is likely built on this same premise. 

In fact, Hapitalist was built on the premise that online connection can be as good, or almost as good, as in-person connection, and it broadly works pretty great. Funnily, this person not only found me online originally, but then built a connection with me deep enough to come to our mastermind in person, and then joined Hapitalist, almost exclusively by connecting with me online. 

So, something about online connection works, and we should be asking how we can get more of that, instead of making a blanket statement that blocks our ability to solve our real problem. 

I love The Royal Tennebaums, and the quote I think about all the time related to this topic is Owen Wilson saying “Well, everyone knows Custer died at Little Bighorn. What this book presupposes is... maybe he didn’t.” 

So, what is the presupposition that you can turn on its head to help unblock what’s blocking you? Because that’s where you’ll likely have a breakthrough.

Is this even solving the right problem? 

In another recent call, somebody said “I would love to grow my audience by going to live shows, but I don’t think they’ll be profitable.” 

This made my ears perk up, and I pushed back saying “But that’s an income block. You can’t solve an audience problem using income logic”. 

Last year, I spent $50k growing the audience to this publication, which left me -$28k in the hole. It caused a massive income problem, but it solved my audience problem. 

Now, I don’t recommend blowing so much money fixing one problem only to cause another, but we often limit our problem solving by throwing up irrelevant roadblocks. 

Yes, losing money at conventions could cause an income problem, but if you have a job and stability, that might not even be a problem. Maybe you can blow money doing unprofitable things to bolster future you. After all, that’s one of the great things about having a full-time job, right? 

If you have the money to blow, or a way to replace it, then the income problem isn’t actually a problem, and yet it’s blocking you from solving your actual audience problem. 

The only reason I was able to blow so much money on growth is because I spent several years building up a nestegg for exactly that purpose. Yes, it meant I had to live low on the hog for a long time once it failed, but it didn’t bankrupt me, and I’m roughly back to how much money I had in my war chest after chilling out on audience growth and book production for a year. 

If I put up an income block, even though I didn’t have one, it would have prevented me from solving my audience problem. 

So, what really is your biggest block and how can you actually solve it? 
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You can’t brute force success
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I’ve spent most of my career trying to brute-force the universe.

I thought that if I did the work, and not just any work, but the right work, then I’d get what I wanted.

And what I wanted wasn’t outrageous. At least not to me.


●  I wanted to write the books of my heart.

●  I wanted to reach a loyal audience.

●  I wanted to build a thriving business.

●  I wanted to be respected, paid, and read.



I thought that was the depth of my bullshit, but it really went deeper...because I also wanted it my way.


●  I wanted it on my weird horror comedy comics, even though there wasn’t a big audience for them.

●  With massive comic book store distribution, even though only a couple hundred stores in the world back in 2011 stocked indie comics.

●  And I wanted it immediately.

●  Without having to do that thing over there that felt gross or stupid or beneath me.



If it wasn’t the exact result I pictured when I closed my eyes, then it wasn’t a success. Then, when things didn’t unfold like that, I didn’t feel disappointed. I felt betrayed.

Because I had followed the rules. I had played the game. I had sacrificed. Built systems. Shown up.

So where was my reward?

Where was the neatly wrapped success story all the books and courses and mastermind groups promised me?

Well, it was right there staring me in the face...I just refused to see it. Back in 2015, I started to get labeled “the Kickstarter guy”. People started to find me, even a decade ago, and ask for help with their campaigns.

I bristled, and ran away. I didn’t want that kind of success. I wanted to be known for my work, not a platform. I wanted to be an author, not a speaker. I wanted—

Ugh, even writing it now makes me want to smack myself. Like, didn’t I start this saying I wanted to be successful? And weren't people paying me to do work I was good at and enjoyed success? (Why was I so obtuse when I was younger?!)

It’s so frustrating, and it wasn’t until 2021, when Monica told me she was going to use my work as a guide to co-write a Kickstarter book with me, that I finally had no choice but to become “The Kickstarter guy”...

...and guess what? It’s great to be that guy.

I constantly get to talk, strategize, and hang out with the most successful authors in the world, get paid for my knowledge, and get emails from giddy people that turned their careers around thanks to what I taught them.

That is success, isn’t it? So, what was my problem all those years? So, so many things, but it boiled down to the fact that I was way too worried about influencing how things happened, instead of focusing on what I got out of the deal.

What I wanted was to wake up, do things I liked with people I liked, and have frictionless ease bringing new projects into the world. It would have been nice if it was in comics, or novels, but what I really wanted was the space and freedom to do whatever caught my fancy.

