
on mood fiction 
Trevor Jones 

inside the Drean



FOCUS 
for SF writers 

A BSFA Publication

Issue 21 * August 1990

Edited and produced by:

Cec11 Nurse 
49 Station Road 

Haxby. York Y03 8LU 
tel: 0904-765419

Artwork by Cecil Nurse

Printed by:

PDC Copyprint 
11 Jeffries Passage 

Guildford, Surrey GUI 4AF

FOCUS Is published thrlce-yearly by the British 
Science Fiction Association. All contents 
copyright of their original creators. All opinions 
expressed in FOCUS are those of the original 
contributors and must not be taken to represent 
those of the Editor or or of the BSFA except where 
explicitly stated. BSFA Membership is £12 per 
annua and is available fron:

Joanne Raine 
33 Thornville Road 

Hartlepool. Cleveland TS26 SEW

Contributions: this space is for members of the 
BSFA, and for anyone else, who writes SF/F or 
related, to write about writing. If reading FOCUS 
inspires you, or you feel like saying something, 
send something in. MSS will not be returned unless 
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to become an artform In Its own right, in my 
opinion.
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A Few Editorial Hints
1. Be personal, and honest. Tell it how you see 
it; confession, manifesto, anecdote.
2. Don't use 'you' when you mean '!'
3. 1 prefer longish submissions, with a beginning,
middle, and end. Make them essays rather than 
letters of comment.
4. Send BS at your own risk. I might publish It, 
with your name on it.

2 No editorial this issue: there's more than enough from 2 me in Nuts + Bolts.

I STUFF
2 Orbiter is a process whereby five writers circulate 

manuscripts to each other for criticism and comment.
2 If you are Interested. Sue Thomason co-ordinates the 
2 setting up of new groups. Her new address Is: 190 
2 Coach Road, Sleights nr Whitby. North Yorks Y022 5EN.
2 Writers Support Group. 'The purpose of the w.s.g. is 

to give mutual help with problems such as tricky bits 
2 of writing, overcoming blocks, selecting publishers.

research etc. Although it will start with an orbit of 
2 unlimited numbers, sending letters detailing areas of 
2 expertise and selected bits of writing (not above 5 
2 pages), I envisage it splitting into useful groups 
2 according to genre preference and PCW compatibility, 
2 while still maintaining links when needed with other 
2 people in the group.' Co-ordinator: Ms G J K Rooke, 
2 Southview, Pilgrims Lane. Chilham. Kent CT4 SAB.2 Back Issues of Focus are now available. With six 
2 different editors and editorial teams In Its history. 
2 quality and character are Inconsistent, but there Is a 2 lot of good stuff and something of lasting Interest In 2 most Issues. Write to Maureen Porter with SAE for a 2 detailed index and prices, at 60 Bournemouth Road, 2 Folkestone, Kent CT19 5AZ
2 Market Space. Sue Thomason has handed the Market 
2 Space list over to me and I have done nothing with It 
2 as yet. Suggestions as to what might be the best way 
2 to collect and distribute market information, and 
2 comments about what exactly is needed, are requested.2 In the interim, I offer the following:
2 > Scavenger's Newsletter is a monthly market listing 
2 with particular emphasis on the American sf/fantasy/ 
2 horror small press, but Including professional and 
2 overseas (UK) markets as well. Fascinating even II 
2 you're not looking for outlets. 32 A5-lsh pages 
2 Available from me (C E Nurse) for £1.25 single, £6 for 
2 a six-month sub. Scavenger's Scrapbook Is an overview 
2 designed to be used in conjuntlon with the Newsletter. 
2 Over 150 US magazines listed; also book publishers 
2 Available for £2. This Is a non-profit arrangement on 
2 my part, In the interests of bringing the US small 
2 press to the attention of UK writers and readers.
2 • The New SF Alliance Is an association of UK small 

press zines; they also import selected US zines. The 
best way to find out what is going on is to send for a

2 catalogue and buy some samples. Write to: Chris Reed, 
X 16 Somersall Lane, Chesterfield, S40 3LA.
* • Light's List of Literary Magazines gives a lot of 

addresses If you want to search beyond the genre.
IX Available for 50p from the NSFA, address above.
X • Interzone Is of course the central UK sf pro-zlne, 

and a major market for short fiction. It has a useful 
2 Magazines Received column, and often carries relevant 
2 notices In the Small Ads. £2.30 single from 124 
2 Osborne Road, Brighton BN1 6LU.

2 Quo tab les
2 The artistic experience has always had the misfortune
2 to be Judged (as has labour) not by the experience 
2 itself, but by its product.2 — Randall Flynn in Focus 4
2 For me there is always this sense that when this story
2 ends maybe the world will end; 1 wonder whether the 
2 world is really there when I'm not narrating It.
2 — John Barth in Vriters it Hori, Seventh Senes
2 All you have to offer readers is what makes you
2 unique, not what makes you like other writers.2 — Paaela Sargent in Foundotion 26
2 The only decision I ever made was not to become a 
2 lexicographer.2 — Colin Greenland in Journel Hired 2

2 Deadline for the next issue: November 17, 1990.
2 And remember, let's be serious out there.



One night say that the true Inhabitant of a uriter's 
room is the book that is being written there. Here, 
Colin Greenland traces the development of his latest.
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wasn't sudden, act. 
It took years. Years before 1 even realised

Then doing It again, 
right.

learning how to do It, getting it done.

opera of any 1 
about that.

