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			Introduction. 

			Why Do You Want to
Write a Book?

			 

			Allow yourself to imagine that you’re sitting there with  your published book in your hands. How does it feel? You are a published author. What does that title give you? What does it mean to you to have completed and published a book? 

			If you can allow yourself to really be in this vision of you as a published author, it probably feels pretty damn good. Many people share the goal of writing a book. Most writers are aspiring authors, hoping to one day write something that helps or impacts people; that provides a little extra income; that gives bragging rights; that allows for more books to be written and published down the road; that builds connections, community, and visibility.

			Whatever your reasons for wanting to write a book, connect with them right here, right now. Knowing why you want to write a book is as important as doing it. When I start working with a new writing client, the first question I ask is: Why do you want to write this book? Sometimes people break down and cry, telling me that writing a book is something they’ve wanted to do for as long as they can remember. Others come with the very straightforward goal of wanting to make money. For most memoirists, the motivation stems from needing to give voice to a personal story. The business owners I work with understand that a book will bring them new clients, legitimacy in their field, and speaking gigs. 

			There is no wrong answer to this question. If you want to write a book to be famous, good for you. If you want to write a book to leave a legacy for your children, that’s as good a reason. If you want to write a book because you have an idea that won’t leave you alone, you’re in good company, too. Many writers just like you aspire to write a book to fulfill a calling: to write the book they feel they’re meant to write. One of my very first clients came to me with an idea for a novel she’d been toiling with for ten years. She had the first chapter mapped out perfectly in her mind. She knew the protagonist well—her likes, her motivations, her reactions. But she was stuck when it came to the details of the protagonist’s love interest. She couldn’t get into his mind. It was difficult for her to give him the attention he needed in order to become a full character in her mind. And so she got stuck in Chapter 2—for a whole decade. 

			After we had worked together for nearly two years, she completed her manuscript and sold it to an agent within two weeks. That agent has since sold the book to two overseas publishers. For the author, finishing this novel was the culmination of a dream, and she’s now working on her second novel. Before we started working together, she was a woman with an idea, and today she calls herself a published author.

			Publishing in the New Millennium 

			I started working in publishing in early 2000, and since that time I’ve witnessed more changes in the industry than probably took place over the course of the entire century leading up to the new millennium. Anyone who follows what’s happening in book publishing knows about some of these changes: the redefinition of books in the digital age; the advent of e-books, followed by their skyrocketing sales as a result of e-readers, like the Kindle, the Nook, and the iPad. This massive redefinition and overhaul came with growing pains for the industry. Like lots of industries with deep roots and particular value systems, publishing was slow to react. People who got into the industry for the love of books had a hard time wrapping their minds around how a book could be a book if it wasn’t printed. Many people believed that print books were going to meet their demise as a result of e-publishing. In the early 2000s, the majority of the people I worked with felt like the apocalypse was right around the corner. 

			But guess what? The digital age has not destroyed publishing. It’s just reinvented it. Now anyone can become a published author by self-publishing. This has its pros and cons, of course. There will always be writers who churn out crap, who write and publish books without hiring an editor or who never bother to consult with designers to ensure that the final product has the elements a book should have—things like a copyright page, a table of contents, and running heads. Professional designers will ensure that the book looks aesthetically pleasing too! It is, after all, a work of art. But for those students of what makes a good book, who want to learn and are willing to spend a little money to have a professional-grade product, publishing a great book is now possible without having to deal with gatekeepers, rejection, and unbearably long production schedules. 

			Of course, the gatekeepers still hold valuable roles. I was one of those gatekeepers for thirteen years, and I took my job very seriously. As an acquiring editor for two different houses (first North Atlantic Books and then Seal Press, both in Berkeley, California), I knew good writing when I saw it. I had high standards and understood what an author and a book needed to have in order to compete in the marketplace. These are the kinds of assessments editors make, even though they’re admittedly subjective. Unless we’re talking about an established author like Stephen King or Alice Walker, or a famous personality like Kobe Bryant or Nicole Richie, no one knows what’s going to sell. Predicting how well a book is going to do is based solely on how well other books like it have done in the market and what an author is bringing to the table with their own marketing and publicity—their platform. One of the bestselling projects I bought during my time at Seal Press was a book called The Nonrunner’s Marathon Guide for Women. A mouthful, right? None of our sales reps thought the book would amount to much when we first presented our list of titles that season. More than a few of them insisted we change the title. But the book went on to become a consistent top-of-the-list seller for over five years, which goes to show that even book industry professionals don’t always know what’s going to work. 

			Chapter 5 goes into a lot more detail about publishing—your options, what you need to do to prepare to get published while you’re still writing, and insider tips. I’m one of those optimistic people who believe that anyone who tries hard enough and has enough tenacity can get published by a traditional publisher. Most people simply don’t have the tolerance for the amount of rejection that can be involved in getting there. Some of you, undoubtedly, will get an agent or a publisher right out of the gate. For others, especially those with more niche projects, finding the right publisher is like panning for gold. If you stick with it long enough, it may happen, but you’re going to be tempted to give up more than a few times. 

			I chose to self-publish this book for a lot of reasons. I’m using this book specifically as a platform-builder for my business and as a tool for my clients. I wanted and needed to get this book out by a certain date, and I wasn’t interested in waiting around for a publisher’s timeline. I also wanted complete creative control—something you have to give up when you publish on a traditional press. 

