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            INTRODUCTION: WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

          

        

      

    

    
      Many experts have written books about being successful in self-publishing. This book is different in that it focuses on two attainable goals for authors at the beginning of the bookselling journey: How to make $1,000 a month in profit, and how to set up your approach to book writing for success throughout your career.

      So many books that promise ways to make $100,000 per year or more can seem daunting—and many of them focus solely on marketing. As mystery author G.B. Ralph says, “Those books feel like a ridiculous, unattainable leap when you're currently only selling a handful of copies to supportive friends and family.”

      But anyone with a marketing degree knows that the product—in this case, your novels—must not only be high-quality, but must fill a need. That’s why this book also discusses how to create books that sell. You can’t be successful selling a great book without good marketing, and you can’t successfully market a book that doesn’t give your audience what it wants.

      If your aim is $1,000 a month, you must achieve two goals. Goal 1: Create books that will satisfy readers. Goal 2: Get those books into their hands through effective marketing.

      WHY $1,000 A MONTH?

      Many book marketing experts talk about much loftier goals than $1,000 a month. After all, $1,000 a month isn’t enough to quit your day job. So why start there?

      In my experience, I’ve found that most authors who aren’t yet making much money are wary of investing in some of the bigger, more expensive marketing tools and strategies. Many authors don’t have (or are unwilling to spend) thousands of dollars every month to promote their books—especially when they don’t know what works yet.

      $1,000 a month is a more realistic goal, and there are less expensive tools and less time-consuming strategies that will allow you to figure out what about your writing is working, what isn’t working, and where to refocus your writing energies.

      Another reason to choose the goal of $1,000 a month is that once you reach that goal, you’ll have both the knowledge and the money to invest in some of the pricier tools that can expand your author business. When you successfully master the strategies in this book, you should have the resources and the knowledge to invest effectively in your writing business if your goal is to quit your day job.

      WHERE ARE YOU WITH YOUR WRITING CAREER?

      If you have already written one or more books but you are struggling to get traction with sales, this book was written with you in mind. You may still be struggling to get paying readers. Maybe you’re making fifty dollars a month, or three hundred, but you’re barely breaking even on your editing, cover design, and proofreading investment.

      I was in your position a few years ago, and this strategy helped me build an audience and ramp up my business to $1,000 a month. The strategy I outline to get your writing to $1,000 a month may require some changes to your books, your mindset, your marketing—or all three.

      If you haven’t finished writing your first novel yet, you may find this book helpful to map out the next books you plan to write so that they can be successfully marketed, then follow this strategy once the books have been written. (This book can also help writers of narrative non-fiction and memoir in addition to fiction authors, but it is not intended for authors of “hard non-fiction”—self-help, business, or biographies.)

      WHAT CAN YOU EXPECT FROM THIS STRATEGY?

      In order to achieve the two goals set forth above, this book will discuss how to create novels that maximize your chances so that once readers start them, they’ll buy others you write. Once you have those books in your catalog, you can then get them in front of an interested audience—with proven tools that won’t break the bank.

      This book will not tell you how to make $1,000 a month from a single work of fiction. Most self-published authors don’t have the resources to attract readers to their debut novel—there won’t be any guidance on making you the next Paula Hawkins, Zadie Smith, or Donna Tartt. Those authors all had massive marketing machines behind their debut novels.

      This book is also not a get-rich-quick scheme. Building a following for your writing takes multiple books—and it will take time. To maximize your chances for success, you’ll need multiple novels, usually in the same series, in a reasonably popular genre, and (most importantly) fulfilling the expectations of those readers. If you have an existing series of books, this might only take months; if you don’t, implementing this strategy could take much longer.

      I’ll discuss not only the places where you should invest your time, effort, and money in order to reach $1,000 a month, but also areas to avoid. I won’t discuss a lot of the nuts and bolts about self-publishing, except when the inner workings of the process are relevant to getting to $1,000 a month—for example, the editing process, to make sure your book is as good as one from a major publisher. You won’t get step-by-step instructions on how to upload EPUBs to retailers or how to design a book cover. You will get recommendations on what you should focus on, how to think about your books, and how to implement a marketing strategy to achieve your goals.