Everyone

truth.

m not an Ideas writer. I don't think I have 
I’m not even sure what Ideas are, to tell the 
What I have Is people, In situations, in

from the beginning. Doing It
another.

again.

talked 
opera 

intelligently,

Harrison's The 
'There you are,' 1 told

irently fascist, 
utterly beneath

everybody.

exotic places, and the situations become problems, and 
out of that nub 1 grow and coax and filch and bully 
and prune a book.

There have never been a million books I could 
write. I've always written what there was next. A 
quest because that's a good shape for your first

be done!' 
' No, ' s

entertaining, anarchist space opera!

said Mike Harrison. 'It can't, 
at book.' He gave me his best

outing, a r 
Back Again.

There and

■ead Phillip Mann's Gardener books and became 
>. I read Consider Phlebas and grew restless.

Her name was Tabitha Jute, and she wasn't going to go

unrealistic thing called plot around even a handful of 
life, in all its shapelessness. Then a tighter, more 
concentrated, more gothic fantasy, because I wanted to 
focus and intensify what I'd learnt, and what I could 
do.

'epeated complaint about both ay Tabitha

that don'

Then along came a woman in a spaceship. 
Actually, the spaceship wasn't there 

I Just knew she had one. I couldn't actually

They have to be big 
all sorts of things.

Before 1 started, or rather during that bit when 
you have started but you haven't written anything down 
yet, people were sceptical. Colin Greenland writing a

mew what I'd been doing wrong, 
is going to have to do about it. 

was no good doing research.

(The astronoay

And 1 knew

That's changed now. The other day Rog Peytc 
Andromeda Books said to me, 'Why did you start 
fantasies?' As If spaceships were Inevitable,

article in an old national Geographic. > Nor would it 
have been any good going back and actually reading Doc 
Smith and Van Vogt and Vargo Stetten and all the other 
great railroad pioneers. I'd only have made myself 
more Irritable and more restless.

In a sense, he was right. What most people 
today mean by 'fantasy' is so conventional, so narrow, 
and so sedate It barely notices the guerillas like 
James Blaylock, or Storm Constantine, or me, nipping 
at its vast anodyne flanks. All the things I thought 
made fantasy worth writing are in eclipse, and all the

We all do.
The basics. Spaceships buzz and rattle.

hang out in cantinas, guzzling toxic, frothing brews.
There are canals on Mars, bubble

Hyperspace Is not a lot better.

Industry standards.
So I went into space.
There was a woman.

looked as 
remembered

sturdy old tub. The woman's name i 
Her ship was called the Dolly Parton.

She had a spaceship, people to think we'd grown out of all that.

Worse, when we 
it. We wanted

Melissa Scott, Lois McMaster
Bujold; Allen Steele, in his way; Jack McDevitt, Ir

took care of the laundry and the shopping and the
hospital. 1 loved being in hospital, other people

shrewd, as Lisa always does, about the ingenuousness 
of the protagonist actually being the Ingenuousness of 
the author. Geoff Ryman told me why the ship was

Dave Langford said I should take out

' When everyone 
that's the

lan McDonald

and nobody read it.
which was

That wasn't enough. tried again,
cyberpunk, with a bittersweet noir space story about a 
burnt-out combat photographer taking out secret

of the moral. Gwyneth Jones got quite upset because 
virtue was invoked, but failed to save the day. Bruce
Sterling said the whole thing was untenable.

on the right track.

lunch for anyone who looks as if they might be capable 
of dashing off a space opera. At the time, though.

She dldn' She

1 remember the first words she said when 
read the gawky, sketchy, undernourished thing I

she 
was 
The

thing that made my US agent say, '1 find it hard to 
feel enthusiasm about the reaction this would engender

She said: 'I like her.'

And 1 had Tabitha.
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Tabitha had the Dolly Parton, who couldn't be 
called the Dolly Parton any more because either I 
would have to do lots of Irrelevant and tiresome work 
researching and honouring Dolly Parton, or I was going 
to get sued, and probably both.

She became the Evelyn Smith. Evelyn Smith is my 
landlady, and Lisa Tuttle’s and John Brosnan's 
landlady, and she used to be Chris Evans’s and Chris 
Priest's landlady. She's ninety-six and sharp as a 
pin and she remembers watching Bleriot come across the 
Channel. I thought she ought to be commemorated for 
services to science fiction; and I thought she ought 
to have a ship named after her, even if it was rather 
an Ignoble one.

But Mrs Smith has fierce objections to books 
about spaceships. She thinks they encourage space 
travel. She says we’ve made such a mess of this world 
we shouldn't encourage people to go out and spread It 
around. 1 tried writing that Into the book, but It 
stuck out. Who cares what the author's landlady 
thinks anyway?

Then the Evelyn Smith was the Ginger Biscuit for 
a while. 1 saw the name on a barge at St Katharine's 
Dock, and I thought It was fine. Cheerful, zesty, 
demotic, and far from grand. It was only later that I 
realised it was a toy name, a St Katharine’s Dock 
name, a messing-about-on-boats sort of name — not a 
working boat's name at all.

I don't know when — it wasn't that long ago — 
I realised that everything I'd ever written, at least 
since Daybreak, was a version of Alice in Wonderland. 
I wrote about that In 'Off With Their Heads." I Vector 
154], and Lisa Tuttle and I talked about It in our 
interview in Journal Wired 2, so 1’11 spare you the 
long explanations. Suffice to say that very late on, 
nine days into the final draft, the Ginger Biscuit 
became the Alice Liddell, who was Lewis Carroll's 
Alice, the one he told the stories to. It's not so 
much a literary In-joke as a little acknowledgement of 
a large debt. And If Alice destroys Wonderland by 
waking up, well, all dreams have to end, and all 
stories too, if you ask me. Or ask Frank Kermode. 
The sense of an ending, he called it. What fiction 
has that everyday life is always yearning towards. A 
satisfactory resolution.