			In Chapter 1, we’ll be looking at figuring out what kind of author you are—and why it matters. I’m an entrepreneur, so for someone like me, self-publishing makes a lot of sense. Once a manuscript is complete, it can be published and printed by a self-publisher in a matter of weeks. If I were pursuing a traditional publishing route, I would finish my manuscript and then write a book proposal. After that, I’d start shopping the book around to an agent. After weeks of trying to secure someone (and after inevitable rejections), I’d land with an agent who would want to suggest changes to my manuscript. Once we were both on the same page and the proposal and manuscript were ready to shop, the agent would begin shopping my book to a publisher. Even under the best possible circumstances, if an editor picked up my book in the first round of shopping, it would be at least six months, but probably a year, before my book would be slated for publication. So rather than reading this book right now, you would be reading it approximately a year from now. 

			But publishing and publishing goals are unique to the individual author, and as a veteran of the publishing industry, I’m all for publishing on traditional presses. It’s exciting. It’s a big deal. And you can make serious money. Sometimes. So have fun with Chapter 1 and figuring out what kind of writer you are and what you want. 

			And then you can follow my road map to getting published in Chapter 5. No matter what, you come out a published author!

			From Inspiration to Published Author 

			Chances are, you’re stuck somewhere. It might have to do with time pressures and familial commitments. You’ve probably heard the voice of one or two of your personal saboteurs telling you all the reasons why writing your book isn’t a good idea. No one is going to read it! It’s too much work! You’re not a “real” writer. You suck! If you’re familiar with any of these messages, then you know these saboteurs can be real bastards. What’s holding you back might be something you don’t even understand. Like why you simply can’t bring yourself to write that damn book, or why every time you sit down at your computer you’re overwhelmed by fatigue. But don’t worry—you don’t have to go to therapy to figure it out. You are not alone!

			Although it can be hard to confront the reasons you get stuck, I tend to like to shine a spotlight on those very things. I challenge the writers I work with from time to time to get them to see things a little differently—occasionally to think how a publisher thinks, occasionally to broaden their perspective of what they think is possible, and occasionally to call them out or call them forth for the purpose of pointing out the roadblocks that are standing in the way of their getting done what they say they want to get done. I’m making a point of saying this here in the introduction just in case there comes a prickly point where you see your procrastination, your excuses, your mindset laid bare. There will come a point when you think, Oh my god, she’s talking about me. But this only points to just how universal some of these struggles are. Writing is both a luxury and a calling for people, which means it gets wrapped up with all kinds of personal baggage—it’s the thing we don’t prioritize, that can feel indulgent, that we don’t own, and it’s the thing we can’t not do, that nags at us when we ignore it, that fulfills us more than most other pursuits. So, yes, it’s understandable that our writing gets saddled with a lot of conflicting emotions.

			In Chapter 2, we’re going to examine the five most common hurdles writers face while writing their books—or thinking about writing their books. I bet one or two will resonate with you. Plus, we’re going to take a look at some strategies to get you moving through those stuck places and on your way to a complete book. 

			Another issue we’re going to tackle, in Chapter 3, is your mindset. This is both similar to and different from the hurdles you might be facing. Yes, your mindset can be a hurdle, but your mindset is actually bigger than a hurdle. It’s your entire orientation to your work, and some of you are going to need to press the reset button. We’re going to get you in the writer mindset so you can accomplish what you say you want to accomplish. We’re going to talk about priorities and owning your writing and talking about yourself as a writer and your writing as your work. It’s going to change the way you think about yourself, and it will change the way you write as a result.

			The goal of this book is to help you help yourself. It’s to help you get from idea—or wherever you are in the writing process—to published author. It’s also to load you up with information I’ve learned from my career in book publishing and working with authors. If you’ve ever wanted to write a book and second-guessed yourself, keep reading. If you’re writing a book and have a partial manuscript, keep reading. If you have a finished manuscript that you’ve shopped and given up on, keep reading. If you’re a seasoned author with another book idea or book in progress, keep reading. No matter where you are in the process, this book will point you in interesting directions and help you figure out a few things you don’t know—whether that’s what your book is going to be, why you’re not writing, what publishing option is right for you, or how to fully own your identity as an author. I’m looking forward to working with you. Now let’s get a move on.
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			Chapter 1. 

			The Art of Becoming an Author: 

			Getting Intimate with Your Category,
Competition, and Audience

			 

			My career in book publishing has given me the distinct privilege of having spent my adult life surrounded by authors and aspiring authors. But it’s not only at work that I encounter writers. When I’m out at social events, or even when I meet another mom at the park, the conversation often goes something like this:

			 

			New person: What do you do?

			Me: I’m in book publishing.

			New person: Really, wow. How cool. I’m writing a book.

			 

			There have been times when it’s seemed that everyone I meet is writing a book. And sometimes I wonder, Is everyone writing a book? Maybe you’ve wondered this, too, and allowed the little worm of discouragement to wiggle its way through your brain at the thought of so many books. So much competition! But rather than letting discouragement or intimidation get the best of you, let’s take a look at where you are on the book-writing spectrum. Imagine a straight line. On one far end are those people who have an idea for a book, who have thought of writing a book or want to write a book but haven’t yet started. On the other far end are prolifically published authors. They’re an elite bunch, true, but they’re still on the spectrum. Everyone in between either has started to write, has a few chapters completed, has a finished manuscript, has a book in production, or has one book published and aspires to write more. Where are you? 

