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			To Joann Eckstut and Stan Eckstut and in memory of Maureen Moreland for always encouraging us to follow our passions


			To Olive, we thought this book was our baby until you came along!


			And in memory of Peter Workman, who helped countless authors put their passion into print


		

			While we had no problem divulging our own missteps, pratfalls and furious anger, it didn’t seem fair to air other people’s dirty laundry. So we’ve added the odd “unnamed author story” to our book. To fully protect these unnamed authors, we’ve changed some details and/or created composite stories. We’d hate to put an abrupt end to anyone’s publishing career just to help other people start theirs!


			We would like to gratefully acknowledge André Bernard for granting us permission to reprint a portion of his fabulous book Rotten Rejections: A Literary Companion (Chrysalis Books, 2002).


		


	

		

			“Nothing leads so straight to futility as literary ambitions without systematic knowledge.”


			—H.G. Wells


		


	

			
Introduction


			“The world of books is undergoing its most profound structural shift since Gutenberg.”


			—John Makinson, chairman, Penguin Random House


			Five years ago, we wrote an updated edition of a book we wrote five years before that called Putting Your Passion into Print. Welcome to the even more updated edition. Why a new new edition after only five years? Because the world has been turned upside down since 2010. And the book business is dizzy from landing on its head. 


			For hundreds of years, a book has been a bunch of words, symbols and maybe some pictures printed on paper and bound between two covers held together by a sturdy spine. Suddenly, that’s no longer true. In fact, at this very moment, you may be reading this very book on an e-reader that weighs in at less than a pound and contains everything from the Iliad to Freakonomics to Captain Underpants.


			There’s been a sea change in how we communicate. Social networking no longer means meeting for cocktails and hobnobbing at parties. It means logging hours in front of a computer screen. (Cocktails optional.) Research may mean a trip to the library, but it also means beaming into a search engine. 


			In fact, search engines were at the root of our title change. While we were oh so attached to the poetry of the first title for this book, Putting Your Passion into Print, we had to face the fact that it wasn’t search-friendly. Our book wasn’t finding its readers (or vice versa). Never a good thing for an author. Which gets us back to the fact that the world has radically changed. And these changes mean lots of great news to all current and future authors. In fact, after interviewing everyone from the CEO of Harlequin to the former editor in chief of Simon & Schuster, from a top search engine optimization expert to a number of social networking gurus, from literary giants like Margaret Atwood and Neil Gaiman to a whole host of self-publishing success stories, we’ve come to believe that this is the greatest time in history to write a book. 


			When we started working on this newest edition, we, like many authors, were feeling a little panicky and slightly depressed about the state of publishing and the future of books. But we have arrived at an undeniable conclusion: Today’s writers have the chance to disseminate their ideas more easily and to larger groups of people than ever before. Back in the 15th century, printed books cost an arm, a leg, a couple of eyes and a few brains. Now rich and poor alike are able to buy and read books. In fact, many authors are offering up their books for free, which may sound crazy at first. But a free book, given to the right person at the right time, may be one of the best business decisions of your life. 


			Writers now have breathtaking new ways of connecting with and getting their work directly into the hands of readers. And they no longer have to rely on a small group of publishing experts in order to get published. Because there is now no barrier to publishing. “The opportunities for authors are boundless and growing exponentially every year,” says Michael Cader, creator of Publishers Lunch and Publishers Marketplace, the leading online newsletter and resource for the industry. “The only downside is that the written world is an increasingly crowded place. Thus the contemporary paradox: It is both easier than ever and harder than ever to attract an audience for any particular piece of writing. And the corollary: It is also both easier than ever and harder than ever to make money from any particular piece of writing.”


			Yes, authors are now swimming in an ocean with a seemingly infinite number of fish, many of whom are much, much bigger than they are. Without a map and a paddle, it’s all too easy to get lost at sea. That’s where we come in. We have literally traveled from the Redwood Forests to the Gulf Stream Waters helping people to get their books published. Successfully. Grizzled veterans of the publishing jungle who were looking to avoid the author-eating beasts their next time around, and newbies dreaming of bestsellerdom. Doctors, lawyers and entrepreneurs. MFAs, Ph.D.s and high school dropouts. World War II veterans and goth teenagers. Professors and preschool teachers. Soccer moms and ex-cons. Nine-year-olds and 99-year-olds. Their writing spanned every bookstore category: fiction (literary, sci-fi, thrillers, romance, mysteries, graphic novels and more), narrative nonfiction, memoir, health, inspiration, parenting, religion, business, cookbooks, children’s books of every kind—picture books, middle grade, young adult, new adult—the list goes on and on. . . . We know what you’re up against. Our mission is to help you navigate the waters and land happily on the sunny shores of publishing. 


			
What This Book Is and What It Is Not


			Just so we’re clear: This book is not about how to be or become a writer. It is a step-by-step, blow-by-blow explanation of how to take an idea you’re passionate about, develop a book out of it, get it published and deliver it into the hands, heads and hearts of readers all over the world.


			From figuring out the right idea to locating and landing an agent; to selling your book to the appropriate publisher or self-publishing; to understanding your contract; to getting P-A-I-D; to actually sitting down and writing your book; to becoming savvy about publicity, marketing, e-media and social networking; to setting up your website; to planning and executing a magnificent event where you sell beaucoup books; to getting online reviews; to making a promotional video that will make its way around the World Wide Web; to planting your flag on bestseller lists, The Essential Guide to Getting Your Book Published is your all-in-one guide to publishing. 


			Sprinkled among all these nuts and bolts are juicy nuggets of insider information from seasoned industry professionals: authors, agents, editors, publishers, publicists, social networking gurus, bookstore owners, website wizards, booksellers and many more.


			
What Does Passion Have to Do with It?


			As we mentioned, the title to the first edition of this book was Putting Your Passion into Print. Passion isn’t usually the first item on the list of requirements for writing a book. But here’s a fact: Getting a book written, published, bought and read is hard work. And it’s so much harder if you’re writing about something you don’t care that much about.


			Passion will help you keep on keeping on. Passion is contagious. Whether it’s on the page or flowing through your publicity and marketing efforts, passion excites and moves people. Passion will help you attract agents, publishers, booksellers and readers. It will help you sell books. And have fun. After all, what good is any of it if you’re not having fun? 


			Probably the most important reason we decided to write this book is that we are utterly passionate about showing people how to get successfully published, whether they want to self-publish a limited number of books, go for a fat advance from a big publisher or anything in between. We’ve seen over and over the joy that publishing a book can bring and how it can change people’s lives. But it helps to have the right guide dog to help you across the street. We are honored to be your dog.


			
Who Are We to Tell You What to Do?


			Between us, we’ve written 25 books in a wide range of categories: fiction, memoir, practical nonfiction, sports, science and humor. We’ve written for both adults and kids. We’ve led workshops on how to get published all across America, including at Stanford University’s Continuing Studies program, where we taught for years before moving back to the East Coast. 


			Arielle was a literary agent who worked in New York City, the mecca of publishing, for a decade before opening up the West Coast office of the Levine Greenberg Rostan Literary Agency, where she is now an agent-at-large. She’s midwifed dozens of first-time authors, as well as seventh-, eleventh- and twentieth-time authors. She’s worked with every major publishing house and sold millions of dollars’ worth of books. 


			Arielle is also a successful entrepreneur. She cofounded LittleMissMatched, a company that began by selling socks that don’t match in packs of three and quickly became an iconic brand. LittleMissMatched started on a shoestring and is now a multimillion-dollar corporation with stores in Disney World, Disneyland, and on Fifth Avenue in New York City. Arielle has dealt with all the issues that crop up in the worlds of wholesale and retail. The worlds that publishers and booksellers live in. So she has an intimate knowledge of how the business of publishing works, from bottom to top and side to side. And by working outside of the industry, she got a shocking understanding of how backwards publishing can be—and an enlightening sense that authors don’t always have to play by the rules of the publishing business.


			David is a bestselling author whose books have appeared on the cover of The New York Times Book Review and been translated into a dozen languages. Film rights to his writing have been optioned by major Hollywood players.


			David has also been a professional actor, screenwriter, live event producer and media coach for 20 years. In fact, he turned one of his books, Chicken, into a one-man show that had its international debut at the famed Edinburgh Theater Festival Fringe, where it was named the number one show in the U.K. by The Independent, one of Britain’s top newspapers. 


			What do acting, screenwriting and helping people with their presentation skills have to do with writing a book? A lot. We live in a time when the way you present yourself and your book (to a literary agent, a publisher, the media, a bookstore, the public, your e-friends) can be as important as what’s in your book. After two decades of working with everyone from Michael Caine to Zippy the Chimp, years of pitching projects to film studios and producers large and small, and years of hawking everything from Big Macs to Publishers Clearing House, David has learned the art of selling himself. Borrowing from this knowledge will help you sell your book. 


			Together, we have appeared in and on hundreds of publications and media outlets, including USA Today, The New York Times, NPR’s Morning Edition, Business Week, Redbook, Entrepreneur, Details, New York Magazine, Fox Business News, HBO, CNN and even QVC.


			The previous paragraphs were the sum of our publishing history prior to writing the last edition of this book. But a lot has happened since. When we launched The Essential Guide to Getting Your Book Published, we were lucky enough to be sent on a major tour by our publisher. We knew we didn’t want to do a traditional reading at bookstores. We knew we did want to create an event that would attract the attention of the media and the audience that would be passionate about our book. So we invented Pitchapalooza, the American Idol of books. Here’s what happens: Writers get one minute to pitch their book to a panel of experts (us being two of those experts). At the end, we crown a winner, who receives an introduction to an agent or editor who is a match for that particular book.


			Pitchapalooza was a hit, attracting the attention of The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post and numerous other media outlets across the country. Today, dozens of Pitchapalooza winners and participants have signed with agents or been published by top-drawer publishers. We’ll introduce you to some of these winners in the book.


			We’ve traveled all over the country going to bookstores and falling in love with booksellers, presenting at book fairs, libraries and writers’ conferences. We estimate that we’ve now heard more than 10,000 pitches for every kind of book you could ever possibly imagine. And many that you couldn’t. We were shocked by how many great writers had great ideas but just didn’t know anyone in publishing. Or didn’t quite know how to explain what their book was. Or had a strong draft but needed a good, stiff edit. So we decided to start a business called The Book Doctors, taking the principles of this book and applying them to real writers. We’ve helped people figure out the right idea; how to pitch it effectively; how to identify comparable titles in their category of the bookstore; how to come up with a great title; how to write a slam dunk proposal; how to lure and land the right agent and publisher; how to self-publish; how to promote and market their work; how to decide what to write next; and how to build a career. We also have edited (and many times re-edited) hundreds and hundreds of manuscripts. We found we loved working with writers in this way. It was such a joy watching, over and over, how talented amateurs could turn into professionally published authors if they were given the right tools and worked their butts off. The bottom line? You’d be hard-pressed to come up with a publishing problem we haven’t dealt with in one way or another. 


			
Where It All Began


			It’s not like we set out to write a book about how to get published. It was the natural result of the process of publishing our first two books. In fact, we owe The Essential Guide to Getting Your Book Published to the famous Negro Leagues baseball player Satchel Paige and the great authoress Jane Austen. 