And I, largely, got that, despite the fact that it didn’t happen how I thought it “should”. When I stopped focusing on the “how” and focused instead on the “what”, a whole host of new possibilities opened up to me.

The should held me back. It stuffed me into a very narrow lane filled with other people when there were open lanes to success everywhere else.

What nobody tells you, or maybe they do, but you don’t actually believe it until it happens to you, is that you don’t get to dictate the path. You don’t get to choose how you become successful. You only get to choose what you’re willing to fight for.

You get to name:


●  The kind of life you want.

●  The kind of work you want to do.

●  The kind of people you want to reach.

●  The kind of impact you want to have.



But you don’t get to script the moment it happens. You don’t get to choreograph who notices, or how they find you, or which version of your work becomes the one that sticks.

Even if you somehow get all the things you ever wanted, and the book of your heart becomes a household name, there will be all sorts of chaos associated with it that you don’t expect. You’ll be saddled with things you don’t want, have to do things you don’t like, and have expectations foisted on you that you couldn’t imagine.

And if you hold the path too tightly, if you cling to the idea that it must happen in this one specific way or else it doesn’t count, you will miss everything good that’s trying to find you.

You’ll say no to the thing that wants to work because it doesn’t look like the thing you thought would work. You’ll sabotage yourself in the name of purity. You’ll burn your career down in defense of a version of the dream that maybe never really served you in the first place.

And I get it because I’ve done it. I’ve thrown tons of great opportunities in the trash because they didn’t arrive wearing the right costume.

Eventually, I had to learn to stop making deals with the universe. I had to stop saying “I’ll do this if you give me what I asked for exactly the way I want it.”

It’s about getting out of your own way.

Because the truth is, the universe is a terrible negotiator. It doesn’t barter. It doesn’t owe you clarity. It doesn’t care about your timeline, but it does reward momentum, iteration, and stubborn clarity of want.

Not how. Just what.

So, I stopped fighting for the how. In 2022, after my first Kickstarter book blew up, I turned into the skid. We built the Kickstarter Accelerator and I started getting booked to speak about Kickstarter everywhere. I made connections with everyone. I suddenly went from decently networked to amazingly networked, and people were talking about me.

I stopped needing it to look a certain way, sound a certain way, or arrive through a specific door.

And the moment I did? Weird things started working. I could take that momentum and turn it into things I cared about more than just Kickstarter. I was able to thread it into direct sales, and capitalism, and taking control of your career, and even my weird fiction books.

Not just in a general sense, either. For years, I’ve been trying to build a successful membership. I developed an app, hosted a Circle community, tried a Patreon, and more. Each time, I was trying to force a community to grow somewhere it didn’t have any interest in growing.

It wasn’t until I found Substack that I started having success. I don’t think I had 100 members across all my previous communities combined, but here I got that many with my first launch. I’ve grown it to over 1,000 members, and almost $30k in annual revenue.

It wasn’t exactly how I wanted it to happen, but once I let go of that and focused on what I wanted to happen, success started to unfold.

Even back in the day, the anthology that broke my career open, Monsters and Other Scary Shit, only happened because instead of writing my esoteric novels I asked people what they wanted (which was monster comics) and gave it to them. I didn’t really have any special love for monster comics, but I loved my audience, and I loved the creators, and my life has never been the same because of it.

Success isn’t a straight line. It’s a labyrinth. You don’t need to know how you’re going to get there. You just need to be ruthlessly clear about what you want, and willing to meet it wherever it shows up.

It’s likely going to be ugly. It’s probably going to look nothing like you planned. But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong.

That doesn’t mean it doesn’t count or that it isn’t working. It just means you’re finally starting to understand the rules of this game.
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The great paradox of writing
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Every time we sit down to write, we step onto a tightrope strung between two towering cliffs.

On one side is audacity. Boldness. The unflinching belief that our voice matters.

On the other side is empathy. Tenderness. The deep well of understanding that our words land inside other people’s lives.

To be a great writer, you must cultivate both audacity and empathy, even though they live at opposite ends of the vulnerability spectrum.

You must have the audacity of someone who’s never been wounded and the empathy of someone who’s seen too much. Most writers lean heavily into one or the other. Few manage both. The ones who do? They’re the ones who change the world.

The Power of Audacity

Let’s talk about audacity first. Audacity is what gets you to the page. It’s what makes you think you have something to say that the world needs to hear.

It’s that stubborn inner fire that burns even when nobody’s asking for your story, when nobody’s knocking on your door, when rejection letters pile up higher than your kitchen table.