      SUCCESSFUL AUTHOR BUSINESSES ARE SUCCESSFUL AT MARKETING

      Most authors know that accounting and taxes need to be dealt with for any business to succeed—even independent author businesses. Similarly, authors must be able to market their books successfully in order to build audiences who’ll buy their books, using as few resources as possible to get the word out.

      This book will discuss some basic marketing concepts and how they apply to marketing your books—and yes, even when you’re not yet making $1,000 a month, these concepts apply to you.

      HOW MUCH SHOULD YOU EXPECT TO SPEND TO GET TO $1,000 A MONTH?

      Author businesses don’t have nearly as many startup expenses as other types of businesses. But when I started, I soon found out that certain things I needed to do came with a price tag.

      
        
        One-time costs: book development

      

      

      Although many writers don’t think about the cost of developing a book, books require investment to create. While you may think that it only costs your time and effort (and maybe a laptop and writing software), other costs must be factored in if you’re going to be successful, such as the following.

      
        
        Tools: your laptop and software

      

      

      This is very personal. Some people are fine writing with a $200 Chromebook and free Google Docs. Unfortunately for my wallet, I learned computing on the Mac platform (way back in the late 1980s), and I’ve used Microsoft Word since roughly the dawn of time. Even though I know there are better and cheaper alternatives, I’m so comfortable using Word on the Mac that I easily drop into a highly productive creative state that I find elusive on other platforms. So I write on a Mac using Word. Still other people find writing longhand in notebooks is how their muses most easily visit.

      Listen to your muse, because you must get the words out of your head and onto the page. Whatever your preference, you must factor the cost of getting and using those muse-attracting tools into your business.

      
        
        Logistics: ISBNs and barcodes

      

      

      If you’re going to self-publish books, you’ll need ISBNs (International Standard Book Numbers). Most e-retailers won’t let you sell an book without either submitting your own ISBN, or getting one from the e-retailer (Amazon is a notable exception for ebooks only, as it has its own ebook identification numbering system). You’ll need a separate ISBN for each version of the book (e.g., one for the ebook, one for the paperback, one for the hardback, one for the audiobook). There is much debate on the advantages to purchasing your own ISBNs, or whether you can simply use the ones given away for free on most e-retailers (Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Apple Books, and others). Some print services require you to purchase your own (or purchase from the print service). In some countries, ISBNs are free. In the USA, ISBNs are fairly costly to purchase one at a time, but they are available in bulk with steep discounts. Likewise, barcodes are required on all print books, placed on the back cover. I’ve always been able to use free web tools to create barcodes.

      
        
        Hired services

      

      

      You will need to hire editors, proofreaders, cover designers, and interior layout specialists. Depending on the book formats you decide on (discussed in a future chapter), you may also require audiobook narration.

      Hired services may be your biggest expense. It’s possible to do some of this work yourself, but, as we’ll discuss, it’s not usually advisable—unless you have professional experience performing that service. Many of these per-book costs are necessary expenses in order to get a professional quality product created—and a professional product is almost always necessary to meet your readers’ expectations and get your income to $1,000 a month. (Many first-time indie authors who don’t have money to spend do at least some of these services themselves, or find an inexpensive alternative; while not recommended, sometimes it must be done out of necessity.)

      Editing is my biggest expense. I hire three separate editors for various levels of style, quality, and polish. First, a developmental editor focuses on structure, character, and overall plot. Next, a copy/line editor analyzes sentence structure, passive voice, and consistency issues. Finally, a proofreader focuses on typos, punctuation errors, and grammatical errors.

      Cover design can vary widely in cost as well. If you’re just starting out, I would suggest that you strongly consider “pre-made” covers, which generally look quite professional and are available for a fraction of the cost of a custom cover. If you do hire a cover designer to make a custom cover, I would suggest that you don’t pay for commissioned artwork; the cost can be incredibly high, and new authors may not realize how to design a book cover that sells. Furthermore, you don’t want to spend thousands of dollars on artwork that misses the mark. You can get pre-made covers for less than $150, and custom cover design for $300 or less. Commissioned art (that looks professional) often costs thousands of dollars—and that’s not where new authors should be spending their money.