Working as a critic — writing a lot of reviews, 
trying to sort out books Into what works and what 
doesn’t — all that helps too. Having to explain 
anything to anybody else helps you understand it 
yourself. And sf, which is based on a fundamental 
dissatisfaction with the world — why isn't It like 
this? what if it were like that? — attracts and 
nourishes the sort of writer who needs to understand 
what It is they're doing.

I wonder whether this is also the reason, on the 
other side of the coin, that writing is so very hard 
for me. I suffer terribly from Inertia. I don't get 
writer’s block. 1 do get writer's sloth. I'm useless 
in the mornings. I can't work if I'm hungry, or 
tired, or with someone else walking around. I have 
some absolutely ace fetishes and avoidance routines 
I've been perfecting for years. Once I do start I 
have a tendency to fiddle, to stir the words around 
like the clutter on the shelf above the gas fire, when 
what I really ought to do is chuck it all out and make 
space for something useful. That sentence is a 
particularly striking piece of clutter which probably 
doesn't belong in this paragraph at all, but I can't 
bear to throw it away, I’ve tried it in three other 
places and this is where it's ended up.

Fiddle.
Launching out on a long book was not as daunting 

as it might have been, though. You Just keep putting 
one foot in front of the other. Then, as long as 
you've got a fairly reliable map, you get where you're 
going.

Plus, with modern word processing technology, 
you can nip back and forth and round and round in 
circles any time you like. You can redo bits where 
you stumbled, or wandered off the track.

When word processors first impinged on the 
literary world, there was great shaking of august 
heads. They would encourage mechanical writing. The 
screen would be a terrible tyrant. A New York editor 

claimed he could tell a word-processed novel even from 
the printed page, because they were written in chunks 
of twenty-five lines, a screenful at a time.

I could never have written Plenty without a word 
processor. It’s only clunky old Wordstar 4.0, on an 
Epson PC+ without even a hard disc; but It’s power, 
and It's bliss. Inertia is no obstacle when you can 
rewrite without retyping a page, without having to 
Tlpp-Ex and scribble, without having to waste 
materials and pay for more.

My Epson PC+ is to me what the Alice Liddell is 
to Tabitha.

When I’m working, 1 can write a thousand words a 
day. More if I’m really cooking. If I do less I 
start to fret. So, I decided each chapter would be at 
least a thousand words long — short chapters — and 
I'd try to write a chapter a day. I divided the 
notional book into five sections, and decided there 
would be at least twelve chapters In a section. Then 
I hung a sign on each chapter saying how much of the 
plot was supposed to go in there. 1 also left some 
for the ship's log, for Tabitha to talk about the 
past, where she'd come from, strange Jobs she'd done, 
about asteroids, aliens, and affairs — all the 
stories the plot couldn't reach.

There's nothing like sticking up a lot of 
scaffolding to convince yourself you're going to build 
a house.

Kim Newman once said to me, ‘ I think you think 
of words as bricks. I was always taught they were

‘Not bricks,' I said, pondering. 'More like 
cogs.'

A bricklayer's response if ever there was one.
Mechanical I may be. But writing is mechanism. 

Language is a machine, the most amazing and accessible 
machine we've ever invented. You take one of these, 
and you put it here, fix this and this either side of 
it, and before you know where you are, you're saying 
something. And with a word processor you can adjust 
and tune the machine as you go along, and paint and 
decorate and upholster it too, and change the 
landscape around it while it's in progress. Which is 
ideal for writing a big, rich, colourful, extravagant, 
exorbitant, plentiful adventure with rocketships in

Is there enough yet? Is there plenty?

I had the title very 
sharp, it sounded fecund, 
Plenty of what? Back where? 
it and see... That sort
working it was a motto too. 
Roddenburv and Georcte Lucas.

early on. It sounded 
It sounded Intriguing. 
From where? Aha. Read

of title. Wlille I was 
Take it back, from Gene

Smith and Keith 
every sneering

Laumer, from 
snob. Take 11

every ham-fisted hack and 
t back and do it properly.

I'm always confounded by writers like Kim 
Newman, and Barbara Hambly, who can write, and write 
copiously, in Inconvenient places and bad moods. I 
have to have seclusion, calm, warmth, a computer, 
appropriate music on the headphones — and the 
guillotine blade of a deadline suspended above my 
desk. I began Plenty in a placid Essex suburb, 
continued It in a cabin in the woods on a mountain in 
Colorado, and finished It here In Harrow, amid a green 
oasis preserved from housing estates by the wealth of 
Harrow School. I've been extremely lucky in the 
places I've had to work in.

Even in paradise there are no guarantees.
I'm equally confounded by people, usually in 

local writers’ groups, who say: 'Oh, writing's so 
therapeutic, Isn't It?'

I scowl at them. I say no It isn’t. It's 
painful, it’s neurotic, it’s bad for my skin and my 
eyes and my posture, it ruins my diet and makes me 
poison myself with stimulants and stay up till all 
hours and neglect my friends and lovers. I yap and 
wlnge at anyone in reach, like a disgruntled dog. I 
make stupid decisions because I'm out of touch with 
reality and end up wasting scads of time. I want to 
talk about the book and I'm afraid to talk about the 
book and I can't talk about the book, because no one 
can talk about it with me. I can't read anything 
that's anything like what I’m writing or my 
Imagination starts to bleed. So either I read Junk I 
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don't core about, which Bakes Be (eel bad; or 1 read 
Charles Dickens or Raymond Chandler or Elizabeth 
Jolley, and they're so brilliant they make ne feel 
terrible.

