PALA Panel on Book Series
Ina: We have a terrific panel. They come to us with a lot of different experiences to bear on this idea of spinning a book into a series and why that's a good idea. You may already have some thoughts on that but we're going to hear a lot more about that today.

The first person, the gentleman to my left, is Joel Eisenberg. Let me introduce him. He's a writer and producer whose new book series, The Chronicles of Ara, of which I can personally speak highly—it's an epic, 8-volume fantasy saga written with Stephen Hillard—was released to rave reviews by Incorgnito Publishing. Joel's a partner in Eisenberg-Fisher Productions and former head of EMO Films at Paramount Studios Feature Film Production Companies. He's the cofounder of All Cities Media, an entertainment industry networking group. His events have been hosted by Warner Brothers, Paramount Studios, Sunset Gower Studios, and the Law Offices of Greenberg Traurig, among others. Feature projects include Unreleased and April Showers, the latter based on the Columbine school shootings scenario. Joel is the writer of several award-winning independent feature films and producer of a slate of past and upcoming feature and TV projects, including Mirkwood, based on the Amazon.com bestseller. You can find out more about Joel's new book series at ChroniclesofAra.com. And with that, I'd like to introduce a guy who is not only talented as hell—he's also a really nice guy: Joel.

Joel: Okay. As you see, I'm immensely important and—nah, I'm just kidding. I love speaking to groups, and I'll tell you why: because I still do it. Period. I'm a writer; I sit there in Starbucks every morning. My prime writing hours are from 5 o'clock in the morning to about 12 noon, with two venti Pikes with no room, meaning no room for cream or milk or sugar or anything, and a bagel and peanut butter. If that bagel and peanut butter doesn't happen, I have a lousy day. The thing is, it gets me into a frame of mind where I feel that I need to write. It's not an obsession; it's not anything other than breathing to me. If I wasn't a writer I really have no idea what I would do. 
I come from the film business. I much prefer writing my novels and being imaginative on paper in the morning than working on a film, to be completely honest. This series right now is being developed as a television series. We hope to have some news today but we don't yet. But hopefully we will next time.

The point of all this is this: There are some writers in the room; there are some publishers here. Writing a series is a good bet. However, if you are a publisher, you need to make sure that your writer is willing to do the legwork and do whatever it takes to market that book. If you're a writer, you have a fiduciary responsibility to the publisher to make the publisher whole in terms of his financial output. A lot of writers don't look at it that way. A lot of writers will veer a little toward being bohemian, which is fine. Everything is for the art. 
And I'm like that too, I can be—there are no virgin ears in the audience, right?—I'm from Brooklyn. I can be a real pain in the ass when it comes to wanting on paper and keeping on paper what I want. I don't want to compromise my vision. However, that does not disqualify me or any other writer from meeting their obligations, which is (a) getting the words on paper, and (b) making sure, like I said, that the publisher is whole. The publisher is going to give the writer a contract. That publisher has marketing fees and any other fees, and book copying, and if you're fortunate, traveling and signing and promoting and speaking. So publishing and writing is a team effort. I'll just sort of leave it at that for now. But it's a team effort. It takes two. Thank you.
Ina: Thank you again, Joel. We'll be back to you. We're going to move to Erika Fabian. Erika you've seen before around our rooms. Erika's a versatile writer-photographer and she's had 23 books and nearly 200 photo-illustrated articles published. Her varied career includes many years of travel on assignment for National Geographic Magazine and other publishers, which resulted in a six-book series on travel photography and a three-book series on the government of Indonesia. Her current work includes writing one of several forthcoming novels and editing books for other authors. Prior to all of this, Erika taught photography at UCLA Extension for 20 years, and she was named Best Instructor of the Year while she was there. She also has extensive history with the theater, and she had a play produced in LA, a comedy. So with that I'm going to turn the mic over to you.

Erika: I've had, actually, a very bizarre and eclectic career. When I was 5 years old I wrote my first story—6 years old, pardon me—and the teacher went to see my mother and said, "This child will be a writer." But when I was 12, I said to my mother, "No way am I going to be a writer. I'm going to be an actress!" Because from about age 6, I started performing in school plays, then I got invited to perform elsewhere. So I really preferred to act, instead of sitting there writing. And that kind of defined my career. I went to Northwestern's theater school. I studied ballet. I studied modern dance in New York. I did all the right things for a career in acting. When I was at Northwestern I discovered that I really didn't like acting. I really wanted to direct! I didn't like the director telling me what to do when I knew he was wrong. 

So as a result I started—I actually won an award at Northwestern as the best director of the year for my school year, senior year. So I knew I was ready for that. I married fairly young and my husband liked to travel, so I ended up in Peru for a couple of years, and then I ended up at Northwestern finishing college. And then, from Northwestern we moved to San Francisco where I met a woman who ran an acting school called "The Actors' Lab." And three months after she said to me I could become a teacher at her school, she also told me that she had cancer and she was dying and she was leaving me the school. Her children were too young to take over. I ran the acting school for about three and a half years. Running an acting school was very different from directing plays. So I was much relieved when my husband decided to move us to Mexico City. By this time I had two children. So in Mexico City I had a house full of people helping me, so I went back into acting and directing and teaching at the University of Mexico. I was very busy for a couple of years. 

And then, I met a National Geographic photographer over dinner—we were having a big dinner for him. He needed assistance because his assistant wasn't good enough. He needed somebody who could speak Spanish and tag along on all his shoots. So I said, "I'll do it!" because I liked him.
Suddenly, my whole life turned around! I discovered the freedom of running around, talking to people, convincing them to allow us into the most impossible places in Mexico City, so he could photograph. And I loved it so much that I said to him, "I want to do more of this." I was born in Hungary, by the way. Escaped in '56, and this was 1969. I was an adult, and I hadn't been to Hungary since I escaped as a kid. So I said, "Why don't you ask the Geographic to send you to Hungary on an assignment, and because I speak fluent Hungarian, I'll go with you."

He said, "That will never happen, because as it turns out, somebody's already doing an assignment in Hungary. And we never change photographers." The photographer who was doing the assignment couldn't get anything done because he didn't speak the language. The Hungarians were impossible to deal with! Guess what? I went to Hungary, and I convinced the Minister of Culture that if he let me stay in the country (I had only like a 2-week visa) for 3 months, I guarantee that we're not going to photograph railroad stations, Russian encampments anywhere, because I knew the deal in Hungary. 
So I stayed in Hungary for 3 months, and that developed into going back to Mexico and 3 months later being on assignment again for the Geographic in Venice, and this went on for a couple of years. And then my husband said, "You know what? You're traveling 6 months out of the year with him. I want a wife who stays at home, so you decide."
So I decided. That developed into a 25-year career of traveling around the world. And I wasn't just traveling around the world. I pick up languages very quickly. So I would be in a place for a couple of weeks and I could find directions and know how to ask questions. The thing was that I was learning photography in the process because I was totally bored standing around, watching this man take pictures. So I learned to use a camera. I learned which lens to use when and how. So we ended up with me shooting right next to him. Some of my pictures got published at the Geographic. I was officially working as a field producer.
And then, when the break happened with my marriage it also had to happen with the Geographic because I wasn't going to move to Washington, DC. Circumstances were such that I ended up living with the photographer and my husband stayed in Mexico with the children and I would be away three months, home three months; it was a crazy life! My kids grew up in a boarding school in England.
At some point, when Al left the Geographic, we ended up doing a series of books for a publisher, and there are I think nine of them, a European series called Photographic London, Paris, Amsterdam, Rome, and then Washington DC, Los Angeles, New York City, Mexico City, and Acapulco. This was a two-year project that we invented. 
So what I want to say now is that when we made the decision, Al Moldvay, my later husband, made a break with the Geographic, and I made a break with my career in theater. We made a decision to do books together. He was tired of doing articles, and we decided we wanted to be out on our own, doing our own projects. And this was the first project, and it was Amphoto who published it. And they were so stupid that the London book sold out in a month and they didn't reprint it. 

