
SO YOU WANT TO WRITE A NOVEL 

A Seminar by Jay Hartlove 

 

 The first question people ask me when I tell them I have recently published a novel, is 

“What is it about?” After a few minutes of talking about my book, the conversation often turns to 

questions about their book. Their book which hasn’t been written yet. Writing has always been 

very satisfying for me, so I encourage anyone who feels the need to write. I know what it feels 

like to pour your soul onto the page and have no one read it. And I have learned a thing or two 

about writing and the business of publishing. So I share what I can in the space of a casual 

conversation and hope it helps them grow their passion for writing. 

 At some point I realized I have a lot to share on this topic, so I put together this 

presentation. I assume you wouldn’t be here with a title like, “So you want to write a novel” 

unless you have started a novel or are seriously considering it. Now I could stand up here for the 

next hour and come up with a dozen ways of saying, “Go for it,” but that wouldn’t prepare you 

for what lies ahead if you do go for it. 
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 Going for it is a lot of work. Along the way you will be discouraged. You will learn how 

little you know about writing. You will have to make compromises that will disappoint you. Lots 

of things will stand in your way. As I will point out shortly in the segment on Conflict, these are 

the obstacles that stand in the way of your heroic success, just like what your characters face in 

your story. For them to overcome their obstacles and tell their story, you must overcome your 

obstacles and tell your story. 

 The focus of this talk is how to stay motivated as a writer. Writing a novel also means 

entering the world of book publishing and marketing. So I will spend some time today preparing 

you to stay motivated in the face of the additional obstacles you will face in getting your book 

out into the world. 
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WRITING, PUBLISHING, MARKETING 

 The quest you are about to embark on has three distinct parts. You will be wearing three 

different hats in your life as an author. Only the first one is the actual craft of writing. After you 

have written a book, you then get it published. Otherwise no one will ever see it. And once it is 

published, you have to promote it. Otherwise only your closest friends will ever see it. It may 

seem there is the writing half and the business half, but in fact the steps and skills of getting a 

book published are different than those of promoting it to the public.  So I have broken the 

process into three steps, not two. 

PART ONE: WRITING YOUR BOOK 

 By now you are probably familiar with what it will take to write the book. Namely, you 

need to learn how to express yourself with words on paper, and then you have to motive yourself 

to actually do it. The good news is, these can both be part of the same process. You can and 

should take writing classes to learn about point-of-view and story structure, the rules of the road. 

You should read as much as possible, not just for pleasure, but critically, to learn what good 

writing looks like.   

But you will not learn how to write until you start writing. The object is to express what 

you have to say so a reader can hear it when you’re not around to explain it. Once you start 

applying the rules you have learned, and you start to see your story take shape on the page, 

chances are your enthusiasm for the project will grow. 

 Ah, you say, I’ve tried, and everything I write comes out bad, and I lose faith in my 

projects. All that means is you haven’t actually applied ALL the rules, and in the right order, to 

build a story with a strong foundation. Maybe you’re missing some of the rules. Maybe I can 

help you with that.  The rules are tools for you to use. Maybe you have picked the wrong place in 
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the timeline of your characters’ history to start the story. Maybe you have picked the wrong 

character to tell the story. Maybe you haven’t stepped back and seen what story you are really 

trying to tell, as opposed to the one you have started but now can’t seem to get it to work. So let 

me walk you through the right sequence. 

WHAT IS YOUR STORY ABOUT? 

 First of all, you need to know the story you are telling. If someone asks you, “What is 

your story about?” you need to be able to tell them in one sentence. Remember, that’s where the 

conversation starts. “What’s your book about?” There are two parts to this analysis, the first I 

call the Mission Statement. The second part, that backs up the Mission Statement, is the Conflict 

Synopsis. 

 In the case of my book, The Chosen, it is about revenge and redemption, that revenge has 

a price, and you can be redeemed even if you have given up on yourself. That’s what the story is 

about. It’s not about this guy who finds out he is in business with a demon, and the demon is 

working for an ancient Egyptian High Priest who has come back to life to seek revenge on 

another demon who screwed him over 3200 years ago. That’s what happens in the book, but 

that’s not what it is about. As the writer, I needed to know what it was about as I wrote it so I 

didn’t lose sight of where I needed the story to go. Yes, I had to develop who the characters are, 

and I had to hammer out the sequence of how I would reveal the story to the reader, but if I did 

not know why the story had to unfold, if I didn’t know what my goal line looked like, then I 

would get lost along the way, things would get muddled, and I would lose faith in the project. 

Think of this as the Mission Statement for your book. 
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MISSION STATEMENT 

 You might say, oh, that’s the “moral” of the story, but it’s not.  The moral of a story is the 

take away lesson, the point the author is trying to prove. Not all stories have a point to be proven 

or a moral. The Mission Statement is what you are trying to say, what the story has to 

accomplish to be complete, the victory conditions, if you will. All stories have a Mission 

Statement. 

 You can do this with any story, no matter how long or complicated. Take Tolstoi’s War 

and Peace. The book is over a thousand pages long and has dozens of characters. But at its heart, 

it is the story of how a Russian aristocrat, despite everything pressuring him to do so, decides not 

to kill Napoleon, finds peace and gets the princess anyway. Now this may seem overly 

simplistic, and to be sure, it misses all the intrigue and drama of the story. But we’re looking for 

a handle that you as the writer can always reach for to remind yourself what you are trying to 

accomplish. When Tolstoi was throwing in all those characters and stitching in all that history, 

he never lost sight of what the story needed to accomplish. 

 The Mission Statement should also capture why you are excited about this story. It 

should remind you of that original seed of inspiration that got you fired up about telling this 

story. It is vitally important that you never lose sight of why you got excited about this story in 

the first place. And even if the book’s Mission Statement does not explicitly mention your 

inspiration, it should remind you. 

 Are you familiar with a song by The Who called “Behind Blue Eyes?” That was the 

original inspiration for my writing The Chosen. Whenever I needed a kick in the pants to get 

excited about the story again, I’d listen to that song. The book’s Mission Statement says the book 

is about revenge and redemption. Well, those aren’t specifically mentioned in the song, but they 
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are certainly implied. And the bad guy Silas Alverado, whose story the book tells, could easily 

be the singer of that song.  

CONFLICT SYNOPSIS 

 The other half of the analysis is asking, “What is the conflict in your story?” This begs 

the bigger question, “What is a story?” A story is a protagonist wanting something, being 

blocked from that something by some obstacle, and then overcoming that obstacle and achieving 

what the protagonist needs. Now that’s all terribly theoretical, so let’s break it down. 

 Your protagonist is the person you want the reader to care about. This doesn’t have to be 

the character who carries the “camera” around in the story. It might even be the bad guy. 

Whoever it is, it is the person whom the story is about, the person you want the reader to become 

invested in. You draw the reader into the story by showing what this person wants, and you 

really sink your hook into the reader when you prevent the protagonist from getting that goal. 

The reader then roots for the protagonist when he/she struggles to overcome the obstacle, and the 

reader cheers when that obstacle is finally overcome. The reader closes the book satisfied. 

You’ve told your story and everyone is happy. 

 Even stories that do not appear on the surface to have a conflict do in fact have one. Even 

the gentlest of children’s stories have clear conflicts. Winnie the Pooh stories teach kids the 

value of friendship and teamwork by having something go wrong first. The best biographies 

point out how the subject overcame obstacles in life to achieve goals. Many slice-of-life 

mainstream fiction novels make the protagonist into his/her own obstacle, where the things 

blocking success are bad habits or attitudes. Often the hero doesn’t get what he wants, because 

he comes to see that he wanted the wrong thing, and he gets what he needs instead. 
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 Think about your story and see what the conflict is. What is standing between your hero 

and his goal? Is this the conflict you want to play out in your story? If not, fix it. And fix it early 

on, before you invest a lot of time going down a bad path. 

