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      Initially this book was a collaborative endeavor with my friend Jamie Engle, but the business has changed so much since we wrote our original edition, and I’ve changed and updated so much of the information that it is no longer the book we wrote together.

      That said, I want to acknowledge her contributions to my learning about the business, and the book we wrote together so long ago. She’s an amazing person and writer.

      There are now tons of books about how to manage your book writing business. So what this book has become is half-cautionary tale, half what not to do, and another half of what you can do. And yes, I know that doesn’t add up. I never claimed to be good at math.

      I also got help from Cornelia Amiri in taking the unruly book that was, and taking it down to where it wasn’t so overwhelming for me to work on again. She’s also an amazing person and an amazing author.

      I’m also grateful to Narelle Todd of Get My Book Out There for encouraging me to stick with this—but change it to be a more personal reflection of my weird and whacky publishing journey.
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      Step into the often surreal world of publishing with The Author's Odyssey: Humorous & Real-world Insights from a 25-year Journey in Publishing.

      Early tech adopter and seasoned author, Pauline Baird Jones, invites you on a 25-year journey through the intriguing landscape of the authoring business.

      Packed with wry insights, hard-earned wisdom, and humorous anecdotes, this guide delivers an inside look at the highs, lows, twists, and turns of a published author's career.

      Whether you're a novice writer or an established author trying to understand what happened, this seriously unserious guide is your companion to navigating the ever-evolving publishing world.

      Embark on this enlightening journey and learn how to thrive as a happily published author in today's dynamic publishing environment.
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      While my writing journey began long before I finally finished my first novel, I still had illusions (delusions) about what it would be like to publish my first novel:
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      The reality was—and remains—very different:

      
        
          [image: Author in flames]
        

      

      Writing for publication is definitely a rocky and challenging journey.

      If I could find a way to get an image of my actual journey, you would see many face plants and lots of wandering off the path. But that would just be embarrassing.

      I began my journey to get published (as opposed to just writing random things and sending them out wrapped in false hope), last century. Yes, you read that right. 😂

      I had written short stories, articles and some stage plays, but in 1993, I finished my first novel. I called it Pig in a Park and it was 500, double-spaced, hand typed pages and written in first person. I pretty much broke every “rule” for a new author.

      It was too long for a first book. It had comedy mixed into the suspense. And first person point of view was out of style. I was informed in no uncertain terms that suspense isn’t funny.

      This was a total head-shaker for me. I guess I’d dreamed all those funny suspense movies I’d seen and continue to see…

      Yeah, I was off to a great start. 🤣 I found some author conferences in the back of Writer’s Digest and sent off for information from all of them.

      When the one from The Romance Writers of America arrived, I thought it was from Religious Writers and almost threw it out.

      But I opened it, and they were having a conference right there in New Orleans. The introvert/hermit signed up for that conference. I met my first agent there. I picked her because she wore this really cute denim dress.

      I wish that weren’t true, but it was. (It was a very cute dress.)

      She loved my Pig, but was astounded by its length and concerned about the first person thing. Also, publishers wanted series characters and she couldn’t see the potential for that. (She was right, there wasn’t.)

      The next year, I entered it in the RWA’s unpublished contest and my Pig was a finalist. For a while I actually thought it could win because it was a fun book.

      Well, it didn’t take me long to realize that it would never win because editors judged the contest and they were looking for books that would sell.

      None of them thought my Pig would sell.

      This is probably where I should add “stubborn” to introvert/hermit. I was told:

      
        	1. You’ll never sell a first novel.

        	2. You’ll never sell a first novel that long.

        	3. Every author has books under their bed that will never sell. They are written to learn.

        	4. You will never, ever, ever sell your Pig.

      

      I didn’t believe any of these things because I loved that book. By this time the internet was beginning to poke its nose into our lives. I was fascinated by its potential and had even “gotten online,” (and then I didn’t know what to do once I had that blinking cursor 😂). I managed to finally find some bulletin boards and other authors and began to wonder if I could find a way to publish my book online. By this time, I really wanted to bypass those publishing gatekeepers and let readers decide if they wanted to read my book.

      I looked for—and found—a few digital-only publishers. I tried the one with the best terms and was accepted. Instead of getting the hoped-for “the call,” I got “the email.”

      It is hard to realize now how very, very weird that was to almost everyone. It’s so omnipresent now and digital publishing is an “of course” to most people.