I nay be all electronic and objective, but I'm 
not very sensible about writing- Sometimes I realise 
I've been sitting staring out of the window for half 
an hour wondering how to describe the snell of the 
Martian desert at dusk, or what's in the luggage the 2: 
Amazing Zodiac Twins have just tipped out all over the 
floor of the hold of the Alice Liddell, and the walls 
and the ceiling too, because there Isn't any gravity * 
present. If you ever come upon me running a writers’
workshop, you'll hear me tell people. Keep going, put 
an asterisk, come back and fill It in later when * 
you've thought of something. 3;

Don't do as 1 do, do as 1 say.
It doesn't matter why she's running, or what * 

sort of horrendous beast (or cop> is chasing her. 1 
can't let Tabitha go past that peculiar tree until 
I've thought of a word for what it looks like. Old 
socks, no, delete old socks. A tottering heap of * 
rags, no, clothes again, too domestic, not weird 
enough. A giant rotting cauliflower. That'll do. * 
Tabitha ran on, gasping, her feet, no, her boots, JJ; 
sticking In the heavy mud. The crude earth. The *
soggy, sodden, swampy. Tabitha ran on. gasping, the 
swampy soli sucking hungrily at her boots. Is 
hungrily one metaphor too many? Is that the time

Well, I thought, that's space opera. You start 
out driving a truck and you end up master of the 
universe.

So I thought: All right, rfiat I'll do Is, 1'11 
stick everything I don't understand in square 
brackets. Then at the end. we'll see. Either 1'11 be 
right, or she will. <1 knew she was a she, 1 could 
hear her. 1 can always hear all of them. > If she's 
right I thought, 1 won't have lost anything. But if 
I’m right, all I have to do is go through and delete 
everything in square brackets.

As things turned out, It didn't take that long.
One day when 1 was still in the throes of the 

first draft, whatever that means now all states are 
electronic and permanently malleable, 1 was telling 
this story to Ellen Pedersen. And 1 stopped halfway 
through. 1 said, '1 know who she is. I've just 
realised who she is.'

And 1 looked, and she was. Best of all, she was 
who she was because of what she knew.

You need the map. But the map is not the 
territory. When you come up over that hill and you 
see the shining silver path that wasn't marked 
anywhere because you couldn't see It from anywhere 
before, you have to be able to take the path. The 
book has to keep surprising you. Otherwise you might 
as well really be building houses, which is much more 
valuable and much better paid.

And if it's not surprising, it's certainly not 
science fiction.

1 did, in fact, resort to asterisks, or rather 
to square brackets. I found there was a narrator 1 
hadn't allowed for, a bit like the one in Other Voices 
i*>o says. 'Historians will never agree on the precise 
movements of troops that fateful day at the pass above 
Perlvale.' She wasn't Tabitha. And she certainly 
unsn't me. In fact, she knew more about what was 
going on than 1 did.

I'm not trying to mystify this. FOCUS isn't the 
place for us to be coy about the actual, infuriating, 
inglorious business of field-stripping and oiling the 
word machine and reassembling It, usually in the dark 
behind your back. It was simply this. Whenever 1 
modulated Into that tone, that elevated viewpoint that 
could deliver the requisite little lecture on the 
colonisation of Mars while the characters were 
scurrying about trying to get each Into other's 
underwear, the sentences kept running on to some 
conclusion 1 couldn't account for. Something much 
more dramatic than 1 knew, something epoch-making, had 
happened because of Tabitha and her little barge. 
Whatever It was, It was bigger than my scaffolding. 
It was off the edge of the map.

I finished it.
1 did all the boring formatting things that take 

so long with WordStar «.O. and 1 printed it out. it 
took a couple days, maybe three. I'd said It would be 
80.000 words. I thought it might possibly have topped 
100,000. It was 120,000.

Plenty.
I put it in a cardboard box and took it to Jane. 
She read it.
She read it again.
She made a chapter by chapter guide to the plot, 

for reference.
Then she rolled up her sleeves and really got to 

work.
She wrote five pages, single-spaced. of 

questions, objections, suggestions and execrations. 
She suggested a whole new way of triggering the plot 
which would kick the thing into gear instead ol 
leaving It shuffling around the way it was, looking at 
its watch. She identified where I'd got confused 
between my characters and my narrator, and where I'd 
simply got so many characters speaking nobody could 
tell who was who. She marked down passages where the 
tone had wandered off Into something that might have 
been very nice, really, for a completely different 
book. She found a large bln liner, and pointed to the 
clutter on the mantelpiece.
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During this tine 1 walked around town very 
carefully, looking nervously at shadows. I wanted It 
to be over, but 1 jumped when the phone rang.

We went out. We had a pizza.
Then we went back to her office and spent four 

hours shining bright lights all over ny poor little 
novel, which now didn’t look so big and brave at all.

Jane told ne everything she liked. Then she 
told ne everything she thought. Then she told ne 
everything she urged ne most emphatically to do, or 
not do, or never to do again.

I got very excited and wrote everything down In 
my notebook.

These meetings are very odd experiences. 
They're a bit like sex, and a bit like going to the 
dentist when you’ve been putting it off for a long 
while.