So we then began—because we have to make a living—a series of tours to exotic places. We were teaching at UCLA—photography—and we decided to offer photography tours when nobody even thought about doing that. We would point on the map and say, "Where haven't we been? What's the most exotic place we could go to?" And we ended up choosing Indonesia. 

When we went to Indonesia we discovered a place so unbelievably exotic and different and friendly and interesting that we thought we wanted to do a series of books similar to this, on the six major islands of the country. We had no sponsor, and in America no publisher was interested in Indonesia.
This is what I wanted to talk about. We started approaching big companies in Indonesia to see who would sponsor a series of books on this marvelous country. We were running around photographing in different groups all over the different islands, and I ended up in Jakarta finishing one section of the assignment. And my approach was to this company who was actually, I hate to say, a cigarette company, Kretek Cigarettes. Kretek cigarettes in Indonesia are cigarettes laced with spices. So they really smell good. And there was this company called Sampurna, and we were approaching them to do this series of books on Indonesia. The General Manager of Sampurna said to me—he was an American—"Maybe we'll sponsor those books, but we have another idea. What would you say if you did a book for us that is like a National Geographic article, which is that it talks about the industries in our region and the possibilities for investments with other companies in our region. Do you think you could do something like this?"
This was Thursday evening. I was flying back to Los Angeles the next day. So I said to him, "I'll think about it."
He said "How much would it cost and what would it entail?"

So having had all these previous experiences of travel writing, article writing, I flew home. I was home on Saturday morning and I thought about it and Sunday I called him and I said, "It would cost this much and probably take about three months," because, generally speaking, that's how long a Geographic assignment took. But a Geographic assignment was only 30 pages and hundreds of pictures from which they selected 25. So I wasn't thinking how big the book would be. 

He said, "Can you come back to Indonesia and we'll talk about it?"

Ina: Erika, this is a fascinating story and I'd like to do a cliffhanger thing, just in the interest of moving on, but we'll come back. I'm sure everybody wants to hear more. 

Joel: But what she really wants to do is be a waitress.

Erika: Never been one in my life! I wouldn't be any good at it.

Ina: Diane, before you start let me tell people about you. After two decades of working for a top luxury retailer, Diane Vallere traded fashion accessories for murder. Crushed Velvet, the second book in the nationally best selling and Lefty-nominated Material Witness cozy mystery series, came out August 4. Diane is the current vice president of Sisters in Crime. She was cochair of the 2015 California Crime Writers Conference. I think she knows a little bit about killing people. After tonight we're going to have a little seminar on what to do with the bodies. 

She also writes the Madison Night and Style and Error mystery series. We're going to hear more about how those evolved. There are reasons for this. Diane started her own detective agency at age ten and has maintained a passion for shoes, clues, and clothes ever since. You can find out more about her works at the website DianeVallere.com. Take it away, Diane.

Diane: Hi. My background pretty much is that I started writing in early 2000—seriously writing a book. I had written things before then. I had a really great, personally finished Batman/Catwoman action book that's in a drawer someplace. But I started writing in the early 2000s. I was working full time, I was married, I—there's a little similarity to our stories—I was not particularly happy. I was working a lot of hours. I was travelling pretty much, and I didn't love to fly, so I would take a laptop on the plane with me, and I would write on the plane, and that's how my first couple of books got written. Because that was my time and nobody would bother me.

But what happened was I got to the point where I realized how unhappy I was in the life that I was in, and all the joy I was getting was coming from this writing outlet. So I really took a long look at my life. I made some decisions, like Erika, and after the fallout of that was when I picked up from Dallas and I moved out to California and started over. And I said, “I really want to prioritize this writing thing. I don't want to work 65 hours a week. I want to work 40 hours a week to pay the bills and then I'm going to write.”
So I really got in the habit of writing on my lunch break and writing whenever I had a pocket of time. I became very good at "I have a window. Turn on the muse and write because the clock is ticking." It was really good training. But after about eight years from when I first started—you know, trying to find an agent, feeling like I was on a hamster wheel, getting close but I wasn't getting any further—I was hearing a lot about self-publishing and I was really excited about the idea of taking that control. So I started my own imprint called Polyester Press. You see a recurring theme here with me. 

My idea then was I wanted to try to deliver to myself the experience that I thought I would have had from a traditional publisher. I wanted to do advance review copies. I wanted to do reviews from the major journals. All those things I'd thought about and I'd learned about while I was trying to get an agent. So that was the goal, and the reason I set up an imprint was because I didn't know at the time if it was just going to be me or if I would eventually take on other authors. 

What happened from that: I started my first series, and from there I had a second series that's now with a small press—that's the Madison Night. Then I have a third series with Penguin New York, which is Crushed Velvet and Suede to Rest. I have three series. I have a self-published one; I kept that one for myself because I really do love the control, and there's a lot that I love about it, and I'll talk about all that more. But I have one with a small press and then I have one with a NY publisher. So I really have that good kind of compare/contrast of the three different publishing channels. And I know how to get rid of bodies. 

Ina: Thank you all. You've all touched on something that got me involved in this whole way of thinking. Would you guys address the question, Why is a series a good thing for a writer and a publisher to do? Joel, would you like to start?

Joel: Yes. I made a comment before and I'll sort of open it up so people kind of understand it. I'll draw the curtains a bit: I'm represented by CAA. Creative Artists. I'm from the film business. They're the biggest agency around. The second part of that equation is that it's all bullshit till the check clears. Okay? Seriously. We do have a pending TV deal, and let me tell you how Hollywood works. I'm just going to open it up. Here's the thing.

So, the two authors who are listed on my book, myself and Steve Hillard, we signed our agreement with a TV network to turn that into an eight-hour miniseries, with an option for a full series. Michael signed his release, the publisher's release, so the television network can get the rights to the books. So what are we waiting for? We're waiting for their signatures, after they sent us the paperwork. Why do I bring this up? It relates—it's not sour grapes; I'm not trying to come across that way. If that doesn't work out, there are other outlets. 

When you do a series, you have more clout. You have more clout in the multimedia business, whether it's film, television, video games, and so on, because now your intellectual property can carry past one book. You have more clout in publishing because obviously you have that many more opportunities to build on your characters, to build on your audience, and so on. 

Quick advice: this will give you a real good audience from the beginning. Who here is on social media pretty proactively? Okay, here's the thing: Before that book was published, I knew it was going to be coming out at some point. I wanted to build up as large a social network as I could very early on. So between Facebook and LinkedIn, I had about sixty thousand connections. There are any number of ways to develop your network. Now, if you develop your network and you start promoting a series, a series of books or whatever it is, to that network, now that network is engaged. And you could post articles that sort of relate to the book and so on. 