      Don’t steal art or photos online to make your cover; not only is it unethical, but it’s likely you’ll get caught—which will be expensive. Also worth noting is that cover designers will often use “royalty-free” artwork, which you will not have exclusive rights to use; you might see the same photo or illustration on another cover, advertisement, or article (and that’s okay). Even though exclusive artwork is quite expensive, I’ve seen authors get angry when their cover’s royalty-free artwork shows up elsewhere.

      
        
        Ongoing costs: marketing and promotion

      

      

      There is no getting around it: you will need to spend some money on promoting your books. There are several inexpensive tools I definitely recommend for authors who are starting out. At the very least, you’ll need an email tool for your mailing list (some are free for your first 500 or 1,000 subscribers), website hosting and building tools, and services to get your books into readers’ hands. Web searches can find you many options for the first two, from MailerLite and Author.Email for mailing list tools to Wix, WordPress, and Squarespace for web hosting and building tools (and dozens more).

      For getting the word out about your books, I recommend starting with an inexpensive service like StoryOrigin or BookFunnel ($150 a year or less), and, when you’re ready, paid promo newsletter services that can cost $5, $20, $50, or more every time you promote your book.

      I believe it’s well within the realm of possibility to spend $200 a month or less in order to make a profit of $1,000 a month.

      WHAT IF YOU DON’T HAVE ANY MONEY?

      Your journey will look different if you don’t have this money to invest in your author business. It will likely be a longer route and you may make more mistakes. However, it is possible to be successful. Chapter 15 details no-cost ideas for replacing many of these paid services.

      WHY SHOULD YOU LISTEN TO ME?

      I built a $1,000-a-month author business with five novels within two years of releasing my first book. I did it without a guidebook, and I learned what worked. But I also made a lot of mistakes along the way—mistakes that I’ll share with you, so you know what not to do.
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            THE PESKY SIX‑YEAR‑OLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I was six years old, I’ve considered myself a novelist.

      I used to design my own book covers when I was in elementary school, and even at that young age I started to write novels—though I got only a few pages into each spy novel or action-adventure. But my inability to finish a story at that young age didn’t stop me from planning multiple twelve-book series, complete with original art on the covers, gushing (and completely fake) reviews from The New York Times, and sales copy right out of movie trailers.

      As I went through junior high and high school, I wrote enough short stories to fill a novel-sized book, mimicking the collections of short fiction from Raymond Carver. A friend and I curated a collection of short stories from similarly minded writers from my senior class, and then I majored in creative writing at the University of California at Santa Barbara. For my “senior thesis,” I wrote 100 pages of a novel—a pompous story taking after the worst traits of my favorite authors, complete with too-clever tongue-in-cheek footnotes and invented histories of nonexistent artists. I wrote myself into a corner after my hero and heroine finally acted on their thinly-veiled attraction to each other—but by then, I’d hit page 100 and could turn my book in. (I can still picture my advisor skimming the first few pages and sighing in frustration.)

      When I graduated, I tried to restart that bookstrosity in vain, but after a year or so, I put my creative energies into music. I played keyboards and wrote music for two semi-successful local pop/rock bands, and I got a day job in graphic design.

      As my early twenties morphed into my mid-twenties, I worked on a short story every now and then—I even got published in a short fiction anthology filled with lots of other writers who took themselves too seriously.

      But those short stories faded into the background, and that pretentious novel stayed in my bottom drawer. I got married to a fantastic woman, and I left the band and my dreams of music stardom when we were pregnant with our first child. My graphic design job became a decent technology marketing career…and I no longer focused on fiction.

      One day, over a decade ago, I woke up, realized I was pushing 40—

      And I’d never written a novel.

      It didn’t come as a shock to me that I hadn’t written a novel, but part of me was still that six-year-old kid who knew I’d be a novelist.

      However, you can’t exactly call yourself a novelist when you haven’t finished a novel. Heck, I hadn’t even worked on my novel in over a decade. I’d tried a few things in fits and starts, but I’d never gotten beyond thirty or forty pages of anything else.

      As crushing as that realization was, I had another epiphany: I’d been trying
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