 Once you know what you are trying to say (the Mission Statement), and the conflict you 

want to resolve, then you can answer the question, “What is your book about?” Only then are 

you ready to start writing the book. 

DOES IT ALL FIT? 

 Now. I’m up here talking about this like it’s an easy analysis, and sometimes it is. But 

sometimes it’s not.  When you are cooking up ideas and fitting them together into stories, 

sometimes you can end up with too many elements crammed into one book. When I started The 

Chosen, I wanted the world in that book to feel like reality, because of its complexity and 

interconnectedness. You can tell from the Mission Statement that the protagonist and the 

antagonist are both telling their stories in the space of the book – the bad guy is doing his 

revenge thing and the good guy is doing his redemption thing. But originally I saw it as even 

more complicated, with a whole additional story thread weaving through. The story was huge. I 

had editors in New York tell me they liked where I was going with the book, but there was 

something structurally wrong with it, that they could not identify. I hired a freelance editor to 

tear it apart and figure out what was wrong, and even after a lot of time and money, she couldn’t 

figure it out either. So I put the book down for a year and worked on other things.  

When I came back, I had an epiphany. It was two novels.  I had written the novel and its 

sequel, but erroneously had them running at the same time. When I realized that one story could 

follow the other, I separated them, and got two complete stories. The sequel, called Daughter 

Cell, happens after The Chosen is over. 
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So sometimes figuring out what your story is about, means trimming your story down 

until it is just one clear story. A story can have multiple threads with plenty of characters all 

doing what they need to do, but it all has to fit. You must be willing to trim what doesn’t fit. 

STORY STRUCTURE 

 A lot has been written about story structure, but I’m going to focus on the structures that 

will keep you focused and enthusiastic about writing your book. 

 In a nutshell, there are two groups of three things that form the basic framework of any 

story.  Each story as a background, a plot, and characters. And each story has a beginning, a 

middle, and an end. Each of these groups represents a set of decisions on your part as the writer. 

 Your original notion for the book, the reason you want to write it, could be a situation, a 

bit of dialogue, a what-if question, a personality type, any of a number of things. If that original 

notion is a part of the background of the world in which the story takes place, then you need to 

decide how you are going to bring your readers into that world and show them this great notion 

you have. So if you’ve got the background then you will need to develop characters and a plot. 

For example, if your background is the Cold War, then you need to decide who your good guys 

and bad guys are, and what happens in the story to show what you want to say about the Cold 

War.  

 Similarly, if your original notion is a personality, then you will have to decide on the 

right background and plot to show the personality. And obviously if your original notion was a 

plot, then you need a background and characters to run the plot. 

 The point is, you get to decide. And if you want to change your mind, you can. All these 

pieces are flexible clay in your hands. You can bend them and mold them to fit together.  As you 

work them together you will find yourself making lots of decisions about what to leave in and 
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what to leave out. Every decision you make moves you closer to a complete story. Use lists, 

outlines, voice recordings, 3X5 cards, whatever format feels good to you, but make a record of 

all your decisions. When you go back and organize your notes you will be glad to discover all 

the beautiful little nuggets of decision making you have stored up. 

BELIVABLE CHARACTERS 

 As you are working the plot, characters and background together, you will find certain 

places where they meet up.  One of the most important of these intersections is believable 

motivations for your characters. I mentioned that every story has a beginning, a middle and an 

end. But I guarantee your reader will not get to the middle, let alone to the end, if your characters 

are advancing the plot by doing things that do not make sense for them personally. This means 

your job is to design characters who have personal histories and personalities that make them the 

right people to be doing the things you need them to do to tell your story. So it is a bit of reverse 

engineering. You’ve figured out the sequence of events you need the characters to live out to tell 

your story. Then you go back and decide what kinds of people would do these things. 

 Even if you have already decided on the characters, as soon as you have worked out the 

story sequence, the basic plot, I am suggesting you go back and revisit the characters. You may 

have some fine tuning to do to make sure they are the right people to be telling this story. You 

need to know and care about these characters before you can get the reader to care about them. 

So the sooner you figure out who they are, and the more sure you are they will be able to execute 

the plot while staying true to themselves, the sooner you can fall in love with them, and start 

thinking like they do, and start hearing what they sound like, and the easier time you will have 

telling their story. 
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 And at some point it will start feeling like it is their story. They will start to speak for 

themselves in the dialogue.  Their motivations will start informing your decisions about how 

scenes play out. They will become your teammates in telling the story. Once you get to this 

point, you are no longer fighting this battle alone. 

SETTING THE TIMELINE 

 We mentioned the beginning, middle and end. When you first get an idea for a story, it 

may seem obvious where you start it, what happens during the story, and where it ends. I am 

here to remind you that these things are also flexible and should be scrutinized by you. The 

sequence of events in the world of your story starts before your story and goes on after your 

story. You can start your story anywhere along that path that makes sense for that story. 

Sometimes it makes sense to use a flashback to show the reader something that happened in the 

past even though your story is already underway. Sometimes a story will take place over several 

distinct episodes, with time gaps in between. Whether your story runs continuously from Point A 

to Point B, or whether it has a less linear timeline, you still have to decide what those times are. I 

have written several stories that seemed to bog down, and I could not figure out why they 

weren’t moving along, only to realize that I had started them in the wrong place. 

 Just as important as the starting place is the ending place. In the course of a 300 page 

novel, you will put a lot of things into motion. When you are deciding when your story has been 

told, when it ends, you will want to go back to your original What-is-my-book-about Mission 

Statement and your original Conflict. Once you have accomplished the Mission Statement and 

resolved the Conflict, you are done. You only have to wrap up the affairs of this story in order to 

be done. The characters and the world will continue to go on after this story is over. 
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 The science fiction author Algis Budrys, who became one of the founding writing 

coaches of the Writers of the Future, taught that the final act of an author at the end of a book is 

to tell the reader that this story is over and it is okay for the reader to go back to the real world. 

FINISHING THE BOOK 

 The popular writing guru Chuck Wendig recently wrote a blog entry addressing the 

concerns of unsure “aspiring” writers.  In it he listed 25 different areas of concern, yet his one 

overriding answer for all these areas was a stern, “Finish your shit.” It is a crude answer, but the 

rough language makes sure the message is as clear and undiluted as possible. If you let anything 

stop you from finishing the book, then you have failed as a writer. The vast majority of people 

who start a book do not finish. The good news for you is I am here giving you the tools to keep 

your enthusiasm up, to keep your story humming along, and to keep the words flowing. 

 If you have developed a clear conflict, you know what you are trying to say with the 

story, and you have believable characters acting in character, then you have already laid the 

mountains low and cleared a smooth path to tell your story. Clear conflict. What are you saying. 

Believable characters. 

 You still have to put in the time. And it takes a lot of time. You will find there are 

thousands of decisions to be made. Who is “carrying the camera” in each scene? How quickly do 

you want to reveal the secrets of the story to the characters and the reader? How literally do you 

want to transcribe a character’s thick accent? The list goes on and on. But this is you writing 

your story.  

 You should spend some time everyday working on it. That can mean cranking out pages 

on the keyboard, or working out details in your head and jotting down notes. Remember, your 

characters will help you with a lot of these decisions. But if you let time lapse where you are not 
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working on it, the project will lose its luster and start looking more like work than fun. So stick 

with it any way you can. Dedicate the time to allow yourself to become enthusiastic about it. 