They're sexy because something which has been 
your own private fantasy for a long time Is suddenly, 
miraculously, shared. There are two of you where 
there used to be just one.

But they're not sexy at all because instead of 
ending In anything like a climax, they end In a big 
plie of work for you to take away and do. On your 
own. By a deadline.

I had three months.
I took the manuscript home and put It in the 

middle of the table. 1 put Jane's notes on one side 
of It. I put my notes on the other.

Then I went in the other room.
For a month.
1 couldn't help it, I couldn't look at it. I 

was afraid of It. 1 knew now it was good, and I knew 
how it was going to become a great deal better. 1 
knew that not everything Jane said was right, or even 
desirable. but everything she said pointed to 
something that needed working out. The answer might 
be something or somewhere quite different from what 
she supposed; but 1 couldn't have found It without 
that bright light.

But the bright light was hurting my eyes.
1 tried making even more notes. I tried 

sneaking up on the manuscript and just idly, casually, 
with nothing particular on my mind — looking at it.

My eyes slithered away.
1 went back in the other room.
Sweating.
That was October.
Somehow 1 suppose 1 was working. Somewhere deep 

In my brain some unconscious maw was ruminating the 
stuff from that meeting, digesting It, turning all 
that food for thought into shiny new pink muscle.

You couldn't have told it by me.
November came. Thirty days hath November, 

tum-tl-tum, sixty-one days In all. Sixty-eight 
chapters. Chapters designed to be written one per 
day, even if they had grown a bit since then. Sixty
eight chapters in sixty-one days, no weekends, no 
breaks, no Christmas, no nothing.

Go.
It happened. I did it. It was tough. It was 

great. I told people, 'I'm tearing down the crumbly 
old building and putting up a smart new building on 
the same ground plan.' That was how It felt. I lost 
touch with the world. 1 was living on a twenty-six- 
hour day, eating strange meals at three o'clock in the 
morning, talking back to the d.j.'s on the radio. 1 
was in the cockpit of the Alice Liddell as I'd never 
been before. It was crowded in there.

At 1 a.m. on 1st January, 1 finished it. Again. 
It was 140,000 words now.
Jane said, ’You've done a lot of work, haven't 

you?' She sounded pleased.
1 said yes.
My US agent said, ’I love it! I really think 

this one might be the wedge Into the U.S. Market.'
Suddenly, it all began.

Colin Greenland's previous novels are Daybreak on a 
Different Mountain I198t), The Hour of the Thin Ox 
,1987>, and Other Voices (1989), all from Unwin Hyman.

X The preparation and submission of manuscripts 
eventually becomes second-nature to a writer. 
However, no two people will give you quite the same 
advice. This year, David S Garnett, presently the 
editor of the Zenith and Orbit SF Yearbook 

» anthologies, discusses the arcane art.

ms PREP
'An Inconclusive story, not very well plotted with 
rather poor dialogue and not at all up to the standard 
of requirements for ••••. Basically, It is badly 
written and you need a lot more practise in the art of 
short story writing before you will be ready for the 
top paying market. '

Editing an anthology is easy. Just ask for 
manuscripts, choose the best...

To find the twelve stories included in the first 
volume of Zenith, I read 138 scripts. (For the second 
volume, 1 read less — because 1 was sent less.> And 
1 now know there are far more wrong ways to subml t 
stories than I ever imagined possible.

1 don’t intend to discuss stories as such. They 
should speak for themselves, but every writer ought to 
give his/her fiction the best chance to do so. And 
that, basically, is a matter of presentation — in all 
its aspects.

The first thing that would-be authors should do 
is read Chris Evans's Uri ting Science Fiction and/or 
Brian Stableford's The Hay to Vrite Science Fiction. 
These are excellent books by excellent writers — they 
must be; I've bought stories from each of them — who 
know what they are talking about. All the essentials 
are in these two volumes, everything that the new (and 
not-so-new> author should know. It would make my job 
a lot easier If everyone who sends me a story has read 
at least one of these; and they would make it a lot 
easier for themselves.

The key word Is 'professionalism'. You may 
never have sold a word, but that's no reason why you 
can't act professionally.

I shouldn't have to deal with the basics — 
typed manuscript, double-spaced, black Ink on white 
paper — because that goes without saying. Or ought 
to. But It does have to be said, over and over: TYPED 
MANUSCRIPT, DOUBLE-SPACED, BLACK INK ON WHITE PAPER.

Word Processors - and Scramblers
These days everyone has a WP.

Everyone? No. they don't, It just seems like 
that. Half of the stories 1 bought for the first 
volume of Zenith were written without a WP, although 
more than half of the submissions I received were 
computer-aided. By the time I was preparing the 
second volume, a year later, over three-quarters of 
the stories that arrived were written with word 
processors.

At times, 1 begin to think there ought to be a 
law that states no one who hasn't sold any fiction 
should be allowed to own a WP. Hany of the worst 
stories I had in were immaculately 'processed'. They 
may have met all the 'rules' of submission, but the 
content didn't match the presentation.

