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		Introduction

		Writing is a vulnerable occupation; it is personal and intimate. It requires commitment, honesty, curiosity, courage, resilience, sacrifice, and—above all—miles and miles and miles of heart.

		I’m often asked for the best piece of advice for aspiring authors. I know the answer, but it’s something that takes constant work and attention to achieve. This advice applies to writers at every stage of their career: Believe in yourself. There will be times when no one else believes in you, times when you hear negative comments, see another writer achieve more, and receive a rejection letter or pages of revisions. At those times you will need to believe in your ability, in the strength of your dream, in the hard-won wisdom that you are the only you, and only you could write your unique stories.

		Circumstances are often out of our control. For example, I have no power over a critical Amazon review. What I can control is how I react to those words, how I let them affect my mental attitude and feelings, how I let them affect my writing day. While brainstorming how to begin this book, I surveyed several groups of writers with one question: What about writing makes you feel vulnerable? I received well-thought-out and honest replies, some deeply personal. The responses were amazingly similar, confirming much of what I already knew.

		Many writers feel as though they are imposters. They feel as if they are faking it until someone discovers they’re not any good and then their career falls apart like a house of cards. It’s common for a writer to get “The Call,” make that first sale, and then think right away there was some mistake and that the publisher will call back to say it was a mistake.

		Some writers worry that once friends read their book, their opinions of them will change negatively. Many are concerned that they’ll be judged for their writing and perceived as “not good enough.” Writers are often anxious about how friends and family will perceive their desire to write, or if their spouses will wonder where the material comes from—especially if there’s a level of heat or romance in the book. If I write about a taboo topic or a relationship, will people who know me think I’ve based it on experience?

		Several authors question their lack of reviews. They see books with hundreds of glowing reviews and can’t figure out how theirs have only a few or none. Lack of feedback might lead to a “Why bother?” attitude.

		Writers working in the corporate world by day feel as though they have an alter ego they can’t reveal in their professional world, for fear of judgment or ridicule. Writing reveals an intimate side that could easily be misconstrued as weakness.

		Being compared or comparing oneself to other authors who have millions of readers and followers is common. “Why don’t you write a book like Jodi Picoult/James Patterson/Maeve Binchy/Jonathan Kellerman?” Even after explaining genre and voice, the conversation ends with, “Well if you wrote like one of them, you’d be a bestseller.”

		Comparison makes writers feel defensive. It’s unfair to compare apples to oranges and find one inferior.

		It’s human nature to compare ourselves to others and feel we don’t measure up. There are always better writers: writers getting more reviews, earning higher advances and greater royalties; those with throngs of fans and thousands of social media followers; writers courted and promoted by their publishers. It’s the same in the corporate world, in Hollywood, in journalism, in real estate, and in most professions. There’s always someone younger, more attractive; someone who dresses better, makes friends more easily, attracts followers; someone with a better education, who possesses more marketing savvy, produces more work, and on and on.

		And many of these concerns are grounded in reality, not simply unsupported concerns. Like many authors, I’ve been asked when I’m going to write a “real” book. Trying to understand the questioner’s perspective, let’s suppose they like to read John Grisham. John Grisham is great. I can’t criticize anyone for enjoying his stories. But I’m not a lawyer specializing in criminal defense or personal injury litigation; I don’t have the same experience and knowledge he has. Does that make the experiences I do have and write about less real? No. It’s all fiction. If every book were a legal thriller, how boring would the reading world become?

		When I consider in this situation, I always fall back on one of my heroes in this business, Stephen King, who said, “If you wrote something for which someone sent you a check, if you cashed the check and it didn’t bounce, and if you then paid the light bill with the money, I consider you talented.”

		I’ve paid a lot of light bills and car and mortgage payments with my earnings over the years. I’ve paid a whole lot of taxes. I think that qualifies as writing real books. Of course, I don’t respond that way when the thoughtless question pops up at a social gathering. I have my standby quips, and the one for “When are you going to write a real book?” is “When they stop paying me so well to write these fake ones.”

		It’s important to remember we’re not the only writers who have feelings of inadequacy. That’s why I maintain that writing requires commitment, honesty, curiosity, courage, resilience, sacrifice, and—above all—miles and miles and miles of heart. It takes courage to read your writing in front of another person, hand over a chapter for feedback, and send writing out into the publishing world for consideration for publication, reviews, criticism, and possibly rejection. And it takes resilience to keep writing after that criticism and rejection. Heart is required—passion, if you will—to continue year after year in the face of adversity, a saturated marketplace, and, sometimes, downright scorn.