      When my book released in 1998, I got weird looks. I spent most of my time explaining how to read my book. And I got hammered by other authors for coloring outside the “accepted” lines. Who did I think I was to bypass the gatekeepers? I even got hounded out of RWA for my radical and dangerous notion that digital publishing was good for authors.

      I remember at the time thinking, “Why on earth would you care what I do with my own book?”

      I still wonder “what the heck,” when I think back to that time.

      It was so obvious to me that digital books were incoming. There were just too many benefits to readers and authors. I was excited about the possibility of going around publishers. My digital publisher didn’t take years to decide or to publish my book.

      And readers loved my Pig (though my publishers weren’t wild about the name. 🙄 😂 I ended up renaming it The Spy Who Kissed Me.)

      But so many authors were so horrified by the idea of anyone getting past those “gatekeepers” that all I could do was blink and wonder yet again, “what’s it to you?”

      You’ll still see some bewailing the fact that “anyone” can publish a book. This was another head shake for me. Why shouldn’t anyone who wants to publish a book?

      There is no question it is a lot harder to be “seen” out in the book world now. There is a positive storm of books being published every day.

      But I’m okay with that because I believe if someone writes a book and wants to publish it, it’s their business, not mine.

      Anyway, I got published and finagled my way into getting a review in Romantic Times, which was a big deal back then. I also got four and half stars and a Top Pick badge, which caused—not cheering for me by everyone—but some serious weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth. And some more, “how dare you…”

      Being a Top Pick made it eligible for the magazine’s yearly awards and there I was, the little ebook author that went around the gatekeepers, her book sitting there with six New York Times Bestselling authors.

      I didn’t win and I even knew I wouldn’t. I might have got myself there, but an ebook winning was a bridge too far for everyone. The magazine did add awards for digital books the next year and two other books I wrote went on to win those—but without sullying the “real” books. 😂

      It was kind of hilarious.

      I thought maybe I was on my way to the “Big Time.”

      Thank goodness I wasn’t, though I did manage some small-time hardcover deals with a library publisher. I parted ways with them when they basically told me I should be grateful for the sad percentage they paid me.

      Even though I consider myself NOT a math whiz, I can add and subtract (most of what happens to authors in traditional publishing involves subtraction) and their deal had been well into the seriously sucking range before they decided to make it worse.

      I spent the next few years working with a variety of small presses, some great, others…not so great. I even got a movie option.

      In the end, the fast track ran out of rails because I kept going off them and wandering around looking for ways around the barriers. Eventually, I ended up publishing my own books.

      My only regret is that I didn’t dive into self-publishing sooner.

      Here I am in a new century, with over forty books, short stories, novellas, and a couple of non-fiction projects. I’ve gotten some great reviews, a few awards, and a USA Today Bestselling author tag.

      I have laughed, I have cried, I’ve sworn I’m done with all the crazy…and then I head back to my computer because in the end, I keep at it because I love telling stories.

      I love meeting new characters.

      I love hosing them, then getting them out of trouble and on the path to their happy ending.

      I love being an author.

      I love it when readers love something I wrote.

      But, dang, this is a tough business to be in. If you can, run! Save yourself! Or keep reading to find out just how tough it is. (And don’t say I didn’t warn you!)  🤣
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      I hated hearing the truth when I got ready to publish my first book. I remember thinking, “How can you be so bitter? You’re published!”

      And I wondered if they did the discouragement routine to eliminate the competition. Yes, I really wondered that. Publishing slots were few in the last century and the competition was keen to get one and keep it.

      And then I did my first “dance” with a traditional publisher. And I was like, “Oh, that’s why they were bitter.” 🧐

      Basically, I didn’t believe the people I probably should have believed. Looking back, I was lucky there weren’t that many authors around who I needed not to believe.

      Oh, there were people peddling dreams, but it’s easier to do that now with the internet in play. Let’s face it, writers are pretty easy to trick. We all want to believe that writing a book will bring instant success and we’ll be showered with money, adulation, and movie deals.

      And of course, the problem is, there is a slight chance it could happen. But it is uncontrolled lightning. Not even actual traditional publishers know how to bring the lightning.

      That leaves us dealing with an uncertain business, and trying to manage expectations, when the target of our hopes keeps randomly moving. Ask anyone who has been in this business a few years and they will tell you that you’d better love writing or find something else to do.