The worst thing a person could do is solicit. "Will you buy my book? Will you buy my book? Will you buy my book?" The best thing a person could do is go on somebody's Facebook page, for example, who has been there before. On the handout that you got, there is a comment from Anne Rice that was on her Facebook yesterday—Anne Rice, who wrote Interview with the Vampire—and she writes, "Saluting Indie authors Joel Eisenberg”—that would be me—“and Stephen Hillard" for that book series right there. And she put the link and the Amazon link and all this on. 

Here's the real brief history with me and Anne Rice. I was a big Interview with the Vampire fan. I met her for the first time in New York 32 years ago, signing in Greenwich Village. Then I listened to her at the 92nd Street Y. And then I went to her book signings, like everybody else went to the Anne Rice book signings. And then I saw her at Book Expo, said hello, that was it. Then all of a sudden, for whatever reason, I hit on her Facebook page, where she starts taking articles and posting and putting them on her Facebook page, like three or four, five times a week. Then we started corresponding by email. And it's like, okay, now we're developing a little bit of a friendship. Then I introduced my wife to her at an event last year here in LA, and on and on and on and on. And she puts that on Facebook for me yesterday. I've known this woman, on my end, for 30-some-odd years. I became friendly with her on social media. And she's done series after series. She had the vampire books, the witch book, and so on. 

The point is this: there are ways for you to get eyes on your books from people who you would not think would care. Those people will then carry. When she posted that, we had a spike in sales, and then there were people—I saw like 20 shares, 30 shares, 35 shares. And I opened my Facebook and my Twitter this morning and share, share, share. Now that many more people know. When's book 2 coming out? And so on. So, use social media. You'll have a lot of clout in TV and film. Really do whatever you can to build your IP. That's why series are important. 

Audience: I have a question. I'm still stuck on 60,000. I'm pushing a thousand and 60,000 is just like—
Joel: Here's how I did it. I'll give a Readers Digest 1-minute version of how I did this and anybody can do it. Seriously. I cheated. Okay? Here's what I mean by "I cheated." Facebook, for example, has a thing where you can invite as many people as you want to, one right after another after another, and then they will send you a warning after about number 100. Okay. So, what you do is you stop at about 99. Chances are, 3/4 of those 99 will befriend you. Do this every day for 7 days. All of a sudden now you have close to about 700 friends. Take a day or 2 off, do it again for about 3 or 4 days. After that, you're going to be invited left and right. 

So before I knew it I had about 5,000 on Facebook, which is a limit. On LInkedIn, I did the same type of thing. There are lists of open networkers. Now, a lot of people don't care about all that because they may or may not be right for the market that you're selling to. But I'm an author. I have to sell books, so I don't care if I join open networker sites. And their emails and so on are on there. You press a button; you get 2,000 back within a day.
Audience: I was just going to say, when you have a lot of followers that are not engaged, it also hurts your SEO.

Joel: Here's the thing, very important: I created a brand for myself on Facebook. I'm very self-aware. I have a big mouth, okay? I'm a really nice guy with a big mouth, and I use that. So my brand is, I stir the pot on Facebook. So I'm constantly getting, "You're the guy on Facebook who's like causing trouble," but I don't cause trouble for the sake of causing trouble. What I do is I post controversial articles about everything. From the Middle East to war to marijuana legalization to whatever it is. And I'll start debates. I get people like this, threads like this. People coming back to me and writing me saying they're looking forward to my next posts. All of that gives me an audience, indirectly. 

 Audience: Is that males or females that are responding to your controversial articles?

Joel: Honestly, both. And again, my most controversial post was, I did a Barnes & Noble book signing and the woman in the third row was breastfeeding. No, I'm serious. But the thing is I put it on Facebook the next day and I wanted to see what people thought about it. 

Audience: You put what on Facebook the next day?

Joel: That there was a woman sitting not far from me, I could reach out over here and probably touch her, and she was breastfeeding her baby in front of kids. Now, I don't care, but I put it out there because I figured other people would care. I wanted to know what they thought. And boy, that was like—so, females and males, yes. Look, I'm a bald, pudgy guy. No one's coming on to me on Facebook. 

Ina: Oh, yeah? I bet that's not true. Thank you for that, Joel. Erika, for you: the question of why. Now that's what you just went into.

Erika: Yes, I just started talking about how you develop, and why and what happens, which is—I just got to that point. I didn't realize I gave you such a long saga. But basically, when I talked to this man in Indonesia and I called him and said, "Here's the proposal," and he said, "Come back and let's talk," what he really wanted was for me to sign a contract with him to write about his state, that his company was going to sponsor. This was going to be a book presented to the governor of the state from his company. So I said to him, "What do you want in it?"

He said, "I want you to talk about what exists in the state, what we would like to attract as industry, and tourism." So I thought, Okay. I went home, and I—actually, I called my husband and I said, "Come home because we have a big project to do." So we started thinking about it, a month or so later went back to the state—which happens to be East Java—and I had a big long list of things that we needed to go and visit, take pictures of, and write about. At that point the government of East Java was involved. We got a full time assistant who then interpreted because I didn't speak Indonesian at that time. Also, they knew what were the important places for us to visit. So I was learning, by the seat of my pants, all the information that they needed. They gave me all the statistics they wanted us to publish. What I didn't know, I asked. I had never in my life known what was going on in a stock market. So I went to the head of the stock market, which they recently opened in East Java, and I said to him, "Let's say that I don't know anything about what you do here. Would you please walk me through the stock market and explain what each floor is doing and how?"

Within half a day I learned everything I needed to know about who does what and how it works. And this is what we did consistently, my husband and I. We'd walk into a factory, and of course because of our past experience, we'd know. We'd walk around and decide, okay, we'll take a picture here. This is significant, talk to the director: “What do you want us to feature?” 

In effect, they made the book for us. All we had to do was go home with all the material three months later and put it together. Each segment was like an article for the Geographic: very thorough, very exact. It has pictures, it has graphs, everything is designed, color-coordinated. When, nine months later, I flew back to Indonesia with basically a copy of the book made on the computer, I knew that we had produced something so unique that we were all surprised. 

When this was done, we decided to print in Singapore. And I knew nothing about printing because all the previous books had been printed by publishers: Putnam, Ballantine, National Geographic. I had no idea about how to put it together. So I went to Singapore and chose a publishing house based on the information they gave me. I'm telling you this because a lot of you might think this is the first time we went into self publishing, in fact, for a company. So I wasn't putting out the money; they were paying us, but I was learning how to publish. 

Audience: Knowing what you know from doing these that you have here, how would you recommend people do it today? What advice would you give people who wanted to do something like this today?

Erika: Very good question. It depends on how much money they have. If they have the money to travel somewhere, and not to a place where everybody's been a hundred times and it's been written up everywhere—because that's very hard to sell. You go and find a place that is maybe accessible but not that well known. There are so many countries—how many countries are there in the world? You go to one that is not so overrun by tourists. And you take a camera, and today it is very easy; you can use your cell phone, and you get information. You contact tourist departments, and you tell them, "I'm coming to visit such and such a place, and I would like some information from you. I would like some help from you because I want to write about this particular area." 