		As writers, we have to remember that our work has meaning and importance. This never struck me as strongly as it did early in my career: Following the release of my fourth book, Saint or Sinner, my perspective began to change. In this historical novel, my female protagonist suffered physical and emotional abuse at the hand of her father. She had escaped him and attempted to live the life she always wanted to live. But he finds her. Back then, I used to drive to the small neighborhood post office once a week and collect my reader mail. On one particular day, I received a letter that I’ve held onto ever since. (Who am I kidding? I’ve kept all of them.)

		In her letter, the reader shared her personal story—how she had been abused by her stepfather and lives with permanent nerve damage in her arm because of it. I can remember sitting at my desk in my office with tears running down my cheeks, experiencing a feeling of complete hypocrisy. There I sat in my comfortable air-conditioned office, with everything I needed at my fingertips, a cup of coffee and a cozy chair, reading my mail. Out in the real world, people were experiencing horrible things, while I was safe and sound, making things up.

		That feeling lasted only a few minutes. Because in the rest of her letter, this dear young woman told me my story made her feel good; it gave her hope that one day she would find someone who loved her like Joshua loved Addie. I cried even more at that. But after that day, I knew my writing was not meaningless.

		That’s why I write. I write for those who believe in love, justice, and happily-ever-afters. People want to see good triumph over evil and the bad guy get his comeuppance; they want to see the little guy have his day in the sun. I write to give people hope.

		In this knowledge, I find my confidence to go forward. There are no guarantees. We can’t force publishers to buy our books. We can’t force readers to buy, like, or review them. The most we can do is write the best possible book—and then let it go. We’re vulnerable, but we’re not alone.

		Sharing our experiences and fears creates connections. Knowledge dispels shame and embarrassment. In the article “The Creativity Trinity: Truth, Empathy, Hope” on Writer Unboxed, MM Finck says, “War stories are gifts to people in the trenches. What’s happening to us has happened to others. And they survived. Their survival gives us hope. Their advice arms us for the fight.”

		Advice from the trenches is what I offer you with this book. I think most writers fear that their words won’t read as well on paper as they sound in their heads, and that’s the battle I’m overcoming as I write this book. I want to help you rid yourself of the obstacles that hold you back and help you give your writing the energy that confidence infuses.

		The following quote has been attributed to everyone from Tony Robbins and Mark Twain to Albert Einstein and Anthony DiNozzo on NCIS, so I can’t be certain who to credit, but the truth of these words couldn’t be more pertinent.

		
			If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always got.

		

		Our choices drive our actions. Our actions drive our results. And behind our choices and actions are our deeply held beliefs about ourselves and our abilities. Believe in yourself.

	
		PART 1
Goals
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		1
Career Planning

		
			Focused, hard work is the real key to success. Keep your eyes on the goal, and just keep taking the next step towards completing it. If you aren’t sure which way to do something, do it both ways and see which works better.

			—JOHN CARMACK

		

		HOW BADLY DO YOU WANT THIS?

		As a writer, you must have something in mind—a story or a career—or you wouldn’t have picked up this particular book to read. I know excellent writers who never get past the first five chapters when writing their books. I know gifted writers who published a couple of books that didn’t get much traction, so they became discouraged and quit.

		There’s something each of us must ask ourselves and answer honestly: How badly do I want to reach my goal? How badly do I want to see my name on the cover of a book? How badly do I want to see my book on the shelf at Barnes & Noble or online at Amazon.com? How badly do I want to quit my job and support my family on a writing income? Am I willing to make the sacrifices necessary to make my dream come true? Because, in the end, it all boils down to commitment and sacrifice.

		You might look at another writer and see how effortlessly she seems to complete books, publishing them one after another. But I can guarantee you that behind the scenes, the process is not effortless. That writer has sacrificed to make time to write. She’s created a plan and followed through.

		It sounds deceptively easy when I put it like that. It’s a simple strategy, but it’s not easy to carry out.

		Nothing about writing is easy. Nothing about writing is a given or a guarantee. No one has a crystal ball that will tell you whether or not you’ll succeed in this business. But I can promise you one thing: Success as a published author is often predictable. After being in the same writing organization for thirty years, I can pretty much spot those who will succeed as soon as I talk to them and learn their work ethic, watch how they react to teaching, the market, and constructive criticism—whether or not they even want feedback speaks volumes.

		Want to know how I can spot them? I ask these questions: How hungry are they? How badly do they want this? What are they willing to do—what are they willing to sacrifice—to make it happen?

		Occasional overnight successes do occur, but truthfully, most overnight successes have been years in the making. Success is almost always the result of sweat, sacrifice, and tears. There are no secret handshakes, fast passes, or instant successes. Success is absolutely achievable. But to reach your dream, you are going to have to evaluate what and how you’ve been doing things up until now, and decide if you want to improve. I can’t promise to help you sell your books. But I can encourage you to write better ones and to write with less frustration. In these chapters, I’ll do my best to help you remove the exasperating hurdles that you’ll face in the process.

