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Introduction  

 

Hey, there. My name is Lani Diane Rich, and like 

you, Iôm a writer. Iôve published nine novels through 

three major NYC houses, and have appeared on both the 

NYT and the USA Today bestseller lists.   

In November of 2002, after a year of being a work-

at-home mom while raising my kids, I decided to cut 

loose and write a novel as part of National Novel 

Writing MonthðNanowrimo to those in the knowðand 

somehow, despite the odds, I ended up getting an agent 

with that novel, and became the first previously 

unpublished Nano novelist to get a major book deal. I 

went on to win the coveted RITA award for Best First 

Book, and continued to work on contract for the next 

eight years. Now Iôm writing magical romantic fiction 

for St. Martinôs Press as Lucy March. Iôve had multiple 

identities, books that have done well and books that have 

done not-so-well. Iôve quit writing no less than three 

times, and Iôve come back every damn time because 
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when it comes right down to it, itôs not what I do, itôs 

who I am. 

So I get it, you know? I know itôs hard. I know that 

writing can be both a joy and a heartbreak. Itôs also a 

scary damn way to make a living. Thereôs no stability, 

the industry is in a constant state of flux, some days 

weôre geniuses and the next day we suck. We have to 

blog and Tweet and Facebook and self-promote, do book 

signings and answer reader letters, and we also have to 

write the damn book. Itôs no wonder writers are crazy. 

Weôre supposed to be creative, savvy, thick-skinned, 

always pleasant and constantly entertaining. Oh, and as 

the publishing industry shifts beneath our feet, weôre 

also supposed to be able to keep our balance without 

missing a beat. 

Itôs freaking exhausting. 

Part of that shifting ground is the move toward self-

publishing. Itôs not just whether or not we should self-

publish, itôs how we should do it. Should we forego 

traditional publishing altogether and put our new stuff up 

directly, or should it just be backlist? For those of us 

who havenôt yet breached the walls of the New York 
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publishing fortress, should we even bother? Are we 

better off going the traditional route of constant 

rejections until we finally make our way through, or is it 

smarter to just weed out the middleman and do it 

ourselves? 

Unfortunately, I canôt answer those questions for 

you. The best route to readers is individual to the writer 

taking it, and only you know whatôs best for you. But I 

can tell you about me, and the choices I made. 

 

About Me  

 

Iôve been writing since 2002, but as you know, most 

writers have to do other things for money. Iôve been 

doing graphic design since college - thatôs right, baby, 

Iôve worked in Quark - and have designed for both print 

and video while working in local television as an award-

winning Creative Services Director in Anchorage, 

Alaska. I taught graphic design and beginning television 

production and writing at Syracuse Universityôs 

esteemed S.I. Newhouse School of Public 
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Communications. A few years back, after leaving 

Syracuse for the sunny climes of southern Ohio, I 

launched StoryWonk.com and started teaching online 

writing classes there.  

Iôve been writing back cover copy for 

Warner/Hachette/Grand Central since 2005, and have 

done more than fifty books with them, everything from 

romance to non-fiction celebrity biographies.  Iôve 

published essays on popular culture, writing about shows 

like Firefly and books like Pride and Prejudice, and 

have kept a popular and deeply personal online blog.  

I put my background in media to work and produced 

and co-hosted the popular Will Write for Wine podcast 

with Samantha Graves/CJ Barry, which ran on and off 

for three years. Since 2010, Iôve been doing Popcorn 

Dialogues, a weekly podcast in which Jennifer Crusie 

and I learned about writing by watching movies, and Iôve 

also been doing a daily writing podcast, StoryWonk 

Daily, with my husband Alastair Stephens, also a writer.  

Basically, I have a background iné well, everything. 

Writing fiction, designing for print, and ad/marketing 

copy. Pyrotechnics. Nanny work. Fish packing. You 

http://www.storywonk.com/


StoryWonk’s Booklet of Simple Advice For The Self-Publishing Author 

7 

 

name it; if itôs legal, Iôve probably done it. So when it 

came time to get my backlist up, I thought, ñWhat the 

hell? Iôve done most of this before in one form or 

another. Iôll do it myself.ò It was a lot of fun, and I 

decided that I could have even more fun doing this work 

for other people putting up their backlists, and I have. 

At this point, though, weôre going to stop talking 

about me and start talking about you. Youôre 

investigating this path for a lot of reasons, Iôm sure, and 

whether youôve made up your mind to do it yourself, or 

arenôt sure you want to do it at all, Iôm gonna share with 

you what I know to help you navigate this exciting ï if a 

little bumpy ï new road.  

 

Self -Publishing? Oy.  

 

Letôs be honest. Self-publishing is a scary thing. 

Historically, a writer who wanted to get any kind of 

distribution had to go through a publishing house, and 

they not only gave the writer money up front, but they 

also handled all the scary stuff. Cover art. Back cover 



StoryWonk’s Booklet of Simple Advice For The Self-Publishing Author 

8 

 

copy. Marketing and promotion. Formatting. Copy-

editing. The initial outlay of money to pay for all those 

things.  

Most importantly, though, they handled the 

distribution, the actual getting of the actual book into the 

actual hands of actual readers. 

But in order to get published this way, writers had to 

face almost insurmountable odds. You had to write the 

book, first of all, which was hard enough. Then you had 

to get an agent just to be seen by most publishers. If you 

didnôt have an agent, your submission went straight into 

the slush pile, where it was likely to languish amidst a 

pile of its unsung brothers forever. 