The tourist departments will provide help, and here is the big secret: you never go to a foreign country without getting a guide. A local guide who speaks some English, enough for you to understand each other, but primarily he's familiar with his own area so he can get you into places, into peasants' homes, villages, the president's mansion, everywhere where you can go. And take pictures and learn. And whatever you learn you then write down and illustrate with pictures. It's no different. Now, if you want to sponsor yourself, fine. Otherwise, what you can do is find out what tourist department, what companies are there who might be interested in sponsoring your material and helping you print it and publicize it. So those are really the two ways I know how I would go about it. 

Ina: Thank you, Erika.

Joel: Can I mention a little bit of serendipity here, for just a second? A minute ago, Erika sort of knocked a couple of these books over. This one kind of just fell in front of me. Would you mind if I read just the beginning here? "Kurt's skin was scorchingly hot. As if ignited by his nakedness a searing flame coursed through Tracy and a sweet taste gathered in her mouth as she responded to Kurt's searching kisses." I won't go any further, but it kind of goes on like that on the front page. I'm like, "Hell, I'm in an airport. I want to read this book." This is like—she knows how to market!

Erika: By the way, I didn't even write this! 

Joel: You know I was very impressed because here you have Making Love Work and I'm reading from that.

Erika: You know what? This was a challenge. You know, I am a serendipity person. I get challenged by something and I'll jump into it. I took a course at UCLA while I was teaching there, in what I thought was going to be novel writing. It turned out to be romance novels. Then I heard that there was a competition at a very big romance book meeting. This was early in the era of romance books. So I went with a friend to the competition. There were 300 women sitting there, and my friend said to me, "You will never sell a book here."
I said to myself "You'll never sell a book here. But because I am a world traveler, I know exactly what book will sell, what subject." Nobody has ever been to Ethiopia the way I have been. Flying on a private Swedish plane, dropping food in the Omo Valley. Who the hell knew about this? So I went home and wrote a proposal. Three weeks, maybe six weeks later, a huge package arrives from Harlequin. I open it; six books fall out. And an editor writes to me that she had the good luck of reading my proposal, and would I consider writing a book for them?

At that time, I was proposing a 300-page book. They said, Would I write a 500-page book? It needs a subplot, expanding the story. So I thought, "Sure, no problem." I'm good at inventing stories, anyway.

Joel: She's even better in Italian.

Erika: So they published the book. One hundred thousand copies flew away in a month. Australia made it their book of the month. They published it in four or five different languages; I could never convince them to send me the Japanese copy. But, then I had a new editor who demanded that we submit I don't know how many versions of the same book. And I thought, "I don't want to waste my time on romance books." I was doing these books, in Indonesia. So I'm not set on things. However, I got the rights back. This is one of the things I want to talk to you about. I've worked now with at least half a dozen very big publishers in America. They let the books go out of print; I got all the rights back.

Ina: Okay, I'm going to again do the cliffhanger thing. Let's let Diane hit this topic of why is it a good idea to do a series?

Diane: There's actually two things I'm going to quickly go back to that my panelists have mentioned. One of them Joel mentioned earlier on, that you really have a responsibility and a partnership with your publisher to do whatever you can to make those books sell. 

I want to reiterate that. I know a lot of people who think, "I got a contract. I'm done!" That's not how it works. You're going with a publisher, small press, big press, any press: it's not just your job to write the book, to write the series, to come up with the hook. It's your job to get out there and market it in a variety of ways. You find what's comfortable for you. You don't do the things that make your skin crawl. You find the ones that are fun to you. 

You know, he has fun stirring up debates on Facebook, which is fine—it builds his brand. I post a picture of what I'm packing every time I go to a conference. This is a really silly thing but I get so many comments on my suitcase. You know, I lay it out on the bed; I take a picture; it's my brand of shoes, clues, and clothes so people are talking about clothes. It gets a lot of interaction. So again, you find what works for you. Whatever that is, it is still your job to help sell books. It's not the publisher's job to sell the books. It's your product, so you have to. I just wanted to put an exclamation point after that. 

To the question right now of why it's a good idea to do a series instead of a standalone book. In a nutshell: when you do a book 2 it helps to sell book 1. When you do a book 3, it helps to sell books 1 and 2. When you do book 4, it helps to sell book 1, 2, and 3. So on the handout that I gave you, what I basically wanted to show was three different scenarios. These are my actual expenses per book that I put on here. Sales I kind of projected out a little bit.

The first one is if you just have one book. And you can see how high the expenses ended up being on that one book. The total expenses there were $3,875 on that one book. Some of that was because it was my first book and I wanted to do everything. I could have gone more expensive than that; it could definitely be more expensive than that but I am a very frugal person, so I do think about where every dollar goes. 

But again, you know, I was optimistic. I thought "I'm going to do this, I'm going to do it really exciting, I'm going to buy 100 ISBNs from Bowker. I'm not just going to buy one for $125." One is $125, 100 is $575. When you do the math, it's a lot smarter to buy 100. Especially when you think about the fact that one goes on print, and one goes on mobi, and one goes on epub, and if you want to do a large print, that's another one, and if you want to do any collections, that's another one. Audio is another one. I was very optimistic, so I plunked all that money down with that first book. That's an expense that I don't have for other books. That's scenario 1.

Scenario number 2, I show you books 1, 2, and 3. Again, you can see: same expenses. And I held the sales the same for all of them. I should have probably projected them out, but what I did is I held the sales for book 1 across the board. You can see that having a book 2 and having a book 3—they didn't cost as much ’cause I was smarter. To Erika's point about when she started to learn about publishing—you know, when you're going to do it, you learn about publishing a little bit. You start to realize that maybe you did things that didn't work and you don't have to do them again, or you figured out places where you can cut costs or things like that.

But again, the three books out helps to sell. If you look over to the far right side you see the return on investment. The first one is 578 percent. The second one is 790 percent. There's a jump there. But the really critical thing, I think for this panel discussion here, is when you look at the third scenario.

I've got the four books there, but there's three additional things in there. There's a short story that I wrote: 4,000 words. I wrote it because I wanted to understand the backstory between my main character and her main love interest. I thought it was an exercise in writing. I didn't think I was going to do anything with it. Then I gave it away to all my newsletter subscribers. Then I gave it away for free on Goodreads. I don't know what else I did with it, but I gave it to everybody who wanted it. And then I put it up on Amazon for 99 cents. Now it's free on Amazon, ’cause it's kind of like that teaser to get you to get the story for free, and if you like the characters you go into the series. 

It's an extra, and you look at the expenses to that: it's an e-book only. There's the cover. So that's a lot of profit. The other thing that I did, because I had these additional books—I bundled together books 1 and 2. I had already written them. They're already out there. But now I put them together as a set. No new content; it's just a different way to buy it. I put together books 1, 2, and 3 as a set. So on Amazon you can get books 1, 2, and 3 as a set. On Barnes and Noble and on Kobo you can get 1 and 2. So I kind of separated it because I like to experiment and see what performs in different places. 

Audience: Did you package it in a box?


Diane: E-book only. So again, the expenses are much lower. It's content that's already out there. But when you have a series, you can look at doing things like that that are going to help. You're working with the same content. 

Audience: Is it one file, then? One e-book file?