		When I used to teach a much briefer version of this book as a class, I’d pass out slips of paper for the participants to write down behaviors they wanted to change. At the end of the class, we’d throw these slips into the trash, symbolic of ridding ourselves of the stumbling blocks that hold us back as writers. As you read through these chapters, you can make notes on scraps of paper or sticky notes and do the same. The important thing is to evaluate your behavior at each step of the way: Have I done this in the past? Is this an activity or thought that’s preventing me from moving forward? Own up to bad habits now and choose to change them for the better. You have a whole bright future ahead of you in which to make better choices.

		Do Things Differently to See Better Results

		Sometimes writers unintentionally harm their own interests with their poor habits. They often need a good friend to tell them to shape up. The chapters in this book are designed to help you look at your habits, both good and harmful. You’ll be asked to take an honest inventory of your writing life and make decisions about moving forward with greater productivity and a healthier attitude.

		I won’t mislead you: Some time ago, I dragged my feet on proposing this project—even though it was something I wanted to do—because I knew how challenging it would be. I’ve given a class online and in person for years that is similar in content, but writing it all down and developing concepts is an entirely different undertaking. I asked my good friend, “Am I shooting myself in the foot by not stretching myself and writing this book?” Without a moment’s hesitation, she replied, “Yes.” Sometimes, we all need friends to tell us the truth about ourselves.

		Were you satisfied with your writing accomplishments last year? Can you see room for improvement? This year will turn out just like the last unless you take the steps to make choices and changes. About half the American population makes New Year’s resolutions. According to www.statisticbrain.com, the top resolutions in 2016 were as follows:

		
				Enjoy life to the fullest

				Live a healthier lifestyle

				Lose weight

				Spend more time with family and friends

				Save more, spend less

		

		Past years’ resolutions included quit smoking, quit drinking, be debt free, learn something new, help others, become organized.

		University of Scranton research suggests that only 8 percent of people achieve their New Year’s resolutions. Some might live with their goals in mind for a week, others a month. Many allow the resolution to slide away but then pick up the same resolution the following year.

		Why is it the norm to fail? We make excuses out of fear or lack of motivation. My job has been really busy this year. After a day at work, I don’t have any energy left. I have only an hour before I have to pick up the kids.

		If you’ve been making excuses, ask yourself the following questions now:

		
				Why haven’t I started this book?

				
				Why haven’t I finished this book?

				Are excuses getting in the way of progress and accomplishment?

		

		I took a quick poll in my writer’s group to hear their thoughts. Here are the excuses my honest chapter mates make for not writing. Maybe you can identify with some of them:

		
				There’s not enough time to get into the story.

				I have too many projects and can’t focus on just one.

				The house needs to be cleaned.

				It’s too noisy to concentrate.

				My husband keeps reading me the newspaper.

				My husband is retired, and we go places together.

				I’m spring cleaning.

				The dog needs to be walked.

				I’m too tired.

				I need to unclutter my desk.

				I have to read the books I’m judging for a contest.

				Nobody reads my stuff anyway, so why bother?

				I haven’t finished my critiques from last week yet.

				The cat box needs to be cleaned.

				My website needs to be updated.

				It’s too late. I’ll start tomorrow.

				I need to research first.

				I’m stressed.

				I work full-time.

				My office isn’t organized.

				I have writer’s block.

				Everyone else’s needs are more important.

				I’m just not there yet.

		

		This is only a partial list. As writers, we come up with a lot of reasons why we can’t focus on the task of writing. If you’re honest with yourself, you’ll recognize some of these excuses in your own habits.

		Grab Your Notebook

		Make a list of the excuses you’ve made for not writing right now. Look at each one and check the validity. Is it an excuse? Is there a fear behind it, or are you just being lazy?

		Excuses are counterproductive in that they make you feel bad about yourself. Look at each excuse and shift your thinking to accept responsibility for these excuses. Ask yourself, “Is this a genuine reason or an excuse?”

		Now come up with a positive perspective on how you will change your thinking. In this case, don’t regret your behavior. Simply put it behind you. I accept that these were excuses, but from now on I’m going to plan ahead, focus on my goals, remember the big picture of what I want to accomplish, and take measurable steps to reach my goals.

		If you resolve to do something that you’ve failed at repeatedly in the past, you’re already programmed to think you’ll fail again. A negative pattern will develop because you’ve never dealt with the negative habits you’ve built up and nurtured. Guilt and regret have no place in moving forward; we learn from the past, but we don’t have to focus on it. We can use it as a platform to build new, positive behaviors.

		Think about your writing career today and the tools you have available right now. Focus on where you want to be in your writing career tomorrow, next week, and next year. See yourself typing “The End,” holding your book, admiring the cover, signing a copy. The next time you catch yourself with an excuse forming in your mind, deny that negativity and imagine a cover with your name on it. You might even create a mock-up cover to remind and motivate yourself.