But even if you did have an agent, that wasnôt a 

guarantee, either. It meant that someone with some 

savvy in that crazy business thought you had something 

worth selling, but thatôs it. Whether that agent was right - 

whether they could actually sell you or not - was another 

flaming hoop entirely, and one that singed a lot of 

writers. 

Oh, but wait - even then, even when your book sold 

to a real live publisher, there were still more hoops to 
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jump through. Things like covers, book store placement, 

print runsé all of these elements could kill a book 

before it even left the printing house. Many an author 

has watched her book make it all the way to the 

bookstore, only to die right there on the shelves, largely 

unnoticed and unread among the thousands of others 

gathering dust at its side. The percentage of authors who 

could support themselves with just the writing was in the 

low double-digits, and the percentage of authors who 

made real money was in the low single digits.  Think 

about that: for every writer who could support herself 

financially, there were nine who couldnôt; for every 

writer who made a comfortable amount of money, there 

were ninety writers who didnôt. 

Faring even worse were the people who skipped the 

traditional publishing process and self-published. They 

became prey to vanity presses. Vanity presses ï shudder 

ï are basically scam artists unhindered by morality who 

took large payments to print the book with promises of 

bestselling success, then printed it up, did nothing to sell 

it, and sold the printed books back to the writer (who has 
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now paid for them twice) amidst threats of sending the 

copies to pulp.  

Those writers who were savvy enough to avoid the 

vanity presses, who paid a fair fee outright for the cover 

art, copy, and printing, couldnôt get their books into 

stores because they didnôt have access to distribution 

channels. So their books languished as well, to be found 

in the basement years later, covered in mold and the fetid 

stink of dead dreams. 

Depressing business, no? 

 

Baby, Things Have (Kind Of) Changed  

 

Now that the e-reader revolution has gotten its hands 

around the neck of the traditional publishing and started 

throttling, a new path has opened up, leaving writers 

with more direct access to readers than ever before via 

ebooks. Weôre hearing about the J.A. Konraths and the 

Amanda Hockings, writers who are getting to their 

readersðand making money!ðwithout the middleman 

dipping into their profits. As we sit here on the brink of 
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the new frontier, weôre hearing more and more stories of 

writers self-publishing new books or re-publishing their 

backlist, and making money hand over fist. Itôs 

wonderful! Itôs lovely! Publishers, we donôt need you 

anymore! 

Right? 

Right? 

Well, yes. And no. There are lots of reasons to go 

with a traditional publisher, and now, there are also solid 

reasons to blaze a new trail. How do you know whatôs 

right for you? You look at the facts, make a choice, and 

go for it. Iôm not going to tell you what to do, but I will 

tell you this: If you decide to self-publish, and you want 

to compete in an increasingly crowded marketplace, you 

have to do it right, and for the right reasons. Donôt do it 

because youôre pissed off at your publisher. Donôt do it 

because nobody understands your genius. Donôt do it 

because you need money to pay the mechanic tomorrow. 

Even under the best of circumstances, the moneyôs 

gonna be a while yet.  

Do it because, as a sober businessperson, itôs the best 

choice for you and your writing career. 
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Now, if youôre reading this, I think the chances are 

good youôve already taken your sober look at your 

career, and decided youôd like to self-publish. Thatôs 

awesome. Good for you. In this guide, I will advise you 

on what to do and how to do it, as efficiently and clearly 

as I can. I will enable you to do by yourself what you can 

do by yourself, but if at any point you decide you canôt 

or donôt want to do any of these daunting tasks, just e-

mail me at info@storywonk.com, and Iôll be glad to help 

you out. 

But if you have the skills and the motivation to do it 

yourself, this booklet is here to help you get started. 

So, letôs get started, shall we?

mailto:info@storywonk.com
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Editing  

 

(Note: If youôre a published author who is looking to 

this guide for help self-publishing backlist books, you 

can skip down to the part on copyediting, unless you 

want to do a full edit and revision on the previously 

released book.) 

 

First Things First  

 

You need to make your work as good as it can be. 

Sounds simple, huh? 

One of the greatest benefits of traditional publishing 

is a good editor making the work better. Have you ever 

read a series that started out great, and then as it got 

more and more successful, it got less and lessé well, 

good? Thatôs because a writer stopped listening to her 

editor. She thought she didnôt need an editor anymore, 

because obviously she was goodðshe was a hit! And 

who got her to hit status in the first place? 

The editor. 
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Look, youôre wonderful and Iôm 100% in your 

corner. I end every class I teach and every workshop I 

give by making everyone shout, ñIôm a great writer!ò 

and the reason I do that is because itôs so vitally 

important that you believe in yourself. If youôre asking 

me to give my hard-earned cash and irreplaceable hours 

of my life to your story, youôd better damn well believe 

your story is worth it. People are going to line up ten-

deep to tell you that you suck in this business; donôt do 

their work for them. 

On the other hand, being a great writer doesnôt 

preclude having to work your ass off to live up to your 

own potential. You need to know that your ideas are 

expressed clearly and that your reader will understand 

what you set out to tell her, and you need to work hard to 

get that result. 

You need an editor.  

We all do. I havenôt had a single book that wasnôt 

made better by the editorôs suggestions, and to this day, 

Iôm insanely grateful. Iôve disagreed on less than 5% of 

the suggestions my editors have given me, and even in 

those cases, Iôve managed to make changes that 
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addressed their concerns as best I could without 

compromising my vision in the slightest. In the end, the 

writer knows best, but you canôt play the ñVision!ò card 

on every criticism. You have to ensure that your book is 

clear and your story is effective for people who are not 

you, and you do that by getting smart people to read your 

books and by listening to what they have to say. If 

youôre going out on your own without an editor, then itôs 

on you to do the job of the editor, which encompasses all 

the steps of guiding this book toward publication. That 

means you start with the work itself by making it the 

best it can be, and you do that by getting other people 

involved. 

