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This is an account of my first year “back in the saddle” freelance writing. 

For the first time in my life I had a supportive partner who wanted to encourage me to pursue my own writing while he earned our bread-and-butter. He was also what I jokingly refer to as my business manager, as he created a business strategy for me that worked despite not knowing anything about the publishing or writing industries. He’s also referred to as the poet. He came up with an hourly rate I should be charging editing and proofreading clients with profit margins and everything. And he took some of the free work I did on himself so that I would be, well, free to follow the dream.

I’d had a very long time off, so to speak, busily editing books and magazines for various publishers. But I’d fallen out of circulation and needed to get back into the sights of the various editors and magazines I worked for before.

What I needed was a creative business plan too. I’d been working as “Diane Parkin” for such a long time, but in May 2015 I was marrying again and wanted to rebrand myself and use my new name, and – hey – what writer wouldn’t want to work as a Wordsworth? So my plan was twofold: get back into writing; relaunch, rebrand and repackage myself and my existing books.

This is how I did that over the course of a year.

The “diary” first appeared on my blog Tales from Baggins Bottom from September 2014 to the end of August 2015. In September 2015, it was changed to the slightly more professional-sounding “diary of a freelance writer”, and in January 2016 it moved to my new blog, Words Worth Writing. This first year has now been edited and updated and includes extras in the form of weekly exercises. 

It’s up to the reader how to use these exercises. They can be ignored, incorporated or cherry-picked, depending on how the reader likes to work. All I ask is that if this work has helped you with your own writing, then do let me know. You can find out how to find me at the end of the book.

Freelance writing is a scary business, in more ways than one. But try not to be scared, come hold my hand. See how I got back into the swing of things ... it might work for you too.
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Today has been a day of tidying up and taking stock, checking notebooks and drafts, starting to shift some editing to make way in the working day, and some short writing to keep that writing muscle exercised. I’ve made some decisions, I’ve tidied up my workspace and writing bag, and I’ve started work.

Twee Tales 

Twee Tales is my first existing anthology of short stories. 

Twee Tales Too

I’ve collated ten stories so far and have designed the cover. At the moment, it’s sitting at 12,977 words. I need just two more stories, preferably longer ones, and then this one will be going into production.

Tales from Baggins Bottom Best Bits

I’ve decided that I’m going to start to electronic-ify (!) this paperback and make the ebook free. The paperback will still be paid for as there are production costs still involved with a proper, tangible book.

Tales from Baggins Bottom Best Bits Book Two

I’ve decided I’m going to start collating the posts from 2006 onwards into the second book. I’ve already got the cover designed (it’s an orange version of Book One), and again the paperback will be paid for, probably the same price as Book One, but the ebook will be free.

Novels

The Beast Within is the sequel to Night Crawler and currently stands at 5,098 words. Catch the Rainbow is the prequel to Night Crawler and currently stands at 9,743 words. I’ll probably alternate between these two books for my long projects. When I run out of steam on one, I’ll leave it to percolate while I work on the other. Then, hopefully, by the time I run out of steam on that one and go back, I’ll have lots of ideas formulating in my head.

We Also Served

I need to sit down and look at what interview material I already have and try and knock it into shape so I can make a sample first chapter. The publisher interested in it only wants to see one sample chapter, whereas they usually ask to see the first three chapters.

They are waiting for this outline and sample chapter; there’s apparently a three-book contract waiting on it too. I need to build this work into my working week.

Short writing work

Today I’ve written a short review for the blog of 425 words and the first draft of a reader’s letter of forty-three words.

Next jobs on the short writing work list are the first draft of a new short story, The Complete Angler, and the second draft of a filler for the Guardian newspaper.

This short story and the next one I want to complete, Breaking the Ice, are the two I’m hoping to add to Twee Tales Too. If it comes up too short, I have a very short-short (of sixty words) that can come out, and the next story on the list, Don’t Break a Leg, can go in.

This week I have a short story in My Weekly called Alexandra’s Ragtag Band. This was a story I wrote for a competition two years ago. It started out as 1,750 words, and when My Weekly accepted it for publication, they asked me to pare it down to 1,400 words. And, of course, I obliged. My original version of this story is already in Twee Tales Too.

Each week or so, usually at least every fortnight, I also write a very short walk report, apx 300 words, which I then send to six local newspapers. This is the only free work I do. It’s for a charity group I used to be a member of and it keeps me in the sights of the various newspaper editors. Unfortunately, I’m no longer a member of the charity and shouldn’t really be doing the publicity for them, so I’m handing over the reins of this one to someone else in the group in October. I’m hoping this will free up some time to concentrate on all of this other work.

Editing

I’m currently in the middle of a first hard-copy edit of a non-fiction book. I’m hoping that will be done tomorrow so I can start the electronic edit and get it sent back to the client. The next job on the editing list is a new novel from a fairly new repeat client. I’ve given myself until the end of next week to get that done.