Diane: Yes. It's one e-book file. And again, I think you save a dollar if you buy the bundle than if you buy them individually as e-books. So it's not a major savings, but there's a little incentive there. When I did the 2-book set I tossed in some extras. Because my character is from Pennsylvania and she likes Pennsylvania food, I included a recipe for her favorite sandwich. That was a bonus thing. I included a blog post from her cat, which I did for a promotional thing. So I popped in some extras just to say that there's bonus material. As a series you can think about things like that. Think creatively about stuff that maybe isn't part of your story, but you can do these other things that entice people. It's just another way to maximize your bookshelf. 

Ina: Thank you. I'd like to jump in at this point because it's interesting to me. When we first talked I learned about the fact that you originally published on your own, then you were picked up by an Indie publisher, and then you were picked up by a traditional large publisher. Can you talk about the advantages/disadvantages of each of those? You mentioned some of them earlier. 

Diane: Yes. I can tell you with the books that I published myself, the biggest advantage is I make the most money from that series. I'm my own publisher. But the biggest disadvantage is I spend the most money on that series. It is the most expensive because it's out of pocket, and it's out of pocket at the beginning. So you lay out the expense ahead of time, and you have to earn it back. And there is—I told you I was cheap—there is the temptation to not spend money on things. But you know, when you do that your product's going to suffer. So that's the self-publishing thing.

The small press: they've slightly better distribution. You can get into more channels. You have a little bit more leverage when you go to bookstores and they can get your book out of Ingram. Now I have my self-published books at Ingram; that's one of the reasons I did the whole imprint thing. But still, there's a little bit more of a push and the publisher is their own brand too. They have built who they are, so they're putting product out and you fall under their umbrella. So you're benefitting from their work on other people too. They have a higher profile. My small press has, I think, 60 authors. So I benefit from everything that they know plus my own marketing experience. 

And then the New York one. I lay out the least. I really don't spend any on the New York one. What I lose is the 15 percent that goes to my agent. But I really do trust her and that was something that I had wanted so long for myself when I was trying to get there that it was important to me for my career. 

Joel: You have an agent you trust?

Diane: I know. Isn't that weird?

Joel: Amazing. 

Diane: I actually had interest in the series before I had the agent. And I went to the agent and I said, "Look, I have interest from Penguin on this series. Would you like to talk?" And she said yes because she's not stupid. We had a nice conversation. I like to joke that she rejected me four times before she signed me. Four different series. Four different projects, I should say, not series, but four different projects that I queried her with along the way that her agency rejected. And now I'm her client, so I think that's kind of funny.

Audience: I've had agents, and I've gotten a little bit of work. And I started my own company, and then I got a lot of work. So I really want to have an agent because it's like The Dream, but the reality is—
Diane: If you're a self-starter, I really think that you know that about yourself. If you're a self-starter you might not need to have the agent. That might not be necessary. It's in my contract with my agent that she doesn't get anything from my self-published series, and she doesn't get anything from the series that's with the small press because I kind of felt like I built that house. And those were two of the projects that her agency rejected, so in my mind I'm kind of like, "I don't think you get any of that money ’cause you weren't smart enough back then!"

But it is nice to have a person who's a sounding board. And I have a fourth series starting in February that came about only because of her. Only because of her. I was not looking for a fourth series. That's a little insane. But it was a great idea; it was right up my alley. It happened over lunch with her and my editor and she made it happen. So—
Ina: And it involves shoes, right?


Diane: It involves costumes. Which is why I have a clown tie on in the author photo that you guys may have seen promoting this.
Joel: I just want to say something real quick regarding agents. It has to be a good fit. Period. When you get an agent, there's a little bit of a trap. If you're a person just beginning and you're fortunate enough to get into a big agency, you risk getting lost. And the other side is, if you're just starting out and you get into a small agency, you risk signing with somebody who doesn't have the power or the ability to get you where you need to be. You really need to see if they're going to be there for you and so on. It's not just a matter of having an agent, signing with an agent. They have to really fit with what you're looking for. 

Diane: And just to piggyback on that, I had the benefit when I had the interest from the publisher. I didn't go to anybody except for the agent that I signed with. I went to the one that I already knew was the one that I would sign with if I could sign with her. So I had eight years of querying in there. You know, I had multiple projects so there were a lot of those agents who rejected me, but then I had another project and I like their authors and I like how they did business so I went back to them with a different project. So I had relationships with agents, just not a contract with an agent—until then, when I went to her. That's when I knew, at that point, and we had an hour-long conversation before I said yes. 

Erika: I'd like to add two things. I had an agent for the first book that I coauthored, actually. The agent was already in place because my coauthor had this agent. The agent sold the book and all these different copies, the last one in Israel a couple of years ago. It was a very good relationship, very correct. Everything was fine, but when I tried the next series, I tried with an agent, and while the agent spent all that time correcting my English because of punctuation or whatever—I don't put commas correctly—in the meantime I just went ahead and sold the book directly. 

I want to add something to this. These books were sold directly to the publisher because of our reputation as National Geographic photographers. Nobody has ever done anything like that, so Amphoto was very interested in it and bought the whole thing. When Putnam's editor-in-chief and I met at a book conference and I showed this book to them—these two books—because I wanted to get into Putnam again as a publisher to republish this book, because I have the rights to it. This was commissioned, by the way, by a very big, big, big, big company in China. And this was the companion book to it. It's a paper doll book. So I went to Putnam and I said, "Would you be interested? I own the rights. Would you like to republish the books?"

She said to me, "Yeah, but it's all done. We want to have all the fun. We're not going to republish your book because it's already a book." So guess what? I'm going to do it myself. 

So it depends, like you said. Agents have to be a good fit. And I guess I'm too independent. I'm not a good fit.

Joel: She should be an agent. Steve Martin said one thing, and you should write this down—it's the best piece of advice I ever heard, seriously: "Be so good they can't ignore you." And then the agents and everybody else will come to you.

Audience: All the panelists have done a great job. Seems like a small question. "There is no shelf life on early titles. I could go either way." How did you mean that?

Diane: When you publish an e-book right now, it doesn't go out of print. When you put out book 5, book 6, book 7, you're going to continue to sell book 1. It's going to keep driving sales on that. So it never gets old. It never becomes that, "Oh, I'm not going to read book 1 because that was five years ago. I'm just going to read the new one," because it's a series. So when it's a series you're kind of keeping the old one new because it's all part of that same thing. That's what I meant there. 

Audience: What is ARC?

Diane: Advance Reading Copy or Advance Review Copy. The R can shift what it is. It's a copy of the book that you're sending out to reviewers before publication. You want to get it into the hands of book bloggers, of reviewers, so that they give reviews and start spreading the word about the book. The first book that I did I think I printed up, oh, I don't remember now. But I printed up the most for the first book. I went to a local printer in Hollywood. I called a couple and got the best one, the best pricing on one. And they printed it up for me and I sent them out. And the second one I didn't do as many but I also did e-ARCs. There's NetGalley.com out there; they will host your e-file of a prepublication book and reviewers can download, apply, and download it from there. It's an Advance Review Copy but it's in digital form. It's not free. I think it was $300 through IBPA, but it's one of the member benefits to IBPA. 