			If you’ve even thought about writing a book, you’re on the spectrum. You’re just squished way over to one side, and the value you’re placing on your writing is a little sliver compared with everything else you have going on in your life. Even my mom is on the spectrum. She occasionally talks about books she wants to write. She’s brilliant and has enough ideas and content for four or five books, but she’s way down on the idea side of the spectrum because there are a lot of things standing in the way of bringing those ideas from inspiration to publication: time, follow-through, other priorities. 

			There are a few invisible dividers on this spectrum, too. Past the idea people are those who have actually made writing a practice. These are people who take their writing seriously, who have found ways to incorporate it into their lives. Yet another divider is the one that separates aspiring authors from published authors. And there are a lot of published authors, which is why that elite, prolific group who’ve published more than a few books or who write for a living have something akin to a private reserved area on the spectrum, kind of like a members-only club. 

			But even publishing one book propels you past the divide and into a special area on the spectrum—and a special area in our culture. Books are culturally and socially valuable for what they say about you, for the legitimacy they lend. Being in print is prestigious, and today almost everyone in a position of power has a book—presidents (current and former), professional athletes, actors, business leaders, academics. 

			Some people find writing a book to be easy. They decide they’re going to do it, and that’s what they do. Others jump from one side of the spectrum to the other with support. They hire ghostwriters and have the resources to put together a team to shepherd their book into print. And these authors aren’t any less respectable for having approached their goal to get published in this way. Others are going to struggle. It’s what they do, and it’s part of the creative process. For these aspiring authors, the journey is as valuable as the reward, but sometimes they can end up getting stuck in that midrange of the spectrum for longer than they might have imagined when they first set out to write a book. 

			So now that you’ve identified where you are on the spectrum, where do you want to be? Assuming that everyone who’s reading this book wants to be hanging out with the published authors, good news: This chapter is all about the prep work and understanding you need to get there. You are going to find out how to get what you want by knowing what you want. Once you’re clear that you have the right tools to get published, I’m going to equip you with the information you need to position yourself for success.

			Getting the writing done is obviously the first and most important piece of becoming an author, but it’s far from the only thing you need to be thinking about if you want to be a published author. And I’m not talking about building your author platform. Remember, that gets its own chapter—Chapter 4. In this case, I’m talking about knowing who’s come before you—your competition, your colleagues, your co-experts—and having a strong understanding of whom you’re writing for. Without a firm grasp on your category, your competition, and your audience, you’re cutting your book off at the knees before you even try to give it legs. If you want to publish on a traditional press, this knowledge is considered industry savvy, and it will help ensure that you get the deal you’re going after. If you are self-publishing, it’s equally important because readers are as valuable (more so, actually) as industry gatekeepers. Not only do you have to cater to your readers, you have to get them, speak to them, and deliver to them. And that’s an impossible thing to do if you’re not keeping them in mind from the very beginning. 

			Being equipped with this kind of knowledge is the equivalent of powering up in a video game. You’re on a journey that requires some support along the way. For most of you, it’s not always going to be smooth sailing. It’s a process that’s rewarding because of the challenge. It requires stamina, and knowing that you have these few extra boosters in your back pocket will give you strength and conviction when you feel tired or need to be reminded what you’re doing this for. 

			What Do You Want?

			What do you want? This is a simple question. We’re asked what we want dozens of times a day. What do you want to eat? What do you want to do? What do you want to say? But when it comes to really important things in our lives, sometimes the answers can be a little elusive. Or sometimes we’re embarrassed by the answers. Many women I know are embarrassed to want too much or to want too big. Lots of people think that dreaming too big is egotistical, so they censor their desires and keep themselves small. 

			I have long loved the quote by David Whyte that says, “Anyone or anything that does not bring you alive is too small for you.” Dreaming big and holding yourself big are very distinct from having a big ego, or needing to make others less than or worse so that you can succeed. People who hold themselves big get what they want because they enter into their pursuits knowing they have something to offer. I’m a fan of Top Chef, and I most admire the contestants who approach every challenge with a can-do attitude and a desire to do their best, even when they have immunity. Those who rise to the top never win at someone else’s expense. And it’s the same in the publishing world. Anyone else’s successes can be treated as evidence that books are selling and that there’s a readership for your book. Others’ failures can point to ways in which you can improve by not repeating the same mistakes. Holding yourself big is not about holding yourself better. It’s knowing that you’re putting forward your best effort and your best product, and that all that matters is giving your readers the absolute best experience you can possibly offer through your words, your teachings, your story, your message. 

			Does this resonate with you? Do you come to your writing as your best self? When you sit down to write, are you tapped into why you want to write the book you’re writing? It’s important to connect with your big self because this is the part of you that needs to show up when you sit down to write. This is the part of you that soars and has something to offer. In the introduction, I asked you to connect to the reasons you want to write, and I shared some of the things I’ve heard repeated over and over by authors over the years: to fulfill a calling, to make money, to build a platform, to become famous, to heal, to help, to give voice, to pay witness, to leave a legacy, to document, to get speaking gigs, to become an expert. Now tune into your big self and consider or reconsider your top five reasons for wanting to write your book. It’s okay if making money and selling books are still at the top of your list! This is not about denying your ego. It’s about understanding your motivations so you can make them work for you, rather than against you. List your top five reasons here:

			Now take a look at your list. It says something about your motivations, values, and ambitions. It will also likely highlight for you which publishing option is a good fit for you. We’ll revisit the connection between your values and ambitions and your publishing path in Chapter 5. For now, the value of this list is that it connects you to what you want, and knowing what you want from this process is key to committing to your writing and finishing your book. 