Because word processors can do so much, you 
should be careful to do only what is necessary. For 
example: there is no need to justify the right-hand 
margin of your manuscript. In fact, It's probably 
best not to. Most professional authors don* t; most 
non-professlonals do. So If you want to appear like 
an old pro, leave the margin unadjusted. Also, 
typesetters hate margins being adjusted. (Although 
considering what typesetters have done to me in the 
past, that's probably a good reason for adjusting the 
margin! Here, I hasten to add, I'm talking about the 
people who have typeset my books — not the wonderful 
person who Is doing this typesetting for FOCUS.../ 
I Huh? Uhere?)
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Having made this first law, I must admit that 1 
did buy one story for Zenith 1 where not only was the 
right margin adjusted, so was the left one -- there 
weren't even any paragraph indentations. In other 
words: if the story is good enough, rules don't matter

Other WP laws: make sure your printer produces a 
legible copy, dark enough and not in some 
unintelligible hieroglyphic script; don't send a draft 
print; always read through the printout before 
submission, to get rid of errors that you have missed 
on screen, or mistakes in layout; don't play around 
with headers and footers, putting the page number/ 
story title/author name in a different place on every 
sheet; if using a continuous print feeder, separate 
all the sheets. Editors have better things to do than 
tear apart manuscript pages — such as tearing them 
up...

More follows
Until I started editing Zenith, I had never seen 'mf 
written in the bottom right hand corner of every page. 
At first I thought it was some kind of WP code. There 
is no need for 'more follows' — that's one of the 
reasons why pages are numbered. <And it seems even 
more pointless if the WP also adds *mf' to the final 
page!) All that's needed is a simple 'Ends' — which, 
logically enough, should appear at the end of the

Write a covering note to go with the manuscript. 
There’s no need to Include the unabridged version of 
your biography or to say how brilliant the story is or 
to give a synopsis of it. If you think the editor may 
not have heard of you, but you've sold to Interzone, 
tell him. (Or if you've sold to Analog, admit It.) 
Don't say that your story has already been to other 
magazines, that Ed Ferman liked the title, that 
Gardner Dozols liked your name, that Ellen Dat low 
liked your hairstyle. Editors like to pretend that 
they are the first to read every script, that each 
story has been especially written for their 
magazine/anthology.

We all know that Isn't true, of course. I’ve 
bought Interzone rejects, they've bought mine; the 
same is true with Other Edens. Stuff I have turned 
down has appeared in F&SF and Asimov’s and elsewhere 
— and other rejects have not only been published but 
reprinted in both Gardner Dozois' and Donald 
Wollhelm's Year's Best collections.

If there is a deadline for the submission of 
manuscripts, that doesn't mean you can only send in 
material the day before that date.

Don't phone the editor about your story. Don't 
phone him early, and don't phone him late. Don't 
phone him late from the pub, when you're drunk. Don't 
phone him late from the pub, when you're drunk, and 
ask to reverse the charges.

Only send one manuscript at a time. You may 
think that by sending two you will receive twice as 
much attention; instead, each story will be given half 
as much editorial time. And it's even worse if you 
send three scripts. Or four...

Post and Postage and Postmen
Don't send your manuscript by registered or recorded 
delivery. Editing isn’t a 9 to 5 job, end editors 
tend to keep late hours. After staying up till dawn, 
reading manuscripts, or staying up with Dawn, not 
reading manuscripts, they are Inclined to dislike 
being awoken shortly thereafter to sign for an 
envelope. (And the postmen seem to be insulted at 
having to deliver such mail. 'Here's another one who 
doesn't trust us,’ they mutter. J If you're concerned 
that your script may not arrive, Include a stamped and 
self-addressed postcard with your story.

And please send a stamped envelope so that 
unwanted manuscripts can be returned. I say this 
because I received far too many 'disposable' copies — 
which 1 still haven't disposed of. 1 have enough 
unwanted old manuscripts of my own, I don't need 
anyone else's.

Manuscripts used to be valuable. Beginning 
authors today have got it made. They can make more 
printouts at the touch of a few buttons, or else 
simply send out photocopies. Back in the Good Old

Days, it used to cost a shilling for a page of 
photocopying: the same price as a pint of beer. And 
photocopies still only cost five pence. If it were 
over a quid a page, there wouldn't be as many 
'disposable' manuscripts around these days.

Your Pal, The Editor
The editor wants to enjoy your story, wants to buy it. 
That’s his job. There can be no magazlne/collection/ 
anthology without new stories. Every time he opens an 
envelope, the editor hopes It will contain a story he 
can use.

The editor doesn't play favourites. Friend or 
ioe, It makes no difference: an editor has no friends. 
Famous or unknown, he'll reject 'em all. I've turned 
down stories by some of the biggest names in British 
sf, for the simple reason that I didn't like them. 
(The stories, I mean...>

Having said that, it must be admitted that a new 
author has to be better than a ’name' — because if 
the editor has a choice between two stories of equal 
merit, one by an unknown and one by a name, which one 
will he buy?...

No, it ain't fair; but who said It should be?
You have to make your own chances. And the best 

way to do that is by turning out a good story. Zenith 
is a tough market, because I only need about a dozen 
stories a year. 1 don’t have a regular deadline to 
meet, so 1 can wait until I find what I want.

And what do I want? 1’11 know it when I see it.
There are a number of excellent small press 

magazines around at the moment, which is probably the 
easiest way for a new author to break into print — 
and also one way of attracting attention to yourself. 
If you’ve already published a few stories in the 
semi-prozines, an editor is more likely to pay 
attention to your manuscript.

'Sorry' Is The Easiest Word
I have been fortunate enough to have dealt with 
several good editors over the years, and I've 
appreciated all the time and consideration they have 
given to my manuscripts, particularly when 1 was 
starting out. In a way, I've tried to repay this debt 
when editing Zenith by reading everything that was 
sent to me.

Well, okay, I started to read everything. After 
a while, I could spot the real losers. But just 
because someone sends in an awful story doesn’t mean 
that they won’t come up with a much better one next 
month, next year, next decade. Everyone has to start 
somewhere. The only way to improve as a writer, as 
with every other skill, is to do more of it.