 

Editors For Hire  

 

It is possible, in this new frontier of publishing, to 

find good story editors who will work for hire. I know a 

lot of quality people who are doing just this kind of work 

now, and Iôm one of them.  

The problem with editors is two-fold.  
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One, quality editors need to put a lot of time into the 

work to guide you through to a great final product, and 

that means they have to charge money. Real money. If 

youôre a writer just starting out in self-publishing, 

chances are you donôt have a lot of money to invest into 

this project, and quite honestly, if you do have any 

money, itôs probably better spent on a good cover 

designer.  

Two, youôre the client, and because youôre paying 

your story editor, you might not be so quick to heed his 

advice, especially if youôre of the client-is-always-right 

school of thought. A good editor knows that the final call 

is always the authorôs, but that ground is easier to 

concede when that author is not also, kinda, your boss. 

This is not to say that experienced story editors are 

not worth their weight in gold; they are. If you can build 

a solid relationship with a good one, thatôs wonderful. 

But itôs not your only option. 

With good beta readers, you can get a lot of the 

benefit of a story editor, without the awkwardness of 

paying someone to tell you all the ways in which your 

story is broken, and without risking the chance that she 
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might pull her punches because youôre paying her and 

sheôs got mouths to feed. A good story editor is 

something you should get when youôre regularly and 

successfully publishing a series of new books, and you 

need someone with unique vision to guide your 

storytelling and bring it to the next level. As more and 

more people, both writers and support teams, enter this 

new marketplace, that relationship is going to shake out 

a bit more. But until then, and especially if youôre just 

starting out, beta readers are probably your best bet. 

 

Beta Readers  

 

Beta readers are to authors what beta testers are to 

software developers; they traipse into the unfinished 

product and tell you where itôs broken. When you donôt 

have an editor, beta readers are your best friends in the 

world. 

Through years of writing, you develop a community 

of writers who will become your beta readers, as you 

become theirs. Beta readers will go into your book with 
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fresh eyes, knowing nothing more about it than the 

standard reader who stumbles across your book. 

Developing a good stable of beta readers is not easy, 

and itôs not a quick process. By the time youôve finished 

a book, youôve probably gotten to know a handful of 

smart writers you respect who you can ask to beta read 

your book, and who will give you solid feedback on how 

well the story works. Itôs also a great idea to get people 

who are avid readers, and not writers, to read the book as 

well and give you their feedback. They will see things 

that the writers might miss, and they will ignore things 

that writers will obsess over, which might be 

inconsequential. Itôs a great idea, if you have the people 

handy, to get a good mix of background and focus in 

your beta readers. 

The other thing about beta readers is that you donôt 

want to ask the same beta reader to read one of your 

books more than once a year. Itôs a big favor, and you 

want these people fresh and happy to read your books. If 

you write more than one book a year, get a series of beta 

readers, and swap them in and out. If youôre a slower 

writer, youôre probably okay. But make sure youôve got 
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a solid base of beta readersðI find ten to be the 

minimumðso if you have three to five read the first 

revision, you still have three to five sets of fresh eyes 

available for the second round. 

 

Things To Remember  

 

If your entire draft isnôt finished, youôre not 

ready. Beta readers are not critiquers. A critique group 

will look at a chunk of an unfinished draft - a scene, a 

chapter maybe - and give you feedback on it. A beta 

reader needs to be able to experience the whole story, 

from start to finish, the way a regular reader would. 

Once youôve finished the rough draft and done at least 

one full edit yourself, youôre ready to hand off your baby 

to the betas. 

 

Beta readers are not copyeditors. While beta 

readers will happily and very effectively catch typos and 

continuity errors, youôre not ready for copyediting when 

youôre in the beta stage. Youôre still in revision, with 
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some significant rewrites ahead. If they catch a typo and 

you fix it, awesome, but donôt assume that because 

youôve had beta readers, you donôt need a copyedit. You 

need a copyedit. 

 

If a beta reader loves everything and has no 

suggestions or changes, it doesnôt mean your book is 

perfect. It means you need a new beta reader. The best 

beta readers are smart, wicked and ruthless. Anyone who 

doesnôt think critically or cares about hurting your 

feelings is someone you might want to invite to dinner, 

but definitely not someone you want beta reading your 

book. 

 

If the beta reader hates everything, it doesnôt 

mean your book is crap. It means you need a new 

beta reader. A reader who hates everything isnôt your 

reader for this book. Iôve seen this happen a few times, 

and unfortunately, some things in a book will set a 

particular reader off so that it infects their opinion of the 

entire book. For example, I canôt enjoy a story in which 

a kid gets hurt; I just canôt. It bothers me too much, and 
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it makes me feel antagonistic to the book for making me 

feel that way. So if youôre writing hard-edged thrillers or 

horror, Iôm not your reader. It doesnôt mean the story 

isnôt great, it means Iôm the wrong person to give you 

feedback. 

 

Donôt ask for specific feedback. Give the book to 

your beta with as little information as possible. Donôt ask 

specific questions; youôre muddying up the waters. 