			I encourage you to post your list close to your writing space to remind you why you’re writing and why you want to be published. Having a tangible reminder that’s right there when you go to write can be a huge support, especially on days when you’re feeling less motivated. Another reason to be able to name what you want from this process is to connect you to being a writer, which is the point of this chapter. To be a writer you must be writing, and some would say ultimately publishing. But first you must define yourself as an author. With your list to remind you why you’re doing what you’re doing, the next piece of work is to say you’re a writer every day—to yourself, to your family, to your friends, and colleagues. There’s nothing as motivating as telling people you’re a writer and that you’re writing a book. 

			When I decided I was going to write this book, I announced my intention to do so on my blog, on Facebook, and on Twitter. When the first month went by and I’d completed less than what I’d hoped to accomplish, I had to fess up. And what happened? The next month was much more successful, and I was able to accomplish that month’s goal, plus make up for where I’d slacked during the first month. Before I wrote a book, I considered myself a writer, but taking on a book project was a whole new enterprise. It’s challenging to write a book, and it can sometimes be equally challenging to tell people you’re a writer and that you’re writing a book. 

			So test it out, and establish a realistic goal for yourself around your writing. For those just starting out, I recommend three days a week for two or three hours a day. I personally wrote this book while raising a toddler, so my schedule was five days a week for an hour or two in the early mornings (with lots of coffee!) before he woke up. You have to do what works for you, but there’s nothing like a growing word count to give you the encouragement that you’re on your way. And there’s nothing like giving voice to what you’re doing to give you confidence and motivation to keep going. 

			Where Does Your Book Belong? 

			I once co-led a writing workshop with a marketing expert who opened with an interactive exercise that involved getting the writers in the room to figure out their category and stand with their fellow genre-mates. This started out fairly easy for most. The novelists were pleased to be partnered with the other novelists in the group. The nonfiction people found each other and even started to pair off by like category—the how-to people were in a small circle and the memoirists in another. Once everyone was standing in their circle, however, the work of truly identifying category began. Within the fiction group there were writers of young-adult fiction, commercial fiction, literary fiction, and genre fiction. The memoirists were also writing quite different books. A handful were writing misery memoir, and one was turning her blog into a book. Among the prescriptive how-to authors were so many variations that it took a while to identify where everyone was supposed to be. At the end of the day, most of the writers were surprised to find out how specific their category really was when they looked around the room at the majority of their fellow writers standing alone by category: spirituality, lifestyle, business, health, travel, fantasy, women’s commercial fiction, etc.

			You might be wondering: Why does this matter? Why do you need to drill down past your umbrella category to be this specific? It matters because it means something to the publishing industry in a very overt way, and to readers more subtly. When you go to a bookstore you know, of course, that books are organized by shelf into “shelving categories.” Some readers like to browse in certain areas or know what they’ve come in looking for—a book on running a business, a memoir, or a diet book. Other readers are going onto Amazon and searching for a topic. They might type into the Amazon search field something like “lose weight fast,” or “spiritual awakening,” or “emotional abuse.” 

			How your potential and future readers search for things should impact how you think about your book. Your shelving category points to how to title and subtitle your book, too. For literary memoirists and novelists, trends show that whimsical or illustrative titles work just fine. But for prescriptive writers, a straightforward title that helps readers find your work can directly influence sales. When considering my own title, for instance, I wanted something encouraging. What’s Your Book? implies that every potential reader has a book in them, which is part of my message. In the subtitle, A Step-by-Step Guide to Get You from Inspiration to Published Author, I have key words that readers might search or be drawn to. The phrase “published author” is something that Amazon browsers wanting to publish may very well search. 

			You can drill down even further with this exercise by using Google’s Keywords Tool at adwords.google.com/select/KeywordToolExternal (or just by Googling “keyword tool”). A search of the phrase “published author” shows 110,000 global monthly searches. The competition is “low,” which is a good thing because it means the Internet isn’t too flooded with people writing about topics that match this exact phrase, so I have a fighting chance of being seen or turning up in a search. Alternately, the phrase “write a book” had over two million global monthly searches, and the competition is high. This doesn’t mean I should change my title or subtitle to include the phrase “write a book.” In fact, it shows the opposite. There are too many searches of that phrase. You’re better off in the sweet spot: fifty thousand to one hundred thousand hits.

			 Shelving category points as much to how you’re seen as it does to who your readership is—and again, this is why it matters so much to publishers. Publishers are very concerned with “positioning,” which simply means taking into consideration where your book belongs in the marketplace and how it will be perceived by your customers, fans, and buyers. If you’re self-publishing, you are the publisher, so understanding how publishers think about categories is part of your learning curve. Defining what you’re writing in this very specific way is in fact a function of marketing and is not editorial at all. Authors who get very tied to their title and don’t think about the bigger picture do themselves a huge disservice. At Seal Press, a longtime and favorite author of mine was putting together a groundbreaking work of senior erotica. Initially, we were focused on finding a title that would showcase the fact that the book was for seniors, and we entertained titles like Slow Sizzle or Aroused at Our Age. But these didn’t settle well with our sales team, and we decided we needed to look at the wide genre of well-selling books out on the market and how they’re titled. We ended up with the title Ageless Erotica, and in doing so I believe we did a service to the book, and to readers as well.

