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Welcome to the second Diary of a Freelance Writer. The first book, Diary of a Scaredy Cat, was published in 2017 and was an account of my first year back in the world of freelance writing. I’d been out of circulation for a while, and I was, quite frankly, scared.

By the end of the first year I had much more confidence, and the diary became one of a freelance writer, back where she belonged.

This new diary first appeared on my blog Tales from Baggins Bottom in September 2015, and in January 2016 it moved to my new blog, Words Worth Writing. It has now been edited and updated and includes extra weekly exercises to those published on the blog at the time.

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.

If you don’t fancy doing any of the exercises in this book, come up with some of your own. If something appeals to you, stick to that. Or simply, just write whatever you feel like.

Freelance writing is a scary business, in more ways than one. In my first year back I really did feel like a scaredy cat. By year two, I’d grown into more of a pussycat. Join me and see how it compares to your story.

Note: This book is designed to be started in September if you want to take part in NaNoWriMo in November. However, you can start it at any time during the year, just move the NaNo exercises (pre, during and past) to the corresponding months. If you don’t intend on doing NaNoWriMo, just omit the NaNo exercises completely. Or use those exercises to write something else for 30 days or 50,000 words or whatever you want.
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​1. Diary of a Scaredy Cat bows out, 26 August 2015
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Writing companion of the week

Teach Yourself Creative Writing by Dianne Doubtfire is one of the books that started it all for me, back in the 1980s when I didn’t have the first idea how to go about writing or submitting or learning or anything. I borrowed it from the library first, and then in 1988, when a new edition was published, I splashed out and bought my own copy.

There are some exercises for exercise sake in there, but there are also some useful exercises that both got me going and were reproduced in my own writing classes (yes, I used to be a teacher too, an adult education tutor teaching creative writing and various computer literacy classes).

And the book is still on my shelf.

Teach Yourself Creative Writing by Dianne Doubtfire was reproduced in 2003, when the author died, by one of her ex-students (and a fellow Brummie), Ian Burton. I don’t know what that one is like and would personally like to try to get hold of an original if possible. Sadly, no Kindle versions at the time of writing.

Editing work

I’ve had a very successful week. Lovely-already-boss sent me 3 new books to edit, and there’s the promise of another he’s currently chasing. Lovely-recently-new boss came back from his holidays and confirmed he wanted me to crack on with the remaining 2 books I have in for him. And a lovely-brand-new boss who tried me out with a proofreading job 2 weeks ago has come back with another this week, but this one is for ’light editing’. I could have taken a longer job from him, but with us breaking up on Thursday for 4 days and him wanting them back next week, we agreed on a mid-length job this time.

This means I now have 3 regular clients, all publishers, all editing or proofreading. And this, in turn, means no more job-board surfing for me – or not for editing or proofreading work at any rate.

In the past week I’ve submitted 2 jobs: 1 book and 1 collection of short stories. And in the coming week I have at least 2 books to turn around and get invoiced.

I am happy with my editing lot.

Catch the Rainbow

I had a bit of a block on Catch the Rainbow when the whole premise behind my government conspiracy theory completely fell apart. However, following a stern talking to by the poet, and some good advice from writerly friends, I think we’ve overcome the problem. As a result, I started writing again on Monday, only a few hundred words, but it’s a start, with another few more hundred words yesterday. Hopefully today I’ll get another good session in.

Fiction writing course

Today, I really, really want to spend an hour on my fiction writing course. I do have a lot of other work to do today and I won’t be able to fit in any extra time after 5pm (usually while the poet cooks tea) because we’re orf out almost immediately. But if I stick to my time slots, I should manage around an hour today.

Work in progress

I had a 4-day week last week, I have a 4-day week this week, and another 4-day week next week, due to jolly days and holidays. It will be a shock to go back to a 5-day week the week after. But this, of course, means I have to fit a lot more into the time available.

As I say, I have 2 books that need to be gone over the next 7 days, I want to do more work on Catch the Rainbow, and I want to fit in some study time. And then next week, I start a whole new regime.

Diary of a Scaredy Cat

I started the diary of a scaredy cat just under a year ago, on 16 September. My working year always starts in September. I think it’s a throwback to either my school and college days, or to my own teaching. But every September, the new jobs used to come in, the new classes, the new academic diary, of course, and so on.

Last September, after quite a long break, I was desperate to get back into the swing of writing for myself again. I’d been so preoccupied with earning money in order to live, that it was easy to get out of the habit of writing for myself.

