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01 ~ Resolve to be a Writer
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Time to set priorities.

#1. Family, friends. Fun times. Gatherings. Mark them out on your calendar.

#2. Yourself. Mental, intellectual. Or physical. Or spiritual. We have to guard against mental exhaustion and stress. We need to work on our exercise and nutrition. And we need to have our spiritual connections throughout the year.

#3. Our job pays the bills. If we want our writing career to advance, we have to continue our bill-paying job. Don’t quit the job at the first flush of success. Be certain your success is sustainable.

Finally, #4. Our writing life. A and B and C. 


	We have to maintain our creative spark.

	We have to cope with the grind. We may be writing, which is doing what we love, but somedays are still hard to get through. Writer’s Block, all sorts of things. 

	One of the ways that we maintain our creative spark is by learning new things.



So here we are at our resolutions. Many people have devoted New Year’s Day to making their list or making their 100-item bucket list or things of that sort. Did you include writing? If you love writing, you should.

If you’ve been working on your writing, what can you do to challenge yourself, to do more and more every year?

Many people don’t use New Year’s Day as their starting point. They might use the first day of spring, first day of summer, or the first day of September. I can’t wait for New Year’s. I do my major reset on the first Advent. I have my writing goals, my biz goals, and my promotion goals. That all falls under the major heading of writing. But we have to be specific with it. Otherwise, we just drift through the year, and that gets nothing really accomplished.

My primary focus is writing, rather than biz or promotions.

I REALIZE THAT WRITING has to occur in six different stages. I start planning my year based on my top four or five projects. Hopefully three more projects that are hanging out there in the wings will be able to come on the stage of the year. I start considering all the weeks ahead, and I break each project into those six stages.

Sketch is my first look at the story. The main characters, the conflict, the situation, the teaser, the arc of the story. Sketching takes me about two or three days, but sometimes it takes five or six, broken apart from each other.

Next comes the Rough Shape, a rapid write that forms the basic story. Sentences, paragraphs, full pages. I constantly update the Master Book, and I make quick notes about needed research. After eight years, I know that I can write about 6,000 to 7,000 words per week of fiction. Many times it’s much more than that; sometimes it’s a slog to get 3,000 in that week. I also can write 2,000 words of nonfiction, for this podcast, for example, and approximately 1,000 words of miscellaneous, like promotional posts or scripts for a book trailer. 

After Sketch and Shape comes the Draft. I can manage 3,000 to 5,000 words daily for that. I’m developing the Rough Shape into what I think and I want the manuscript to be. I wind up with a completed manuscript at the end of this. Some people would rush to publication, but I don’t. I still have revision and more to do.

I need at least a week of time for objective distance between finishing the draft and starting the Revision. So, something else has to fill in. Luckily, there’s already something waiting in the wings, desperate to come on stage, little jobs that have accumulated while I was working my way through the Rough Shape and the Draft.

After Revision, I have several rounds more (proofing or Edit & Correct). Usually, the first day for a Rapid Read. Then 50 pages a day for close revision. Five more days for enhancements, the book description or blurb, and the script for the video trailer. Those latter two will guide all the promotional posts, so I can’t skimp on them​[1].

Another week after that for Publishing and the actual Promos, writing and scheduling them online.

Obviously, length of the projects drives how much I accomplish in a year.

Once I have a framework for the year, though, I write that schedule into my planner, a conservative number of writing projects, with three more projects waiting in the wings. Changes may occur. Flexibility is key.

Non-fiction is also part of my writing goals. The Write Focus podcast requires weekly writing work on its own.

After my writing goals, I turn to biz goals.

WHERE AM I GOING WITH this writing business?

In 2020, I realized that I needed a different outlet for my non-fiction writing. I had finished nine non-fiction books on writing. What else could I do with that information? Thus, the idea of the Write Focus podcast was born.

I had to research podcasting and audio recording. I had some necessary procrastination caused by fear of failure and fear of the unknown. In September, though, I had removed all the barricades, and it was time to stop procrastinating. We started with an episode the first Wednesday of October 2020, and we’ve been going weekly ever since October 2020, with a break for a podcast vacation in December 2021.

The podcast met another biz goal, one of those intangibles that is hard to quantify objectively: curiosity, which I define as “to keep growing, to keep exploring, to keep learning new”. Once I grasp that new, then I want to be not just okay or fair with it but good and then great.

I used the podcast to bridge inexpensively into the audiobook marketplace. “Inexpensively” means that I do much of the work myself.

With the podcast as the “keep growing with new” thing for 2020 and audiobooks as the “keep exploring” thing for 2021, then 2022 and on will be the “great to expert” levels of this curiosity goal.