		Remember your priorities. Don’t spread yourself so thin that you can’t possibly keep up with everything. It can be difficult to stay focused when there are so many bright and shiny things we want to try our hand at in addition to our responsibilities outside of our writing careers and the necessity of some much-needed downtime. So how do we fit it all in?

		We don’t. Instead we make choices. We eliminate other activities to pursue our writing goals. And we stick to the plan.

		I’m asking you to take an honest, in-depth look at your behaviors, thought processes, and the things holding you back. Self-examination may be difficult, but it’s always necessary for improvement and growth. Negative patterns and poor attitudes will influence your ability to assert effort into a project. If you start out with an attitude of failure, you’re going to fail. Here are the obvious, but not so simple facts:

		If you’re unhappy with your achievements, you must stop what you’ve been doing. New patterns must replace old patterns. New behaviors must cause change.

		Think about it: Negative behaviors and attitudes are like weeds in the new garden you’re planting. Weeds are hardy and can withstand just about anything—drought, overwatering, new plants, lack of sun. However, new plants are fragile and tender, and need the right conditions to thrive. The only way to get rid of a weed once and for all is to pluck out its entire root system. If the roots remain, the weed will come back—just like bad habits and negative thinking. Nurture the new plan, put a fence around it, water it, give it sunlight.

		MAKE A CAREER PLAN

		First, we must know where we want to go. Looking at a career as a destination is difficult because there are no guarantees in this business. Calling it a dream sounds lofty and irresponsible, however, so deciding what and where we want to be should be part of our plan. Not all writers set out with extensive career plans. And every writer defines a career—and a successful career—differently. Maybe you want to sell and publish books the traditional way consistently. Maybe your goal is to write and publish independently and give your books away to friends and family. There is no right or wrong plan. There’s a plan that fulfills our dreams—whatever those may be—and that’s the goal to reach toward.

		“I want to be a writer” or “I want to be paid for writing” is too vague a plan. Literary agent Chip MacGregor helps his authors with career planning, and he gives a very simple explanation of what they need to do: “Figure out where you are, decide where you want to go, then determine a plan to get there.”

		Where are you currently? Have you just started writing? Have you been writing for years? Were you previously published? Is writing a second career? If you’re holding down a full-time job, your plan must work around your available writing hours.

		Consider your strengths first (we’ll go over this in-depth in chapter 5). Consider your experience and what aspects of it will benefit your career. Perhaps you’re familiar with writing on deadline. Maybe you’re a social media guru or a marketing genius. It’s possible your skill set includes knowledge and hands-on experience that will contribute to the type of books you write.

		Define Success

		Take time to figure out what you want. How do you define success? Everyone is different. Success to one person may simply be earning enough to quit his day job, while another wants to earn enough to send her kids to college. Perhaps success is the pride in seeing your name on a book cover. As you achieve goals, the next step to your vision of success might change. Only you know what you want to achieve. When my critique partner, Sherri Shackelford, started out, her image of success during her first year was to have her name on a book cover. The second year, she imagined success as a two-book contract.

		
			AUTHOR POLL

			Rain Trueax, author of western historical novels, says, “I don’t think in terms of success—especially not financially—or I might get depressed. To me, it’s getting my books out there and having someone say they enjoyed them.”

			MK McClintock, author of the Montana Gallagher series, said: “Each finished and published book is a success. Writing is tough work when done properly, and every book is another milestone.”

			M.A. Jewell, author of the Jaguar series, told me, “I define success by the improvement in my craft of writing. I’m still a novice, so it’s difficult to assess success, since it all depends on readers.”

			Danni Roan, author of the Cattleman’s Daughter series, has a similar belief: “Making progress above what I did previously—editing, cleaner text, a little more earnings—forward motion and learning.”

			Others, like Hebby Roman, author of the Snowbrides series, do consider sales as their success. Kirsten Osbourne, author of the At the Altar series, told me that, for her, success is being able to pay the bills without panicking. Peggy L. Henderson claims that when she can leave her current living situation and move to her little cabin in the woods, she will have achieved her goal and be able to consider herself a success.

		

		When I started, I simply wanted to write and publish books—and I wanted to get paid for it. I wanted to know others enjoyed my stories the way I enjoyed books I read. My career goals have changed over the years, though, and my writing career became a desire to provide for my family. One of my critique partners, *lizzie starr, said she didn’t have a goal other than publication when she started writing seriously. She didn’t know the difference between dreams and goals. She didn’t even know what a writing goal was. Many of us don’t when we first get into writing. At present, her career goal is to pursue traditional publishing to become a hybrid author while continuing to learn and improve her craft. I’ve seen her action steps: She watches online for opportunities to pitch books and then adjusts submissions to the house, imprint, or editor. Diligence pays off.