			A lovingly framed poster of Leroy “Satchel” Paige in mid-pitch was hanging on David’s living room wall when Arielle, who was David’s agent at the time and is now his wife, first walked into his house. She pointed to the poster and asked, “Who’s that guy?” 


			“Oh, that’s Satchel Paige,” replied David. “He’s been my hero since I was a little kid. He was the greatest pitcher in history. One of the funniest comedians of the 20th century. And one of the deepest philosophers America’s ever produced. He was like Mark Twain, Yogi Berra and Richard Pryor rolled into one.” 


			Arielle looked at David and said: “There’s gotta be a book there.”


			And there was. It was called Satchel Sez: The Wit, Wisdom, and World of Leroy “Satchel” Paige. And we wrote it.


			Soon thereafter, Arielle took a very important taxi ride. It must be understood that Arielle is a Jane Austen fanatic of the highest order and has been since she was just a tyke. She’d always wanted to write a book about her idol but assumed that since she didn’t have a Ph.D. in English Literature, her dream would be forever unfulfilled. Until one day, in the aforementioned taxi, when a friend said, “Wouldn’t it be funny if someone discovered sex scenes from Jane Austen’s books that had been edited out?” At that moment, a galaxy of lightbulbs lit up over Arielle’s head and a little inner voice said: 


			“There’s a book there.” 


			While she had ignored similar little voices many times over the years, Arielle was determined not to let this idea wriggle away. Eighteen months later Pride and Promiscuity: The Lost Sex Scenes of Jane Austen was born.


			Writing our books was a blast. And brutally hard. A mental triathlon. There was always so much to do, and so few hours to do it in. But creating our books changed our lives. We were invigorated, full of purpose and energy, alive creatively, mentally, soulfully. It was an education. About ourselves. About each other. And about the publishing business. While Arielle had agented dozens of books, we were both author virgins. Publishing had its way with us, for better and for worse. Joy abounded. But there was also pain. 


			When it was time to birth our beautiful babies, we asked ourselves how we were going to get people to pay attention to them. Have events in bookstores, we thought, since that’s what you’re supposed to do. Bookstores informed us that if we could get Mr. Paige or Ms. Austen to come to our events, they would be glad to have us. This presented a seemingly insurmountable problem, since both of our subjects had been dead for many years. We were discouraged, but we didn’t panic; after all, we had our publishers behind us, big corporations with sleek publicity machines primed to make bestsellers out of our books. 


			When we met with our publisher for Satchel Sez, we were extremely enthusiastic and optimistic. We arrived armed with delectable pastries. We had formulated what we thought was a brilliant marketing scheme. We’d have Satchel Paige Days at stadiums all over the country. Minor league, major league. We’d have Satchel Trivia Quizzes on the Jumbotron, complete with book giveaways; Negro Leagues Museum tie-ins for merchandising; charity events with Boys and Girls Clubs. We could see it all so clearly. We were raring to go, ready, willing and able to throw our books into our car and drive all over America to sell them one at a time.


			Then reality hit us like a shovel, right between the eyes.


			When we went in to talk to the publicity and marketing team, the publicity and marketing team wasn’t there. It was only our editor and one guy from publicity. Don’t get us wrong, the guy from publicity was a great person. Still is. But he didn’t have time to do some elaborate Satchel Paige Day thing at baseball stadiums. He had 10 other books to publicize that week, and another 10 the next week, and another 10 the week after that. And no budget to send us out on tour. No point in touring, really, unless we could somehow resuscitate ol’ Satch. Nobody, he told us, would want to come out to a Satchel event in a bookstore. “Baseball events don’t work in bookstores,” he proclaimed as confidently as he would have said, “The earth revolves around the sun.” 


			Mind you, our publicist did what he was supposed to do, and he did it well. He sent our book out to radio, newspaper and TV people all over America, and he followed up with phone calls. We did probably 50 radio interviews, from National Public Radio to some obscure 100-watt station in Guam (we’re big in Guam). Still, we knew where our core audience was. They were at baseball games. So we got a list of all the stadiums in the United States and started cold-calling them. But when we finally got the right person on the phone, he’d tell us it was already too late and ask if we wanted to buy advertising space at the stadium. We tried to convince major league baseball to get in on Satchel Paige Days, maybe on his birthday. Amazingly enough, we got close. But we struck out. We tried to get stadium vendors to sell the book. We succeeded in two places, but we were hoping for 200. We tried to partner with the Negro Leagues Museum. We whiffed once again.


			Meanwhile, Arielle was experiencing what was now a familiar frustration with her book. Not having Jane Austen with her in the flesh was proving a formidable obstacle to getting people to come to a bookstore event. Then, on top of it all, her editor, the main champion of her book, moved to another publishing house and her sweet young book was suddenly a miserable orphan.


			We felt dumb as a sack of hammers. 


			Soon thereafter we were at a party, and we accidentally let it slip that Arielle was a literary agent. The word buzzed madly through the room: There’s a book agent in the house! Arielle was inundated for the umpteenth time. Like a dateless cheerleader at an all-boys high school mixer, she was hit upon all night. As we headed home, we reflected on the seemingly insatiable thirst we’d seen exhibited by the public for the answer to this question: 


			How Do I Get My Book Published?


			“Aha,” we said. We’ll do a seminar about how to get a book published! In bookstores. We’ll use our own books as examples of how to develop a book out of something you’re passionate about. We’ll throw back the curtain and show people the little man behind the scary Wizard in publishing. 


			Thus was born Putting Your Passion into Print: The Idea.


			It took dozens and dozens of the coldest of calls, but we finally got our first bite. A booking. At a bookstore in a strip mall in a town you forget even as you’re driving through it. But our ball was rolling. We used that booking to leverage others. Boom! We had a 16-bookstores-in-24-days tour. 


			Thus was born Putting Your Passion into Print: The Tour. 


			Luckily, we had no idea what we were getting ourselves into. We just tossed copies of our books and promotional materials into our car and off we went. And what an education we got. From people like Mary Gleysteen of the Eagle Harbour Bookstore on Bainbridge Island, Washington, who packed the room full of her smart and lovely customers. And from Maria Muscarella at the Barnes & Noble in Vancouver, who brought all 50 members of her writing group. And from Kate Cerino at Paulina Springs Book Company in Sisters, Oregon, who did want to do an event about Satchel Paige and filled her gem of a store with 35 people, almost all of whom had seen Satchel play. (For the full story, see here.)


			We also visited stores that didn’t have our books, hadn’t done one thing to let anyone know we were coming and seemed shocked to see us. The worst one was a rainy night in Oregon, when zero people showed up. Zero. And the store didn’t even give us a complimentary beverage. But even this cloud had a silver lining. It was the night of the last game of the World Series, and David had been heartbroken about having to miss the early innings. In fact, he’d been secretly hoping we could cut out early—he just didn’t think it would be that early. 


			In all, we drove about 3,000 miles. Saw spectacular country. Met amazing people of every ilk. Saw some elk. Sold many books. Witnessed brilliant flashes of wit and imagination. Listened to droning folks who didn’t know when to say when. But mostly we were overwhelmed by how many people all over America: 


			◼ Want to write and publish a book,


			◼ Are starved to have the smoke and mirrors removed from the publishing process, or


			◼ Have previously written a book, watched it die on the vine and are determined to prevent history from repeating itself.


			A few months after our tour, a high school friend of Arielle’s mentioned our workshop to a colleague who was a producer at NPR’s Talk of the Nation. Intrigued, and knowing so many aspiring writers herself, the producer asked us to come on the show. It was wild to watch the switchboard light up with calls from every nook and cranny of the country. The segment was such a success that Arielle was asked back for a follow-up interview later that week. 


			
The Payoff


			All during our tour, David kept repeating, like a man possessed, that he thought our workshop would make for a great book. But Arielle pooh-poohed the idea, coming up with all the lame excuses people use to stop themselves from achieving success and having fun. The only difference being that Arielle’s self-doubt was probably even more severe than the average person’s because she’s a literary agent. And literary agents, like editors, are trained from an early age to say no, to figure out why a book won’t work. So they found themselves playing the parts of Rock and Hard Place.


			Well, just as Arielle was about to put the kibosh on David’s idea once and for all, serendipity reared its pretty head. Arielle happened to be meeting with the editorial staff of Workman Publishing (yes, check the spine). Her boss, Jim Levine, the founder of the Levine Greenberg Rostan Literary Agency, was also in the meeting, and he told Peter Workman about our Talk of the Nation appearance. Peter said, “That’s a proposal I’d be interested in seeing.”


			Thus was born Putting Your Passion into Print: The Book. 


			And now here we are, 10 years later. We are down to five major publishers, with the behemoth merger of Random House and Penguin. Amazon is now a publisher and controls the majority of the ebook marketplace. The fastest-selling book in history is Fifty Shades of Grey, a book that was published by the tiniest of tiny publishers—just a quarter step from self-publishing.


			Nowadays many publishers seem more concerned with a writer’s platform, how many Twitter followers and Facebook friends an author has, than how good his book is. Traditional publishing seems to be shrinking, even as there are more and more ways to get published. So, now we give you this third edition. See you again in another five years, when we’ll all be downloading books directly into our brains.


			
How to Get Successfully Published Today



			With so many ways to get published today, the process can be exceedingly confusing. But when you break down these many different ways, they sort themselves out into just three primary paths: 1) “The Big 5” publishing houses: HarperCollins, Penguin Random House, Simon & Schuster, Hachette, and Macmillan, 2) independent presses that range in size from the hefty W. W. Norton to the many university presses to the numerous one-person shops, and 3) self-publishing.


			In our combined 35 years of experience in the publishing business as agents, writers and book doctors, we have walked down all three paths—and we have the corns, calluses and blisters to prove it. To help you avoid such injuries, we want to give you a quick primer that’ll help you start to sort out which path is best for you. The rest of the book will go into far more detail on each of these paths, but we’ve found that laying out the basics is often enough to at least eliminate one that you know is not right for you.


			
1. The Big Five


			Because publishing has gone from being a gentleman’s business to being owned and operated by corporations, you have a much better chance of getting your book published if you are Snooki from Jersey Shore hawking your new diet manifesto than if you’re an unknown (or even established but not famous) writer who’s written a brilliant work of literary fiction. And because the corporatized publishing world continues to shrink at an alarming rate, there are fewer and fewer slots available, and the competition is every bit as fierce for those ever-dwindling spots. Add to this the fact that unless you are related to or sleeping with Mister Harper or Mister Collins, you will need to find an agent. The best agents tend to take on new clients who are at the very top of the cream of the crop. Even new agents who are trying to establish themselves take on only a tiny percentage of what they are pitched.


			Writers who haven’t been published by The Big 5 assume that once they get a deal with one of these big fish, they’ll be able to sit in their living rooms and wait for their publishers to set up interviews with Ellen DeGeneres and Stephen Colbert. They assume they’ll be sent on a multiple-city tour, where thousands of adoring readers will buy their books, ask for their autograph and shower them with the love and adoration they so richly deserve. We tell them from hard-won experience that this is almost never the case. But if your book needs both reviews by major media and placement in hundreds of bookstores to succeed, then put on your goggles, cap, and fins and see if you can swim with the big guys. Although your dream tour may be just that—a dream—it is true that if your book starts to take off, The Big 5 have the power and connections to turn your book into an instant hit.