In between these two jobs I have a book blurb to check for another non-fiction about to be published. I also have another new client who is sending me an hour’s-worth of work each week consisting of two or three very short essays.

This editing and proofreading work is my bread-and-butter, or my “day job”.

Summary

So, I hope that helps me to prioritise and organise myself back into kicking butt and churning out some work. Itemising it all has certainly helped straighten things out for me.

What scares me this week?

What if it’s a waste of time? What if all of my old editors and magazines have forgotten me? What if I’ve forgotten how to do it, or if my style is too old-fashioned or dated? What if I’m complete rubbish? What if no one buys any of my books? What if I let the poet down and his confidence is misplaced? What if I let myself down? I’m scared of a lot of things as I begin this process again. I’ve been a long time out of it.

Exercises

This week’s exercises are all about spending money. But if you can’t afford it, don’t worry, use what you have. If you have a birthday coming up, ask for gift cards or vouchers to spend at your favourite book shop or stationer’s. Visit jumble sales or charity shops. Or ask friends and family if they have any lying around.

1. Spend some time tidying your workspace. If you don’t have a designated workspace yet, find one, even if it’s a corner of the bedroom or the kitchen/dining room table. If this, or similar, is the case, buy a big plastic box and put all of your work in. Make sure the box is big enough to contain everything you need, but small enough to be stowed away. Clear away any filing, or put it on a pile “to be filed”. Throw away any junk or clutter.

2. Buy or utilise a nice notebook. Even if you prefer to work on a computer or a laptop or a tablet, treat yourself to a nice, touchy-feely notebook. If you like to carry one in your pocket, make it pocket-sized. If you carry a bag, make it bag-sized. If you’re only going to use it at your desk, make it whatever size you like. Even if you never, ever use it, a notebook is essential to a writer. And if it’s touchy-feely, then just touch and feel it every so often.

3. Buy or utilise a diary. You can use a traditional diary, any size, that starts in January. Or, if you’re like me, you can use an academic or mid-year diary. Use an electronic diary if you prefer, or a diary where you fill in the days and year yourself. Or, if you have a desk, try a desk blotter pad that has a diary on it. Fill in all the fixed dates, such as bank holidays, birthdays, anniversaries, etc, in ink; fill in everything else in pencil, in case it changes. Electronic diaries can have different colours for the fonts. A program such as MS Outlook enables you to colour-code the fonts or the backgrounds, and it enables you to make regular events recurring.

4. Buy, find or make a bag that can be your “writing bag”. This can be a tote bag, a briefcase, a satchel, anything that you can fit all of your books, pads and pens into.

5. Read. Magazines, books, paperbacks, novels, short stories, websites, text books. Read anything you want to write. 
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It’s been an interesting and busy week here in Baggins Bottom since my last “diary” post (last Tuesday). I’ve not done as much as I’d like on the big stuff, but I am starting to get into a rhythm.

Editing

I’ve had a big job I’ve been wanting out of the way so the new regime can begin. That’s what I spent most of last week doing – and completing. (Hurrah!) And invoicing. (Hurrah!)

On Monday I printed off the next big job, a 95,000-word historical novel, and that’s what I’ve been working on this week. This is a lovely book that I’m also reading in my spare time (editing pen in hand, of course). I love it when I get a job like that. It’s one of my favourite eras too, and one I’m fast becoming an expert in. (Tudor England.)

I’ve also been in discussion with lovely-already-boss who is waiting for another biggie for me to come in, but is meanwhile looking for something else I can get on with once this novel’s done.

This week I logged back onto the job board I’m a member of, and on Tuesday I pegged twenty-one editing or proofreading jobs I may pitch for later in the week, if they’re still there. Some will go and new ones will appear. But twenty-one is a good starting point, I think.

Short writing work

There has been hardly anything done on this all week, but on Monday I wrote 300 words for a friend’s interview in a writing magazine, and on Tuesday I wrote a 180-word walks report and got it submitted to six local newspapers.

I also wrote a 928-word blog, which included a review of the weekend’s entertainment.

We Also Served

Last week I asked my cousin to ask his dad (my mom’s cousin’s widower) if he’d like to take part in this National Service book. He said he’d ask, but he hasn’t come back to me yet, so either his dad isn’t keen, or it’s slipped his mind. I’ll check in with my cousin later in the week.

Personal development

Yesterday evening I took part in my first ever live webinar. I had no idea how one worked, and though I registered, I wasn’t guaranteed a space unless I was one of the first 1,000 to log in.

The webinar was run by Writers’ Digest, so I thought it would be bona fide. And I really enjoyed it. It was about copywriting, something I’ve read several books on but it’s never really clicked. It’s clicked now, though, and the cogs are turning at the back of my mind.

The only other personal development I’ve considered recently has been learning shorthand. I have the book (Teeline for Journalists), I have the CD, and I have the sound files on my MP3 player. I’d love to allocate an hour a day to that, but it’s not been possible.
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