		Define your idea of success at this current stage of your career. And make a plan to reach it.

		Sample Career Plan

		WHERE I AM NOW: Full-time job; a few short stories published, a few classes under my belt; this book in my hands

		DESTINATION: Multipublished; work less hours at job

		ACTION STEPS: Find an accountability partner/critique group

		
				Join a writer’s group, online or in person

				Find writers in my own genre on Facebook

		

		Study the market

		
				
				Buy the current Writer’s Market

				
				Subscribe to Publishers Weekly, review magazines or online groups

				Subscribe to publications in my genre

		

		Get recommendations and study books on the writing craft

		
				Ask writers their favorite craft books

				
				Check out the Writer’s Digest website

				Look for books on Amazon covering conflict, dialogue, plot, etc.

		

		Take an online writing course every three months

		
				Learn about upcoming classes in writing groups

				Check out the Writer’s Digest University website

				Check out the RWA University website

		

		Do three things every day to educate myself or move forward

		
				Read a chapter of a book in (or even outside) my target genre, or in a craft book

				Read an online blog or article

				Listen to a book in the car

				Outline a chapter

				Complete a writing exercise

		

		If you’re planning a career, stay on track with Action Steps:

		
				Study grammar and sentence structure, and read various genres.

				Learn editing techniques.

				Attend one writers conference a year.

				Outline a book.

				Write a synopsis.

				Set writing goals for the year and stay on track.

				When book is completed, pay for copyediting, query agents, query publishers; or, pay for an edit and learn about independent publishing.

				Plan the next book.

		

		A wise young man, Pastor Anthony Odhiambo, said, “Success is an inward condition; not an outward demonstration.” There’s nothing wrong with pushing harder and reaching for more and better, but if we don’t find contentment in the steps along the way, we’ll never find joy in our achievements. By thinking we’re not doing enough, and then falling short, we create a stressful and counterproductive environment.

		Grab Your Notebook

		Before you begin to set goals and commit to projects, take some time to decide what kind of writer you are. Some writers can write a book every year. Others sit down and write a chapter a day. There’s no wrong way or incorrect pace, but knowing how you work and planning your time productively will prevent a lot of headaches down the road. Proposing unreasonable page counts will only set yourself up for failure; we want to be productive and to stretch ourselves, but we don’t want to discourage ourselves either.

		Write down your career writing goals and prioritize them. Add actions to each one, deciding what you will need to do to make them happen.

		Writing an excellent, marketable book is imperative. But we’re not talking about craft; we’re taking a look at your future in publishing.

		If you’re looking to publish for the first time, having a unique style, a solid brand, and the ability to write marketable books gives you an advantage. Your signature style will define the decisions you make and the books you write. Educate yourself on your desired genre and the market. Research editors and agents, and what they’re currently seeking. Keep your career goals firmly in mind when you decide which books to write and which conferences to attend, as well as which editors you will approach.

		
			TIPS FOR CONFERENCES

			
					Dress professionally, but comfortably.

					Sit with people you don’t know and engage them in conversation. I have friends who met agents who didn’t identify themselves until handing over a business card and requesting a submission.

					If you get into a workshop and a) the speaker is unprepared, b) the material doesn’t apply to what you’re writing, or c) the material is too basic and you’re past that level, do not sit through the workshop to be polite. It’s your time and money, and you don’t want to waste it. Get up and find another workshop that is beneficial, or network in the hallway, reception room, or bar.

					On the backs of business cards you collect, note who gave it to you and where you met this person, and find her online later.

			

		

		Whatever stage you’re at in your writing career, create an online presence that solidifies you and your brand. Find a writing niche that you’re passionate about and pursue it. A lot of agents and publishers will look for you on social media to see if you have a following.

		Be an approachable writer who’s easy to work with and open to suggestions and change. If an editor suspects or learns you are difficult to work with, or that you don’t accept revisions well, he can opt to buy the next person’s manuscript because that writer isn’t a hassle. Once you have several books under your belt, you’ll have proven yourself and will have more room to weigh in on revisions and changes. Being easy to work with will serve you well if your first book doesn’t do as well. A publisher will take another chance on a dependable writer, and will be more likely to let the pain-in-the-neck writer go.

		If you’ve been thinking you want to do more—whether it’s in terms of accomplishments, writing, or publishing—but you’re waiting for a season to pass or a current life situation to change, I’m here to tell you it will never happen. The stars will never magically align to give you more time, a better work space, or more money to attend conferences or buy that fancy laptop you want. You have to make the decision to get serious by taking the bull by the horns or satisfying yourself with a comfortable hobby. If you want this badly enough, set goals and make them happen.