It has all different books by all different publishers. There are copies that reviewers can request for download, and reviewers fill out a profile. So you might say, "I post my reviews on Amazon and Goodreads and Barnes and Noble and iTunes and Facebook and I have my own blog and I have 10,000 followers." And the publisher might say, "That person looks legitimate." Somebody else might say, "I love free books," and the publisher might say, "Not!" So it's the publisher's choice what happens. I think through IBPA it might be automated.
Audience: You have to be very careful on NetGalley because there are a lot of people on there who just want a free book. And I got this straight from NetGalley because I raised that same question. And their answer was "No, we don't have any kind of a screen that says this person is a legitimate blogger or reviewer." So you get a lot of crap on NetGalley.

Diane: I do agree with that. If you spend a little bit of time and check out people's profiles—you can also make a science project out of it, and if you're doing it all yourself, that might not be the rabbit hole you want to jump into that day. But you can get lost screening people.

Audience: I thought it was good for if you want feedback on books.
Diane: It's a website for advance copies for review. Now some publishers actually put up like book 1 in a series because it'll generate more interest and fresh reviews on that book, which will help drive the new title that's coming out. 

Audience: A title that's already published?

Diane: Yes. Some long-running series, I've seen publishers put on NetGalley book 2 or book 3 maybe. Like I said, it generates fresh reviews, because the Amazon algorithms then give more attention to the new reviews than the old ones. But also, if there's a new book, if book 5 is coming out, it just makes people get hooked on the series, so then they go and they buy the next book. So it's all meant to drive that.

Audience: This series, are your series written so that any one of them can be read independently?
Diane: Yes. I know it's very different, my books are very different than what Joel is doing with his 8-book arc, which I think probably does need to be read in order. Mine, yes, you get an overall story arc if you read them in order, but you can read any of them out of order and you're going to get a full story and you're not going to feel lost. 

Audience: Is that what you suggest to people to do?
Diane: I think it depends what you're doing. Because I think science fiction lends itself to that bigger, broader story. Definitely. I knew I loved series fiction. So that's what I wanted to write. So when I wrote that first book, I thought, "I'm going to write about Samantha forever! She's going to be old in a walker with high heels," I just loved the character so much. I knew that because that's what I like to read. 
Audience: So people have to analyze and think about what they like, what they don't like before they really do something. 

Diane: Well, I think sometimes the story that comes to you—you know there's more to those characters. I mean, I write mystery fiction, and that really does lend itself to series more. There are standalone mysteries, and there are standalone mysteries that should be standalone. They shouldn't be series.
Joel: There are two types of series. Let me just say this really quick. Like Diana, you have a recurring character with different adventures. And that's one way. The other way is like the Lord of the Rings, the Star Wars, where you have continuing. So when we talk series, there are different types of series. So keep that in mind as well.

Audience: So you just said, one is a primary character versus a Lord of the Rings.

Joel: It's like Murder, She Wrote. 

Diane: And that's how it was pitched from the production company, Murder, She Wrote meets Sex In the City. 
Joel: There you go! A lot of TV shows have recurring characters with different story arcs. Or you have Lord of the Rings, you have Star Wars, you have those epics that—I mean, you can watch The Empire Strikes Back without seeing Star Wars. But you may get kind of, you know—it'll be tough for you to watch the second Lord of the Rings without seeing the first. 

Ina: I think also you can compare this with what's going on on television today. There are a lot of series now that have an overall arc. If you miss one particular episode you're lost. You don't know what's going on with the characters. You really have to watch them.
Audience: My question is directly related, that's exactly what I was trying to hit on. Do you purposely plant hooks, and if you're trying to hook them into buying the next one, or the previous one, do you make references? Do you plant references? 

Diane: I personally always do put references in there. Just because I like my characters to change from book to book because I want them to feel like real characters and we change based on what happens, you know. If you're involved in a murder investigation, it's probably going to change you. Even though they're light and they're humorous, I am dealing with a heavy subject there. So I make a reference back to what happened, just because if anybody read the book, there's that continuity, but I don't go into major detail about it because I would like someone to think, "Oh, that sounds interesting! I want to go back and read that book," if they haven't already. 

I did want to make a quick note, not about my books, but we're talking about series tonight. We're not just talking about fiction. Everybody knows the For Dummies series, right? That's a series! Every book is different, every author is different, but that is a series. So that's another way to think about it from a nonfiction standpoint. Again, the branding of that. People know those, and now people will go to them. 

Joel: And I was just going to say that too. You could sort of piggyback branding with series as well.

Diane: I found myself confusing them constantly as I was trying to make notes for tonight because it does kind of work together. 

Joel: But see, Diane is really, really good because you have your brand. And what were those three words that you used before?

Diane: Shoes, clues, and clothes. 

Joel: Perfect. So I mean, she's a brand name. So if you're a writer, figure out what your brand is. If your brand is in your fiction, all the better, or if it's in your nonfiction, all the better. Series does not have to be fiction or non. But figure your brand; it always helps. 

Ina: Erika has done different kinds of series. Some of her series are nonfiction, but some of them are not. Some of them are fiction. So she's handled both, and indeed you can. I'm doing both now, as a matter of fact. You can do that if you try to figure out, in my case if I try to figure out who the hell I am. I'm about 17 different people. So to do a brand, I—there's a project that I'm working on that I was afraid to put in touch with another brand because it totally would confuse and upset a bunch of people.

Joel: Just change your name to Sybil or something.

Ina: I use different names. And you can do that. Yes.

Erika: I don't see why you can't take almost any subject and break it down, and it just depends on how long you want the next book to be. Or chapters or short books. You know, very popular online is like 30 page books about a certain subject, and then the next subject, 30 page booklets. They're like chapters; eventually you can put them together. But the marvelous thing today is that you can self-publish and nothing stops you. And if you're good enough, people will pick up your work and read it, and tell about it to other friends, and they'll buy your book. So there's a revolution going on in publishing that favors the writers. 

Joel: There's a reason why a lot of author houses or a lot of publishing companies close the door on unsolicited manuscripts or they close the door on books being submitted without agents. The obvious reason for that is because of quality. There is a fear that the quality is not there. This is the same reason why Barnes & Noble and chain stores didn't take most self-published and print on demand books, because there's a question about quality. And so on. It's the same exact type of thing. So a publisher doesn't want to waste their time. 
I'll use a case study here: my publisher, Michael. The guy's constantly working. I'm up at Starbucks at 5 o'clock in the morning and I'm writing till late at night, and this guy is doing business on the publishing side. Small company. New company—5 writers, 4 writers, whatever it is. The thing is, you take that and you multiply it exponentially. A publisher's not going to want to spend all that much time if it doesn't come through a rep. 
I've had, back in the day, attorneys submit for me. And for whatever reason, they didn't turn them down. In the film business it was the same type of thing. Before I had an agent in the film business I had attorneys submitting scripts. The film business is a little different, and there is an element of this in publishing. I've discovered as well, and that is specifically that if somebody gets them a book or a script five years before, and they turn it down, and you come back with something five years later that has similar themes and they pick it up, it's a hedge for them not to be sued. So with an entertainment attorney or an attorney, you could typically get in the doors in exactly the same way you can with an agent. 