			
2. Independent Presses


			These publishers almost always specialize in a certain kind of book and appeal to a niche audience (as opposed to The Big 5, who are generalists and, in theory at least, publish books for everyone). That’s not to say they can’t be big companies. Workman, the publisher of this book, is one of the most successful publishers in the world. They’ve published everything from What to Expect When You’re Expecting to 1,000 Places to See Before You Die to the Sandra Boynton oeuvre. But many independent publishers tend to be small and run by individuals who are passionate about the subjects that they are publishing. A good number of these publishers are very well respected, and their books get reviewed in the largest and most prestigious publications in the world.


			Because they have far fewer books on their lists, chances are, you’re going to be the big spring book from your independent publisher. We speak from experience that it is so much better to be the big spring book from a well-respected independent press than it is to be book number 2,478 from publishers like Penguin Random House because they’ve got Stephen King, Bill Clinton and Snooki to promote. And the great news is, you don’t have to have an agent when querying most independent publishers. Almost all indies expect writers to submit directly to them.


			One major downside: Most independent publishers have limited resources. If, for some reason, you should happen to catch literary lightning in a bottle and your book blows up, an independent press may not be able to capitalize on your book’s success. They may not have the bookers for Ellen and Colbert on speed-dial. And often they have to do very small print runs, so there’s a good chance your book will sell out of its printing very quickly and there will be no print books immediately available.


			
3. Self-Publishing


			This approach has recently been dubbed “independent” or “indie” publishing, not to be confused with independent presses. More than ever, writers are choosing to embrace the independent spirit of self-publishing. Many are not even going after agents or publishers. Why? Because they don’t want to spend years being rejected; because they see opportunities in the market and want a bigger share of the pie than publishers offer; because they want full control of their book; for some, because they just want a relic of their work to share with friends and family. And many writers choose self-publishing because they don’t want to wait for the sloooooow publishing machine. If you start looking for an agent or publisher right now, it can take years to find one (that is, if you do find one). Then after you get a book deal, it’s typically going to take between 18 months and two years for your book to come out.


			The good news about self-publishing is that you get to do everything you want with your book. The bad news is that you have to do everything. And as with any entrepreneurial project, you can spend between $0.00 to hundreds of thousands of dollars.


			Whatever publishing approach you choose, you have to be the engine that drives your book’s train. And the principles underlying successfully published books are remarkably similar.


			The Four Principles of Successful Publishing 


			Roaming from coast to coast, talking with book people from the biggest publishers to the smallest, from bestselling authors to writers who have never been published, we’ve come to the conclusion that publishing success comes from following four basic principles. To our delight, even with all the dizzying changes these past 10 years have wrought, these exact same principles still apply. Enjoy!


			
1. Research


			It’s crucial to know what books are out there and to have an idea of who might publish and sell your book. Most important, who will read it and how are you going to get it onto their bookshelves or e-readers? Research will help you answer all those questions. It will be your guide through every stage of the publishing process, and with a little bit of luck it will help your book rise to the top of the publishing barrel. 


			If you systematically research every part of the book publishing process, you will be way ahead of your competitors. Most people simply do not do the research it takes to get a book published and sold. Let us be clear: Research takes a lot of hard work, but if you put the time in, your odds of getting published will go from nearly nil to extremely decent. 


				

					No Stone Unturned


					Jackson Michael had a passion. Football. Specifically football as it was played professionally before the game became a multi-billion-dollar industry. And he wanted to write a book about it. He’d never published a book before. He wasn’t even a professional writer, but he was a master at research.


					First, Jackson went to his local independent bookstore, to his local library, and to online bookstores to find out what was already written on the subject. He found out that there were similar books but nothing exactly like what he was writing. Then he started researching players. Through his research, he was able to track down football Hall-of-Famer Carl Eller. He interviewed the legendary defender who played for the Minnesota Vikings in the 1960s and ’70s, getting a completely new perspective on one of the most iconic plays in the history of the National Football League (NFL). Once he had this interview under his belt, he used it to contact other players he had researched. One interview led to another interview, which led to another, until a fascinating oral history was born.


					Once Jackson had enough material for a proposal, he started researching statistics on the NFL. His proposal included everything from viewership ratings to population statistics to team revenues. It took many drafts, but once he was done, he had an airtight case on why this book should be published and that a large audience was waiting to read it.


					Then it was time to submit the book to agents and independent publishers. “I researched every publisher and agent I contacted. One key bit of study is the submission guidelines. Simply following guidelines won’t win a yes, but not following them could garner an immediate no.”


					Jackson also researched publishers’ catalogs and clearly spelled out how his book would fit each one’s list. “One publisher didn’t publish sports books but did publish oral histories. In the query, I stated that I understood they didn’t publish football books but that at its root this was an oral history that touched on racial issues and labor history—topics they were interested in.”


					Ultimately, Jackson got three offers for his book, The Game Before the Money, and ultimately signed with The University of Nebraska Press. “I think going the extra mile with research helped open those doors.”


				


			
2. Network


			The Carnegie Institute of Technology has long studied success and has concluded that, even in profoundly technical professions like engineering, only 15% of financial success stems from technical skills. A whopping 85% is due to “human engineering,” or people skills. Publishing is no exception. Finding the right agent and publisher, creating buzz, reaching your readers and selling books are all, in very large part, dependent upon people skills. Networking. 


			If you are someone who naturally has the gift of gab, or has developed your in-person networking skills, fabulous. If you, like many writers, are challenged in the human engineering area, networking may yield slightly more enjoyment than a root canal with a migraine headache. But compared with days of yore, when you actually had to go out to parties, readings and conferences to meet the people who might help you get your book published, today’s networkers have it made. There are now approximately a squazillion places to connect with people online. At last, you can network uncombed, unkempt and in your jammies, after taking a 30-second commute to your computer. All the while doing what comes naturally to you: writing.


				

					Networking Mash-Up


					Kristine Asselin was hoping to break into writing for children after she’d finished several manuscripts. She attended a one-day workshop sponsored by the New England chapter of the Society for Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI). “It rocked my world. Before then, I had no idea that writers and illustrators came together to learn from each other.” Soon after that fall workshop, she attended her first regional conference. At first it was difficult for her because she was an unknown, unpublished, uncertain writer who didn’t know if she had what it took. “But everyone I met treated me like a ‘real’ writer.” She found that hanging out with other writers, ranging from people who just dreamed of one day writing a book to successful authors with dozens of books under their belts, turned out to be a blast.


					Kris also used cyber-networking to move her publishing career forward. It all started with National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo). Every November, hundreds of thousands of writers write a 50,000-word novel in one month. Their motto: no plot, no problem. (We’ll talk more about NaNoWriMo later.) Through networking with this worldwide writing group, Kris was able to turn off the critic in her head and write fast. “I loved fast-drafting without my inner editor!” By the end of November, she’d completed a young adult (YA) novel.


					Kris edited and re-edited the book, got it off to critique partners, and finally felt ready to launch it into the world. In a perfect example of networking at the speed of light, she pitched a novel during #PitMad (a pitch party on Twitter), attracting the interest of Meredith Rich, an editor at Bloomsbury Spark. Meredith read the book and asked to speak with Kris. This conversation led to another about a different book Kris had completed. Meredith offered Kris a contract for that book, Any Way You Slice It. Though a bit circuitous, Kris did get her book deal through a Twitter pitch!


					Networking over cyberspace. Networking in person. Nowadays, there are so many ways to reach and connect with people from all walks of the publishing world. “We all have different styles, and not everything works for everyone,” Kris says. “Take workshops, take classes, read blogs, read books in your chosen genre, have your friends give you writing prompts. Put yourself out there. Be generous. That’s how good things happen!”


				


			
3. Write


			One of our all-time favorite bookstores is Books & Books in Miami. Cross its threshold and you’re sure to rub elbows with the literati, whether you know it or not. We asked Books & Books owner Mitchell Kaplan about the importance of good writing and, unsurprisingly, his author-centric brain instantly produced a perfect gem. The protagonist of this true story is a longtime writer. He’s on a book tour and, having just finished reading from his new book, opens up the room for questions. A man in his sixties raises his hand and asks, “I’m about to retire from a long career as a cardiac surgeon and I’m thinking about becoming a novelist. What advice do you have for me?” The author pauses, then asks back, “I’m just about to retire from a long career as a writer and I’m thinking about becoming a cardiac surgeon. What advice do you have for me?” 


			While writing may not seem like heart surgery, imagine for a moment that it’s as hard to become a successfully published writer as it is to become a cardiac surgeon. Imagine all the 90-hour weeks young doctors have to put in before they’re allowed to practice on their own. You wouldn’t let an aspiring surgeon cut into your heart after a week on the job, would you? As ridiculous as it sounds, many writers expect this kind of immediate success. They think that because they can put pen to paper (or finger to keyboard) and make words come out, these words will be compelling, valuable, page-turning. 


			So what is the key to a long and successful publishing career? We’ve asked dozens and dozens of writers and the overwhelming answer is: Keep writing.


			You never know which piece of writing is going to be the one that makes the world stand up and take notice or sit down and shut up. You never know how long it will take to become a great writer or to write a great book. Even if you plan to work with a coauthor, you still need to continually get your ideas down on paper. You fail and you learn. But you can’t learn anything unless you’re actually, you know . . . writing. 


				

					The Man Who Just Kept Writing


					Tamim Ansary has been a writer for 35 years. When he first got out of college, he volunteered at a local collective weekly newspaper where he could write anything he wanted and get it published every week. He didn’t get paid for this writing, but he amassed enough clippings to make an impressive showing at future job interviews. (Eventually, those clippings landed him a job as an assistant editor at a niche newspaper that actually paid him a living wage.) He also started sending out fiction to small literary magazines, a number of which accepted his work.


					Later, Tamim went to work for a textbook publisher and eventually worked on a textbook program that earned tens of millions of dollars for the company. But his name never appeared on a textbook cover and he didn’t get anything out of it except his paycheck and the privilege of working at home. He started freelancing with other textbook publishers and continued to make a living as a writer. 


					Then, one day, Tamim’s wife was browsing through a magazine in a dentist’s office and happened to see that a publisher was looking for people with inside knowledge of various countries to write children’s books. Tamim got a contract for a book about Afghanistan, his native land. He had no agent, but he got a book with his name on it and eventually even made a little money from it. 


					Some years later, Tamim completed a novel that an agent liked well enough to represent. And then 9/11 happened. On that horrible day, Tamim sent an email about Afghanistan to a dozen friends, who sent it to a dozen friends, who sent it to a dozen friends, until it landed in the inboxes of millions around the world. Suddenly Bill Moyers, NPR, Oprah and a host of others were asking him for interviews. His agent said, “Give me a proposal to sell, anything, just put something on a piece of paper!” It so happened that Tamim had a thousand raw pages of a memoir he’d been working on for years. He thought about how he could carve a book relevant to the times out of that mass of material and he wrote a one-page description of his book. Titled West of Kabul, East of New York, it was snapped up by one of the world’s most distinguished publishers. Since publication, the book has enjoyed a wonderful life of its own. It has been selected for One Book One City everywhere from Waco to San Francisco. And has been adopted by numerous freshman reading classes in universities around the country. These are the kinds of honors that turn a book into a backlist bestseller and allow authors to enjoy the glorious and rare birds of publishing: royalty checks! Tamim says, “Getting my book published wouldn’t have happened without the email. But it also wouldn’t have happened without the raw memoir out of which it was carved, already written and waiting to be used. The moral: Always write.” 