		As I write this chapter, I’m also helping my youngest daughter plan her wedding, a task that includes helping get her fiancé’s house ready to sell and taking care of grandkids over winter break, snow, and sick days. In addition, I have been summoned for jury duty four days before this manuscript is due. Does that sound like the ideal time to write and revise a book? Of course not. There is no ideal time, because we are people with families, responsibilities, and (often) other jobs. We get sick, need surgery, take care of elderly parents, lose loved ones, open our homes to our grown children, attend graduations, host parties, celebrate holidays, have the furnace cleaned or replaced … you get the idea.

		As an author, one of the most irritating things I hear is, “I have a book to write, too. I just haven’t had the time.” Those words are like nails screeching on a chalkboard. As though a spare weekend or a vacation in a secluded cabin would enable this person to pop out a book. No one has the time. Hear me? No one has the time.

		How can you achieve your goals?

		
				Be clear about what you want to achieve; visualize your destination.

				Start now; don’t develop a habit of procrastination.

				Get your family, children, or significant other on board; share your dream.

				Read, read, read: fiction, history, writing craft, cereal boxes.

				Research publishers, markets, agents, trends.

				Work on your grammar, punctuation, and editing.

				Stay fresh by improving one or more skills each year: conflict, plotting, dialogue, description, setting, etc.

				Join a writing community or, better yet, more than one.

				Find an accountability partner or group.

				Create goals, record them, commit to them.

				Learn to pitch your ideas and books.

				Attend conferences, workshops, and retreats.

				Teach yourself to write to deadlines; set and stick to a schedule.

				Develop habits that help you reach daily/weekly goals.

				Track your progress: Make a habit of tracking words and pages.

				Create and maintain a professional image; treat other writers, editors, professionals, and readers with respect.

				Learn organizational and record-keeping skills; track submissions, sales, deadlines, income, expenses; keep lists and contacts.

				Keep yourself motivated for the long haul: give yourself breaks, visit interesting sites, take an art or language class, listen to music, sing, pray, do yoga.

		

		Get Organized

		You might want to develop an editorial calendar. Plenty of writers accomplish this with a hard copy calendar dedicated to their writing schedule. If you’re more technical or desire to save space, use an Excel spreadsheet, a Google Sheet, Scrivener, or any one of a number of online tools, such as Trello, CoSchedule, or Evernote. You can use these tools as much or as little as you want to track your submissions and marketing, blogging, and social media efforts.

		Keeping the managerial aspect of writing in its place and continuing to write efficiently is a balancing act. A professional writer must remain focused on the oftentimes overwhelming amount of work that is not actual writing. Many writers hire assistants to handle the tasks of tracking, accounting, publicity—and all of the paperwork it entails. Whatever you do, treat your writing time as the sacred commodity it is. We are writers, but to be professional writers, we must also be businesspeople.

		Committed writers make the time. We wanted this badly enough to give up bowling leagues, television shows, home-cooked meals, clean houses, tidy desks, fresh-baked cookies for the Parent Teacher Organization, and Friday nights at the movies to make it happen. We scrimped and saved for books, conventions, online classes, postage and paper, and good computers. We taught our families to respect our writing time. We stayed up after the family went to bed and set out for work the next day on four hours of sleep.

		I’m not saying this because I’m special. Not by a long shot. I’m one of thousands of writers who have sacrificed the same things. Plenty of writers will read this and enthusiastically nod in agreement. I’m telling you so you will understand that if you want to be a writer, today is the day to start.

		WHAT IF YOU DON’T REACH YOUR YEARLY GOALS?

		First, I don’t use the word failure. You shouldn’t either. We only fail when we neglect to set goals and work toward them. Falling short is not a failure. Think of it as an opportunity to rework the plan and recommit. When we set achievable, realistic goals, we have the power within us to accomplish them.

		Let’s say one of your goals was to organize your entire office, but you only made it halfway through. Did you fail? Should you waste time and energy on regret? No, you shouldn’t. What you should do is admit the goal was unreasonable (considering the allotted time), forgive yourself, and move forward. If it’s something you really want to do—and you believe it’s within your capability to do it—set the goal again for the next year (or whatever time frame). I always keep organization and decluttering on my to-do list and goals.

		If you had a goal of completing a book, but didn’t finish the manuscript, you’ll need to ask yourself what you could have done differently.

		
				Did you plan according to your abilities?

				Did you make writing time a priority?

				Did you ask for help when you ran into difficulties?

				Did you give 100 percent?

				Did you hold yourself accountable to another person?

		

		If the answer to any of those is no, you should look again at your goals and rethink your action steps as well as your level of commitment.

		
				Did you waste time on things that didn’t move you forward?

				Do you feel like you let yourself down?

				Did you overestimate the time and energy the task would take?

		

		If the answer to one or more of these is yes, you should ask yourself again, How badly do I want this?