Youôre not going to be able to hover over a readerôs 

shoulder and explain everything to them, so donôt do it 

with your beta. Once theyôve read it, ask your specific 

questions then. Anything they didnôt understand without 

your help and explanation, clarify. 

 

For the love of God, donôt argue. An opinion is an 

opinion, and it canôt be wrong. Donôt explain things to 

your beta reader to try to get them to change their minds. 

Itôs legit to say, ñIf I changed this, would that help?ò It is 

not legit to say, ñI addressed that in a sentence on page 

56. Go back and read that again and then tell me itôs not 

in there. Idiot.ò The only proper way to respond to a beta 
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readerôs comments is, ñThank you, thank you, thank you, 

and if you ever need a beta reader or a ride to the airport 

or a bone marrow transplant, Iôm all yours.ò 

 

If one beta reader stumbles over something, and 

you disagree, itôs a wash. You win. If two beta 

readers stumble over the same thing, fix it. You donôt 

have to fix it in the exact way the beta reader suggested 

you fix it; thatôs how that writer would tell that story, 

and the biggest thing youôve got going for you in this 

story is that itôs told the way you would tell it. That said, 

you do have to address the problem, in your way. This is 

a great time to apply the, ñIf I changed this, would that 

work for you?ò approach. If your beta reader is a 

wonderful person with inhuman patience, and most of 

them are, heôll be happy to help you find the right 

solution for your book. 
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Copyediting  

 

So now, youôve swallowed your pride, dived into the 

pool of rabid beta readers, and come out victorious. 

Youôve got a few revisions under your belt, the book is 

good, and youôre happy, and your beta readers are 

happy, and everyone agreesðyou are a genius. Life is 

good and youôre ready to publish. Right? 

No. 

Hereôs the thing: you need a good copyedit. And as 

much as you want to save money, and you can probably 

do a lot of the other stuff yourself if you have the skill 

set, this you absolutely cannot do yourself, no matter 

how good a copyeditor you are. 

You must hire a copyeditor, or trade copyediting 

services with another author. 

You. Simply. Must. 

Even if itôs a re-released book youôre re-publishing, 

you must copyedit. When a physical book is scanned and 

converted, errors occur. The software is not a human 

person, and will sometimes misunderstand things. 
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Even if itôs an electronic copy of an earlier book, itôs 

the version before copyedits and galleys, so have it 

copyedited. 

Even if itôs an electronic copy of an earlier book that 

was electronically copyedited and galley-proofed, have 

someone take a look at it. 

No matter what, you must copyedit. I know this 

because I didnôt have someone else copyedit my book, 

and I paid for it. 

When I re-released A Little Ray of Sunshine, I did the 

edits by hand, myself, on a deadline tighter than my pre-

pregnancy jeans. Which meant that no other eyes were 

on that book but mine. I pored over it, every day, for 

weeks, making sure it was flawless. But the thing is, Iôd 

seen it so many times by then that it wouldnôt matter if 

Iôd misspelled my own name, I wouldnôt have noticed. 

And, as it turns out, there were things I just didnôt see. 

Not huge things, and not so many as I deserved for such 

hubris, but still, enough that Iôd sold some 60 copies of 

the book before discovering and fixing the mistakes, and 

thatôs just embarrassing. Thereôs no excuse for that, and 

the only explanation is stupidity and a way-too-tight 
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production schedule. If someone pays for my book, I 

want it to be as perfect as it can reasonably be, and that 

fault was on me, because I rushed the process and didnôt 

get someone else to review the material before it went 

up. 

The Fortune Quilt, Iôd like to note, was reviewed by 

Alastair, and there were no mistakes. If your spouse is as 

sharp as mine, thatôs another possible source for a free 

copyedit. 

The bottom line is this: you must, must, must have 

fresh eyes on that document. You donôt have to hire 

someone, Iôm sure there are other self-publishing authors 

who would happily trade services with you if youôre 

willing to copyedit their stuff, but someone who is not 

you must go over that material with a fine-tooth comb 

before you let it hit the light of publishing day. Learn 

from my mistake, please.
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Back Cover Cop y 

 

Even though ebooks donôt have back covers, this 

phrase refers to the quick paragraph or two that outlines 

your basic story and communicates what that story 

promises to the reader. In ebooks, this copy will appear 

alongside the cover on the webpage, which makes it 

even more important than when it appeared on the back 

cover in the bookstore.  It has to be good.  Really good. 

Which is no problem. I mean, youôre a writer, right? 

You can do this in your sleep. 

Not necessarily. 

Even when rights revert back to you, they typically 

donôt include the back cover copy or the cover art, so no 

matter what, youôre starting from scratch here. The skill 

set involved with writing long-form for the purposes of 

entertainment or education is not the same skill set 

required to write something concise that grabs the 

attention of your audience. Advertising and marketing 

copy is an entirely different bag of beans, and itôs 

especially difficult to do when youôre close to the 
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project. Sayé when youôre the writer. But it can be done 

if youôre willing to keep a few key pointers in mind, so 

make yourself comfortable while I share some tips Iôve 

learned over the last few years of writing back cover 

copy for a major publishing house. 

 

Keep it short. No more than 200 words, 175 is even 

better. Thatôs the standard space limit on a paperback 

book, and even though your reader will most likely be 

finding it on a website instead of the back of a physical 

book, itôs where you want to stay for your copy. 175 

words is about what someone will have the patience to 

read while trying to decide if they want to take your free 

sample out for a spin. The purpose of the cover copy is 

to make the largest possible impact in the fewest 

possible words. 