Diane: I told you I was querying agents for a long time, trying to get in the door. When I decided to self publish my first book, I asked a couple of my author friends if they would give me a blurb. One of them, unbeknownst to me, after she read it, gave the book to her editor at one of these New York publishing houses who said they won't look at anything that's unagented. I get an email from the editor who said this person "sent it to me. I really really like it. Would you consider pulling it from self-publishing? It's not exactly right for our brand so you'd need to rework it to make it fit our catalog, but—"

And I said, "No, thank you." Because I was really excited at that point about my new journey and about taking control of what I was putting in mine. But that is what opened the door for me to get the fabric shop series. Because they said, "Do you have any other ideas?" And I said, "Actually, I have an idea about a woman who inherits a fabric shop." They said, "Do a proposal." And that's the proposal that got to them, and that's why I had their interest before I had an agent. 

Joel: Let me add one more thing. Everybody familiar with The Martian, the movie that's out now with Matt Damon? Do you know the story behind that? Okay. That was a self-published book. And what happened is that the author initially had given it away. Word of mouth eventually caught on and it was bought and all this type of thing, and now it's a movie with Matt Damon that cost $110 million to make, directed by Ridley Scott. That started out as a self-published book. It's not the rule; it's the exception, but it shows you that it can happen. 

Ina: How do you build in movie rights so that you can keep them? That' s a legal question. You need a good lawyer. You need an intellectual property rights lawyer to negotiate those contracts. 

Joel: But you can if you develop a relationship with a publisher that you feel that you can team with. You never know. In the independent world there are a lot of publishers that are looking at coming up. Everybody's going to want as much as they can because everybody wants to maximize their dollar. But the thing is this: if a publisher does not have those rights because they were reserved by the writer, if that becomes a series or if that becomes a movie, damn right that's going to help those book sales! So it's a symbiotic kind of deal. 

Erika: You know, when you get a contract from a publisher, you don't have to take that contract. I usually use a publishing lawyer who goes over it. We go over every aspect of it and decide what rights the publisher can have and what will I retain and what we'll negotiate. Everything can be negotiated.

Ina: Licensing rights, for example.

Audience: I tell you as a small start-up publisher, I actually drew a line that I will not publish a book I don't have all the rights to, with the exception of Joel's book because it came from that industry with the book. It's a big series, and there's a good chance that it's going to TV; that's going to help my book sales. But I actually draw the line at that. Because it's the same amount of work for me to do the book without the rights as it is with the rights. 

Joel: And remember again: you're a writer but you're also in business now. Unless you self-publish, well then you're still sort of in business. But if you're working with somebody, a small publisher, a large publisher, you have a responsibility. I learned this early on. Look, when you do independent films and what not you meet a lot of people. So my wife and I could sit here and name all the high profile people we know. So there's a joke; it's something like, "Jack Nicholson told me never to name drop." 

The point of all that is, when you get to know these people and you know people in your business, publishing or whatever it is—we know high profile authors, and they all say the same thing: Your best friend is yourself. You've got to get yourself out there. Your publisher is giving you the opportunity; it's up to you now to make it go.

Diane: The publishers will also support people who they see working hardest to drive their own sales. 

Joel: It's an incredible risk on their part.

Diane: It is! And authors don't always think that. I know a lot of authors who don't see what the publisher does do for them. But it is a risk. The content of the book is not it anymore. It could be a great book but if it doesn't find readers it's just going to be a doorstop. And it's your job as the author to make people find out about the book however you can. And sometimes that involves coming to things like this and talking to people. How do I make people know about my book? 

Joel: And as a writer, wouldn't you want your book to sell anyway?

Diane: No one's going to care about your book as much as you. 

Ina: Let me ask you a question, Diane. One of the things that I was interested in learning more about to share with everybody is, when you create a book and you create a series, you have a series in mind—we were talking about you love your characters, and you want to see one of your characters go on forever. You want to see them with the walker and all this. Are there tips that you can share—all of you, this is really for all of you. Are there tips that you can share with the room about creating characters that people will want to read more about? They'll want to know about what happens next. One of you asked about whether or not you plant hooks. What other kinds of things can you do to craft the characters, and do you even think that way when you're writing?

Diane: I do a general character—let's start that over. I take a sheet of paper and I try to write down 20 things about my character. I read this on a blog. They said everybody can come up with 6 or 7, but then you start to stall out. You get past how they drive and how they dress and what college they went to maybe, things like that, and you really have to start thinking about this person. Did they play an instrument in elementary school? Are their parents still alive? Do they know how to change the oil in their car or not? Just quirks, like real people have. And that kind of thing helps you see these people as full. As fully formed. And when you're stuck, you can always revert back to that. You can say, wait a minute—she loved the GoGos, so I totally get that. For me, when I'm writing my multiple series, I can look back and think about that character's interests. I can play that music or watch those movies to put me in her mindset. That's how I can juggle three different series. 

But those things help make a character feel real. I think when the character feels real, that's when readers connect with them. People have said to me that—and it's like a backhanded compliment—they say they like my characters because they're flawed like real people, or they make mistakes like real people. I always felt like I didn't know they were going to make mistakes. I guess they do feel real to me, so sometimes they do something that isn't the right thing to do. Sometimes they say something that isn't the polite thing to say. But it's real. And we all have those moments. 

Audience: Whether it's a series or not, you're mentioning some issues, that sometimes you're the author category, the publisher category, or the negotiate category. Can you all talk about some of those issues that are important to people sitting here, whether it's a series or not, to be aware of, that go for authors, go for publishers, or can be negotiated? Things that you learned. 

Diane: That's like an entire other panel!

Joel: Sure. Let me try. It is a big, big subject. It's that old expression, the definition of insanity is repeating the same thing and expecting a different result. So you're a writer or a publisher or an agent, it really doesn't matter if what you're doing doesn't work, you regroup. Turn it around. 

What I'm referring to specifically is marketing. If you're going to market and sell your book, and one side of marketing that you're practicing doesn't work, you need to sort of look at what you're doing, put your ego aside, dumb it down, smarten it up—whatever it is—and move forward. It's very important. It's a big question that you're asking, but regardless of what group you're in, there are always things that you can do differently. 

Audience: Did you guys have an a-ha moment, or if you said "Why didn't anyone tell me that?" I mean there's a ton of issues. Maybe in a series particularly, what are some things that you can say like "Don't do that" or "Make sure you have the rights for this" as an author.
Joel: Okay, here's the genesis of the Chronicles of Ara. There's a book by the name of Mirkwood. It was a fictional novel about JRR Tolkien. Came out about 5 years ago. The Tolkien estate had a fit. What they did was that they wanted to sue the writer, who not so coincidentally is the other author of my book series. They wanted to sue the writer because they didn't want JRR Tolkien to be used as a fictional character in a fantasy novel. 

But here's the thing. My cowriter is also an attorney. And citing first amendment rights and all this type of thing, and rights to public figures and all of this, what happened was the Tolkien estate said "Yeah, okay." They settled. And it made the Hollywood Reporter. It was a big thing because you had a little guy take on the Tolkien estate and the little guy won. So within the settlement agreement he was able to move forward now, and we had various permutations of what we wanted to do. This guy pitched this thing to me when I was taking pitches for movies. He goes, "I have a novel about JRR Tolkien. Are you interested in turning it into a film?"