1 never sent out a rejection slip, although 1 
came close a few times — but that wasn’t necessarily 
because of the awfulness of the story. Sometimes 1 
just couldn't think of anything to say about a 
particular script; it simply wasn’t my kind of story 
Probably the worst aspect of trying to reply 
Individually to every submission was that sometimes, I 
later realised, I said the wrong thing. That's 
another reason why it's so much easier to send out a 
standard rejection note: because the more that the 
editor says, the more likely it is to be 
misinterpreted.

Never argue with the editor. If he's rejected 
your story, it's pointless writing to complain 
You'll never sell anything like that. If the editor 
has taken the time and trouble to comment on your 
manuscript, even if you think he's completely wrong, 
it's best just to swear and curse in private — then 
send him another one.

Ends
The letter quoted at the beginning of this article? I 
never sent out anything like that, although 1 may have 
felt like it: it's something I received a very long 
time ago, before my first acceptance. It angered me 
then, and it angers me now. An editor should neve: 
say that kind of thing to a hopeful author — even H

Anyway. 1 sold the story to someone else..
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Full Face is to a Profile what an autobiography is to 
a biography. Inaugurating what I hope will be a long- 
running series, FOCUS is happy to present Keith 
Brooke, a young writer whom Dream Magazine, Interzone, 
and Gollancz can all with some Justification claim to 
have discovered.

FULL FACE : Brooke
First I was going to be an artist. My drawings were 
pretty good — I nearly had some work commissioned for 
sale in a London gallery, but that fell through. I 
was colourblind, anyway. Or that was my excuse. I 
didn't think 1 could get to grips with colour and 
painting was what I really wanted to do...

I was going to be a nature photographer. I took 
some nice pictures, but it’s extremely competitive and 
I guess my hayfever would have been something of a 
handicap for a seven-days-a-week pro.

Music was where my heart really was. 1 played 
lead guitar in a couple of bands, but I was too much 
of an Introvert to let go on stage; the only time 1 
ever really moved was once when I stood too close to 
the on-stage fireworks... I wrote the band's material 
but we never had the guts to put it In front of our 
audience — we did passable cover versions Instead. 
We were loud and we played music they could dance to 
so we went down okay, but my heart was in my songs and 
my songs were never performed.

I'd always read when I was younger, but 1 
stopped some time in my early teens. Then I was on 
holiday with my family In Yorkshire when I was close 
to seventeen; it was wet and there wasn't much to do 
so I bought a schlock horror paperback — Graham 
Masterton's Plague, I think -- and loved it. I bought 
another plague novel, then some James Herbert. Back 
at home in Essex, 1 raided the library. Gore Vidal's 
Kalki was my first taste of ' literary' sf, then 1 
discovered Frank Herbert's Dosadl Experiment, Stephen 
King’s The Stand, and the book that really spun my 
mind, Heinlein's Stranger • in a Strange Land. Some 
time during this orgy of discovery I began to think, 
yeah, but what if. . . ? And that was suddenly it: I 
knew what I wanted to do.

I was never much of a communicator. That must 
be the obvious reason why I had struggled to come to 
terms with so many different creative forms. But now 
1 had found a way to channel my thoughts, a form where 
I could really do what I wanted. In writing, and 
particularly in speculative writing, you can be as 
cranky as you want and nobody really knows how much to 
believe. You can break through a lot of barriers like 
that, in your own head and in other peoples'.

But I took my time. I read around the subject, 
discovered that most writers don’t get anything 
published until at least their mid-twenties. Why 
bother writing stuff in my teens that would probably 
never see print? Yeah, I know, skewed logic or what? 
But I didn't feel ready for It, I didn't feel right', 
and this time 1 wanted to do things properly. So my 
notebooks and my diaries were where I honed what 
skills and ideas 1 had, building myself up until the 
moment was right.

University came along. After that there was 
going to be some kind of job. I wasn't going to write 
short stories because 1 didn't know of any markets for 
them (this was early to mid 80s). I'd write my first 
novel when I was 26, It seemed a good age. Then, 
after my second year exams, I found myself at a loose 
end. On June *th, 1986, after a few hours of 
preparation, I sat down at my typewriter and typed the 
opening sentence of my first short story. The story 
didn't work (even though 1 did eventually place it in 
Trevor Jones's Dream), but I had started. Later that 
summer 1 wrote a 12,000 word novelette, 'Kismet', and 
it was then that I began to see where I was going 
wrong and to maybe believe that I could put some of it 
right.

The bug had bitten deep. I wrote another four 
stories during my third year at university and 

suddenly the smooth progression from education to 
career seemed too much to face. I was lucky. After 
graduating I married Alison and she encouraged me to 
take a chance; we went to live with some friends, 
surviving on Alison's student nurse Income. With a 
track record of one story sold to the small press I 
had become a full-time author.

I'm the sort of writer who finds it really 
difficult to just sit down and do It. I'm endlessly 
finding excuses. But having taken the plunge I 
suddenly had all the motivation I could need: 1 knew 
that if I didn't sit down and write then our 
sacrifices were for nothing. So I sat down and wrote 
'Adrenotropic Man'. Then a couple duds. Then my big 
project, Keepers of the Peace.