			Now, let’s return to that shelving category exercise we opened with. We’re going to take a deeper look at the umbrella categories that exist so that you can place yourself among your competition and better understand your audience, your competition, and ultimately your marketing strategy. You might bridge two of the categories listed below, and that’s allowed! Maybe you’re a novelist with a couple nonfiction ideas, or a self-help author who’d like to write a novel one day. There’s nothing inherently problematic about wanting to write across categories, although it does merit a conversation (see Chapter 4) about how to manage your platform so that you’re sending a consistent message out into the world about who you are. But for now, focus on the one book at hand, the one you most want to write or most need to finish—and then you can use this exercise again down the road for any future books.

			Fiction

			Novels are the oldest and most established book format around. If you’re an aspiring novelist, you have an active imagination and a calling to write about something you know, but you don’t want to be held to the facts. Within fiction, your work might be literary or commercial. Subgenres of fiction include young adult, fiction, fantasy, mystery (including cozies), thriller, and science fiction. Other forms of fiction are short stories, novellas, and erotica.

			What’s the difference between literary and commercial writing? On his blog, The Writing Place, literary agent Nathan Bransford posts, “In commercial fiction the plot tends to happen above the surface and in literary fiction the plot tends to happen beneath the surface.” I like this explanation for its simplicity. I’d also add that it has to do with prose and the kind of writing readers want to read. Literary work is often more dense. It can sometimes be more flowery, ornate, or complex. Consider the meaning of the word literary according to Merriam-Webster:

			1. a : of, relating to, or having the characteristics of humane learning or literature; b : bookish; c : of or relating to books. 2. a : well-read b : of or relating to authors or scholars or to their professions.

			Now, by contrast, let’s look at the definition of commercial: 

			1. a (1) : occupied with or engaged in commerce or work intended for commerce; (2) : producing artistic work of low standards for quick market success; 2 a : 
viewed with regard to profit; b : designed for a large market; 3 : emphasizing skills and subjects useful in business; 4 : supported by advertisers.

			This pretty much sums up the difference. Literary work is bookish. The novel A Single Man (made into a movie by Tom Ford), by Christopher Isherwood, comes to mind. Anything by Toni Morrison. She’s a great example of a literary author with commercial success. Popular commercial fiction, by contrast, doesn’t feel bookish. These are what people are talking about when they’re looking for “summer reading.” They feel more like watching a movie. They’re fast-paced and plot-driven. Consider a work like The Devil Wears Prada (also made into a popular movie, starring Meryl Streep), by Lauren Weisberger, or anything by Danielle Steel, Jodi Picoult, and other masters of commercial fiction.

			When agents say they’re looking for commercial fiction, they really mean they’re looking for fiction that sells. Why literary fiction is difficult to sell has everything to do with readers. Readers want fun, light, dramatic reads. The general tolerance for character-driven, beautifully written, but perhaps difficult-to-get-into books is not particularly high. Of course, you have the occasional breakout, and you never know which books are going to transcend. But as a rule of thumb, literary fiction is hard to sell, and many agents and publishing houses do reject books for the sole reason that the work is “too literary.” 

			Memoir

			Memoir has been a fast-growing publishing category for years, and a controversial one, too. Memoirs are supposed to be true, and yet it’s understood that memoirists take creative license. Not only are composite characters expected in memoir, they’re often recommended in order to avoid lawsuits. 

			Memoirs are commercial or literary, too. There’s an argument to be made that good memoir has plot, just like fiction, but the difference between literary and commercial memoir lies mostly in relatability. Literary memoir is still about the writing, but even more about the prose, and generally feels more “bookish.” Famous literary memoirs are Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes and Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club. These are books that are as much about the writing as they are about the story. Commercial memoir, on the other hand, is more about the story and is sometimes salable because of its shock value, which explains the widespread popularity of misery memoir. Misery memoir is any kind of memoir that is about having suffered a hard life—and living to tell about it, or having survived it. It includes abuse, addiction, dysfunctional family, and disease memoirs. Its popularity can be attributed either to people’s wanting to read reflections of people who have suffered and overcome, or to the growing trend of our voyeuristic culture and the desire to have a window into a life defined by hardship. Books on addiction and eating disorders and growing up in dysfunctional homes consistently round out the list of misery memoir top sellers (see sidebar). 

			However, given my experience over years of reading misery memoir pitches and proposals, I must insert a word of warning here about the genre. A lot of people are driven to write memoir because they’ve overcome something horrible—a family situation, early abuse, a serious addiction, a crazy mother. As an acquiring editor at Seal Press, I saw multiple misery memoir proposals a week. My word of warning is not to go overboard. Books that try to showcase too much misery can slide down the slippery slope into being undesirable. And it’s a fine line. Misery sells, but despondency does not. 