Writers call this Discipline, because that’s what it is. 

 Don’t be discouraged if you find you want to go back and change everything every time 

you put words to paper. It is better to write something that you want to change than to have 

written nothing in the first place. At this point I want to share with you something I call: 

JAY’S RULES FOR GETTING THINGS DONE 

 When you sat down there was a sheet with these printed out for you. 

1. You don't need passion to express yourself.  For that you need skill.  You need passion to 

get excited enough about a project to sacrifice doing anything else with your time. 

2. If an idea doesn't get you excited enough to see it through to fruit, then it probably isn't a 

good enough idea to spend your time on. 

3. Until real inspiration strikes, do exercises to keep your skill set honed and to keep 

yourself in the habit of being creative.  Collect ideas that can be used to develop an actual project 

once one takes shape. 

4. Some projects aren't supposed to get finished.  Many half finished projects are better 

viewed as prototypes and exercises in skill building.  Don't fret that they didn't get done, be glad 

they helped you prepare for when real inspiration hits. 

5. Something is better than nothing.  A blank page is daunting.  Don’t be afraid that you are 

going to start in the wrong place.  Even if you later decide your start is garbage, you will have 

started.  Which is better than not having started. 

6. A nearly finished work can be as frightening as an unstarted one.  In both cases you are 

paralyzed by the fear that you are going to do the wrong thing next.  You get over the finish-it 
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fear the same as you do the start-it fear:  you just do what next comes to mind, knowing that it is 

better to put down something you know you are going to change than to put down nothing at all.  

Because… 

7. They are just words on paper that can always be changed.  What matters is the story you 

are telling and effect you are having on your reader, not the words you chose.  Words are the 

tools and the medium, not the message.  Focus on getting the message right.  Yes, good prose 

matters. Dialogue that sounds appropriate to each different character matters. But these are all 

just words on paper and you can go back and change them later if you want to. 

8.  You know you’re done writing when each time you go back to rethink a passage, you 

find you like the way you have it already written. 

9.  You know you’ve done your job when your critics no longer comment on whether you 

have successfully communicated your message.  They may love or hate your message, but if you 

have made it clear, then you’ve done your job.  You can now move on the next project. 

THE PLOT 

 Something that worries aspiring writers is how to organize your thinking into a sequence 

that actually can be read.  Do you plan it all out first or do you just start and let the characters 

help you figure out the story as you go? This organization is sometimes called a writer’s 

“Process.”  If you were to ask five different writers to describe their Process, you would probably 

get at least six different answers. Some people have faith in their intuitive storytelling sense, and 

will start writing in earnest before they even know how the book will end. Others won’t commit 

to word one until they have the entire story planned out.  
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 Edgar Allan Poe was such a writer. He wrote a book called The Philosophy of 

Composition, wherein he even suggested writing a book backwards, starting with the last chapter 

and working your way back to the beginning. He insisted there were two things a writer needs to 

know before starting. First was the sequence – so you know the ending will work. And second, 

the method by which you will affect your reader – either by intellectual or emotional impact. 

 Alfred Hitchcock was famously meticulous in storyboarding every shot of a film before 

he picked up a camera. 

 Whether you prefer to plan everything first or whether you prefer to completely fly by the 

seat of your pants, most writers are somewhere in the middle and do some planning and leave 
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themselves open to some improvisation as they get into a story. Whatever your Process, the 

impression to the reader must be the same: you the writer must be invisible.  

REMAIN INVISIBLE 

 The plot must unfold in a way that does not tempt the reader to question why. The 

characters must do things that seem natural and logical for their personalities and backgrounds. 

The setting must be internally consistent so the reader has a sense of what can be expected. You 

are taking your reader on a journey through your story. You are expecting them to keep up with 

what is going on and in return you are giving them interesting details to follow. You create a 

suspension of disbelief while you have them in the spell you are weaving.  

 If you cheat your reader and keep important details hidden until it is time to solve the 

mystery, if you don’t tell the reader important details of a character’s background until it is time 

for the character to act decisively, in other words, if you don’t play fair with the information you 

feed your reader, then you will crack that suspension of disbelief and lose your reader. They will 

feel cheated and they will be right to blame you. 

 I am emphasizing the suspension of disbelief at the same time I am describing the 

writer’s Process because it is really easy to paint yourself into a corner if you don’t plot and plan 

thoroughly enough before you start. If you get most of the way through writing a book and find 

you have painted yourself into a corner, it is really tempting to pull a rabbit out of your hat and 

have it all turn out the way you wanted, even though you haven’t properly engineered the story 

to achieve the ending you want. Don’t do it. Go back and change whatever you need to, but 

make sure you have played fair with your reader. Or they will hate you. Make sure all the 

pertinent backgrounds are told, all the key clues are exposed, all the rules for how your world 

works are demonstrated before you play them out at your conclusion. We talked before about 
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how important it is for characters to stay in character. Now I’m talking about how you bring the 

elements of the story together. Will the reader see your hand hurriedly moving things into place 

to make the story work? 

 There is a term in theater that points out how bad storytelling is seen by the reader. It’s 

“Deus ex Machina.” It literally means God as Machine but what it really means is the hand of the 

author acting like God and making it all okay. My favorite of these abuses is the end of Raiders 

of the Lost Ark.  

  

 Steven Spielberg wanted to make a point that the Nazis finally went too far and angered 

God himself who shows up and kills them. The problem with this sequence, from a storytelling 

view, is nothing Indiana and Marian did in the movie made a bit of difference. They snuck 
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around, discovered things, fought valiantly, had quite the adventure, but at the end of the day, all 

they had discovered, all of who they were, all the things they had done, didn’t matter. They were 

captured and tied up and God came down from heaven and killed the bad guys. Now maybe Mr. 

Spielberg was having some fun with the term Deus ex Machina, and decided to do this openly to 

make a point. Fair enough. It was certainly an enjoyable movie. Do not copy him.   

 I write complicated stories where the reader needs to solve lots of mysteries along the 

way. I struggle with how much information to give the reader and how soon. I don’t want to give 

anything away, but I must give the reader enough information so when the time comes the reader 

can have that Aha! moment of seeing the pieces fit together. Aha! moments hook the reader into 

a story because now they feel like they are actively participating in the book. I have to plan these 

out really carefully. So I do a lot of planning in my own work. 

 However you do this, whatever Process works for you, please stay invisible.  

GETTING FEEDBACK 

 A writer’s first inclination is to check to see if the book is “working” as you write it. This 

is a very natural thing to want. Having your spouse read your draft pages might get you some 

useful feedback, especially if your spouse is an avid reader, a critical thinker, and is completely 

honest with you. But if your spouse hasn’t seen a lot of good writing, doesn’t analyze what they 

read, or would rather be nice to you than critical, then you need to find someone more useful. 

 One option is to find a writers workshop. Trading chapters and critiques with fellow 

writers at least assures you of an attentive audience. They will read and critique your work 

because they want you to return the favor. You have to shop around and try different groups until 

you find one with writers who are serious enough about their craft to bring good advice to the 

table. Groups often are populated with new writers who don’t know any more than you do. You 
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find groups by asking around at local bookstores or going on Craigslist. New ones form all the 

time. Eventually you develop a nice network of fellow writers, which can lead to a good support 

system above and beyond just the critique circles. I started a writers group 30 years ago down in 

Los Angeles. Three of us went on to become published authors, but we have all stayed friends. 

Two of the group got married. 