We wound up teaming up. I'm skipping over gory details. We originally did a screenplay. I said, "You know what? I have another idea. Let's do something else. Let's do a TV thing cause we have a lot of material here." And at the end of the TV thing I said, "Well, wait a minute. Use JRR Tolkien and Mirkwood. What if we break this wide open?" Here's the idea: the end of the world begins when man is betrayed by his greatest creation: his art. So it's a cross between Frankenstein and Fahrenheit 451. 

So from that idea we're now able to put in as many authors as possible, so to branding and marketing, going back to this a-ha moment: That was my a-ha. So that first book features, among the characters, JRR Tolkien and Lewis Carroll. Second book focuses on Mary and Percy Shelley and the creation of Frankenstein and all this type of thing. Third book has Edgar Allen Poe, and on and on. All this is in a big fantasy story about a corrupted muse that wants to bring the earth back to a new dawn of time. 

Audience: You have an attorney with you, to be your advocate. To be your mutual advocate. So your co-writer defended you— 

Joel: No, no, no, no, no, no! This is way before I was even involved. I didn't know him. He didn't defend me or anything. I didn't know him at the time. He wrote a book on his own called Mirkwood that was a precursor to the series. So, the thing is, to take your idea, though: Get an attorney. 

Diane: Kind of even broader than that, you need to be able to see what you don't know. You need to be able to acknowledge that you don't know everything. That's rule number 1 because, especially if you're doing it yourself or even if you're partnering with somebody else, if you think you know everything, you think you know all the answers, you're going to do yourself a disservice. You have to be able to get to that point and say, "I don't have a clue about this. That's something I need to find, somebody who can help me." Otherwise you're hurting yourself.

Audience: That seems to be what I'm hearing from all of you, to try and bring this back to more of the series kind of thing. It's the serendipity and the accident. You know, so many times we have these people that offer seminars that say, "These are the steps you have to take," and I think that's what you're trying to look for, Michele, but I think that what you guys are all saying here in all the things that you've shared so far for me, is there are no steps you take. Everything happens in serendipity and accidents, and opportunity comes like you were saying, Diane, you and even Erika parallel that, where you're saying, "Teach me. Pretend like I don't know. Teach me. What do I need to know?"

Erika: Let me add something to that. This book was commissioned by, as I said, a very big Chinese company because they were opening a theme park in Florida. They already had a similar theme park in China and now they were opening one in Florida and they needed a book for children. And they needed something else for younger children who can't read. So I came up with this idea and this. Now this book has five characters.
Ina: Why don't you mention the title for the recording?

Erika: It's Adventure in Splendid China. The name of the company that was opening was called Splendid China. Like Disneyland, this is Splendid China. I came up with the idea of an adventure story in that park, and I used a character whom I knew from a Chinese legend, the Monkey King, who takes these five children around in this park. It became a mystery story because a girl loses a necklace, the lead girl, and at the end she finds it. And at the end of the book, you don't know whether this really happened or not. 

Audience: That's because Diane got rid of the body.

Diane: You were paying attention!

Erika: But what I want to point out very quickly is that I was hoping that these five children would travel not only to China but every country in the world that has something to offer, and teach children about ethnic costumes, habits, and geography, what they eat, how they live, through these books. Now, that didn't happen because I stopped when Putnam said they weren't interested in publishing it. But now I can do it on the Internet, and nothing holds me back! I'll learn as I go along what should be included by contacting the governments and saying, "Okay, what's the most important thing I should add in this book?" 

Audience: But what if you write the book series, what to do, what not to do, how to do it. It could be a bestseller— 

Joel: You know what, though? See, here's the thing. It's the Wild West! It's like the film business. There are no rules. You're going to have—you ask a hundred different people, their fakakta rules—I'm Jewish—fakakta, meh, you ask a hundred different people their fakakta rules, what's going to happen is you get a hundred different responses. 

Audience: So you do a series; you do the first book and you put it out there for sale. It sells five copies, it sells 5,000, whatever. You're still writing the next book because it sells 50 copies, but then—at what point did one drive the other to be successful? Or did it happen right away?

Diane: In my case, when I finished writing the first book, I started writing the second book. When I finished writing the second book, I started writing the third book. And this was all happening during that time when I was trying to find an agent. Because I kept thinking, "I want to be ready." They're going to come after me and I'm going to say, "Hey! Look what I have for you!" Which did not happen.

But that was kind of how that happened. The second series happened because I just thought—the first one wasn't selling, and I thought, "I'm going to try. I have a different idea. I'm going to write it exactly like the first one, except this one's a decorator. She's not in the fashion industry. This one's blonde. She's obsessed with Doris Day." And I thought, "I'm going to write this book this way." I started writing and I realized this is a completely different character. She's different! It's a different setup. It's a different story. She's 47; she's not 30 something. She's been through a different part of life. And that's when I realized, okay, there's a second series there. 

Audience: Did this series start selling, either one of them, by the time you got to book 3? Before book 1 and 2?

Diane: So when I put book 1 out, I had four manuscripts. I put book 1 out, and I already had my timetable of when I wanted book 2 to come out, but I didn't put book 2 out as book 2. I put book 4 out as book 2. I had to rewrite it, because it felt more fresh. Think about it: I'm writing them in order and writing them for a while. Serious work went into that first one to make it fresh; then I took book 4 and made it book 2. 
The first one came out June 2012. Book 2 came out in March 2013. Book 3 came out December 2013, and then book 4 came out January of 2015, so there was a little more than a year before book 4 came out, but that's because I had multiple series. I think, from what I've learned talking to people in the industry, when you have multiple things coming out, your name is still out there. You're still promoting a book. For me, it all fits under that same brand. So I was able to go a little longer between books because I had other things in there that still spoke to the same reader base, or still built the reader base. 

I left my full-time job two years ago, maybe. I started all this while I had the full-time job. It wasn't just that I decided, "Hey, I'm doing so well I'm just going to quit my job!" I mean I had been thinking about decisions there anyway. 

Audience: This makes me think of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sherlock Holmes. They have something set up. My god, it must be multibillions because you can never remember when you haven't seen Sherlock Holmes. 

Audience: Are there times when you decide, "Well, let me do this title even if I don't think it's going to make money because it's going to extend the series and it will bring more benefit to the original, to the series as a whole." I guess what I'm asking—right now I do a series of books that are for English language learners. And some of the titles do very well. And some of the titles don't do so well. For some countries it's better than for other countries. Japan, good; Brazil, I don't know. So my thought is with Brazil, do I take a chance on something like Brazil because I figure, you know, maybe even if Brazil doesn't do well, it'll bring more attention to the other nationals—
Erika: Yes, Brazil will do well because look at the economy in Brazil. It's an up and coming economy. So absolutely you should take a chance. 

Audience: The Brazilian economy right now is hurting. In fact a PW article—Publishers Weekly—just talked about that too. Germany is just starting to get legs but Brazil is really still hurting. So you might want to wait just a little bit. 

Erika: There you are. 

Audience: I mean, like you did a series of photography books. Some were more successful than others. Did you have a pretty good sense of which ones were going to do well?

Erika: No. No idea. As I said, the London book sold out in a month. I'm still sitting on books for Amsterdam because there aren't that many people going to Amsterdam. No, I don't think you can actually second guess. The thing is, you can't predict how successful a book will be. But if you want to do it, do it. You don't know which one will work and which one you'll just have to write off as "part of the series."

Joel: And then market the hell out of it. 
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