However, with the help and support and management expertise of the poet, with a lot of hard work on my part, and with the diary as a sort of progress journal, I seem to have finally got into a workable routine of doing my own work in the mornings and doing everyone else’s work, if I have it, in the afternoons.

So, with my new working year starting on Tuesday (on 1 September), it’s time to get more structured, more organised, more prolific, more disciplined.

I like doing the diary, though, so I think I’ll carry on but in a new guise – concentrating more on the writing side and less on the editing side. Writing companion of the week will go – I think I may have exhausted my supply for now – but I might still have a writing companion of the month.

With that in mind, watch out for Diary of a Freelance Writer next week, and thank you for coming along on the ride with me thus far. I hope you found it as useful as I have.

Exercises

It’s time to break out your diary – in whichever form you prefer.


	Using different colours (fill-in for computer programs or pencil crayons or whatever for hard copies), block out your unavailable time. Either use the same colour for ‘personal’ time, or colour-code for meals, housework, time with the kids/family, study, working for a living, etc.

	Now go through and block out regular or existing appointments – trips to the dentist, the hairdresser, the doctor, the supermarket, and so on.

	The rest of the time is your writing time. How are you going to spend it? Take some time to think about this. Will you be planning, doing research, writing first drafts?

	Use a pencil in a real diary to fill in your writing tasks. Pencil can be erased, so it’s not set in stone. Computer programs can be changed to suit. Just try not to make a habit of it.

	If you’re not sure how you’re going to spend your own writing time, practice for a week or so, see what comes naturally. If you need longer, take longer.
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Welcome to the new diary – which should be a weekly journal of my freelance writing experiences and escapades.

I’ll try and keep it to freelance writing – short material and long – with maybe the odd nod towards any editing or proofreading that’s getting in the way. Bear in mind that I do have to earn a living, so that too does impact on my time.

Prep work

So, last week I started the prep work. It’s quite a big job to get started, but once it’s in place, the maintenance of it is much quicker and easier.

A jobbing freelance writer should be thinking 6 months ahead. Lead times on monthly magazines are usually around 3 months, sometimes longer, and on weekly magazines are usually around the 4 – 6-week mark. Once in the swing of this, in September I’d usually be thinking March next year at this point. As I’m just warming up again, though, I’m giving myself an extra month. As I’m revising this in May 2019, this jobbing writer is currently thinking December 2019.

However, this book was originally written in 2015 – 2016, and as those anniversaries will soon be coming around again, apart from a few examples, for illustrative purposes I’m keeping to 2015 – 2016 for the most part.

The first thing I usually do, when I’m up and running, is go to my dictionary of dates. One of the best ways to achieve success with most kinds of magazines is to find a topical hook on which to hang your feature or article or short story or filler or reader’s letter or whatever. If a magazine can link something to a date, they’re more likely to accept your work/idea.

It’s no good just coming up with an annual date, though – unless it’s a feast or season or annual occurrence that a fiction-using magazine will want stories around. Generally, for articles, a magazine isn’t really interested in something that happened 3 years ago, or 9 years ago, or 37 years ago. They seem to prefer it to be in multiples of 5 or 10. So before I can even go to my dictionary of dates, I need to list the years I’m looking for 5 years ago, 10 years ago, 25 years ago, 50 years ago, and so on. For December 2019, I should be thinking December 1994 (25 years), 1969 (50 years), and so on. And for December 2015 it’s 1990 (25 years), 1965 (50 years), and so on.

Note: Remember that this book was originally written in 2015/2016.

For example, on 1 April, aside from it being All Fool’s Day every year, in 1986 (30 years ago in 2016), the US submarine Nathaniel Green apparently ran aground in the Irish Sea. And on 5 April 1976 (40 years ago in 2016), James Callaghan succeeded Harold Wilson as prime minister, defeating Michael Foot in the final ballot for the leadership of the labour party. Now, while neither of those may interest me personally, there will be other material that does. And with the current contest for the leadership of the labour party soon to be resolved, I can see how the savvy jobbing political freelance writer can milk that second story to death, using both the anniversary and recent events. (This can be applied at any time there’s a contest for leadership of a political party.)

Other things on which to peg any kind of creative writing would include feasts and seasons, such as Easter, if it falls in April next year, which also seems to herald the start of the Morris dancing season as well as the well-dressing season. It can also include the tail end of Hocktide as well as Rogationtide. Saints who are celebrated in April include St Richard of Chichester, St Alphege and St George. And it’s the bard’s birthday and the anniversary of his death, so not only something on Will Shakespeare, but also travel features on parts of the country that featured in his life.