 Up until now I haven’t mentioned any differences in your approach because of what 

genre of literature you are writing. All of what I have said applies to any kind of fiction, whether 

it is mainstream slice-of-life drama, science fiction, murder mystery, romance, spy thriller, 

horror or any other kind. But this can make a difference when it comes time to find feedback. 

Different genres have different conventions. For example, the way you unveil a mystery in a spy 

thriller is different than how you do it in a romance. So it is important that you get feedback from 

readers who know the conventions of the genre you are writing in. If you are showing a science 

fiction novel to a group of romance writers, you will get feedback, but it probably won’t be as 

useful as what you would get from a group of science fiction writers. 

 This is especially true when it comes to making professional contacts. You want to find 

and meet successful writers of your kind of fiction. Not only will they be able to tell you if you 

are on the right track, but they know agents and publishers and reviewers who can turn your 

manuscript into a successful book.  

 On the other hand, do not expect a successful writer you meet at a book signing or a 

writers conference to agree to read your work or to share with you his/her agent’s name. 

Regardless of whether you are writing in his/her field, you are still a stranger. Don’t be a 

nuisance. Read their work and see if they really do write like you want to. Subscribe to their 

blog. See what advice they give out for free. If they are someone you want to emulate, then 
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contact them. Ask them for advice on locating an appropriate writers group. Ask if they know 

any agents who are looking for new authors. Ask if they ever give out endorsement quotes. In 

short, strike up a conversation with them, and be ready to demonstrate that you are serious about 

writing. Remember, most “aspiring” writers will never finish anything worthwhile. Showing that 

you are going to finish, or that you have finished a draft, will set you apart from the “fan” 

writers. 

EDITING 

 A word about editing. In addition to the changes you get from the folks who counsel you, 

there are of course all the changes you make as you write the book. Sometimes you will hit your 

stride and write 20 or more pages without pausing to go pee. The words just fly off our fingertips 

as you immerse yourself in the story you are telling. Then you go back and see where this burst 

took you, and whether you need to make course corrections now that you have another big chunk 

told. Other times you will write five sentences and then immediately want to start tinkering and 

changing. This is all part of finding your voice on paper. There is no right or wrong way to do 

this. Not only does every writer manage edits differently, but each individual writer adapts 

editing depending on what he’s got in front of him. So there is no right and wrong here.  

But expect editing to take time. Don’t be disappointed if your editing takes longer than 

your writing. Time spent editing counts as time spent on the project. Your readers will thank you 

for every minute you spend making sure the story if internally consistent, that your characters 

always act and sound like themselves, and that your plot moves along to a logical conclusion. 

Learning to edit is a skill like learning the write.  It takes time to perfect. Expect it to take 

time, and build time into your schedule. 
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PART TWO: PUBLISHING YOUR BOOK 

 So you’ve taken all of this to heart, you’ve spent a year making the thousands of 

decisions that perfect your story, you’ve included what feedback you have garnered, you’ve 

tightened and polished the manuscript to be exactly what you have always wanted. You’ve 

finished the first draft. Congratulations! As I said, this alone puts you in rare company. 

 Now to get it published. There are three main ways to do this, each with a 

different reach and a different level of difficulty. You need to decide who you want your 

audience to be, and how much work you are willing to put into reaching that audience. The three 

pathways are Traditional Publishing, Small Press Publishing, and Self-Publishing. 

Publishing is a whole topic to itself, and you’ve probably been to lots of panels on 

publishing. I only want to cover the high points that impact your job as a writer.  

 COSTS & BENEFITS: TRADITIONAL PUBLISHING 

 Traditional publishing is where you sell your book to a full service publisher who edits it, 

prints it, advertises it, gets it reviewed, and handles its distribution to bookstores. You get an 

advance against royalties and then ongoing royalties once the book pays for itself. This path 

gives your book by far its widest reach, and it is by far the most difficult to accomplish. 

Traditional full-service publishing obviously reaches the widest market, since the 

publisher is willing to throw vast sums of money into advertising. A hardbound book put onto 

the bestseller track can cost a publisher as much as $500,000, that’s half a million dollars, to edit, 

print, advance, distribute and advertise. Clearly publishers are only going to spend that kind 

money on books they are sure will sell well. So they have to be picky about what titles they will 

carry. 
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 To cut back on some of these costs, about 15 years ago mainstream publishers stopped 

reading submitted manuscripts. Prior to that time, if you sent a manuscript to a publisher, it 

would be reviewed by an assistant editor, usually in their off time. When the assistant editor 

finally looked at your book, they would screen it and send the best books in their stack to their 

bosses, the actual editors. If the editor liked your book they would then contact you about putting 

it on their production calendar. In the 1990s, publishers began to see these teams of assistant 

editors as an unnecessary expense. Writers were already going to literary agents for help in 

getting published. Why not let the agents do the screening? An agent won’t submit a book to a 

publisher unless she is sure of the quality, since the books submitted reflect on the agent. 

 What that means to you and me is, if you want to get published by a full-service 

publisher, you now must get an agent to read and like your book first. So a whole networking 

structure developed around how to find and meet and impress an agent. If you can find one and if 

you can convince her to risk her reputation on the quality of your book, then you stand a pretty 

good chance of getting published with some kind of advance and some kind of an advertising 

budget. The publisher will also act to protect its interest by editing the book to make sure it has 

the best chance of success out on the bookshelves. 

 But I must emphasize this is an extremely narrow target. There are only a few dozen full 

service publishers in the country, and each of them can only afford to produce a few dozen books 

a month. Given the thousands of manuscripts that are submitted to agents each month, the 

chances of your book getting noticed are very small. Stories of how great books, that later 

became huge commercial successes, but were originally rejected by dozens of agents and 

publishers are so common they have become cliché. 
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COSTS & BENEFITS : SMALL PRESS 

 Small press publishing is where you sign a publishing agreement with a limited service 

publisher who edits it, prints it, and puts it up for download in places like Amazon. Hard copies 

are available on a print-on-demand basis, which is to say they are printed as orders come in. You 

typically do not get paid an advance, but you also do not pay anything up front. The publisher 

absorbs the costs of editing, cover art and formatting. They get it listed up on Amazon and 

Barnes & Noble and Ingram. You get paid a share of all sales, starting with the first book sold. 

The publisher typically does very little to advertise it. This method reaches as many people as 

you can manage to reach, since you are doing all the marketing. Having a publisher does make it 

easier to get your book distributed and reviewed, since book sellers and reviewers have some 

assurance that your publisher decided your book was worth investing in. 

Small publishers do read submitted manuscripts and chose which ones they think will sell 

enough to cover costs and make a profit. They do edit the books they choose to make them as 

good as they can be before going out for sale. Small press publishers can’t afford to throw a lot 

of money at each book, because they can’t afford to lose a lot on one if it tanks.  

COSTS & BENEFITS: SELF PUBLISHING 

 The last option is to self publish. This used to mean going to a vanity press and paying 

them to print your book. Now self publishing means signing a distribution deal with Amazon or 

Smashwords that makes the eBook download of your novel available on their platform. They 

take a fraction of the sales price as their fee, and you get the rest. This means there are no hard 

copies of your book. If you want hard copies, then you have to contact a printer and pay to have 

them made up. As with small press, you do all the marketing. 
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 No one screens or edits self-published books. You write it, pay for cover art, pay Amazon 

their set up fee, and off it goes into the stream of commerce. This has flooded the marketplace 

with books. Where there used to be dozens of new books published each month (by the full 

service publishers) there are now hundreds of new books each week. Since there is no screening 

mechanism, a lot of poorly written and poorly edited books are posted for download. This creates 

a problem for the buying public. How can you tell if a self-published book is any good or a waste 

of your time and money? 