				


			
4. Persevere


			You will want to quit. You will question your ability to succeed. You will want to throw your hands up in despair and curse the author gods. And to overcome, you will need perseverance. The vast majority of the world’s finest and most successful authors have all had to persevere against oftentimes staggering evidence that they were complete losers who were bound to fail. Now perseverance doesn’t mean mindlessly sending out the same stuff over and over and over again. The best kind of perseverance involves continuously evolving and reinventing yourself and your material. Perseverance is the fertilizer that turns a tiny acorn into a mighty oak. 


			Perseverance is so important because you never know when it’s going to be your time. Which agent is going to go gaga over your material? It may be the second person you send it to. But more likely it will be the 42nd or even the 92nd. You never know which publisher is going to scoop you up. Maybe it’ll be Penguin Random House or maybe it’ll be the house you build because no publisher will bite. And your house may be able to deliver your book into the heads, hearts and hands of readers better than Penguin Random House ever could. You never know what piece of publicity is going to launch your career. It may be the Today show (very unlikely), or it may be a blogger who is the go-to gal for everyone interested in books like yours (much more likely). You never know which book is going to connect with the audience you’re sure is out there. It may be your first, it may be your seventh. So, please, don’t quit five minutes before the miracle.


				

					The Power of Perseverance


					Acclaimed novelist Charles Baxter got a Ph.D. in English and then wrote fiction and poetry while teaching. He sent off his first completed novel to a few editors. As Charlie says, “I was exhilarated by almost every one of my sentences. I suspected I was a genius but was careful to keep this stupendous secret to myself.” Sadly, this was not the conclusion of the editors who received the book. Charlie got the ubiquitous “not for us” response. Two years later, he finished another novel and sent it off to an agent who had agreed to take him on. He called to find out her reaction.


					“Charlie,” she said, “don’t you want to know what I think of your new novel?” 


					“Yes, Julia, of course I do.” 


					“I hate it,” she said. 


					After an intense recovery period, Charlie hooked up with another agent. With a renewed sense of hope and enthusiasm, he sent off yet another newly completed novel. The new agent, while kinder than the last, told him it just wasn’t marketable. “I felt as if my nerves had moved out to the surface of my skin,” Charlie says. “I felt humiliated and exposed.”


					So Charlie resigned himself to the hallowed halls of academia. But just before hanging up his literary hat for good, he wrote one more short story, “Harmony of the World,” based on the feelings of brutal rejection and soul-sucking failure these years had inflicted upon him. He sent it out to a local literary journal, expecting to receive one last stinging rejection. But much to his amazement “Harmony of the World” was accepted. And then . . . drum roll . . . it won a Pushcart Prize, one of the highest honors awarded to a short story! It was included in the 1982 edition of Best American Short Stories. And it led to a string of book contracts, hefty sales, movie options and that unquantifiable satisfaction of knowing that maybe, in fact, you were right after all—you are a genius!


					As you can imagine, Charlie is a major proponent of perseverance. “Part of being a writer is going through dark nights of the soul. In these nights you confront your own doubts, lack of self-confidence, the futility of what you are doing and the various ways in which you fail to measure up. But a lack of self-confidence can be turned to your own purposes if it helps you to take pains, to take care, to avoid glibness.” 


					He also makes the important point that the more you write (and read), the better your writing will become. Which means you need to persevere through the periods when your writing isn’t quite good enough. Until eventually it is. 


					The moral of this story? As Charlie says, “Don’t quit. Don’t quit. Don’t quit. Don’t quit.”


				


	

			
Part I 


			Setting Up Shop


			
Chapter 1


			Writing the Right Idea


			“To produce a mighty book, you must choose a mighty theme.”


			—Herman Melville


			Picking the right idea—which is different from picking a good idea—is one of the most essential pieces of the book-writing puzzle. The right idea is one that is so exciting, you’ll be willing to hack away at it for years and years. The right idea is one you are particularly well suited to write. The right idea will make a real contribution—which can include a good laugh or a good cry or a good cheesecake recipe—to the world. The right idea will get agents, editors and publishers excited. It’ll get readers to buy and read your book and will inspire all sorts of media to cover it. 


			Settle on the right idea before you start writing. But the very first thing you need to ask yourself, before you even choose an idea, is: 


			Do I really want to write a book?


			Before you scream YES! let us first run you through the economics and the daily realities of writing a book. Because as Michael Powell, founder of the famed Powell’s Books in Portland, Oregon, says, “I don’t think authors ask themselves the hard questions. You can’t just hand over the pages of your manuscript and then go to the beach. Writing is the beginning point. Then you have to decide how much energy, money and time you can put into your book.”


			
The Economics of Publishing


			Even the least labor-intensive book will take hundreds and hundreds of hours of your time; and there’s no guarantee you’ll ever make a penny, let alone get rich. In fact, your odds of becoming rich in the book world boil down to 1) slim, and 2) none. For every Stephen King (and there is, after all, only one of him), there are hundreds of thousands of people who write books and make NO money. Either they’re unable to sell their projects, or they sell them to publishers who pay no up-front money, or they self-publish and have to dig into their own pockets just to get their books into print, and on and on. Marketing maven and New York Times bestselling author Seth Godin puts it this way: “Please understand that book publishing is an organized hobby, not a business. The return on equity and return on time for authors and for publishers is horrendous. If you’re doing it for the money, you’re going to be disappointed.” That’s why, before you decide to write the book you wish to publish, we ask you to consider the following equation: 


			[image: ]


			Let’s say you spend 700 hours on your book. And you make 0 dollars. Now let’s do the math: 


			[image: ]


			Before you start, know that you may make a grand total of nothing. It may actually cost you money to write a book, even if it’s simply a matter of new cartridges for your printer, but there may also be travel, books for research, phone calls, postage and so on. Now let’s suppose you get an advance of $5,000, which can be, depending on the kind of book you’re writing, a nice advance: 


			[image: ]


			That’s well below minimum wage. But here’s the thing: What you receive initially for writing your book doesn’t necessarily correlate to the amount of money your book could eventually bring you. As Seth Godin points out, “A book gives you leverage to spread an idea far and wide. There’s a quite common worldview that says that people who write books know what they are talking about, that a book confers some sort of authority.” In other words, it may be possible for you to use your newfound author status to become an authority and make some dough. 


			Let’s say you’ve decided to write the complete guide to raising bunny rabbits. You find a small publisher who specializes in pet care, and they agree to publish your book. You’re paid a $1,500 advance. That’s not big money, but consider this: After your book comes out, you’ll be in a position to start the National Bunny Rabbit Social Club—because people now see you as the expert on bunny rabbits. You charge bunny fiends $10 a month to be part of the club. If 100 people join, that’s $12,000 a year. Build up your membership to 1,000, and that’s $120,000! Now we’re talking real money, in your bank account. 


			What this basically means is that you’re going to need another source of income while you write your book or proposal, unless a) you’re a person with a massive trust fund, or b) you work short hours and make large coin. (If you’re in either of these categories, please contact the authors; we have some wonderful opportunities to discuss with you.)


				

					“The profession of book-writing makes horse racing seem like a solid, stable business.” 


					—John Steinbeck


				


			Do You Stay or Do You Go?


			You’ve run the numbers and you’ve figured out a way to write a book without selling your house. But do you have the time and personality to make a book happen? Answer these questions to find out: 


			◼ Do you want to spend many, many hours working on something that may never see the light of day? 


			◼ Are kids, partners, job and recreation going to be obstacles that you can get around? 


			◼ Do you have the discipline, focus and attention span it takes to make a book and get it published? 


			◼ Are you self-motivated enough to grind it out month after month? 


			◼ Can you stand being alone in a room, staring at a blank computer screen or an empty piece of paper? 


			◼ Can you put aside regular chunks of time to work on your book? 


			◼ Do you have the desire to shape your life to make the time you need? 


			◼ Besides the hundreds of hours you spend writing your book, will you also be able and willing to set aside chunks of your day in the great time suck known as social networking (which we will be getting to in the following chapter), and then to continue to nurture those networks for an indefinite period of time?


			Answering these questions with brutal honesty is a smart thing to do before deciding to write a book. Bottom line: Do you have the skill, audacity, brains, drive, the vavavoom and the zazazoo to write a book, find someone to publish it and then convince people to buy it?


			You do? Then it’s time to choose an idea. Or rather, The Right Idea.


				

					Persistence Pays Off


					Susan Wooldridge, author of poemcrazy: freeing your life with words, needed seven years to free up enough time to write her book. Between her workshops, her newsletter, her kids, her husband and her generally overextended life, she often had only minutes a day to devote to writing. But Susan embraced an ancient Chinese adage: It doesn’t matter how slow you go as long as you do not stop. One day, she would just write chapter headings or cross out one line. Another, she’d add page numbers—anything to move forward, to keep her book alive. After seven years, she had more than enough material for a great proposal. Which landed her an agent. Who got her a book contract. Poemcrazy, she’s happy to report, is now in its 21st printing. 


					Christopher Paul Curtis took a totally different approach, but also wound up happily published. After high school, Christopher took a job at a factory in Flint, Michigan. It was miserable work. He would write in his journal during his breaks to keep from going insane. Still, he didn’t consider a career as a writer until his wife encouraged him to take a year off and give it a shot (illustrating the importance of marrying a really nice person). To live on one salary for a whole year was not fun. Having a book after a year of writing was. Christopher submitted that book to a contest, whose first prize was publication by a major publisher. Like Rocky, he didn’t win but still ended up a winner. The publisher decided to publish his book anyway, and The Watsons Go to Birmingham—1963 was named a Newbery Honor Book. And his next book, Bud, Not Buddy, won a Newbery Medal, the top prize in children’s publishing.


				


			
Judging Your Idea


			Make a list of the strengths and weaknesses of your idea according to the following categories and questions, which we’ll explain throughout the rest of this chapter and, indeed, the rest of the book:


			◼ Audience. Who will be interested in reading your book? Is there a big enough audience? 


			◼ Competition. What other books like yours are already out there? Is the competition overwhelming? 


			◼ Marketability. Do you have a way to reach your audience? Why will your book attract attention from the media and the public? What skills and contacts do you possess that would help get the word out? 


			◼ Potential costs. How much will you have to pay for necessary photographs and/or writing by other authors? Will you need to travel?


			◼ The “Why me?” factor. Why are you the person to write this book? What do you have to say that’s new and different?


			◼ Salability. Why would a publisher, a bookstore and eventually a reader plunk down money to buy your book? 


				

					▶ In researching competitive titles, be sure to write down the title, subtitle, author(s), publisher and year of publication for each and every book on your list. This will save you time down the line.


				


			Who’s Your Audience?