And then there are all of the local events that are happening in April next year, which will include well-dressings, mostly but not exclusively in Derbyshire, coal-carrying competitions in Yorkshire, and Tutti Day in Berkshire. (If you don’t know about them, do a search.)

So, at the start of each working year I begin with a list of topical anniversary year dates – just the years, I look up the actual dates later. And this year I added the dates to an Excel spreadsheet I’m using as a master working document. This document also includes the ‘think April, query March, write February, submit January’ reminder for September. For October’s worksheet, they’ve all moved on to May, April, March and February. Because while I want to be thinking April, as a jobbing writer I also need and want to be querying March, writing February and submitting January.

This actually means I have a bit more work to do in September if I want anything out there and published in January, February or March too, something that can be sent to magazines with a shorter lead time.

Wednesday

Last Wednesday I started the prep work by opening an existing spreadsheet – one I use for tracking wordcount each month – and adding those topical dates plus a think/query/write/submit table for the next 12 months on page one. This is my ‘schedule’ page.

Thursday

On Thursday, I continued with the planning admin by copying my ‘drafts record’ onto page 2 of the master spreadsheet. This is the table that keeps track of which draft I’m working on (outline, draft 1, 2 or 3, editing) of which item – short story, filler, reader’s letter, RTE, article, etc.

I also created a new page for each month, being that month’s ‘worksheet’. For example, I have a September worksheet that reminds me what month I’m thinking/querying/writing/submitting but also includes a section for jobs I have in for that month (in September I have in 6 books to edit already), and a section for research trips I want to make (such as local annual events we can photograph and experience this year and maybe sell something ahead of for next year).

Friday

Last week, with it being a bank holiday, I had Friday off.

Weekend

The weekend will be when the poet and I go out on our research trips – when we’re not already busy with the parents, the band, or with fishing. As we were away this weekend, where we went may form the basis of something in the future, but for this weekend it was a holiday.

Monday

Same as Friday.

Tuesday

Yesterday, in preparation for when the work proper starts later today, I hauled out my old faithful dictionary of dates, an almanac I have of British myths, customs, feasts and seasons, and I did a search on the internet for some useful ‘this day in history’ websites. When I found a few I liked (and it’s always best to have several sources as they’re not always complete or correct), I bookmarked them to make searching quicker in the future.

The coming week

During this coming week, i.e. from today onwards, I’ll be narrowing down my think/query/write/submit to specific dates. And, once in the swing of things, this should be a mechanical job for future months.

So today I’ll be glancing down the dates for April 2016 to see if something catches my fancy. And, if I have time, I’ll have a quick look at March, February and January later in the week too, so see if there’s something I can come up with fairly quickly. Then I’ll have a think about how meaty the idea is, where I can sell it, whether to write an article or a short story, and how many slants I can come up with. When I have examples, I’ll share some of them – and even toss out a few I don’t think I’ll do anything with.

Exercises

What’s happening in your world right now? Are you involved with any local committees who are planning events for the coming months? Do you have any hobbies with shows coming up? Do you have kids at school? If so, there will already be a diary of events in place.


	Taking NOW as your start point, open a spreadsheet or create one by hand, listing the years that were 10 years ago, 25 years ago, 30 years ago, 40, 50, 60, 75, 100, 125, 150, 175, 200, 250, 300, 350, 400, 450, 500, 750, 1,000 and 2,000 years ago, or any in between. These are the dates to look out for when choosing topical or date-specific anniversaries.

	See if you can get hold of a dictionary of dates or an almanac. If you can’t get a book, or would prefer not to use a book, search for diaries of events online. Start with your own local tourist information board.

	Create your think/query/write/submit plan. You can do this by hand or on a computer program. Think = 6 months from now; Query = 5 months from now; Write = 4 months from now; Submit = 3 months from now (meaning topics should be happening 3 months from now). 

	If you have something lying around that is already topical in the next month or so, read it through and send it out. Otherwise, it’s safe to ignore the ‘submit’ column for now. But is there something you can ‘write’ now, that will be ready to go out in around a month’s time by the time you’ve finished all of your drafts? There might be something you already know about that you can query with a magazine or newspaper right now. If not, though, don’t worry. Just look at the ‘think’ part and start doing your research now. When ‘now’ comes around again this time next month, you’ll already be one step closer to submitting work.

	If there are any events or places of interest nearby that take your fancy, start looking into ticket prices now and build visits into your diary. Alternatively, find out if there’s a press department and see if they have specific requirements for press passes – they may prefer that you already have a market in mind, or even a market already on board, or they may have general press packs and events anyway.
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