 

Pick only the most evocative details. As the writer 

of the work, you know it more intimately than anyone 

else. Youôre going to want to start out your cover copy 

by explaining everything about your heroine; do that, 

and youôll run out of space by the time you get to her 
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motivation. Start with what this book is about. Is it a 

romance? Talk about the romance. Is it a thriller? Talk 

about the thrill. Do you have a great cover quote that 

sums it all up? Lead with that. Focus on the emotions 

your reader wants to feel; engaging in story is about 

having an emotional experience. If that emotion is fear, 

love, laughter or tears, be sure the reader knows what 

youôre offering. 

 

Write a tagline. A great tagline coupled with a fab 

title is an incredibly efficient and effective method to get 

across the tone of the book, and intrigue readers using as 

few words as possible. Jennifer Crusieôs Faking It has a 

tagline of ñWhat has reality ever done for you?ò For my 

book, A Little Ray of Sunshine, I used, ñNo one expects a 

chipper disposition.ò A good tagline goes on the front 

cover, but itôs still copy, and so it should be done while 

youôre in the copywriting zone. 

 

Break it up. Big blocks of text can turn readers 

away. Take a quick sentence that gets across the soul of 

the book, and then use it to break up the sections of your 
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copy. For example, copy for a romantic romp might go 

something like this: 

 

She took what she could geté 

Sheila Banks didnôt plan on bagging 

groceries in Elgin, South Dakota, but 

when her banker husband leaves her 

in the financial lurch, she moves back 

home and takes the only job she can 

get, to the great joy of the small town 

ladies who love watching the mighty 

fall. One particularly humiliating 

afternoon, Sheila finds a grocery bag 

full of cash in the parking lot. Where 

did it come from? Whose is it? More 

importantlyé does she care? 

 

 

é but he needs it back.  

Sheriff Michael Dale has one job: To 

find the cash stolen from the private 

safe of Elginôs mayoré quietly. The 
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money is dirty in more ways than one, 

and the trail goes cold at Elginôs run-

down IGA, where he witnesses the 

worldôs bridge-burningest resignation 

from a sassy bagging clerk. 

Coincidence? Maybe. Probably not. 

But by the time he locates the bag of 

cash, the infuriating and sexy Sheila 

has them both hip-deep in trouble and 

itôs up to Michael to close this case 

without losing his headé or his heart. 

 

YOU BETTER SHOP AROUND 

Loveôs in Aisle Five. 

 

Look, Iôll be the first to admit thatôs silly copyðitôs 

a fake book, I just made it up, and I had a little fun 

playing with itðbut it gets the point across. From all 

this, you get the basic conflict and the tone of the book, 

and the reader knows exactly what to expect. How you 

break things up is going to vary based on the kind of 
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story youôre selling, but itôs a great way to keep potential 

readers engaged. 

 

Short blurbs. If you can get someone with a large 

following, and who writes books similar to the one 

youôre publishing, to give you a story quote, thatôs great, 

too. But remember - most online books wonôt be in a 

bookstore for people to browse. Edit it down enough so 

that people can see the enthusiasm from your idol or that 

great review even in a thumbnail version of the cover. 

 

Cut, cut, cut. Write the copy first without worrying 

about the word length, and then cut every unnecessary 

word you can, and find simpler and more straightforward 

ways of getting the information across. In the original 

version of the Shop Around copy above, I had Sheila 

finding the bag of money on the ground in the parking 

lot. Was ñon the groundò three words-worth of 

important? Nope. So it got cut. 

 

Have other people read it. Errors and muddy copy 

can happen to even the most experienced copywriter. Be 
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sure to get feedback on the copy to make sure itôs the 

best it could be. I wrote the copy above in fifteen 

minutes and have deliberately left it messy so you can 

play with it. What would you fix? Why? How might 

your perspective have made that copy better? 

 

Copywriting, like everything else, is a very specific 

skill. If you can hire someone to do it for you, thatôs one 

less thing for you to worry about. If youôd rather not, 

keep these basic tenets in mind and have as much fun as 

humanly possible. Good luck! 
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Covers  

 

Oh, covers. How we love thee. And hate thee. You 

can make us look great, and you can kill a sale with 

muddy text, busy visuals, and weird Photoshop effects 

that were better left alone. 

While I think most writers can do most of the work 

of self-publishing for themselves, if thereôs anything you 

hire for, hire a good designer to do your cover art. Like 

cover copy, the rights to cover art usually donôt revert 

back to the writer, because they were conceived and 

created by the publisher. If you had a great cover that 

you loved from your publisher, you still need to start 

from scratch. You canôt recreate their concept; you need 

to see the book in a new way. So all of you writers who 

are re-publishing your backlist are in the same boat as 

the people publishing a new book for the first time; you 

need good cover art. 

The problem with designing is that, again, itôs a 

different creative skill set from what youôre used to. 

Youôre a great writer; that doesnôt mean youôre a great 
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designer. Designing a good book cover is hard. It will 

take a long time to get it just right, you need to have 

incredible patience and the ability to work with digital 

imaging software, like Photoshop. This is the element of 

your marketing package that has the most immediate and 

direct impact, and itôs important that you get it right. 

Hire someone. Unless youôve got the background in 

design, for the love of god, hire someone. Make sure you 

check out their portfolio, and ask their clientele about 

them before hand. If youôre spending real money on 

anything, youôll spend it here. Be sure itôs worth it. 

That said, whether youôre designing for yourself or 

youôre having it done by someone else, there are certain 

things you want to keep in mind. 