REVIEWS 

 The answer is reviews. Buyers take reviews very seriously because reviews are often the 

only sorting tool available. A review can be feedback posted by another buyer in places like 

Amazon, or an opinion written by a blogger who write reviews out of their love of books, or a 

review by a critic in a literary publication, whether online or in hardcopy. 

 Reviewers also have to deal with the flood of books. So they have to make some kind of 

cut. Lots of blogs are specialized by genre. By only reviewing, say romances, a blogger only has 

to keep up with a much smaller number of new books. This is also true of the specialization you 

see in certain literary magazines. 

 Unfortunately, by self-publishing, you are jumping into an ocean of unedited, unsorted, 

unrefined work. Theodore Sturgeon put it succinctly when he said, “90% of everything is crap.”  

Simple arithmetic mandates that the majority of self published books are below the standard you 

get when agents and editors have screened and cleaned up the books. Reviewers need some way 

of culling for quality, and at this point in history, trusting publishers is the easiest handle. So if 

you have written a good book, and you want to go the self publishing route, you have to be ready 

to convince reviewers that your book is worth a read. Many mainstream review channels simply 
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do not look at self-published books unless you come to them with huge sales numbers. But 

what’s the point then?  You go to the reviewers to get an audience, not after you already have 

one.  

Authors who go with small press publishers have to convince reviews to take a look also, 

but it is easier to convince a reviewer when you can point to the screening and editing that your 

publisher did for you. 

 So if you go the full service channel, you have to convince an agent. If you go the small 

press channel, you have to convince the publisher’s editor and then reviewers once it is 

published. And if you go with self publishing, the only people you need to convince are the 

reviewers, but you have a stigma to overcome. 

 The impact self-publishing has had on the industry is complex and rapidly changing. It 

really is its own panel discussion. In fact, I am on a panel at 5:30 this afternoon on just this topic. 

What I want to focus on here is how this affects how you approach being an author.  

SCARCITY vs. ABUNDANCE MODELS 

 What self publishing has really done to the industry is create a new model. The old model 

was based on the value of scarce supply. Booksellers only have so much shelf space, and they 

only want to fill those limited shelves with books that are going to sell quickly. So the publishers 

screened and edited the books, and spent lots of money getting word out to the public.  This 

convinced the booksellers to trust the publishers and take the books. Sure, if a book didn’t sell, 

the bookseller could always return it for credit. But a book that did not sell was taking up scarce 

shelf space in the meantime, shelf space that could be making money. Even books that did sell 

only lasted on the shelves for a few weeks since they had to be cleared off to make room for the 

next batch of new books. Without a publisher pushing the book or without critical acclaim, a 
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brick and mortar bookstore would not take a book. This is still largely true today. Bookstores do 

not take self published books. They only take small press books if you convince them. 

 Into this tightly orchestrated business model came a flood of self published books, online 

retailing, and eBook downloads. Amazon has no limit to its bookshelves. Anyone who pays the 

set up fees can have space to sell their books. Amazon doesn’t care if a book sells well. Books 

don’t have to be removed from the shelves to make room for new ones, so you can find books 

that came out a year ago, or ten years ago, with no more effort than it takes to find this month’s 

new releases. Long time science fiction editor and author Kristin Kathryn Rusch recently dubbed 

this the Abundance Model. 

 In the Abundance Model, the marketplace of readers sorts through the piles of books and 

decides what will be successful or not. Search engines are the key, for without them, no one 

could find anything in the vast collection of available books. Reviews have always been 

important to the buying public, but in this model they are literally the only yardstick a reader has 

to make a final quality decision before buying a book. You can’t walk the aisles and let the 

covers and titles entice you. Amazon and Barnes & Noble online do not segregate books by 

genre.  The reader has to do all the segregating and filtering by key words, and then the reviews 

and rankings point to the quality books. 

 Traditional publishers are still figuring out if and how they can capture a piece of this 

new commerce, since it is commerce outside of anything they have been able to tap. They still do 

what they have always done and they still sell the books they have always sold. Bestsellers are 

still created by marketing dollars spent. 

 But for you, the writer first entering this marketplace, the new Abundance Model means 

you can abandon a lot of the hang-ups you have probably been harboring about what it takes to 
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be a successful writer.  Under the old model, you got an advance and your publisher sent you on 

a book signing tour as part of a marketing campaign. You found out if your book was a hit in a 

matter of weeks. Of course if it wasn’t, there was very little you could do about it, since the book 

gets pulled off the shelves in a few weeks anyway. 

 Under the new model, you can take the time you need to build a fan base. You can figure 

out a marketing plan as you learn what channels are out there. It is highly likely you will see 

increasing sales as your marketing takes hold months after you first release the book. Your 

success is now measured over a longer time period, and you have a lot more control over it. 

Cream does float to the top. If you have written a genuinely good book, you have to have faith in 

it and keep marketing it for as long as it takes until the right audience notices it and buys it.  

YOUR TOOLS 

 At the start, I said the skills and effort to get your book published are different than what 

you have to do to sell it to the public. We talked about how different pathways to publication 

require impressing different groups of people. The good news is, the same tools you used to get 

the book written are the ones you use both to get it published and bought by readers - namely 

your Mission Statement and your Conflict Synopsis. 

 You had to capture what you were trying to do in order to focus your efforts. Well, that 

same focus is how you get other people interested. Once you have finished the book, you should 

go back and fine tune the Mission Statement and Conflict Synopsis to make sure they really 

describe the book you have written. Then you mold them into pitches. 

“IF YOU CAN’T EXPLAIN IT SIMPLY, YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND IT WELL 

ENOUGH.” – ALBERT EINSTEIN 
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 Say you are at a writers’ conference and you get on an elevator, and just before the door 

closes, the editor for a major publisher steps on. The door closes and it’s just the two of you. 

You’ve got between 30 and 90 seconds before the door opens in which to tell this potential buyer 

enough about your book to get him interested. What do you say? You whip out a pitch you have 

specifically tailored that condenses your Mission Statement and Conflict Synopsis into a new 

statement which tells why someone should be interested in this book. It is in fact called the 

Elevator Pitch. 

 The Elevator Pitch makes your book sound interesting. That is it’s only function. It 

doesn’t tell the story, and it doesn’t have to introduce the characters or the situation. It tells 

what’s in it for the reader.  What will the reader get as a take away from the book? 

 Here is a list of what you might consider including: 

1. A friendly opening. Have you finished the book? Is this your first book or not? 

2. What kind of book is it? What is the genre and who is the audience? 

3. The Hook, Mission Statement and Conflict Synopsis 

4. Why is this book different and more interesting that others in its field? This can be a 

unique idea you explore in the book or some personal perspective you bring to the 

subject. 

5. Lastly, a positive close. When can the editor see the book? Do you have a business 

card?  

 So let me walk you through this using my book as an example. My book is a horror 

thriller. It is horror because what happens is supernatural and scary.  It is a thriller because it is a 

page turner full of action. It is important that I tell people this right away, because this defines 

who the potential audience is. In fact, when people ask me what my book is about, the very first 
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thing I do is ask them if they like thrillers. If they say yes, then we have a nice conversation.  But 

if they say no, then it is a really short conversation because people who do not like thrillers are 

not going to like this book, no matter how good the book is. You are not going to get someone on 

your rollercoaster who hates rollercoasters, no matter how good your rollercoaster is. 