			I saw many proposals by authors who led with lines like “This is The Glass Castle, Lit, and The Kiss all rolled into one.” The proposal would then go on to detail a crazy upbringing, incest, alcoholism, and the inevitable being turned out onto the streets and/or period of promiscuity that followed. I want to be clear here that I’m not discounting how tragic these stories are, or the authors’ need to get their stories out, but the impact they have on a reader is that they feel exploitative. So it’s important to remember that the reason misery memoir does well is that it taps into human experience. Readers, even voyeuristic ones, are also compassionate. They want to be touched. They want to feel. These memoirs veer off-course when the author tries to showcase how horrible it all was, rather than tapping into the deeper, more universal truths and lessons that might be offered up as a result of having experienced or lived through something so tragic. Every time I rejected a book with too much going on, I wished I could tell the author that they had enough of a story without needing to pitch it like a made-for-TV drama. These are the kinds of rejections that agents and editors seldom give you, though. So consider the advice across the board: It’s always about the truth of the story and your ability to touch your readers through what you’ve experienced and what you know as a result.

			Other kinds of memoirs exist beyond misery, of course. Popular examples include food, travel, dating, yearlong experiments, and political memoir. Books like these sometimes get double categorized by a publisher, so you might see a category listing on the back of a book that reads “Food/Memoir” or “Memoir/Travel.” Some publishers don’t put their categories on the back of the book, but you can always find them on the copyright page with the CIP (Cataloging in Publication) data, which is category and content information provided to publishers by the Library of Congress. This data can and should inform your own understanding of your category. Having a theme-driven memoir is generally considered a plus in the publishing industry because it helps publishers position (which, to repeat, has to do with the process of understanding, in advance, how they are going to go about marketing, publicizing, and selling) your work.

			Creative Nonfiction 

			Creative nonfiction writers include those of you writing something that’s between fiction and nonfiction. Perhaps it’s historical fiction, where you’re writing your book through the point of view of a dead family member. Perhaps you’re writing true crime, made famous and legitimate by Truman Capote when he established the genre with In Cold Blood. Creative nonfiction writers use elements of fiction and nonfiction in their stories, and pull equally from real life as they do from their imagination.

			 When trying to determine your shelving category here, you will be thinking about your competition and where they’re shelved. Some of this work will be shelved in fiction, although it may have true elements. Other books might be shelved in memoir. It’s largely dependent on how you choose to position the work. Yes, this word again! Publishing is obsessed with it, so it’s good to wrap your mind around what it means now. In this case, it means considering the lens through which you want readers to see. If you want readers to know your book is mostly fiction, you’ll express that through your subtitle, back-cover content, or category; if it’s nonfiction, you’ll do the same. 

			An interesting example of a creative nonfiction book whose author decided to intentionally genre-bend is Half Broke Horses: A True-Life Novel, by Glass Castle author Jeannette Walls. In this case, you can see that the author and the publisher decided to showcase how the book has elements of both fiction and nonfiction, and the impact is immediate. The category is obvious, although it spans two genres and two shelves. 

			Increasingly, creative nonfiction is becoming a catchall for memoirists who want to bend the truth and novelists who feel that their work is too true to be characterized as fiction. For a long time, the publishing industry has held a fast and steady line about truth in memoir. Truth in fiction, meanwhile, has been treated like a secret that people can’t wait to let out of the bag. Did you hear that John Irving’s novel Last Night in Twisted River was based on his own life story? Of course, most memoir is based on personal experience, and people’s desire to break rules and write the story they’re wanting to tell without restrictions has meant that creative nonfiction has gained growing allegiance from both writers and readers. 

			In the aftermath of the James Frey scandal, in which Oprah Winfrey publicly chastised Frey in 2006 for having lied about how true his memoir, A Million Little Pieces, actually was, the book publishing world and everyone who published memoir seemed to implode. At the time I remember thinking, Yeah, but that was a really good book. And it is. It’s a well-written story. Fast-paced. A good read. We now know that Frey’s publisher pressured him to turn his novel into a memoir. You can put yourself in his position, I’m sure. A publisher says, “We love your book, but we can’t publish it as fiction. How much of it is true?” Add on to this conversation whatever amount of money was being offered for an advance, and you can probably see yourself in Frey’s shoes. 

			This many years later, the publishing industry is perhaps a little more careful, but also, I think, more open to publishing genre-bending work and to finding ways around the problem of fiction-memoir blends by doing things like subtitling a work A True-Life Novel. 
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			Bestselling Misery Memoirs 

			The Tender Bar: A Memoir, by J. R. Moehringer (Hyperion, 2006) 

			Beautiful Boy: A Father’s Journey Through His Son’s Addiction, by David Sheff (Houghton Mifflin, 2009) 

			Scar Tissue, by Anthony Kiedis (Hyperion, 2005) 

			Lit: A Memoir, by Mary Karr (HarperCollins, 2010) 

			The Glass Castle, by Jeannette Walls (Simon & Schuster, 2006) 

			Running with Scissors, by Augusten Burroughs (Macmillan, 2003) 

			Dry: A Memoir, by Augusten Burroughs (Macmillan, 2004) 

			Tweak: Growing up on Methamphetamines, by Nic Sheff (Simon & Schuster, 2009) 

			This Boy’s Life: A Memoir, by Tobias Wolff (Grove Press, 2000) 

			Look Me in the Eye: My Life with Asperger’s, by John Elder Robison (Random House, 2008) 

			Jesus Land: A Memoir, by Julia Scheeres (Counterpoint, 2006) 