 

Your name. Should be big, and easily readable even 

in a thumbnail. You arenôt a piece of spaghetti on the 

wall; you are the only client your publishing house has, 

and your brand needs to be clear. Youôre not just selling 

this book. Youôre selling yourself as a provider of great 

fiction. Donôt be shy. 
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Live to the spirit of the book, not the letter. If you 

find the perfect picture for your book cover, but reject it 

because the picture has a brunette and your heroine is a 

redhead, think again. Maybe we can add a little red to 

her hair in Photoshop, but throwing away the perfect 

expression of your story for a story detail is a bad idea. 

 

Simplicity rules. I know thereôs a very fat orange cat 

thatôs central to your heroineôs emotional life, and I 

know she loves her car, a yellow VW bug. I know she 

and the hero spend an important day eating ice cream, 

and when they have sex for the first time, itôs in the back 

of his red pickup truck. All these things are great in the 

book; they donôt all need to be on your cover. As a 

matter of fact, Iôll go so far as to say they need to not be 

on your cover. The specific elements of the story are 

important in the story; your cover, like your copy, needs 

to get across the promise of the story, not the story itself. 

Youôre not promising an orange cat; youôre promising a 

quirky, funny love story. Thereôs an innate inclination to 

pack all the details on the cover, and you should resist it. 

Find one image or style that gets the feel across, add a 
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great tagline or a short blurb, and thatôs it. Elegant, 

evocative, efficient. Thatôs what you want.  

 

Beware the bad font. Some fonts may not be 

exactly bad in and of themselves, but are so overused as 

to be useless. You know how some things, if you leave 

them in the fridge too long, tend to pick up the flavors of 

whatever else is in there? Thatôs what happens to these 

fonts; theyôve been in the fridge for a long time, and 

nobody can taste them without tasting everything else 

theyôve been with. If you use these on your book cover, 

you bring all the unprofessional and tacky associations 

with it. Some particularly egregious examples are Comic 

Sans, Papyrus and Brush Script, but there are more. At 

the same time, you donôt want to go too crazy with wild 

fonts that are decorative and original but essentially 

unreadable, especially in a thumbnail. Easy-to-read 

variations on your classic script, serif or sans serif fonts, 

positioned by a good designer and used with taste and 

restraint, will get your message across to the reader, and 

make your cover look professional. Also keep an eye on 
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the color youôre using for the fonts; make sure itôs 

readable in thumbnail, and visually pleasing. 

 

Donôt be shy. Are you an award-winning author? 

Have that by your name. A bestseller? Absolutely. Are 

you debut author with absolutely nothing to claim? Get a 

blurb from someone about you as an author, and put, 

ñAllison Smith is an author to watch!ò Thereôs 

something in your credential arsenal; use it. Publishers 

arenôt shy about promoting their authors, and you are 

now a publisher with an author: you. Go for it. 

 

Donôt reinvent the wheel. I drove myself crazy with 

The Fortune Quilt and A Little Ray of Sunshine, because 

I didnôt want to do what every other womenôs fiction 

book cover designer had already done - feet. Yeesh. Has 

anything been more done than that? I spent weeks trying 

a million new, different ideas, some of them very, very 

bad. Sure, Iôd done something different, but if a reader is 

scratching her head trying to figure out what the book is 

about, then Iôve failed at the most important thing. 

Finally, I went back to my original ideas, and put on 
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some tag lines. By approaching my name - my brand - 

and the title in a slightly different way from how most 

womenôs fiction was being done, I managed to put my 

personal spin on it while still getting across a sense of 

what the book was about. When things have been done a 

certain way, itôs okay to use that as a starting point. It 

gets your story across in visual shorthand the reader is 

already familiar with; donôt be so original that you forget 

to make it easy for the reader to know that she wants to 

read your book. 

 

      

                        

Keep branding in mind. Especially when 

publishing your backlist, itôs important that readers get 
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the chance to associate a certain ñlookò with your brand. 

It packages your work beautifully, and it also prevents 

you from having to start from scratch with every title. 

Even if you have different types of books, you can keep 

the brand consistent. Maybe Baby is one of the first 

romantic comedies I wrote, and it (along with The 

Comeback Kiss, Crazy in Love, and Wish You Were 

Here) has a different tone and style from the womenôs 

fiction novels I wrote. So, for that branding, I went 

brighter, but with the same basic style. 
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For another great example of visual branding, go 

look up Anne Stuartôs Ice series on Amazon. Thatôs what 

you want.  

 

Remember that what you like and whatôs best for 

the book marketing-wise may not be the same thing. 

You are no longer just an author. You are a publisher. 

Your job right now is to sell that book, and sometimes, 

that means choosing a design that may not be exactly 

what you personally like. Myself, I have an outrageous 

fondness for cool walls with shelves, like Bridget 

Asherôs The Provence Cure for the Broken-Hearted. 

Unfortunately, that wasnôt right for the feel of my books, 

and had I gone with something like that, I think I would 

have been promising something I wasnôt necessarily 

delivering in the story, even though I personally would 

have loved that cover. Make sure that your cover makes 

a promise your book will deliver on. 

 

Donôt be afraid to send the designer back. No one 

hits it out of the park on the first time out. Your designer 

should be happy to go back with your suggestions and 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0778321711/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=landiaric-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399369&creativeASIN=0778321711
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make it work. This is your business, and any 

professional designer will expect to go through five to 

ten passes before you settle on something that works. 

That said, if youôre sending him back for the fiftieth 

time, maybe get some outside perspective on the matter. 