			This should be the very first question you ask yourself when you come up with an idea for a book. Assuming, of course, you want someone to actually read your book. If you don’t, by all means proceed without giving your audience another thought. But what is the point of a book without an audience? If you don’t have one, you might as well save yourself the grief and keep a journal instead.


			We are always shocked by how many people begin to write without giving a thought to their audience. The success of any book—whether it be critical success, financial success, or the kind of success that comes in the shape of a letter saying “Your book changed my life”—is dependent on its readers. Every part of the publishing process is designed to get your book into readers’ hot little hands. That’s why you must get a handle on who your audience is and why they would want to read your book. Step back from the trees and take a look at the forest where your potential readers live, work and play.


			The more specific you can be when imagining your readers, the easier it will be to reach them. As you consider your ideas, picture the people who might buy your book. Go where they go. Live where they live. Make them come to life in your mind.


			Assuming that your idea is based on a subject of great interest to you, it’s probably fair to say that you’re aware of which magazines, TV and radio shows, newspapers, websites, blogs and the like provide coverage of the subject. Make a list of the relevant media outlets you know of, being as specific as you possibly can. You’ll keep updating this list throughout the process.


			Think of the world as your personal market research lab. Try to find out if the audience you’re imagining really does exist. This process will help you not only in writing your book, but also in marketing, publicizing and selling it. And if you try and try but still can’t find the audience you thought was out there, perhaps you should consider another idea.


			Discuss, disseminate and get feedback on your ideas from members of your potential audience to see if they spark enthusiasm. You can do this via Twitter, Facebook, online forums, conventions, conferences or your local book club. If it seems too early to be reaching out to your audience (a.k.a., publicizing and marketing your book-to-be), you’re in for a shock. These days, depending on the kind of book you’re writing, you might want to think not just about reaching but also about actively building that audience—drum roll—before you even have a book. As publishers devote fewer and fewer resources to publicizing and marketing books, a carefully cultivated and captive audience is becoming an ever more valuable commodity, sometimes even a necessity. Many of the tools you’ll need to build this audience exist in a magical hinterland where a keystroke can instantly connect you to a web of readers. Yes, we’re talking about the power of the Internet, and you’re coming up on a chapter that explains all about how to use it to sow the seeds of literary greatness. 


				

					Overcoming the Competition


					In May of 1763, James Boswell ran into Samuel Johnson in the back room of a bookstore. At the time, Johnson, a prickly, difficult man, was one of the best-known literary figures in England. But Boswell, basically a nobody at that point, was not intimidated. And Johnson took a shine to him and let him hang around. 


					So Boswell asked questions. And Boswell listened. While Johnson waxed on about, well, everything. 


					Boswell became passionate about writing a biography of the great man. But he had so much material, and he really wanted to do it right—which meant taking his time. Other biographies popped up. Boswell despaired that no one would care about his—that his moment had passed. Still, his passion burned on. It took him almost 30 years, but he did finally finish his biography. And the book became a huge success. It is still in print more than 300 years later, unlike nearly every other Johnson biography out there. Indeed, Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson (1791) is considered by many to be the greatest biography ever written. 


				


			Did the Competition Get There First?


			You may have a blockbuster idea with a rabid audience. But if that book has already been done, what’s the point? Look around to make sure it hasn’t. That said, some degree of competition may demonstrate a public desire for books on your topic; so if there isn’t a book out there with your particular, original spin, yours could still have a fighting chance. In fact, publishers look to the sales of similar books as proof that lots of readers are interested in your subject. 


			Start making lists of books that are similar to yours. Study these books. Get a feel for your competition. Literally. How are they designed? What do their covers look like? How much do they cost? Are they hardcover or paperback? How are they marketed?


			Internet bookstores are great for tracking down the competition. Go to Amazon, for example, and do a search on your subject. Once you find a competitive book, click on it and go to the icon that identifies similar books. Boom, you’ve got five similar books. And five more. And five more. Asking around helps, too—especially at bookstores and libraries. 


			Is your book different enough from the competition that a bookseller and a reader will identify its uniqueness just by picking it up, reading the description on its flaps or back and leafing through its pages? 


			If not, you’ll have a hard time convincing any publisher that your book should be published. 


				

					“The unread story is not a story; it is little black marks on wood pulp. The reader, reading it, makes it live: a live thing, a story.”


					—Ursula K. Le Guin


				


			Is Your Idea Publicity-Friendly?


			As you consider which idea basket to put your eggs in, be sure to contemplate how and where you might be able to publicize it when the time comes. If you can’t get people to write and talk about your book, it’s going to be difficult to get it bought and read. Here are some things to think about:


			◼ Is there anything unique about your book that the media might pick up on? 


			◼ What publications/websites might you write an article for as a means of getting your “byline” out in the world (hence establishing your expertise and heightening your author cred)? 


			◼ What publications/websites would be interested in featuring you and your work? What bloggers could you approach? Which online communities could you reach out to?


			◼ Which publications/websites might run an excerpt from your book or do an interview with you? (Think broadly but realistically here. Everyone wants New York Times coverage; however, it’s better to show a publisher what you have a really good shot at rather than clogging the works with what you wish for in your wildest dreams.)


			◼ What kinds of organizations, groups or clubs might be interested in your book? Do they have websites or publications that might review your book or interview you? 


			◼ Are there universities or charities that will cotton to you and your book, potentially helping to boost promotional efforts or sales?


			◼ What kinds of events can you see yourself putting on for your book? Is there anything about these events that could be considered newsworthy?


			◼ Are there any trends you observe in mainstream media or the blogosphere that you can publicly comment on, to bring attention to your book? 


			Once you’ve corralled your existing knowledge, it’s back to our very first directive: Research. If you’re writing about interior decorating, start reading interior decorating magazines, watching all the interior decorating shows on TV, checking out all the websites, forums and blogs on the subject. Pay attention to the differences among them and think about how your book might be featured on each. Go after the obvious targets, but be on the lookout for new or potentially overlooked ways of penetrating the book-buying landscape. And activate your imagination. When your interior decorating tome comes out, maybe you could offer your services to a charity that helps low-income families build homes. Would local and national media do a story on that? Maybe you could do an event at a home improvement store, showing shoppers how to use your techniques while selling a few copies of your book. Maybe you could hold a contest for booksellers—the winner receives a free home makeover. Maybe you could do a series of short videos to post on your website or on a video sharing site, each discussing a particular interior design topic, like color, fabric, bathrooms and basements. Write a series of Top 10 lists that you post all over the web. (Everybody loves a Top 10 list.) 


			Permissions and Other Expenses 


			Will your book require photographs, illustrations, song lyrics or excerpts from other books or other people’s poems? If so, in all likelihood you’ll need permission to use them. Permissions usually require money. Your money. Not your publisher’s.


			That’s why it’s necessary to deal with the money/permission issue up front, before you get too far down the line. This way, you can figure out if your idea is one you can actually afford to write. 


			For archival photographs, you may want to start by calling or going to the website of Getty (the largest photo stock house in the world) to find out the going rate for photographs you might use in your book. This will give you a high-end starting point from which to figure out your costs. If you’re going to need original photographs or illustrations, start poking around the web to see if you can find photographers or artists who are young and hungry (i.e., willing to work dirt cheap). Some publishers will want to handle picking, hiring and maybe even paying photographers, but it’s best to do your research early so that you’re fully prepared no matter what the scenario. 


			The reason for doing this early research is that sometimes permissions can actually cost more than what you will be paid to write your book. And if you get no advance payment, the costs will all be out of pocket. 


			Also, obtaining permissions is a huge pain in the keister. If playing detective, administrator and accountant is not your strong suit (or if you can’t enlist some unsuspecting underling or family member!), you might consider taking on an idea that does not involve permissions. 


			As if that’s not enough, you’ll also need to consider other potential expenses. Will you have to travel for your book? Will you have to hire outside help for research? Will you have to buy supplies for your book (e.g., food for recipe testing, yarn for knitting, lumber and tools for a do-it-yourself book)? How much will it cost to set up and maintain a website? And we’re not even taking into account publicity and marketing costs.


				

					What Should You Write?


					People often set out to write the book they think they should write. A chef should write a cookbook. A manager should write a book on getting the most out of employees. A golf pro should write about the perfect swing. If you love what you do and want to share your enthusiasm and expertise, fantastic. But you may have a driving passion outside your day job, a driving passion that makes YOU the perfect person to write your book. 


					This was just the case for psychologist Bob Klein. Bob went out to lunch with literary agent James Levine to discuss writing a book based on his years of clinical practice—what he thought he should write about. As they were looking at the menu, Bob pulled out a long list from his pocket and scrutinized it. 


					“What’s that?” Jim asked. 


					“Oh, that’s my beer list,” Bob said. “Wherever I go, I always try a new beer, and I rate it according to color, taste and what food it goes well with.” 


					Jim, a fellow beer lover, asked to see the list. Being the wise agent that he is, the moment he laid eyes on it he said: “There’s your book!”


					Months later, The Beer Lover’s Rating Guide was born. It has 220,000 copies in print in two editions and spawned an annual Page-A-Day® calendar. And Bob, well, Bob is now the envy of men everywhere as he travels the world over, reveling in, analyzing the particulars of and drinking . . . BEER! 


					Which brings us to our deep, philosophical thought on “should”: Should shmould. Write about what you love. Chances are, a lot of other people love the same thing. And if you can communicate your passion, people will be drawn to you and what you write. 


				


			Who Are You to Write Your Book?


			Now it’s time for some honest self-assessment. Do you really have something new to say? Something only you can put into words? Neal Sofman, owner of San Francisco’s BookShop West Portal, says, “The thing I notice with successful authors is that they have a unique voice that communicates to their audience. They touch you in some way. You know immediately who’s speaking because they’re so distinct.” Many, many people spend years and years writing and trying to market books that end up as recycled paper precisely because they’ve failed to capture their uniqueness on the page. And those who fail often become bitter and frustrated, sliding sadly into desperate lives of drugs, booze and literary criticism. 


			Which gets us back to your idea. “Is it so compelling that a person will plop down his hard-earned money for a copy of your book?” asks Jim Levine, founder of the Levine Greenberg Rostan Literary Agency and author of seven books. “Your friends and colleagues will say, ‘That’s a great idea,’ which is different from saying, ‘That’s such a good idea, I’d pay $25 if you write it.’ Most authors don’t realize the difference here.” How can you tell the difference? Now is the time to put to good use whatever bits of self-knowledge you possess. Consult your therapist, your inner children, your guru, your webmaster, your e-friends on Facebook and as many other people as possible. And not just your mother and BFFs who believe that nothing but sunshine pours out of you.


			The more you know in your heart that you are the perfect author for your book and that your book is salable and/or necessary, the better your chances of convincing someone else. Remember: Every day, another writer nobody ever heard of gets a deal to publish a book.


			Why Would Anyone Buy Your Book?


			If you feel reasonably satisfied that you’ve got no major competition, a sizable audience, a good shot at garnering publicity, a whole lotta love for your subject and a good argument for why you’re the one to write your book, then you need to ask yourself: How many copies will this book sell? To whom? And in what form? 