 Closely related to the Mission Statement is the Hook. A Hook is even more condensed 

than what is the book about. It is almost a subtitle, a tag line, giving only that aspect of your 

story that makes it stand out. What about this book will draw a casual passerby to stop and pick it 

up? Where the Mission Statement answers, “What is this book about?” the Hook answers the 

question, ‘Why this book?” 

THE HOOK 

 For The Chosen I came up with this Hook. “The man who would beat the Devil isn’t a 

hero, but a ruthless madman.” This says almost nothing about the content of the book, but it does 

state why this book is different. The implication here is other books have had people trying to 

beat the devil, but those devil beaters were the good guys. Not this one. 

 I said before that my Mission Statement was, “The Chosen is about revenge and 

redemption, that revenge comes with a price, and you can be redeemed even if you have given 

up on yourself.” Now that already also hints at the Conflict. The Conflict Synopsis says who the 

protagonist is, what they want, and how they are prevented from getting it. Someone is seeking 

revenge and has to pay a price for it. And someone needs redemption but he doesn’t think he 

deserves it. In stating the Conflict, you usually have to mention who the principal players are, at 

least the protagonist. 

 Filling in the particulars of my story, the Conflict Synopsis becomes a preview of the 

highlights of the book. “Running from his dark past, former Duvalier hit man Charles Redmond 
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is forced to take sides in a battle that has been raging since Exodus, between a power mad 

magician named Silas Alverado and Sammael, the Demon Prince of Liars. When Charles’ 

beloved Voodoo is threatened with extinction, he must wager his life between pure evil and the 

man who could destroy the world.  Charles’ psychiatrist Sanantha Mauwad steps into this 

maelstrom of nightmares, violence and insanity to help Charles find his strength.  She tries to 

save Charles’ mind but can she save his soul?” 

 This tells you the players, what they want, the basics of the background, and what they 

are facing. It is a synopsis, not a summary, because it does not spell out the plot. 

 Now, why is this book different and better than others already out there? Why is this 

book special, and worth the editor’s time? What have I brought to the table that is new? What 

does the reader get from this book that she won’t get from others? 

 In this book I assert the gods of ancient Egypt went underground when Rome conquered 

Egypt and became the animus gods of West Africa.  These gods were in turn brought to the 

Caribbean with the slaves, and became the gods of Voodoo. I also assert the Snake from the 

Garden of Eden insinuated himself in the court of Ramses II in the biblical book of Exodus, and 

made sure the conflict with Moses went badly for the Egyptians. So I’ve got two original Big 

Ideas that set this story apart. But Big Ideas do not guarantee a good story. A good story is about 

how the people are affected by the elements in the story. 

 So in an Elevator pitch I include only a very brief and enticing mention of these two Big 

Ideas, just enough to distinguish the book but not so much as to bore the editor with how clever I 

think I am. 
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THE PITCH 

 So the whole Elevator Pitch reads like this. This is the complete 90 second version so you 

can see all of what you might put in. Just as importantly, though, I hope it shows you what to 

leave out. 

 Hi, I’m Jay Hartlove. I have a completed novel that I am shopping, called The Chosen. It 

is a horror thriller. May I give you the pitch? This book is about revenge and redemption, that 

revenge comes with a price, and you can be redeemed even if you have given up on yourself. 

The man who would beat the Devil isn’t a hero, but a ruthless madman. Running from his dark 

past, former Duvalier hit man Charles Redmond is forced to take sides in a battle that has been 

raging since Exodus, between a power mad magician named Silas Alverado and Sammael, the 

Demon Prince of Liars. When Charles’ beloved Voodoo is threatened with extinction, he must 

wager his life between pure evil and the man who could destroy the world.  Charles’ psychiatrist 

Sanantha Mauwad steps into this maelstrom of nightmares, violence and insanity to help Charles 

find his strength.  She tries to save Charles’ mind but can she save his soul? As you can see, this 

novel ties the religion of the ancient Egyptians to Voodoo. It also starts with events in the time of 

Exodus and brings them forward to modern times. The book is a page-turner, with gunfights, 

gore, plane crashes, incarnate demons, and exotic locales, tied together with the major themes of 

revenge and redemption. Does this sound like the kind of book you might consider for 

publication? 

 Even if you don’t go to writers conferences and book signings where you might bump 

into a potential publisher, agent, or book reviewer, you should still develop an Elevator Pitch 

because it contains elements that you are going to use in getting the book published and 

marketed. 
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 The first of these is the tag line. When you are writing ad copy, it is very useful to have a 

tag line or motto that grabs attention. Use the Hook from your Elevator Pitch. 

 When you are putting together a printed book, you are going to need a descriptive blurb 

for the back cover. This descriptive blurb is also the paragraph that goes on the Amazon listing 

and into the catalogs that book sellers use to make their purchases. Use the synopsis of the 

conflict from the Elevator Pitch. 

PART THREE: MARKETING YOUR BOOK 

 So now you’ve written the book, chosen which method you want for publication, and 

gotten it published. Now you have to tell the world what you’ve done. Again, marketing is a 

whole topic onto itself. I want to emphasize how you can stay motivated through the hard work 

that marketing involves. 

 If you have sold your book to a full service publisher, that publisher will control the 

marketing of the book because they need to add value to their investment. When you go on 

interviews or book signings, the work you put into the Mission Statement and Conflict synopsis 

will continue to serve you because now you can talk succinctly about your book without boring 

anyone or wandering off topic. 

 If you have gone with a small press publisher or published the book yourself, then you 

have to build the brand image for your book. This means writing ad copy, arranging book 

signings and interviews, creating a web presence, participating in blogs, entering contests, 

creating a book trailer, and taking advantage of whatever opportunities you come across to get 

the word out. 

 This brings us back to a question we started to talk about earlier. That is, how big an 

audience do you want for your book, and how much effort are you willing to put into it? 
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 Marketing requires research. Marketing is a trillion dollar industry, and so there are lots 

of channels and venues from which you can try to reach your audience.  Here is a little roadmap 

showing all the different services available just for social media. So you will want to take the 

time to do your homework and make sure you are taking full advantage of what is out there. 

 I’m here to tell you that the effort is worth it. 
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The real value of marketing your book is demonstrated by the tale of John Grisham’s first 

novel, A Time to Kill, in 1989. He was of course unknown to begin with. His book was rejected 

by 28 publishers until a small press picked it up. But he didn’t market it aggressively, and it 

didn’t sell. And when it didn’t sell, he bought the entire print run of 5000 copies and tried selling 

them through his business contacts. His law office was filled with boxes of books. He started 

giving them away just to get rid of them. Eventually his writing was noticed by reviewers and 

then publishers, and he is now of course a multimillion copy best seller. The point is, there is 

nothing lacking in A Time to Kill. It is every bit as good as any of his other books. But no one 

knew about it.  
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Still, marketing is a lot of work. A friend of mine decided she just wasn’t up to the task of 

marketing her book, so she held out for several years until she could land an agent and get signed 

by a full service publisher. She has two books out, and to this day she feels her job is to write 

them, not sell them. 

 Another friend of mine, also with a couple of books in print, disappeared from his 

extended social life and took a year off to write his next book. When he finished and I welcomed 

him back, he said he had a new pair of knee pads for all the begging he expected to do in 

marketing the book. 

 I have another friend who has rearranged her whole life to focus on promoting her 

writing. Even before she got her first short story collection published, she was attending 20 

conventions a year and serving as an officer for writer’s trade organizations. Now she has her 

collection, and a novel, with another book on the way. And she is on the road doing signings and 

interviews almost continuously. 