You might be obsessing over details that donôt matter; 

there comes a point where you must let it go. 

 

So the basic tenets of great book covers?  Keep it 

simple; get across the spirit  of the book, not necessarily 

the letter; and pay attention to your branding. If you do 

that, all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all 

manner of covers shall be well. 
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Submission  

 

Okay. Youôve written your cover copy, finalized 

your cover design, youôve made sure your story is tight 

and your manuscript is clean.  What now? 

Now, itôs time to get to work. 

Before we get into it, though, a quick word about 

publishing platforms: StoryWonk isnôt owned by or 

affiliated with any of the platforms weôre about to talk 

about.  I use them for my books, and I recommend you 

use them for yours, but there are other platforms out 

there, and everyone has an opinion about which is best.  

Iôll give you specific advice for the platforms I use, but if 

you choose to go your own way, I wish you nothing but 

luck. 

 

Choose Your Own Adventure  

 

You stand at a fork in the road.  To your left ï or 

perhaps right ï is the short road, with a sign that says, 

ñAmazonò.  To your right ï or maybe left ï is the long 
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road, with a sign that says, ñAmazon, and everywhere 

else tooò.  The short road is the fastest route to getting 

your book into the hands of the grateful reader; the long 

road gets your books out to more people, but demands 

more hard work and patience.  Thereôs no right answer; 

Amazon isnôt the only game in town, but itôs by far the 

largest ï some say itôs responsible for as much as 70% of 

all ebook sales ï and if you think that all your readers are 

in possession of Kindles, then you donôt necessarily need 

to worry about any other platforms.  On the other hand, 

once youôve invested the time to properly prepare your 

book, it doesnôt take too long to submit it to multiple 

platforms.   

No matter which road you choose, we begin in the 

same way: by rolling up our sleeves, and getting to work 

on the file. 

 

From Paper To PC  

 

In most cases, your book will be in digital form, 

which makes it relatively simple to convert into an 
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ebook-friendly format.  Weôll get to that in a moment, 

but we need to talk for a moment about the challenges of 

paper-to-screen conversion.  If you just have a physical 

book ï perhaps a treasure from your back-list, written in 

the dark, sepia-toned days before computers ï then 

youôll need to begin by scanning it.  Iôm not going to go 

into too much detail here, because the best advice I can 

give you is to hire someone to scan and convert your 

book for you, but if youôre determined to do it yourself, 

follow these steps: 

Cut the spine from the book.  Your local FedEx 

office will charge you the princely sum of $1 per book to 

do this, and you should absolutely take advantage of the 

offer.   

Scan the pages.  Trying to do this with a traditional 

flatbed scanner will drive you insane.  Invest in a 

scanner with a feeder which can hold multiple pages, or 

a hand-held scanner that you can use on the pages 

directly.  When the pages have been scanned, youôll 

need to save them as high-resolution images; JPG will 

work, but a lossless format like TIFF will give even 

better results.   
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Convert the pages to text.  At this stage, you need 

to turn to the sorcery that is OCR, or optical character 

recognition.  If you use Microsoft Office, you already 

have OCR software, but you may want to consider 

spending some money to get a better program.  Every 

penny you spend now will save you minutes ï or hours ï 

in copyediting your manuscript; that said, be wary of 

spending of a lot of money on a piece of software youôre 

only going to use once or twice.  If this seems daunting, 

talk to your local branch of FedEx or Kinkoôs, and they 

may be able to scan and convert your pages for you. 

Collate and copyedit.  Now that you have a text 

document, you need to go through it with a fine-tooth 

comb, correcting the inevitable mistakes the OCR 

software has left behind.   

Now, armed with your shiny new digital document, 

youôre ready to start converting 

 

 

The Dark Art Of EPUB  
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Before we distribute your book, we need to prepare 

the file.  Most of the platforms weôre going to use will 

accept DOC files, and some will even accept HTML or 

TXT files, but no two of them interpret those files in the 

same way.  That means weôll need to adjust our source 

files again and again, and upload them over and over 

again until theyôre right.  Thatôs frustrating, and itôs time 

consuming.   

Whatôs that you say? Why not convert our book into 

a universal format before we begin? 

Great idea. Youôll go far in this business, kid. 

This is a good time to get to know the EPUB 

standard ï or the ePub, ePUB, EPub or epub standard, 

depending on who you ask.  Its governing body says that 

it should be written as EPUB, but their own logo uses a 

lower-case E, so you can see why so many people are 

confused.  In this guide, weôre going to use EPUB. 

Because I said so, thatôs why. 

 

EPUB is an open standard that defines how the 

digital file is constructed, so that it can be read by every 

piece of compatible software, whether on dedicated 
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hardware, the screen of your phone, or your computer.  It 

allows the text to be smoothly re-sized, for the inclusion 

of graphics, a structure of metadata (including the title, 

author, publication date, price and so on) and even 

allows for digital rights management, or DRM. 

To convert your manuscript to EPUB, you need 

some software.  If you own a Mac, then Pages can output 

an EPUB file natively, but most of us will need to find 

something else that can take care of our conversion 

needs.  Luckily, thereôs a piece of software out there that 

not only runs on Windows, Mac OS X and Linux, but is 

also free: Calibre.  To get it, visit www.calibre-

ebook.com, and click the download link at the top of the 

screen.  Youôll be converting in no time! 