		Career planning should not be a one-time thing. We have annual checkups with doctors and dentists; our children receive quarterly report cards. Writers should at least review their career plans on an annual basis. It’s not difficult. It’s not something to dread or put off. Review the past year and reflect on how your plan is working and where you might want to make changes. A career plan is a road map that will aid you in reaching your destination.

		Now picture yourself where you want to be and get on the road.

	
		2
Yearly Goal Setting

		
			Goals are pure fantasy unless you have a specific plan to achieve them.

			—STEPHEN COVEY

		

		I never make New Year’s resolutions. Instead, at the end of every December, I set goals for the year ahead. A resolution is a passive statement about what you want to change or wish to change. A goal is an active plan with a specific date of achievement in mind, steps for progress, and motivation—or a reason you want to accomplish the plan.

		I’m a firm believer in goal setting. My critique group shares our yearly goals each January. In July, we go over accomplishments made toward our goals and make adjustments in our plans for achieving them. If you’re reading this book in March or September, it’s never too late in the year to create a plan for the upcoming months. It’s not important when you start. It’s important that you start. Period.

		Here are the two most important action steps to remember when setting goals:

		
				Have a plan.

				Have someone to hold you accountable to the plan.

		

		Writing down your plan and sharing it with an accountability partner makes you more likely to accomplish your goals. If you’re serious about the changes you want to make, sharing your goals keeps you accountable. Not telling anyone is the cowardly way out. It means you can fail and no one will know. If you don’t have a critique group, find a writing partner who is willing to be on the buddy system with you. Share your goal plan and expect your partner to hold you accountable to it. Likewise, hold them accountable in a caring and gentle manner. In my group, we have our goals written in our planners. In past years, we’ve also posted them on a board for everyone else to see.

		A good way to stay accountable is to report back to each other every week or month. Some partners meet in person over coffee or lunch. Others stay in touch via e-mail or Skype. When reporting, each writer should explain the steps he took toward reaching his goals. It’s important to be committed to your partner’s goals as well as your own, paying close attention and offering encouragement.

		If you check Amazon for goal or achievement journals, you will find a selection of tools you can consider using to help you stay on track. One of the best—because it accommodates goal steps in an easy-to-record method—is 6 Month Goals and Accountability Planner for Authors, by *lizzie starr. My writers chapter uses this book, and it works for both simple and more complicated planning.

		There are people who meet every attainable goal year after year. What quality do those people share that helps make that happen?

		Theodore Roosevelt said, The one quality that sets one apart from another—the key which lifts one to every aspiration while others are caught up in the mire of mediocrity—is not talent, formal education nor intellectual brightness, it is self-discipline. With self-discipline, all things are possible. Without it, even the simplest goal can seem like the impossible dream.”

		Self-discipline is the key to doing all the things we aspire to. And for many it’s also one of the most difficult qualities to achieve. With self-discipline, we have the ability to work at a goal, bit by bit, making progress until we finish what we set out to do.

		Repeatedly reaching small goals, and then bigger ones, encourages us to move to our next task and the one after that. Reaching goals gives us confidence. Once you’ve achieved something you’ve been working toward, your brain processes it as a win. It basically tells itself, I did it. I can do it again. Confidence must be nurtured, and knowing how to set goals aids us in doing that.

		Pep talks are fine and support groups are good, but motivation to reach our goals has to come from within. When we’re working toward a goal that comes from the desires of our hearts, we are naturally inspired and compelled to do our best. Direction and satisfaction come from working toward those things we believe in. Completing a book is one of the most gratifying experiences a writer can have.

		In January 2007, I began a yearly goal sheet:

		
				January–February: write proposals for three historical novels and three contemporary novels

				Write one hundred words for one hundred days

				Submit the proposals

				Writing improvement: work on techniques, like segues and time lines

				Learn my brand and incorporate it into website, promotion, etc.

				Use my planner and consistently plan out page counts for deadlines

		

		Several of my proposals were contracted, so in 2007–2008, my yearly goal planner read like the following:

		
				
				October 26: deliver Baby Blue Harlequin Historical novella

				Work on new stories

				Revise HH proposal Book #1 (the # refers to the book in a contract)

				November 30: start HH Book #1

				February 29: deliver HH Book #1

				Four weeks to write and revise proposals HH Book #2 and Book #3

				March 30: deliver proposals

				April 1: start Love Inspired Historical (twelve weeks)

				June 30: deliver LIH

				July 7: start writing HH Book #2 (twelve weeks)

				September 30: deliver HH Book #2

				Write proposal for uncontracted LIH

				November 30: start writing HH #3 (Four weeks)

				December 31: deliver HH Book #3

		

		Obviously not every year is organized like this, but some are, and a writer must be disciplined enough to pull it off. A wise author told me early in my career that a backlist is a cash cow. During a lean year, the royalties from backlist books will make the difference. The lesson: Write more books—but always write quality books. Never scrimp on quality due to time constraints. The more you write, the better writer you become. Writing is a muscle, and the more you use it, the stronger it becomes. Schedule proposals and work to make those deadlines. While these steps don’t promise publication, they are continuous steps in the right direction.