THE ABUNDANCE MODEL GIVES YOU TIME 

 This also brings us back our previous discussion of the old Scarcity Model vs. the new 

Abundance Model. Full service publishers throw a lot of money into promoting a book because 

they are competing for that limited shelf space. They must sell a profitable number of books in 

just a couple of weeks. So they need to get the title out in front of as many people as possible in 

as short a time as possible. 

 Those of us who sell more eBook downloads than hard copy books do not need to get our 

marketing done all at once. Amazon and Barnes and Noble online do not remainder books after 

their initial premier period. You can explore new ways of getting the word out and bring readers 
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to your book months or even years after its initial release, and those readers will still be able to 

go online and buy the book. 

 So even though marketing is a lot of work, you can spread it out. Every small press and 

self published author I know divides their time between either writing new material, or 

promoting the material they already have in print. Being a writer is a vocation. It can take as 

much time as you want to give it. 

 And why not? If you spend a year or more writing a book, why not be proud of it? Why 

not spend some time and money making sure the right audience knows about it? 

TARGETING 

 Take some time and figure out who the right audience is for your book. Is it a genre of 

fiction that has a clearly defined readership? If so, then focus your efforts on reaching them 

through channels they use. If your book has a broader appeal, then you can still narrow your 

efforts to who is likely to buy it, by gender, age, income level, geographic location, the kinds of 

shops they frequent, whatever demographic handle you can find. Not everyone is interested in 

buying every kind of book. Take advantage of this and make your marketing count. 

 Another facet of the new Abundance Model is how you can grow an audience over time. 

Since your book stays “in print” forever, you can do things that would not make sense in the old 

Scarcity scheme - like giving the content away for free.  The horror writer Scott Sigler recently 

said in a series of interviews that if you give your readers content for free, “you will have fans 

forever.” In business the practice is called being a “loss leader” or “dumping” to build market 

share. It works as long as you can survive losing money during the growth phase. Since the 

monetary investment is small, and you can spread your spending out over time, it makes sense to 

treat your writing business like a start up where you build market share first and make your 
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money later. Giving it away can mean web publishing or podcasting chapters of your book for 

free in serial fashion, or it can mean running generous giveaways of the book itself. I recently ran 

a promotion involving the sequel novel, called Daughter Cell, which will be coming out later this 

year. I promised to send free copies of Daughter Cell to anyone who wrote a review of The 

Chosen on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, GoodReads or Shelfari. 

REVIEWS AGAIN 

 One last point I want to make about marketing is getting reviews. Recall I said reviews 

are often the only measure of quality readers have. So probably the most important thing you can 

do in marketing your book is get it reviewed by people that your readers trust.  

 This was a lesson I learned the hard way.  I pitched to publishers and agents for years 

until I decided to go small press. I found one that does a good job with my genre of fiction, 

horror. I designed and spent a considerable sum on building a beautiful interactive web site. I 

started a Facebook page for the book and posted lots of content and news. I went to conventions 

and handed out hundreds of postcards announcing the book. I did three web interviews, one with 

a nationally recognized PR firm. I did two book signings, bought newspaper ads and even got 

myself listed with Barnes and Noble as a stock item. Hell, I even built fictitious LinkedIn 

profiles for the main characters in the book. None of this reached my actual audience. None of 

this told any readers that the book even existed. For all of the infrastructure, it was still invisible. 

 A big part of the problem was I had failed to properly identify my audience. I had done 

all this research and worked so hard to build a strong literary moral core to the story, that I 

assumed my audience was an older, more educated group that would appreciate my hard work 

and who would rather hold a hard copy book than a Kindle download. Well, I was wrong. What I 

had written was a lurid thriller filled with over-the-top frightening images that also happened to 
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make the reader think. So I had to re-tool my approach a year after the book came out. The good 

news is, with the Abundance Model, you can start a new marketing campaign a year out, and it 

will reach readers just as well as a book that was just published. 

 So I got thinking about how to reach the right audience, a younger more online audience, 

and I realized the value of reviews. I was so tired of begging agents for attention, I was so 

pleased to have landed a publisher who liked my work, that I thought my days of begging were 

over. My friend with the knee pads understands. You must get reviewed. 

 So where do you start? Go find books that look a lot like yours, either because of genre or 

audience. Then look at who has reviewed them. Back in the day, you would do this analysis to 

find a likely publisher. In the land of small press and self publishing, it is all about reviewers. 

Ask other authors in your same genre if they can recommend review channels. Lots of reviews 

are done on blogs. Even literary magazines and newspapers publish their reviews online. Build 

your list and start sending out requests for review. Reviewers give you submission guidelines, so 

follow them. 

WHAT TO EXPECT 

 It is healthy to go into any new venture with realistic expectations. The truth is, no one 

makes a career out of one successful book. It doesn’t happen today, and it only rarely happened 

in the past. The concluding scene of the 1979 film My Brilliant Career shows our heroine 

Sybylla Melvyn putting her only copy of her manuscript into the mailbox, sending it unsolicited 

to the publisher. Of course the book was published, which is how we know her story. In reality, 

the book was written by Miles Franklin, who had help making the connections to get it published 

even in 1901.  
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Take another author with one famous book, Herman Melville and Moby Dick. Ah, but it 

turns out Mr. Melville wrote nine other novels and many short stories and poems. In fact, his 

other novels were much bigger commercial successes than Moby Dick. Moby Dick didn’t even 

sell out its print run of 3000 copies. It wasn’t until 30 years after his death that Moby Dick was 

rediscovered, in 1921, and finally lauded as great literature. 

“IDEAS ARE LIKE RABBITS. YOU GET A COUPLE AND LEARN HOW TO HANDLE 

THEM, AND PRETTY SOON YOU HAVE A DOZEN.” - JOHN STEINBECK 

 You may only have an idea for one novel right now. If you follow the steps I suggest 

today, and if you become a committed enough writer to finish your novel, chances are very good 

that you will find you have other ideas.  By then you will be in the habit of writing, and you will 
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start writing those stories as well. In other words, by becoming good enough to finish your first 

book, you will have steered your life onto a path with other books – maybe only a few more, 

maybe many more. 

 Success is a very subjective concept. A friend of mine moved to the lower Himalayas in 

rural India to cut her overhead, and she now successfully covers her bills self publishing science 

fiction novellas and serials which sell almost entirely by word of mouth among her fans. Jack 

Canfield, the multi-million selling author of the Chicken Soup for the Soul series, talks about 

how he must continuously tour and market because the moment he pulls his foot up off the gas 

his sales drop off and he can no longer support his lifestyle. 

 There are a couple of self publishing success stories I want to share with you. The 

problem of course with success stories is everyone who hears them thinks they could do this too. 

Both of these authors wrote good books, make no mistake.  But they got their big time success 

by being in the right place at the right time. 
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 Christopher Paolini wrote the first draft of his fantasy Eragon when he was fifteen. It took 

him a year to write it and another year to rewrite and edit it. His parents published it for him and 

they took it on the road. He held over 130 book signings all over the country over the course of 

the next year, but the book never took off. Finally it was noticed by novelist Carl Hiaasen who 

showed it his publisher Alfred A. Knopf.  

 Knopf bought it, edited and repackaged it, gave it a real marketing budget, and got it 

reviewed by major reviewers like the New York Times Book Review. The critics called it 

clichéd and clunky, but young readers were drawn to the fact that it was written by one of their 

own, a teenager. Knopf released it in 2003, and by 2004 and 2005 it was at the top of the charts 

for young adult readers. It was then made into a major motion picture. Paolini has now gone on 
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to write the remaining three books in his series, all of these being published by traditional full-

service publishers. 