			Drinking: A Love Story, by Caroline Knapp (Random House, 1997) 

			A Stolen Life: A Memoir, by Jaycee Dugard (Simon & Schuster, 2011) 

			A Paper Life, by Tatum O’Neal (HarperCollins, 2004) 

			Wishful Drinking, by Carrie Fisher (Simon & Schuster, 2010) 

			Unbearable Lightness: A Story of Loss and Gain, by Portia de Rossi (Simon & Schuster, 2010) 
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			Prescriptive 

			If you’re writing a how-to book, you’re writing a prescriptive book. For prescriptive writers, structure is king—and often points to inspiration for your subtitle. For instance, you might decide to structure your book around a formula: 7 Steps to Clearing Your Clutter for Good; 30 Days to the Best Health of Your Life; 100 Tips for Saving Money in the New Economy; or, in this book’s case, you’re reading A Step-by-Step Guide.

			Writing a prescriptive book requires you to show up for your reader in a way that’s very different from what’s expected of novelists, memoirists, and creative nonfiction writers. You are expected to deliver advice and content that shows readers how to do something. You need to be a trusted guide, teacher, or expert. Books in this genre are really about how to do anything—quilt, start an online business, fix your car, tile your bathroom, build a birdhouse, declutter your life, write a book!

			Titling and subtitling in this genre is a very straightforward exercise. As we discussed above, use keywords and don’t try to be too clever. Let your subtitle do the heavy lifting of showcasing what your book delivers. Your category is always going to be prescriptive in these cases, but you want to make sure to look at your toughest competition and figure out where they’re shelved first. For instance, if you’re writing a book on how to run a business, your category is business, not how-to. Similarly, if you’re doing a book on how to make jewelry from home, your category is going to be craft.

			If you’re not sure what your category is, turning to your competition is the easiest way to figure it out. If their categories are not listed on the back covers, remember to check the copyright page. If you don’t find anything helpful there, another good way to figure out your category is to search around on Amazon and look at the books under the heading “Customers Who Bought This Item Also Bought.” This sometimes points you to the author’s previous works, or books that aren’t particularly relevant, but it more often directs you to work that’s in a similar vein, and it can be very helpful when assessing this question of where your book belongs. 

			For those of you who are self-publishing for the purpose of gaining more exposure or to sell your book to your existing or future clients, shelving category is still something that’s worth being aware of. Knowing that I have a prescriptive book about writing and publishing will help me when I’m ready to pitch my book to reviewers, and when I’m ready to spend promotional dollars. Your shelving category gives you key words if you ever choose to make use of pay-per-click advertising online. If you end up shopping your book to a publisher, positioning yourself in the correct category is key. 

			All of this work goes toward being in the know. It’s good to speak the industry language when you approach your future agent, publisher, or reviewers, and to know what you want when considering advertising opportunities. If I were pitching my own book, for instance, I would tell a reviewer that I have a prescriptive book for aspiring authors that covers everything they need to know to get published. Knowing your category and your positioning helps you make a clean and clear pitch. Coupled with understanding comparative titles, which we’re covering in the next section, you’ll be using industry-speak and get better results across the board.

			Get Competitive and Comparative 

			For aspiring authors, getting comfortable with their competition is a critical order of business. Doing competitive title research on your book is in fact an important first step in the writing process itself. More important than that, however, is understanding what competitive and comparative mean in the context of book publishing. 

			Many people have a negative association with competition. It’s intimidating. It sends a shot of anxiety straight to their core. Comparing yourself to another person might not feel good either. It’s reminiscent of middle school—he has nicer arms than you do; she has better hair. If these are the kinds of images and memories that come up for you when you think of competition and comparing, it’s time to reframe. Please join me for a little competitive and comparative title boot camp.

			Considering your competition is a must. You cannot shop your book without having done competitive title research. (“Shopping your book” is how you’ll refer to sending your book out to agents or editors—essentially meaning that you are looking for representation.) 

			The following are common things authors do that you should never do, followed by some best practices to reframe how you think about competition: 

			1. Don’t ever say there is nothing like your book on the market.

			Reframe: Competition shows publishers that there’s a readership for your book. I believe that writers feel compelled to say that there’s no competition because they feel worried that existing books on the same subject will make their book seem less desirable. But in fact, the opposite is the case. Book publishers use competitive titles to justify buying a book for their list. They are looking at topics that sell well and deciding to move forward based on sales of previously published, similar, or like-minded books. 

			If you have a book that crosses two genres, like the food-and-running book mentioned above in the Pitch sidebar, you can break your competitive title list into two categories. It’s okay to say that there’s not another book that approaches the subject of running from the vantage point of food and cooking, and then to showcase the most popular food memoirs and most popular running books. This is a double whammy, since it will effectively prove to the publisher that both categories are good sellers and your book appeals to both markets.

			2. Don’t ever compare yourself or your book to the current number 1 bestseller or the ultra-famous.

			In the mid-2000s, every other funny proposal I got was from an author claiming to be the next David Sedaris, and boy, did that get old fast. In the late ’00s and into the 2010s, every single travel book, adventure book, or woman-going-anything-alone book was the next Eat, Pray, Love. Agents and editors are looking at book proposals every single day, so doing your comp title research and choosing books that are truly on par with what you have to offer goes a long way. You can even reach for a person you aspire to be like. For instance, if you’re a travel writer, maybe you choose a couple of Bill Bryson books. Or if you do spirituality, maybe you want to compare yourself to Wayne Dyer. To me these are authors who are successful, but not so successful that it’s inconceivable that another human could reach their level of success. Alternately, comparing yourself to Oprah or President Obama or Paris Hilton (all published authors) doesn’t serve you. You want to be impressive, but also grounded.