		My 2008 goal sheet looked like the following:

		
				Consistently use planner for deadlines and page counts

				Complete HMBH by March 30

				Book #2 completed by June 30

				Two proposals by September 30

				Book #3 completed by October 30

				Writing improvement: time lines/calendar/built-in conflict

				De-clutter one area (drawer, for example) each week

				Make a decision on a new web designer and act on it

				Four to five pages per day produces a 90,000-word manuscript in ninety days

				Read more fiction

		

		Any goal worth achieving is going to come with challenges. Recommitting to your goals on a regular basis will keep you focused. Add an emotional benefit to a goal to make it more meaningful to you; that is, consider the emotion you’ll experience after you have accomplished your goal. For example, if I do the following, I will feel a certain positive emotion:

		
				SIMPLIFY AND DECLUTTER: I will feel less stressed; I’ll feel free from possessions.

				MEET EVERY DEADLINE: I’ll have more time for crafts or playing games to relax.

				KEEP MY DESK CLEAN: I won’t be flustered in the morning, I’ll be more confident.

				STAY FOCUSED: I’ll make my deadline without last-minute chaos; I’ll have time to sew because I enjoy it; I will experience less stress and therefore gain peace of mind.

		

		Show yourself how it will feel to complete a goal and why it’s emotionally important. Imagine the accomplishment. Visualize it. See yourself where you want to be.

		HAVE A DEADLINE FOR EVERY GOAL

		A goal without a deadline is just a wish.

		My 2017 goals looked like this:

		
				Find the joy—daily/monthly

				
				Submit Return to Cowboy Creek #1 proposal before March 31

				
				Complete Write Smart, Write Happy by June 5

				
				Complete Return to Cowboy Creek #1 by July 14

				Update website; add Amazon carousel by end of July

				
				Write Cowboy novella by July 30

				Create and give a webinar

				Propose two stories I love during August

				Write the Aspen Gold story by September 30

				
				Write and publish Middles by December 15

				Read four craft books

				Thin out bookshelves

		

		Break down your deadline projects into bite-size tasks and check them off in your planner with big, bright stickers to show your progress. Something about seeing completed items in a checklist is truly gratifying; it gives you a sense of accomplishment.

		No one can tell you the best method to use. What works for one person may not work for you, and what works for you right now may not work for you on the next book, or next year. You have to find your own way, your own pace. Don’t get discouraged; if something isn’t working, simply reroute.

		Congratulate and give yourself credit for every accomplishment. Celebrate every step—small or large. When I finish a book or have a completed manuscript accepted, I bake a cake for my family or critique group. During critiques on Friday nights, my critique partners and I open a bottle of champagne, eat strawberries and chocolate, and take time to acknowledge the accomplishments of our fellow writers.

		I’m going to challenge you to take a good look at the people you admire and choose some qualities and habits from a role model (or more than one) as you move forward.

		If you haven’t already, find someone to be accountable to and to whom you can report your goals and achievements.

		When you’re setting your goals, think of this person as the one holding the road map to where you want to end up at the end of the year, or in five years.

		While developing my calendar, I make writing, personal, and craft goals. Craft goals include one or more areas in which I will work to improve my writing. I advise having at least one current craft goal at

		
		
				Plan adequate preparation time in developing a story

				Character development

				Realistic dialogue

				Develop inherent conflict

		

		
		
				Take three/four classes (online or off) on the subject.

				Attend a conference.

				Read six books on the craft of writing.

				
				Find books on the writing craft that offer exercises, such as the assignments I created in Writing With Emotion, Tension & Conflict.

				Read four books outside my genre.

				Use a calendar for a story time line.

		

		GOALS MUST BE SPECIFIC, CONCRETE, AND MEASURABLE

		
		
		
		
		
		Set Realistic Goals

		
		
				I will write is not specific, nor does it contain a plan.

				I will write for one hour a day or I will write four pages a day is more specific.

				I will sell a book is out of your control.

				I will research the market and aim for a specific word count is realistic.

				I will write fifty pages a week, polish and submit by June is within your power.

				I will write 70,000 words by September 1st, hire an editor, and self-publish by December 1st is a solid, measurable plan, depending on your skill level.

		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
				You can schedule time every day to polish and finish that manuscript.

				You can find an accountability partner and/or a beta reader.

				You can listen to constructive feedback.

				You can submit your work.

				You can create a daily or weekly to-do list of steps to get where you want to go.

		

		
		
		
		
		
		Grab Your Notebook
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