Here’s the important thing about planning: Changes do happen. Flexibility is the key. Remember that.

Next on the writing list is promotional goals.

THIS CATEGORY IS BASED on the calendar. I like to celebrate book birthdays. I have 40+ titles​[2] at this point that are Writers Ink promotional posts: 16 for M.A. Lee fiction novels plus five bundles > so 21. Remi Black has nine; Edie Roones has three. That’s a lot of posts to celebrate and also sound as if they’re brand new.

Now I need to add celebrations for audio. Podbean, the primary service for The Write Focus podcast, does an automatic post for each Write Focus episode. That’s like a freebie for my workload​[3].

Each time we publish, we need to have a series of promo posts about the new book and how it ties in with other books. These posts are separate from the anniversaries. 

Also in the promotional posts are new ways to look at the back lists. These new ways require creative energies. Some promo posts are freebies, just plain posts with no advertising spend. Ads are necessary. Unfortunately, I never do as many ads as I should.

So, project schedule, for fiction and nonfiction, onto the calendar as much as possible, being general rather than specific. Biz requirements to keep growing and learning, one main focus per month, mainly which repeat because practice makes as perfect as possible. Then promotional posts, a monthly list. Sticky notes with plans and ideas come in very handy here.

The unexpected always occurs. Be ready to adapt. Build in time for adapting, a week here or there.

We’re to weekly and daily.

SPECIFICITY COMES HERE with 9,000 words per week.

Counting words for research or revision or editing or audio work or promo posts is impossible, so I count each hour spent as 1,000 words.

Book descriptions can take three hours for less than 300 words. I count those 300 words—and hope the rest of the week balances that low-word count day.

Script for a book trailer is also a low word-count day. Building the trailer start > mp4 file / finish can take 10 hours or more.

Every writing goal—yearly / seasonally / monthly / weekly—should be SMART.


SMART: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-based 



INSTEAD OF SAYING “I want to work on my book,” say “I will write this # of pages” or “this # of words”. That’s specific as to what you do and how: pages or words of writing or revision or editing or promotional posts and the like.

Measurable is the # of pages or the # of words.

Achievable—well, I set a low estimate. If I have a busy week coming up, I set 500 words or 250 words per day, and I write daily when I’m healthy. On a regular basis, I set 9,000 words or the equivalent per week. As I said earlier, I often achieve that and more.

Relevant—all work connects to my overall goals for the month, the season, and the year. If I do something not relevant to those goals, I have a dang good reason.

The T in SMART is time-based, and that’s the day (Monday, Wednesday. Friday, and so on).

SMART made a difference for me, a big difference back in 2013.

EARLY THAT YEAR OF 2013, I realized that I wasn’t writing the way I wanted to, and I missed it. I had set aside my goal of writing for publication. A series of realizations through the spring and summer took me from Wish to Active Pursuit, but I needed the rest of 2013 to learn to be SMART with my goals.

2014 became my first really productive year. I published my first book in August of 2015, and over 40 titles later, I still have my write focus.

You should have the write focus, too.
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02 ~ 7 Newbie Writer Mistakes
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The topic is Newbie Writer Mistakes. I have 7 to share with you.

First, a little context. This list of 7 along with the following “3 Notta Mistakes” arose from a question that a newbie writer asked on a forum hosted by a national writing organization.

She wanted to know what the published writers wished we had known as we launched our careers.

Usually I skip past these questions. I don’t know why I answered the question this time. I offered encouragement and hoped she avoided a lot of the newbie mistakes that I had made—you know, before I became older and wiser but still mistake-ridden. Then I admitted my mistakes as well as those “3 Notta Mistakes” because 7 + 3 gives me 10, a nice round number.

I’m sharing my response to her with you. Because—well, this is full of lessons about productivity and craft and more!

Here's Mistake #1.

I'M AN ECLECTIC READER and writer, so I'm writing fantasy and romance and mystery and two types of nonfiction. What I should have done is focus on one genre (or series) rather than scatter my writing time—which slows down publication.

No, I didn't think to anticipate that problem.

I claimed I was after publication, but I wasn’t acting professional about it.

My lens focused too broadly on what I like to read rather than what my writing self should create.

There’s the lesson, and it’s called Author Branding. Before we finish that first manuscript, we need to know what our writing self will be. That writing self will guide the direction of our writing.

I’m still too scattered. That’s a mistake I continue to make. I have tempered the effects by using three different pen names for my three divergent interests. In the world of 20 to 30 books before discoverability, this greatly slows down my attainment of that goal.

Newbie Mistake #2.