			If you’re not sure how to answer these questions, you’re not alone. Problem is, no one can really answer the question “Will this book sell?” Anyone who could would be swimming in money and the envy of all publishing. But because no one does, people in publishing houses are trained to pick ideas apart—to excavate the reasons an idea won’t work. Whether you want to self-publish or convince a publisher that your book will buck the odds and rake it in, you need to familiarize yourself with what’s selling right now, what’s sold in the past, and how your idea can be compared and contrasted with successful books in the marketplace. Bestseller lists in The New York Times, USA Today and Publishers Weekly and on Amazon should become part of your regular reading. Check in frequently with general news outlets, both cyber and traditional, as well as websites, online communities and bloggers who write about and discuss the subject around which your book revolves. This way you can anticipate any stumbling blocks that might impede the sale of your book and be prepared to counter them. Tit for tat. Lynn Goldberg, CEO of Goldberg McDuffie Communications, one of the leading public relations agencies in publishing, puts it this way: “From the beginning, you must consider yourself an author and think like a publisher. You can’t come into the world of publishing a total virgin. The good thing is that with this attitude you’re neither helpless nor hopeless.”


				

					“Write something to suit yourself and many people will like it; write something to suit everybody and scarcely anyone will care for it.”


					—Jesse Stuart


				


				

					The Art of Becoming a Literary Lion


					If you’re writing literary fiction, you’re probably wondering how in the world you might convince a publisher, a bookseller or a reader to buy your book. Sure, there are trends in the world of literary fiction. But let’s face it, a literary oeuvre is a lot harder to pitch than the newest fad diet. 


					Contemporary literary fiction is, sadly, read by few and doesn’t attract the media attention that so many other categories of books profit from. And with the death of so many newspapers and magazines and/or the book review sections they contain, it gets even less media coverage than ever. Because it’s difficult to get recognition for literary fiction, agents, publishers and booksellers tend to look for literary journals you’ve already been published in to determine if you’re worthy of representation, publication or room on their bookshelves. 


					Most people have never heard of this plethora of literary journals (online and in print), even the very best of them; their circulation numbers are usually minuscule. But the top journals (and many smaller journals) are publishing our future literary stars. And people in literary circles look to these journals for a stamp of approval. That’s why it behooves all literary fiction authors to submit writing to respected journals prior to embarking on a book project. This is just what Caroline Leavitt, the author of eight novels including Girls in Trouble, decided to do. “I had been sending out dozens and dozens of short stories to little literary magazines and getting nothing but rejections,” Caroline says. “As soon as I got a story back, I redid it and sent it out again. After a while, the rejections started getting a little nicer. Instead of form letters, it would be ‘Hmmm, interesting. Try us again.’ Finally, I got a story published in the Michigan Quarterly Review. Two weeks after it was published, I got a letter from an agent in New York City, asking if I had an agent and did I have a novel. I was flabbergasted and signed on immediately.” 


					You can see from Caroline’s experience just how much weight the best of these journals pull! And luckily, there are now plenty of places in cyberspace where literary fiction writers can be happily published. To find out more about which journals to submit your work to, get yourself a copy of Writer’s Digest Books’ indispensable annual guide, Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market or research online.


				


			Is Your Book Niche?


			If you’re contemplating a small niche subject, think twice before proceeding unless you plan to publish and sell the book yourself, you’re okay with your book being sold to a small publisher and distributed in limited outlets or you have reason to believe it can transcend its genre. If no books even remotely related to yours have made good money—or exist, for that matter—it’s going to be difficult to convince a publisher that yours is about to start a trend. That said, one of the handy things about the Internet is that it can help make the argument for books that appear to have tiny audiences by demonstrating a large and hungry interest in particular topics. Let’s say you’ve put together a book on how to make your own cheese. Prior to the Internet’s glory days, the small group of editors who acquire books at publishing houses might have scoffed at such a book, thinking, How many people want to make cheese at home? I don’t know anyone who does. What a silly idea! That’s the way things work with editors. But where audiences were hidden before, they now become obvious with the click of a few buttons. For example, a search for home cheese making turns up over 19 million results! In fact, the book on home cheese making—called, surprise surprise, Home Cheese Making—is now a classic. 


			Unlike niche subjects such as home cheese making, you’ll notice that certain kinds of books seem to prove their salability over and over again. There’s a famous story about British humorist Alan Coren, who claimed that the most successful, perennial themes in publishing were cats, golf and Nazis. To put his claim to the test, he wrote a collection of essays entitled Golfing for Cats. When it was published, Coren made sure that its cover pictured a cat putting on a green—with a Nazi flag flying above the hole! 


			What’s hot (and what’s niche) is always changing, so know which way the wind blows—studying the business you want to be part of will help you enter and succeed there. And, most importantly, it will help you make an informed decision of how, exactly, you want to publish. With so many options available now, many routes are open. Maybe an ebook sold directly to your audience through your website and other e-outlets is your publishing road of choice. Maybe a niche publisher who knows your audience through and through is going to sell the most books. Maybe the imprimatur of a big publisher is necessary to your vision of success. Pay attention to how the books you consider a success were published.


				

						▶ Is your book controversial? Certain stores will not sell a book if it contains particular words or situations that they believe will offend their customers. But everything from Uncle Tom’s Cabin to the Harry Potter books has been banned and burned. Though you might have more difficulty selling a controversial book to a publisher, such a book may also attract a certain kind of audience. 


				


			What’s Your Category?


			If you don’t know what category of the bookstore your book belongs in, stop everything you’re doing and figure this out now. Can’t find a category that your book fits into? Then you’ve got trouble, my friend. We’ve seen far too many writers waltz into agents’ and editors’ offices and boldly proclaim, “My book is like no book ever written!” Please don’t say this publicly. It’s going to do nothing but harm your chances of getting published. Booksellers, particularly the larger ones, don’t know what to do with category-free books, and they simply don’t order many of them. Hence very few publishers will publish a book they see as category-free.


			Both brick-and-mortar and online bookstores organize their offerings via a fairly common set of categories and subcategories—gardening, mysteries, history, romance, self-help and so on. “Get to know your category,” says James Wehrle, director of sales for national accounts at Workman Publishing. “And get to know the strength of that category.” Go to the largest brick-and-mortar bookstore in your area and take a look at how much space your particular category takes up. Familiarize yourself with what has been successful and what has stayed successful over the years. Read a minimum of 25 books on that shelf (though we hope you read many more). Check out copyright dates (usually listed within a book’s first three pages). Talk to booksellers and librarians. Poke around the web. Find out what books the bloggers and tweeters are blogging and tweeting about. Check in with online magazines like Salon and The Huffington Post. If you see novels about Alaska popping up on bestseller lists and filling your local bookstore and you’ve got a mystery centered on the last frontier, then chances are you’ve got a salable idea. 


			To be clear, not fitting into any category is different from straddling two categories and residing comfortably in each. A biography of Rosa Parks could fit easily into a bookstore’s Biography section as well as the African American, Women’s Studies and American History sections. And plenty of books start within an overall category and end up establishing new subcategories in bookstores. Books on feng shui, which were first published under the general umbrella of home decorating, are a good example of this phenomenon; they got so popular that they now have their own subcategory. But if your book doesn’t fit squarely into at least one category, you’re probably going to find yourself slamming into brick walls. 


				

					“Read, read, read. Read everything—trash, classics, good and bad, and see how they do it. Just like a carpenter who works as an apprentice and studies the master. Read!”


					—William Faulkner


				


			Why You Need to Get Thee to the Bookstore and the Library


			As you’ve probably guessed by now, three of a writer’s best friends should be: 1) your local bookstore, 2) your local library and 3) your Internet bookstore. Unless you live in the hinterest of hinterlands, you probably have at least one bookstore and one library somewhere in your neck of the woods. Chances are, you’ve got a couple. Start spending time in them. And read lots of books— especially books that relate to your subject. 


			Many experienced writers underestimate the importance of reading. We meet memoirists who have never read a memoir, fantasy writers who read only realistic fiction, and picture book authors who haven’t read a picture book since they were small children. As Stephen King writes in his inspiring memoir/writing guide, On Writing, “If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all others: read a lot and write a lot. There’s no way around these two things that I’m aware of, no shortcut.”


			Without getting into the merits of reading for inspiration, allow us to remind you that reading helps you understand what other readers are buying, shows you how other authors have presented work on similar subjects and lets you discover who publishes books like yours. Immerse yourself in the business and culture of books, both online and in the flesh. In doing so, you’ll start to see if your idea is viable—whether it fits into or expands upon what’s already out there. Reading publishing trade publications like Shelf Awareness (a daily free online newsletter), Publisher’s Lunch (another online publication, which has both a free and a paid version), and Publishers Weekly (which has both a weekly print magazine and an online daily newsletter) will turn you on to stories about the book business. Reading online reviews and blogs will give you an up-to-the-second understanding of the zeitgeist and how to capture it. And while you’re doing all this reading, you can start accumulating lists of people who might write about your book when it comes out.


			While continuing to read, get to know your local bookstore and library. When you visit, take a moment to notice just how many books you see. Several hundred thousand books are published every year in the United States alone—not including print-on-demand titles, which are experiencing exponential growth. To put this into perspective: The film industry releases approximately 400 movies a year. The good news is that you have a much greater chance of getting a book published than getting a movie made. The bad news? The competition is so vast and so fierce that getting your published book noticed will require massive amounts of hard work and a dollop of good luck. 


			The visual manifestation of the level of your challenge will strike you as you walk into any big bookstore. Look at how few books are displayed with their covers facing out, and how many have only their thin little spines showing. This means that even if your book is lucky enough to land on the shelves of bookstores, it will have to rely on its spine to communicate your very excellent idea. 


			Now think about logging onto your favorite Internet bookstore. You won’t see anything except the few titles chosen for the opening screen. How many clicks will it take to get to your book? And will a small image of your cover lure people into wanting to learn more? 


			One of the great things about bookstores and libraries is that they’re often staffed by industry professionals who live and love books. If you’re respectful of their time and steer clear when they’re busy, you can learn a tremendous amount from them. Take it from Margot Sage-El, owner of our very own local bookstore, Watchung Booksellers, in Montclair, New Jersey, “We love talking books. We love recommending books. And we love authors. Particularly authors who are customers! If a writer approaches us, we’re happy to answer questions and pass on the insider knowledge that we have.”


			Down the line, many booksellers and librarians will be deciding whether or not your idea is compelling enough for them to order your book and have it take up some of their precious shelf space. And unlike agents, editors and other publishing industry professionals, these people are easily accessible. You can talk to them on a daily basis. In the flesh, no less. And for free. So when you go to the bookstore or library, take time to get to know the people who work there. Many bookstores and libraries have a shelf devoted to staff recommendations. Talk to staff about their selections. See who has interests similar to your own. Not everyone is as generous as Margot Sage-El, but when the time is right, ask your librarian and local bookseller what they think about your book idea. Remember, this is not the time to try and convince them that your book would do well. This is just a time to listen. 


				

						▶ If you use your bookstore like your own private library, researching and reading there but never actually buying a book, don’t expect to get advice from anyone. Quid pro quo. Buy books, get advice. Being nice also helps—a lot. 