 

EPUB files, however, can be a little squirrelly.  Itôs a 

complicated tangle of standards and code, wrapped up in 

a zipped package, and that can make it a little tricky to 

pin down a problem, and will inevitably lead to a great 

deal of trial and error.  If you have trouble with your 

EPUB, you have three options: persevere with grim 

determination, hire someone to do it for you ï that email 

http://www.calibre-ebook.com/
http://www.calibre-ebook.com/
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address again, info@storywonk.com ï or take the easier 

path, and succumb to the simple pleasures of the humble 

PDF. 

 

Practically Perfect PDFs  

 

If you want to distribute your book through Barnes & 

Noble, or through Lulu to the iBookstore, then youôll 

need an EPUB file.  If, however, you just want to make 

your book available on Amazon, then a PDF will suffice.   

Your word processor should be able to output a PDF 

directly, but if it doesnôt, then you can find other pieces 

of software that will do the job for you.  The ultimate 

PDF creator is Adobe Acrobat, but itôs very expensive; 

luckily, Wikipedia has a list that can help you find an 

alternative. 

A few notes on ebook presentation: use one font, 

and, as far as possible, one font size.  Be very selective 

about your use of illustrations and graphics; they will 

almost inevitably cause you problems later in the 

process.  Donôt use headers and footers; donôt forget 

mailto:info@storywonk.com
http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobatpro.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_PDF_software
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_PDF_software


StoryWonk’s Booklet of Simple Advice For The Self-Publishing Author 

49 

 

your copyright page.  Donôt hit the return key to begin a 

new page; instead, use a real page break. 

When you think your manuscript is ready, create the 

PDF, and check it thoroughly.  Unless youôre using very 

specific software, your PDF canôt be edited directly, so 

youôll need to make changes to the original file, and 

create a new PDF for each revision.  When youôre ready, 

and the PDF looks perfect, itôs time to get to Amazon. 

 

Signing Up With KDP  

 

The first step is to make an account with Kindle 

Digital Publishing, the ebook wing of Amazon.   

Firstly, you should click Sign Up beneath the text 

which reads ñDonôt have an Amazon account?ò  In most 

cases, it is better to have a professional Amazon account 

which is separate from your personal account.  Enter 

your email address, click I am a new customer, and 

then Sign in using our secure server.  On the next page, 

enter your full professional name, repeat your email 

address, and your password.  Click onto the next page, 

https://kdp.amazon.com/self-publishing/signin
https://kdp.amazon.com/self-publishing/signin
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and then accept both sets of the Amazon terms and 

conditions; you may, at this point, want to print out a 

copy for your own records. 

Now, click on Your Nameôs Account at the top of the 

screen, and complete your address, telephone number 

and tax information.  Under "Your Royalty Payments," 

select how you'd like to be paid. EFT goes directly into 

your bank account; checks will be sent through the mail. 

If you want EFT, select that, and enter your bank 

account information. Click Save, and youôre ready to 

upload. 

 

From your bookshelf, click Add A New Title.  

Complete the submission form as thoroughly as possible; 

everything you add right now will make it easier for your 

readers to find you in the Amazon store.  Youôll need a 

cover image; I recommend a JPG file 1250 pixels wide 

by 1800 pixels high.  Then upload the PDF version of 

your book; when itôs done, youôll have the option to 

view a preview of how your book will look on Kindle.  

This is the moment to cross your fingers; if everything 

looks good, then you can go ahead and complete the 
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process, but if something doesnôt look right, youôll need 

to go back, edit your original document, create a new 

PDF, and upload it again.  It may take some trial and 

error to make it perfect, but itôs worth taking the time to 

do a really good job. 

Lastly, decide whether or not you want to enable 

DRM (Digital Rights Management; restrictions on the 

book that make it more difficult to copy and share), and 

hit the Save and Continue button.   

The product of your genius has now been submitted 

to Amazon, and will appear in the store within the next 

day or two.  You can use your KDP dashboard to keep 

an eye on the status of your books, and your sales and 

royalties too.   

Since thereôs nothing to do now but wait, of course, 

you can start thinking about marketing, and where to go 

next. 
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The Future  

 

So, youôve kicked your book out of the nest, and now 

itôs making its way in the world.   

But your work isnôt done. Oh, no. Now is the time 

for getting out there, supporting your book and 

encouraging people to buy it, review it, recommend it 

and love it.  Do blog tours, play with pricing structures, 

run sales, test the waters in this wild new world.  Thereôs 

no sure-fire way of finding success, but doing anything 

is better than doing nothing. 

Now, Iôm not a marketing guru. Itôs not a service I 

offer because I have mixed feelings about its efficacy, 

and I wonôt charge for a service I canôt deliver on. But I 

will tell you one thing Iôve learned; the best way to 

market yourself is to be yourself. Donôt do things 

because someone said you should, and donôt try to do 

everything. If youôre tweeting, blogging, Facebooking, 

podcasting and blog-touring to exhaustion, Iôll guarantee 

youôre not doing any of those things to the best of your 

ability. 
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Choose the things you genuinely enjoy doing, things 

you understand and can do well, and then do those 

things. Do you love to write essays? Blogging might be a 

good option for you. Are you naturally pithy and funny? 

Tweeting may be a good idea for you. Do one thing 

really well, and youôll get farther than doing ten things 

badly. 

But the most important thing? Keep writing. Produce 

new books. Improve your writing skills and have fun. As 

we always say here at StoryWonk, write to your joy. 

Never forget that you were called to writing for a reason, 

and that the most important thing is the story. 

I wish you the best of luck in all your publishing 

adventures, and I canôt wait to hear about your 

successes! 

Now go out there and have fun! 

http://storywonk.com/