MY SALES COPY DIDN'T intrigue and told too much plot.

Okay, let me back up. The sales copy is the description in an online bookstore or on the back of a paperback or the flyleaf of a hardback book. In the publishing world, the book description is often called the BLURB. That’s the term I learned years ago. Sales Copy is the better term.

What makes people buy books from writers they don’t know? Well, ads and word-of-mouth information.

If we writers are looking at books spread out on a table, what can we see that makes people pick up a book? The cover, first. Cover tells genre, hints at story or character, and gives the tone of the book. Even browsing an online store, people will see the cover first.

Then comes the book description.

In my early book descriptions, I wanted readers to know the exciting parts of the story. But if we writers share too much of the exciting parts of the story, why will the reader then buy the book?

People buy books for entertainment. Entertainment is based on surprise and curiosity.

My blurbs killed both surprise and curiosity.

Dean Wesley Smith calls this the Author Problem. When I finished his class on Fiction Sales Copy, I realized how BAD all my original blurbs are. Now I am rewriting Every. Dang. One.

Newbie Mistake #3.

I CALL THIS ONE My Arrogance. That’s capital letters, people.

I understand story structure. I taught it. I taught it from the analytical side and from the writer side. Therefore, I arrogantly thought I knew how to hook a reader.

The class on Fiction Sales pointed out that my books are actually slow starters.

Books should start with that same surprise and curiosity to lure in readers.

Some writers can do this with great first lines. Others do it with immediate action. Pro writers usually say something like “start the book at the first moment when things become strange.”

Basically, we should consider the best vivid start for each book. That happens on the first page. Don't bury it three pages in. This is a lesson that I have learned in the past few years, and I am trying to apply it now.

Newbie Mistake #4

TRYING TO DO IT THE Way Other People Do.

I keep trying to outline when I know—KNOW—it cages my creativity.

Writing is fun. And writing is hard. I keep looking for ways to make it simpler and faster.

There is no simpler method than to put one sentence after another. You can dictate to make it faster. A lot of writers use Dictation and the like for their sketch of the story which they then tinker and revise into a manuscript. That’s a writing tool you may want to investigate.

I use the voice recorder on my phone app for sketching ideas when I have to. I don’t like to because then I have to transcribe ... and for that, there HAS to be a better way. I’ll be looking for that, and I’ll share it with you when I find it. Transcription is no fun.

However, a one-page transcription can turn into six or seven or 12 or more pages of a manuscript.

Newbie Mistake #5

FOR SEVERAL, SEVERAL years I looked for a good critique group to help push me to the next level. One day while I was sitting in a critique group, listening to my fellow newbies pick apart a best-selling novel for story structure and character development, I realized that I was in the wrong room.

Publication is the goal. Why was I listening to people who were not published?

The FIX: For improving my writing, I needed to find veterans who are STILL publishing—not the ones who had published one or three books and were done. So, I have found my veterans and follow them closely.

I have writing groups that I follow on social media, usually as a lurker. I choose those that have multiple writers actively pursuing publication, ones that are inclusive and welcome indie writers as well as the traditionally published.

I avoid the literary fiction groups. My encounters with those have taught me that they do not really want the kind of writing I am after. Most have writers who merely want you to sit quietly while they read their enlightened drivel then applaud politely and gush at the end of it.

I hope your encounters with literary fiction groups are better than mine. There have to be good ones out there.

Newbie Mistake #6

IN THE PAST, I HAD nebulous goals about yearly / monthly / weekly / daily writing.

I would say, “This month I want to work on my novel.” But I didn’t say how many chapters I would attempt to write, or how many pages or words.

I didn’t consider what development the story would take.

I didn’t think about turning off the TV or getting off social media and spending an hour each evening at my writing desk.

When I started doing that, an hour each evening after work, whether I wrote a couple of sentences or a couple of pages or more, that’s when my indie dream started becoming reality.

It took a year, but I began to become specific with my goals. I’m slow; I know.

Once I started setting up my plans with such specific goals, tinkering was needed to learn how to work this new method, but eventually I figured it out.


	How long would it take to write a complete manuscript?

	How long was the manuscript going to be?

	How did that translate into chapters and pages and words?

	How could I break those chapters and pages and words into months and weeks and days?



That’s what we have to figure out.

The only way we writers can achieve our goals is to set a specific weekly word count based on daily possibilities.

Also, I need to write every day or impetus is lost. I can write a lot of words or just a few, but I need to know that I am working for the completion of a manuscript. I still get derailed. I still struggle with daily writing, but last year I wrote over 800,000 words—best year ever. I published five nonfiction titles, three mysteries, and one fantasy novella.
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