				


			
Writers in Search of Ideas


			Are you determined to write a book but have come to the end of this chapter and found that despite your mad skills and creativity you’ve got no salable idea? Don’t despair. You could look for people to write a book with. A famous local figure who’s still unknown to the rest of the world. An expert in a field you have a particular interest in. Someone you know who has a great idea but no writing skills. Jessica Hurley has written numerous books, including One Makes the Difference (with famed activist Julia Butterfly Hill). She got her start by sending her résumé to an author, care of the publisher’s address. “I had seen the author’s gift book series,” she says, “and I thought the concept was right up my alley. The author liked the fact that I took the initiative and called me for an informational interview. We hit it off right away, and I started out by making lists of ideas for each of the titles and then began writing for the series. Eventually, I ended up managing them.”


			Another way to build up name recognition in the industry without having an idea of your own is to contact packagers. Packagers produce books, taking projects from idea to ready-to-print files. Since they invent ideas in-house, they often use writers-for-hire to complete their projects. They don’t pay well (you typically get a flat fee with no royalties), but you’ll get great experience and some excellent résumé fodder. And the packager will be the one to worry about the competition, audience, marketing and publicity, so you can just concentrate on writing. Oftentimes, packagers will put your name on the book (though the copyright will probably be in their name), which is a nice added bonus. It’s a great way to get your metaphoric foot in the very real publishing door.


			
What’s Next?


			You have found the right idea(s), so naturally you should write your book and start your search for an agent and/or publisher, right? Not! In the Electronic Information Age, it behooves you to first start combing the World Wide Web to find, connect with and become actively involved in the community that’s relevant to your idea. Richard Eoin Nash, former publisher of Soft Skull Press, says, “A publisher shouldn’t be the first step. It should be the last step. The real work is in the day-to-day writing—and connecting. While you’re continuously putting out the poem, the short story, you’re doing a reading as part of a series, you’re going to your writing group, you’re showing up at a writers conference, studying with someone you admire. You’re blogging, you’re critiquing, you’re putting your ideas out there—that’s the true work of writing. The writer in the garret cliché created an absolutely alienated producer. Engage with others who are doing similar things. Do it for your own sake—it will make you a happier and more fulfilled writer. And, in fact, agents and publishers are more likely to find you if you are actively participating in your culture.” Richard’s excellent advice is what the following chapter is all about.






			
Chapter 2


			A World Wide Wonderland


			“We are advertis’d by our loving friends.”


			—William Shakespeare


			Ten years ago, when we wrote the first edition of this book, this chapter didn’t exist. But in just a decade, the world has fallen down a rabbit hole. Mad Hatters are going viral on YouTube, and Tweedledum and Tweedledee are tweeting away.


			What does that mean for you? As we’ve said, these days it’s imperative to start assembling an audience long before you’ve even written a word. And there’s simply no better way to do that than by using social media to connect with like-minded fellow citizens. If your inner voice is screaming, “I just want to write my book!” let us give you 10 persuasive reasons why social media is important for any writer. It can:


			1. Expose you to an infinite world of ideas and stories. 


			2. Instantly connect you to sources of information and knowledgeable experts. 


			3. Plug you into trends so you know what’s hot and what’s not.


			4. Give you the means to test-drive your material.


			5. Help you find your community and future audience.


			6. Allow you to become an active citizen in your community.


			7. Develop and/or expand your platform and/or brand.


			8. Demonstrate to a publisher that lots of people will buy your book. 


			9. Raise the profile of your name and your work. 


			10. Help you sell lots and lots of books!


			In this chapter, we’re going to concentrate on everything you need to be doing at least one year before you reach a magical milestone: the publication of your book. Everything you need to do after publication will be elaborated upon in Chapters 12 and beyond. 


			We can imagine prospective authors holding their ready-to-launch manuscripts or books in their hands, aghast at the potential implications. Are we telling those of you who have finished writing your books or proposals that you’re actually behind the electronic eight ball? Well, in a sense, we are. But all the more reason to get on it, and get on it quick. That’s why we’ve put this chapter so close to the beginning of the book—and why you’re reading this right now, before it’s too late. 


			What of the author for whom the very idea of websites, blogs and tweets brings on nausea and lightheadedness? We ask you to at least read this chapter, dip your toe into the pool and test the water. You can always rush back to dry land—but at least you’ll know what you’re contending with.


			The funny thing is, the more you trek around online, the less murky or foreign the terrain becomes. The human nature of the web quickly emerges because, of course, the web is nothing without the people who create and inhabit it. For this reason, the world of the web is, at root, no different from the world outside it. And the four principles overarching this book—networking, researching, writing and persistence—still apply, just with an e-twist. So if you have any fears, put them aside for the moment, boot up, log on and dive in.


			A note for hardcore technophobes: While this chapter will teach you the basics of building an audience via the tools of the web, it will not tell you the minutiae of how to, for example, set up a Facebook or Twitter account. For that, you must avail yourself of the services of a trained professional or child mentor (see here).


				

						▶ In world wide wonderland, websites can pop up, flower brightly, then decay, burn out or fade away. So by the time this book is printed and in your hands, it’s possible that some of the sites referenced by yours truly may no longer exist. Fear not! Our website, thebookdoctors.com, will keep you totally clicked in and up to date. 


				


				

					
Your Child Mentor


					If you’re any kind of novice navigating cyberspace, find yourself a Child Mentor. Our two-and-a-half-year-old daughter knows how to use an iPhone better than her 60-something grandmother. No lie. Their brains are just wired differently. 


					Your child mentor should ideally be between 14 and 21 years old. A mentor in this age range will be able to show you the basics, like how to open an account on a social networking site, how to post on a blog and, for the true Luddites, how to tame your mouse. Bestselling author Pamela Redmond Satran, whose 20 books include How to Not Act Old, which grew out of her blog, says, “When I first started blogging, my 17-year-old son would come home and I’d pump him for information. How do I put pictures up? How do I embed something? How do I put up a link?” 


					Child mentors are not hard to find. You might even have one living in your house. And honestly, a 14-year-old will work for a video game or a month’s supply of pizza. Heed well the famous adage, “And the children shall lead them.” 


				


			
The New Platform


			You send out an e-blast to your one million devoted followers. They immediately spring into action and not only purchase your book, but tell all their friends, who tell all their friends, who tell all their friends, creating a viral storm that sweeps from shore to shore. Your book rockets to the top of the Amazon rankings and The New York Times bestseller list and lands you a movie deal. What a rosy future you have. Only you actually have to connect to those one million followers to begin with. 


			Marketing guru Seth Godin puts it this way: “If you don’t have a better strategy for your book promotion than ‘Let’s get on Oprah,’ you should stop now. If you don’t have an asset already—a ‘permission base’ of thousands or tens of thousands of people, a popular blog, thousands of employees, a personal relationship with Willard Scott—then it’s too late to start building that asset once you start working on a book. My best advice? Build an asset. Large numbers of influential people who read your blog or read your emails or watch your TV show or love your restaurant.” 


			By permission base, Seth is referring to those people whose ears and eyes you’ve already captured and who welcome correspondence from you—who’ve given you tacit permission to send communications their way. A permission base is similar to what publishers call a platform, which can mean different things depending on the author and the book. A speaking career, a track record as a talking head in the media, demonstrable expertise or recognition within a particular field, a Twitter following of tens or hundreds of thousands, a major YouTube audience—all of these are examples of platforms. 


			An author with a platform is a real turn-on to a publisher, as a platform is considered a reflection of an author’s potential bookselling power. It used to be that authors built platforms via the media or speaking engagements, but lately, platforming has taken an e-turn. VP and executive editor at Crown Archetype Dominick Anfuso puts it this way: “It is certainly a plus to have a website, a blog, a Twitter and Facebook following. All of those things matter—and they grow in importance every day. With fewer review sections and fewer outlets in mainstream media, these resources are becoming more valuable. The ability of a writer to reach out directly to ‘fans’ is an amazing asset. The size of the following certainly matters—we have had authors with hundreds of followers and authors with over a million. Guess who sold more?” 


			Of course, the 64-gigabyte question is: How does one go about developing a large following? There are as many ways to amass one as there are human beings with imaginations. Daniel Handler created a fictitious character named Lemony Snicket and then, under that name, wrote The Bad Beginning, the first of his young adult novels collectively called “A Series of Unfortunate Events.” He devised shows in which he plays the accordion, manipulates nutty props and generally puts on a wild and crazy act. And these events draw hundreds of kids and parents. 


			Some authors enjoy speaking in front of a crowd and spend days on the road lecturing to whomever will hear them. Others write columns for magazines and newspapers. Still others make their name doing radio commentaries. That certainly suited David Sedaris; his hysterical National Public Radio story of being hired as a Christmas elf launched him into the pantheon of American humorists. 


			The problem is, all of these non-web routes are tough nuts to crack. But setting up a blog isn’t. Tweeting isn’t. Creating a weekly podcast isn’t. Setting up a video camera, talking into it and posting clips on your website isn’t. The web has given those without a platform the hammer, nails and four-by-fours to construct their own. The trick, of course, is to build something that’ll actually support you.


			Some of you will be coming to this chapter with no platform whatsoever, while others will already have a well-developed stump from which to shout. No matter. If you choose to stump it old school, in the flesh, you’ll know what works the moment you look out into your audience—or lack thereof. If you choose to stump it new school, it’s easy to track the response you’re getting on the information superhighway, with data so hard it sometimes hurts. Then it’s a matter of the perpetual tweak to get the formula just right. Editor in chief of Wired magazine and bestselling author of The Long Tail Chris Anderson observed, “To actually have a presence, to build a following, doesn’t happen overnight. Building a community is very hard, but once you build your community, they become evangelists and customers very easily.”


				

					Calling All Experts


					If you can realistically frame yourself as the leading person on anything from alien abduction to the history of the dachshund, you have a good chance of creating a solid platform and getting some attention. The media—on and off the web—are always looking for experts to consult. And the first place the media goes to find anyone these days is the web. So when that big story hits on the dachshund who won the Westminster dog show and then got abducted by aliens, and you’ve got the world’s top alien abduction dachshund blog, guess who they’ll be calling? You, that’s who! 


				


			
Social Networking for Luddites


			Social networking. These two words get bandied about so much these days, but for many people—even those who engage in the practice regularly—the term’s meaning remains slightly murky. A social network is a structure made of citizens, groups, companies and/or organizations connected by shared interests, including but not limited to: friendship, leading an alternative cyberlife, celebrity worship, celebrity trashing, good jobs, bad cats, exchange of goods and services of every kind imaginable, and yes, books. And these connections take place online. 


			Social media is the umbrella term for social networking and for sites that allow for user participation. This includes major social networking sites like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Tumblr and Flickr. But it also encompasses individual websites, blogs and microblogs that serve specific audiences. Take Harlequin’s website, one of the cornerstones of the community of romance writers and readers. Says CEO Donna Hayes, “For many years we had Reader Parties. We would go to various cities, and 200 to 300 readers would come to meet each other, have lunch and talk to our authors. It was really a celebration of Romance. That translated very well into a virtual meeting place. Now our website is the center of an online community, where readers and writers and fans can talk to each other. Readers can review books, tell us what they like and don’t like, and they can actually talk to our authors. Lots of our authors schedule talks where readers can ask them questions directly. And some of our authors have virtual parties, sometimes in conjunction with organizations like Romance Writers of America.” 