 Amanda Hocking wrote books as a hobby until she had accumulated 17 finished 

manuscripts by the age of 26. She began self publishing them in 2010, just two years ago, as 

eBook downloads. She has now sold over one million copies. She is the most successful self 

published author in history, with her books now selling at a rate of 9,000 per day. What did she 

do so right? 

 Her books are supernatural romances with largely teenaged protagonists. Her books came 

out just as first adopters were getting serious about eBook readers like the Kindle. The biggest 

group of such early adopters was teenagers. So you have a whole series of books already written 
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for teenagers who just bought a Kindle, and oh yeah, the book is only $2.99 on download. The 

perfect product in the perfect format for the perfect audience. 

 So what kinds of numbers are realistic for normal authors like you and me? Given the 

rather large investment a traditional publisher has to make in your book in order to get it 

reviewed and distributed, such a book will be expected to sell at least 5000 copies in the first two 

weeks after it is released. As we discussed earlier, after that initial two week window, the book is 

back listed and continues to sell at a much slower pace. If a book sells a total of 20,000 it is 

considered a success. 

 Books produced by small press publishers do not require so much up-front investment 

and so the required return is much lower. Even so, when you factor in the time and money the 

author spends promoting the book, you still need to sell enough copies to make it worth 

everyone’s while. There is no two week premier window because you aren’t trying to compete 

for limited shelf space in bookstores. If you do get the book into bookstores, then you had better 

support the book to keep it selling or the book sellers will send it back remaindered. Under these 

circumstances, if your book sells more than a 1000 copies in the first year, and more than 2000 

copies over the life of the book, then you’ve got a successful book. 

 When you self publish a book, you have to spend your money for the cover art, and set up 

fees for the seller and the printer, if you have one, in addition to whatever you spend on 

promoting it. Recall that small press publishers do not pay you an advance, but they do pay for 

the cover art, and the set up fees at the printer and the booksellers. No one is investing in your 

self-published book but you. So your sales have to cover your costs. The more you spend on 

promotion, the more sales you will need to cover the cost. You do find out right away which 

promotional efforts are working and which are not, because you see all the numbers, coming and 
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going. Depending on how much you have spent, you may be able to call a self published book 

successful if you sell just a few hundred copies. But you can sell as many as you put the effort 

into. 

CREATIVITY AND EFFICIENCY 

 Before you can use any of this knowledge of the mechanics of getting your story into 

print and selling it to the world of readers, you still have the biggest obstacle to face first, the 

reason you came to this talk today: finishing the book. At the top of this hour I spoke of the self-

sustaining enthusiasm you can gain from working the process of writing. You may have already 

tried, many times, and come up short, which is why you are here today. So let me close with a 

couple of practical tips. 

 First of all, creativity, like any other endeavor, improves with practice because the more 

you do it, the more efficient you become. This applies to the time editing takes as well. When 

you were first learning to ride a bicycle, it was frustrating and exhausting. You couldn’t get the 

thing to cooperate and you felt beat up after trying. This is because your body was wasting 

energy on extra movement, and working muscle groups that weren’t yet strong enough or 

accustomed to this set of motions. Once you started to “get the hang of it,” you weren’t wasting 

all that jerking around and swerving, and the bike seemed to obey you better and you didn’t get 

as tired. This pattern is true of any new sport, especially ones that move a lot of muscles or your 

whole body, like rollerblading or skiing. 

 It is also true of being creative. You will hear writers and artists talk about exercising the 

creative muscle in their brains, as if there was an actual muscle, because that’s how it works. One 

measure of the fitness of creative muscle is how long it takes you to get back into a story you are 

writing, pick up where you left off, and start producing new good material. If you are not in 
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practice, it can take quite a bit of reading and re-reading what you have written so far before you 

start hearing the dialogue and seeing the arc of the plot and start writing more. If it takes more 

than 15 minutes to get back into the groove, then you need to exercise and bring that time down. 

MAKING THE TIME 

 You will also hear writers say that you need to write at least one page of new material a 

day, on average. A lot of new writers take this literally and miss the point. The point is to change 

your lifestyle to make time everyday to work on your book. As I said earlier, that can be 

research, note taking, making decisions about dialogue and plot, editing what you have already 

done, as well as actually writing new material. The key is to not only work on it every day, but to 

make time in your life to work on it every day. That means deciding what you are NOT going to 

do instead. To make time in your day, every day, to work on your book, to keep your creative 

muscle fit, you must stop doing something that you are used to doing now. Give up an hour of 

watching television in the evenings. Give up reading the newspaper on the commuter train in the 

morning. Whatever you give up, you have to find the time and make it a new habit.  

 A lot of authors give up sleep. I joke with people that my muse is named Eleven. After 

the kids are down and the dogs are walked and all the other distractions of the day are over, I 

typically sit down to write around eleven o’clock in the evening. If I am not too tired or too 

preoccupied, I get back into my groove and start writing. That is to say, I am visited by my muse. 

Like all the women I have been attracted to in my life, Eleven is both seductive and headstrong. 

She knows what she wants and she knows how to get it out of me. The good news is, I can run 

with this for a couple of hours and get quite a bit done before fatigue sets in and I crash around 1 

or 2 am. Most of this seminar was written after 11 pm. The bad news is I get up at 6 to start my 
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regular work day. So good writing comes with the direct sacrifice of being less effective the 

following day.  

 As with the sports I mentioned earlier, there are different levels of commitment. A runner 

can legitimately call himself a serious runner if he runs four times a week for at least an hour. Of 

course there is serious and then there is hardcore. You see hardcore runners completing their two 

hour daily runs even in rainstorms.  No one is suggesting you have to become that kind of 

hardcore with your writing in order to finish a novel. Once you get into the home stretch of your 

novel, you may find yourself making that kind of effort out of sheer enthusiasm. That’s actually 

a great place to be. The point is, going into this art form requires commitment, not obsession. 

 Sacrifice is investment, not only in time and energy but on a psychological level. Studies 

have shown that if you do someone a favor, you will think more highly of them. You hope they 

will think more highly of you, since you did them a favor. But the emotional investment you 

made by doing the favor tends to positively change your opinion of the person you helped.  

 You want that to happen with your writing. You give up something like watching TV to 

make time to write. Your investment in writing makes you want to use the time wisely, so you 

buckle down. Your discipline pays off as you get more accustomed to the writing process. The 

ideas flow more easily and it becomes more natural to express yourself in writing. Next thing 

you know, you are getting high on this experience and you are finding more and more time in 

your day to work on it. At this point you are no longer an aspiring writer, you’re an actual writer, 

because you are writing. And writing leads to finishing. And finishing leads not only to having a 

product to publish, but additional stories to write. 
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REMEMBER YOUR INSPIRATION 

 Lastly, I cannot emphasize strongly enough the value of remembering the original 

inspiration that got you interested in telling your story. People are inspired by lots of different 

things. I get all fired up with ideas when I see a good art show at a convention. Music is a huge 

influence on my writing. Whatever triggered your juices flowing when you first thought, hey, I 

need to tell this story, you need to keep that touchstone handy. I talked about using the Mission 

Statement as a way to remind yourself of that source of inspiration. If it is a song, then download 

it onto your iPod and play it whenever you sit down to write. If it was a painting, buy it, or put it 

up as the background on your computer. Tap that inspiration as often as you need to. 

 I will finish by leaving you with a quote from the late great Steve Jobs, who knew a thing 

or two about getting things done. 

“IF YOU ARE WORKING ON SOMETHING EXCITING THAT YOU REALLY CARE 

ABOUT, YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE PUSHED. THE VISION PULLS YOU. “ – STEVE 

JOBS 