			3. Don’t ever go into deep detail about how bad one of your competitive titles is. 

			If you create a nonfiction book proposal, you’re charged with the task of listing your competitive titles and creating a summary statement about how your book is different. Some authors take this opportunity to slam the competition and show only how their book is better. This is not the point of this exercise. Going off on a very well-selling book is not something that editors particularly love to see. This is not a review. It’s an opportunity to explain how your book is similar to and different from its competition. The ways in which it’s similar may point to reasons why another book like the one you’re writing is needed. How it’s different will hopefully make a case for a publisher to take on your book, because some aspect of what you’re doing is unique. By following the standard protocol of a proposal and giving an analysis of the competition, you are helping the publisher say yes to your book. Competitive title analysis is a very straightforward exercise. Remember that publishers use it as a tool, and your job is to make their job easy. 

			Okay, boot camp is over. But I do feel passionately about the value of the reframing—obviously. I’ve just seen too many aspiring authors make the mistakes I’ve listed above. And the impact is that they look like they don’t know what they’re doing. The way to succeed in publishing is to scoop up all the insider knowledge you can get and approach the whole prospect of becoming an author like you would go about applying for a job you really want. You do research on the company. You come with a portfolio. You come appropriately dressed. You speak the language. 

			All of this works to your advantage because book publishing, no matter whom you’re working with, is about long-lasting relationships. The people you’re collaborating with have to work with you for years to come, and you in turn have to work with them. People want to like each other, right? People on the book publishing side like to work with veterans because they’ve been through the process, so they know what they’re doing and they’re easier to work with. This is not to say that you can’t raise your hand for help, or that you’re not going to need a little hand-holding, but comporting yourself in an organized and savvy way will make agents and editors want to work with you. And that, my friends, is the key to getting your foot in the door. 

			And for you self-published authors who don’t give a lick about agents or editors, again, understanding the competition matters. You can ask your competitors to endorse or review your book. Perhaps this won’t work if someone is a direct competitor and endorsing one another will send a mixed message, but in the case of memoir and novels, this is never the case. Readers have a huge appetite for good stories, so if someone who’s written in your same genre will endorse you, then their readers will hopefully find your book. When I was working on a book for Seal Press called Bento Box in the Heartland, a memoir by a Japanese-American woman who grew up in the Midwest, we searched high and wide for other Asian Americans who had written coming-of-age memoirs. These writers endorsed my author, and she in turn endorsed them. The idea here is that an Asian American readership may well like to read more than one experience about what it’s like to grow up between two cultures.

			This is yet another reframe because it’s taking the idea that your competition is your enemy and turning that around to instead think about ways in which your competition can help you, and you can help your competition. A few authors I’ve considered to be my competition for this book are Jeff VanderMeer, author of a book I absolutely adore called Booklife: Strategies and Survival Tips for the 21st-Century Author, and Ariel Gore, a former Seal author and author of the book How to Become a Famous Author Before You’re Dead. If either of these authors approached me to endorse their book, I would jump at the opportunity, of course. And even though they’re my “competition,” I do believe that someone who read Booklife would benefit from my book, and I won’t stop referring my clients to either of these books just because I’m hoping to hoard all those sales for myself. 

			I’m of the belief that the more expansive and inviting you can be, the more opportunities you will have—for endorsements, for reviews, for getting published, for sales. Approaching your competition from a place of abundance over scarcity will help you in the long run because we cannot control the fact that more books than ever are getting published. According to Wikipedia, 288,355 new titles and editions were published in the United States in 2009 alone. Other online search results show the number of new titles per year to be hovering in the one hundred thousand range. So, wow! No matter what, that’s a lot of books. Your only job when putting a new book on the market is to engage your readers and draw upon your networks. And giving your competitors a few high fives along the way not only makes you feel good about yourself but can help you in ways you might not even be able to conceive of just yet!

			Before we close out Comparative Titles 101, I want to give a few genre-specific tips on how to think about your competition and how to make it work for you in your query letter (to agents or editors), your pitch (to reviewers and media), your proposal (for nonfiction writers only), or your solicitations (for endorsements and mutual back-scratching).
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			The Pitch

			In book publishing, you pitch your work to an agent; you pitch your work to editors; and you pitch your work to reviewers, sellers, buyers, and anyone else who will listen. Lots of writers’ conferences these days hold what are called Pitch Fests, for the purpose of perfecting the pitch. And while it’s true that the pitch is important, if you don’t have the content or the chops to deliver on the promise of a great pitch, you still won’t get the deal.

			So, what do you need to know in order to pitch? In addition to giving a paragraph description of your work and saying a little bit about yourself as an author and why you’re the best person to write this book (or to have written it), you can also using shelving category to your advantage. Consider the following examples: 





OEBPS/images/10227259_l_fmt1.gif





OEBPS/images/10227259_l_fmt1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/titlepage_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/10227259_l_fmt.gif





OEBPS/images/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/10227259_l_fmt2.gif





OEBPS/images/10227259_l_fmt.jpeg