			When we wrote the first edition of this book, we ourselves were pretty socially awkward in these brave new hinterlands. Now we’re officially social networking veterans. As the founder and driving force behind a start-up that became a multimillion-dollar company, Arielle has experience interacting with niche groups like mommy bloggers, inspiring a rabid core of followers in the shape of tween girls, and embracing these groups and watching as they spread the word, literally, all over the world. David has been putting up short movies on YouTube, blogging, tweeting, writing for The Huffington Post and developing communities on places like Facebook for years. For those of you with little to no experience with social networking, let us explain what is valuable about this new form of communication. There’s a three-minute video that demonstrates social networking at its best. Maybe you’ve seen this YouTube phenomenon about a guy dancing his brains out at the Sasquatch Music Festival. If not, here’s a recap: A shaky camera captures a wacky-looking shirtless guy dancing wildly on a hill at some kind of concert. He is surrounded by people sitting on the hill, watching the concert. It appears to be a lovely day. The dancing guy looks like he’s having a really great time. He also looks a little ridiculous—like he might provoke some mocking and whispers. (“Look at the freaky guy dancing!”) But he clearly doesn’t care. After a decent amount of time passes, one solitary goofball gets up and starts shaking it with Dancing Guy. The cool thing about Dancing Guy is that he welcomes his new friend with passionate abandon. They have a grand time dancing together—and continue to do so for quite a while.


			At the point where you may be ready to turn the video off, a second follower comes bolting in. He too is welcomed with open arms and enthusiastic flailing about of body parts. And he too appears to be having as good a time as the first two guys.


			Follower Number 2 validates the first dancer and his Tonto, making them into a teeny tiny community. Very quickly after he joins the fray, three new followers leap into the dance party, getting their giddy groove on. Within a few seconds there’s a formidable little nation gyrating wildly, whirling like dervishes, alive and inspired. The group then seems to have a gravitational force, pulling everyone toward it like moths to a beautiful flame. Says CD Baby’s CEO, Derek Sivers, who wrote a brilliant speech about this video, “This is the tipping point! Now we’ve got a movement. As more people jump in, it’s no longer risky. If they were on the fence before, there’s no reason not to join now. They won’t be ridiculed, they won’t stand out, and they will be part of the ‘in’ crowd, if they hurry. Over the next minute you’ll see the rest, who prefer to be part of the crowd, because eventually they’d be ridiculed for not joining.”


			Why does this video demonstrate the essence of social networking? A citizen has the courage to publicly do something he loves, something simple and easy to participate in that adds value, whether that be useful information, excellent entertainment or just plain fun. And yes, this person runs the risk of looking like an idiot, opening himself up to snark and player hatred. But don’t worry. We don’t want you to stand up and dance like an idiot . . . not yet, anyway. For now, we just want you to follow along. And enjoy the ride.


				

					▶ Are you a visual person who loves to take pictures with your iPhone or troll the web for beautiful images? Then you might be more inclined to spend your time on Pinterest or Instagram. Or are you a video buff who enjoys filming the moment or creating short videos? Then Vine or YouTube might be your medium.


				


			Is Social Networking 4 U? 


			For many authors, the idea of social networking sends bile hurling up the digestive tract, leaving a very nasty taste in the mouth. This is a perfectly understandable reaction. But before you have a knee-jerk reaction and rule out the possibility of using new technology to help your book career, at least read the next few paragraphs.


			What if we told you that the one thing you needed most to be successful in the world of social networking has nothing whatsoever to do with technological savvy? Do you feel a little better? What if we told you that the one thing you need more than anything else is totally doable? Would you perk up a bit? What if we told you that the one thing that could make the difference in the success of your book takes less time than listening to “Stairway to Heaven”? This one thing is . . . seven minutes a day. That’s right. If you can spend seven minutes connecting with your tribe every day, you will slowly but surely build yourself a nice e-platform. It’s like brushing your teeth. You must make it part of your daily routine. Make it a habit. Habits are incredibly powerful. If you need to, set the timer on your smart phone for seven minutes. It’s not much out of your day. Out of your life. But the trick is, you have to do it every day. Yes, there are some authors who spend hours and hours social networking. Some people love tweeting it up, commenting on Facebook, blogging up a storm. If that’s you, fantastic. But for the rest of you who find social networking a chore, we know you can take seven minutes out of your day for the health of your baby book.


			Will a preestablished community significantly increase your book’s chance of success? If you’re writing a birding book, and you’re connected with all the birding bloggers and tweeters, you’re going to have an easier time selling your book. If you’re writing a vampire romance and you’ve befriended the rabid online community of vampire-philes and romance devotees, you’re going to have an easier time selling your book. If you’ve written a Civil War history and you’ve befriended thousands of people on Facebook who list the Civil War as an interest, again, obviously you’ll have an easier time selling your book. 


			Let’s say your book falls into a category for which a community is imminently reachable, hence greatly increasing your chances for success. The next question is: What does success mean for you? Is it simply getting a book in print? If so, and all this new media holds no interest, you probably don’t want to spend any time or effort social networking. Is all you want the imprimatur of a distinguished publisher on your spine? Then maybe your time is best spent writing a brilliant or brilliantly commercial book, and you can worry later about how you’re going to get readers. (Though, again, depending on the type of book you’re hawking, your virtual connections may be seen by a publisher as a bankable asset.) But here’s the bottom line: If your top priority is to sell lots of copies of your book, whether you self-publish or go with a major publisher, then it certainly behooves you to hop on the cyber wagon. Because while no one has figured out the formula for directly turning e-friends into buyers, we know that the future of bookselling is in the hands of these communities. Are you still hesitant? Kemble Scott, author of the novel SoMa and an early adopter of new media and social networking, has this to say: “Don’t be afraid of technology. Embrace it. Find someone to help you. So many writers seem mentally blocked when it comes to technology. I get these midnight phone calls from frantic writers who are having nervous breakdowns because they can’t change the font size on a Word document. Don’t take it personally, and keep your sense of humor.” Malle Vallik, director of digital content and social media for Harlequin, adds: “Social media is your friend. It can be the single best use of your time because it’s from your home and it’s all about writing on a regular basis, which is a writer’s natural forte.”


			As Kemble points out, many writers have a knee-jerk fear of computers and new technology. Bestselling author Susan Orlean confessed to her own resistance: “Do I enjoy social media? Yes, much more than I expected I would. I was a naysayer for a long time and was dragged kicking and quietly screaming into it.” Often our worst fears lie in anticipation. Understand that it will take you some time to get up and running. But once you do, you’ll find that most of the stuff is so basic a 10-year-old can do it. If you don’t believe us, go ask a 10-year-old.


				

					Margaret Atwood on Twitter Fairies


					David noticed mega-award-winning bestselling author Margaret Atwood was on Twitter. He couldn’t resist tweeting her to find out how she felt about being instantly connected to her audience. Whether she felt social media was now an expectation of authors. And whether she believed it benefited a new author to embrace technology and social networking. For those of you who don’t know, Twitter only allows for posts consisting of 140 characters. So in order to get a more fleshed-out answer, David asked if she would reply via email—and boy are we glad she did. 


					“I started Tweeting because the builders of the website for my book The Year of the Flood (yearoftheflood.com) told me I should do this ‘tweeting’ thing. I knew nothing about it, but I did know McLean Greaves, who helped me ‘launch’ with the aid of several of his Twitter friends,” says Margaret, illustrating the importance of a helping hand. “I now have a lot of Twitter pals, not all of whom are from the writing world. Many are readers, it’s true, but there are also many from the ecology world and the science/tech/geek area. Many authors tweet; many don’t. I think that if you’re doing it just because you think you have to in order to sell books, it won’t be fun and it will exhaust you. For me, it’s a mini-world in which self-invention is ongoing. It’s a little like having fairies at the bottom of your garden. Ask them a question, they help you out. Start a game with them, they play inventively. They like jokes and are often mischievous. Sometimes they tease. They have faces that are beautiful or weird, or the faces of cats, birds, masks, plants . . . elementals. Once in a while you get a goblin, but what else can you expect?”


				


			The Special Case of Literary Fiction


			While literary fiction comprises a tiny percentage of overall book sales, it has an elite and special place in the heart of publishing. The world of literary fiction has its own community, or rather its own club. In this club, commercialism is often disdained, and the old-fashioned image of the writer in a cabin is still celebrated and canonized. So it stands to reason that social networking doesn’t carry the same weight for a literary fiction author—at least for the moment. National Book Award nominee Amy Bloom sums up the social networking/writerly balance as she sees it: “I’m not morally opposed to Facebook and Twitter. It’s a great way to see videos of my granddaughter. If someone told me I had to, I suppose I would. But for me it’s got to come back to the writing. I believe, in the end, if every sentence and paragraph is important, the work will speak for itself. My mother used to say, ‘If you don’t treat yourself with respect, no one else will.’ It’s the same with your writing. If you care more about platform than about the work, then the work will suffer.”


			It goes back to priorities. As Amy says, with literary fiction, the writing has to be the priority. And because the influential literary journals still hold sway, any time spent away from your writing should first be spent attempting to get your work published in these outlets.


			This is not to say that literary fiction authors need pretend the web doesn’t exist. If you enjoy, for example, the haiku-like nature of Twitter, please tweet tweet tweet! Or if you enjoy the company of like-minded wordsmiths on Facebook, the more friends you can make the better. These early efforts will pay off, because once your book is completed, you will be expected to participate in the online world like everyone else—and you’ll certainly need someone to come to your readings! As Pamela Dorman, publisher of Pamela Dorman Books/Viking and a woman with an uncanny eye for discovering debut fiction, says, “In the case of a literary novelist, I don’t think she has to have an online presence to begin with, but she needs to step into it quickly once her book is handed off to her publisher.”


			Yes, literary fiction is its own beast. And while social networking is not absolutely necessary for writers of literary fiction, if you’ve written a great book and you want people to read it, and you’d like to actually make a living as a writer, you’ll find tons of enthusiastic readers and writers out there waiting for your beautifully wrought, exquisitely written literary masterpiece—if you just connect with them. So why not?


				

					A Gift to the Shy


					Congratulations, shy people of the world! It’s your lucky century. Finally, you can connect with people across the globe without leaving your living room or ever actually engaging anyone in the flesh. Thanks to social networking, you can use your natural skills as a writer to befriend, bedazzle and/or be connected to like-minded citizens who will love your book. Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling author of 10 novels, is just the sort of person who’s benefited greatly from the Internet. “People told me to network with other writers, and I never did,” she says. “I’m very shy. Now that we have the Internet, it’s a lot easier. And I’ve made valuable contacts. Publicity, promotion, blurbs and friendship, the most important of all. Who but another writer understands what you’re going through?”


					So get your party pajamas on, don’t comb your hair and start connecting . . .


				


			
The Four-Step e-Program


			Now that we’ve laid down the state of the nation, let’s move on to the basic principles of creating an online community. We’ve been lucky enough to talk to some remarkable e-genius types, and one thing we’ve heard over and over is that there are four main steps to getting traction electronically: 


			1. Finding your online community 


			2. Connecting with and becoming an active citizen in this community
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