      There are tons of better ways to make money.

      The first thing you have to manage is discouragement, jealousy, and disappointment when the publishing lightning misses you—or strikes someone you know.

      I told you about the agent with the cute dress, but I had another agent between the cute dress and self-publishing. She was with a big-time literary house and had serious chops. She even got me inches from a deal with a traditional publishing house.

      I give thanks every day that I said no to what they wanted me to do for that deal. (You want to know? They said I needed to add sex scenes. None of the closed-door nonsense.) I don’t write sex scenes in my books because a) my mother wouldn’t like it, b) you already know what to do and can imagine them yourself, and c) I don’t want to.

      So much for “write a good book.” It was actually “write a good book with sex scenes.”

      At the time, it was a low point. I’d parted ways with the publisher who wanted to pay me peanuts and now I’d lost my big-time agent and a publishing deal.

      I had to sit down with myself and figure out if I was going to keep going. I mean, how long can you keep torturing yourself doing something?

      Turns out, a long time. 😉

      But here’s the thing, for me, writing wasn’t just about a business (though I try to run my writing business with as much professionalism as possible). It’s about self-care. It’s about listening to my inner muse. It’s about doing what makes me happy. And it’s very cathartic to put my characters through challenges and trials. It makes me easier to live with. 😂

      The business still manages to knock the legs out from under me, but if I don’t write, I’m not happy anyway, so I might as well keep suffering doing something I like than suffering doing something I don’t like.

      Here’s the deal. The landscape has changed a lot from when I first started up this rocky road. But…the main things haven’t changed that much.

      I know, it sounds crazy.

      What hasn’t changed?

      Well, it is still hard to get a traditional publishing contract.

      There are still more writers trying to get into those diminishing publishing slots. If anything, it might have gotten harder.

      I don’t even give them the side eye anymore. I’m so over traditional publishing.

      Agents? Well, they still work with traditional publishers, but they are scrambling, too, as advances decrease and more authors move into self-publishing. We’ll give them a change/no change rating.

      What has changed? Well, you don’t have to wait forever or try to get a contract. You can publish on your own.

      Here’s an exchange I had during my last dance with my traditional publisher:

      Me: Why are you reducing how much money I am getting?

      Them: We have to make a living.

      Me: So do I.

      Them: Then you shouldn’t be publishing with us.

      It was good advice and I quit publishing with them. 🤣

      I see authors choosing to go with a small press to “learn the ropes.” I understand. I published with a handful of small presses—none of which are around today. (Some of the ones I didn’t publish with did survive all these years.)

      I did “learn the ropes” from them. The main “rope” I learned was that I can make more money publishing myself.

      When small presses first started popping up, their terms were decent, their contracts one, maybe two pages, and they were trying to build their business, so they did try to promote their authors’ books.

      But here’s the sticking point for me these days. You really only get a sales lift from a small press the first few months, maybe even the first year. After that, you do all the lifting, but their percentage of the “take” doesn’t change. You end up supporting them more than your own business.

      The truth is contracts for authors are ridiculous and should have been changed a long time ago.

      I’ll stop there before I really start to rant. Lol

      There is no question in my mind that the opening of Amazon, Apple, Kobo, Nook, and GooglePlay to self-published authors changed my publishing life forever.

      Print-on-demand, which used to be a dirty word, has also become respectable as print and shipping costs keep rising and even traditional publishers have switched to this model for some of their titles.

      Responding to the few who still see a stigma in do-it-yourself-publishing is really their problem. I do me and let them do whatever they want.

      Is there a downside?

      Of course there is. This is the publishing business, which means there is no “easy” button—or smooth path.

      In between easy and bumpy? Authors really need to understand the business, so at least they know when they are making a less than wise choice.

      One more ugly reality, then we’ll move on.

      In a legal action involving two big publishers wanting to merge their businesses, it was revealed that most books they publish only sell about twelve copies a year.

      The statistics are about that grim for indie authors without a fan base. At last count, Amazon had an estimated fifty million books for sale.

      The competition is steep at the other book sites, too.

      Getting published is the easy part—if you go the indie route.

      Authors seeking a traditional publishing contract don’t get to choose how or when their book will be published. But when they do get that contract, they face the same challenges as the indie author:

      How to get eyes on your book. How to sell your book(s).

      If you want to have a publishing business, if you want to sell books, you’ll need to learn to
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