Audacity is the act of saying “My voice matters. My story matters. I’m going to put it into the world anyway.”

Without audacity, there is no art. There are no novels, no songs, no films. Audacity is the raw courage to make something from nothing. It’s walking into the marketplace of ideas with your hands trembling and your heart hammering and saying, “I belong here.”

But audacity by itself? It’s dangerous.

Audacity without empathy is arrogant. It’s shouting into the void without caring who you’re hitting in the crossfire. It’s creating characters who are cardboard cutouts, pushing plots that bulldoze nuance, delivering messages that lecture instead of connect.

Audacity without empathy makes you the worst kind of writer: the one who demands attention but doesn’t deserve it.

And readers can smell it a mile away.

The Power of Empathy

Now let’s talk about empathy. Empathy is what connects you to other human beings. It’s what lets you slip out of your own skin and walk around in somebody else’s life for a while.

Empathy is what lets you write a grieving widow without ever having lost a spouse. It’s what lets you paint a world you’ve never lived in and make it feel more real than the one outside your window. Empathy is the golden thread between your heart and the reader’s. It’s the bridge that turns words into feeling.

But empathy without audacity?

That’s a quieter death. Empathy without audacity means you never finish the story. You never submit the manuscript. You never pitch the editor or hit “Publish” on the blog post.

Empathy without audacity is self-censorship in the name of kindness. It’s the fear that your words might hurt someone, so you don’t write at all.

While that might feel noble, it’s actually cowardice dressed up in compassion, because the truth is, silence doesn’t save anybody. Sometimes, what saves people is your story. Your messy, complicated, imperfect, audacious story.

Why Marketing Feels So Icky

So many writers recoil from the very idea of talking about their work. Marketing feels... icky. Gross. Pushy. Like we’re standing on a street corner in a bad suit shouting, “Buy my book!” through a megaphone made of desperation.

That’s because marketing done wrong is pure audacity.

It’s shouting “Look at me!” without giving anyone a reason to care. It’s performative. It’s often driven by fear and scarcity and the desperate need to be seen. That kind of marketing feels salesy, because it is.

But when you overcorrect and over-index into empathy your marketing becomes hesitant. You’re terrified of bothering people. You hide behind soft language and vague invitations. You don’t follow up. You whisper when you should speak clearly.

Worst of all... you don’t actually make the offer.

That’s empathy without audacity, and it doesn’t work either. That’s why the most common advice I give to authors is that if they want somebody to buy their work, then you have to tell them it is for sale.

At the end of the day, great marketing is nothing more than storytelling in service of connection. It’s not about convincing someone to buy. It’s about inviting the right people into a story they already care about.

The same principles that make great fiction — emotional resonance, clarity of voice, knowing your audience — are the same ones that make marketing feel good instead of gross.

Marketing isn’t a separate task from writing. It’s writing — aimed at the people you want to serve to show them ways you can serve them.

It’s not either/or. It’s both.


●  You need the audacity to believe your story matters — and to tell it boldly.

●  You need the empathy to understand your reader — and to frame your message in a way that meets them where they are.



That’s how you create a bridge. That’s how you market without selling your soul.

And if it still feels scary? That’s okay. Scary is a good sign. It means you care. It means you’re doing it with your whole heart.

Walking the Tightrope

So how do we hold both? How do we stay bold without becoming reckless? How do we stay tender without becoming paralyzed?


●  First, we honor the dance. Writing is not an act of perfection. It’s an act of perpetual balancing. Some days, you need more audacity to push through. Some days, you need more empathy to listen and refine.

●  Second, we separate drafting from editing. When you draft, you must be all audacity. Let it rip. Say the thing you’re scared to say. Take the risk. Trust that you can always walk it back later if you need to. When you edit, you must be all empathy. Imagine your reader. Imagine the wounds they carry. Shape your words to meet them, not to wound them further.

●  Third, we stay connected to real humans. Great writing is not a solo sport. It’s a conversation. Keep a few trusted readers around you. People who can tell you when you’re being too harsh or too soft. People who love you enough to call you out.

●  Fourth, we forgive ourselves when we get it wrong. You will overstep. You will hesitate. You will fall off the tightrope. That’s part of it. The only failure is giving up the walk entirely.



OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ON BEING

SAME TIME

FIND BALANCE BETWEEN THE ART
THAT FEEDS YOUR SOUL AND THE
INCOME THAT PAYS THE BILLS

SA TgogAIEY BESTS[E]LE@I)NG TE:JTI_I_-IHLLLFRY

7





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