Keepers was my attempt to write serious 
speculative fiction that woke people up, it was an 
attempt at a post-cyberpunk political thriller, it was 
me trying to show off. It has an antl-mllltarlstic 
theme, or an antl-large-scale-organlsatlons theme, if 
you prefer; it's set in the 2080s and the main 
narrative is broken up by flashback chapters told in a 
number of styles and voices, building up a montage of 
the background. 1 had decided that 1 would stretch 
myself way beyond what 1 thought were my limits. I 
knew it might be uncommercial but it was the book I 
wanted to write, the book I thought 1 could do best.

And the bastard wouldn't sell. It was held up 
for months on end at a couple of places, so when I 
look back it didn't get all that many rejections, I 
suppose it just seemed that way.

I sold three pro stories up to early 1989, but 
for the rest of that year nothing wanted to sell and I 
was getting really low. But I made myself sit down 
and give it one more go before looking for a real job. 
Expatria was going to be more accessible. That wasn* t 
a commercial ploy, or anything like that, but It did 
give me a bit of reassurance when I was embarking on 
it. The whole Expatria thing is, for me, a big 
project. I hate big books, I hate trilogies, but then 
I had Expatria sitting In my head and I had to do it. 
It's not a trilogy now, Just a big novel that 
naturally splits into two (although I didn't know this 
when I was writing lt>. The style is more 
straightforward this time, there's more plot, more 
action. 1 enjoyed myself Immensely, once I'd breathed 
some life Into the characters — there are some 
wonderful scenes In these two books.

But by Autumn 1989, I'd gone more than six 
months without a pro sale. At the Other Edens signing 
in September. Rob Holdstock told me that some guy from 
Corgi had wanted to meet me but couldn't make it — 
"You know what I mean," he said, and then didn’t tell 
me, the Innocent, what the hell he meant: by then I 
was feeling too Insecure for hints, I wanted it 
spelling out. By mld-November I knew Corgi wanted 
Keepers, but we wanted to fix up a hardback deal with 
Gollancz (who were Interested in Expatria) and that 
led to more nervous delays.
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ff To cut the story a little bit shorter. I found 
myself an agent (thanks to Eric Brown. Kim Newman, el 
all, Go 1 lane: offered me some money, and now I'm 
waiting for three novels to be published in the next 
18 months.

You never get what you expect, do you? You'd 
think I would be feeling really high now: a first 
novel In November! But I just feel a little bit weird 
(no different to usual, you might say). I'm only now 
coming to realise that my name Is appearing all over 
the place, like Eric Brown's did a year or so ago. 
But to me, I'm still the struggler nobody's ever heard 
of, to me it's the guys like Brown and Stross and 
Ferguson who are the heroes. I'm still one of the 
fans. But I've got a novel coming out In November...

Keepers is old stuff, it has its strengths and, 
yes, 1 am excited; but in places there's a first- 
novel-clumsiness and I'm scared about what people will 
think And then there's Expatria. As I've said, 
that's more accessible but that wasn't the plan. What 
if people think that I've sold out before I've even 
arrived.’’ H's really a kind of parody-cum-trlbute to 
a lot of wonderful old books like Silverberg's A Time 
of Changes, but what if nobody reads that into it? 
It's the reaction to Expatria that really worries me. 
and that's only going to be compounded because the 
book after that is the sequel, Expatria Incorporated. 
All three ore books I really wanted to — had to — 
write, but none of them are the products of how I want 
to see myself as a writer. I love them, but they're 
part of my history. Right now, it's my next two books 
that will be where I really show you folks what I can 
do, what I'm about. Next (to be written late this 
year and well into the next) is a kind of freaky 
mosaic novel, or linked story collection, or 
something, set in the 'Passion Play' future; after 
that there will probably be some kind of hefty 
scientific-surrealisl , warped, zany thriller Call 1 
know about that one is the atmosphere that I want to 
create, and to try to sustain, but that's enough to 
tell me 1 have to write it).

But then, when I've written them, will I be 
saying that they're not how I see myself, that you 
should see the next one?

By the time I’m 26 1 expect to have four, maybe 
even five, books in prIni. 1 never have been any good
at sticking to my plans. I started writing for all 
the reasons I've given above, and probably lots more 
that I've never discovered. Writing full-time is a 
wonderful way of life but right now I'm finally 
looking for a real job, a steady Income. I'll keep on 
writing though. Unless the reviews are bad.

■
Bl bliography

'The Fifth Freedoa' m Dress IS, 1988.
‘Adrenotropic hen' in Interzone 30, June 1989
•Dreeaing' in Edge Detector 2. July 1989.
‘Passion Play' m Other Edens III, Sept 1989.
Kiseet in Orees 22, Dec 1989, 
The Greatest 6a»e of AH' in Interzone 34, Nar 1990. 
The Itother' in Interzone 37, July 1990.

Hori forthcoming in R.E.H.. Psychocandy, The Edge, Interzone, and

DRABBLE

THE MAN WHO KNEW A THING OR TWO 
ABOUT ALIENS

The day the aliens Invaded there was a lot of 
confusion. 1 was out in the street like everyone else 
and a military vehicle ran over my foot. Oh God, it 
hurt! It crunched! There was this dreadful shrieking 
noise all around me — sickening — horrible -- lek 
noise. 1 became a shuddering quivering structure of 
protoplasm with cerebral tissue that had no idea what 
it was supposed to be. 1 could have been an amoeba in 
a frying pan. 1 think I was.

These days, when people ask me about the 
invasion 1 say “Allens? My foot!* It gets a laugh-

Cecil Nurse

THE PAGE
The page waits, pretending to be blank. Is that 

its appeal, its blankness? What else Is this smooth 
and white, this terrifyingly innocent? A snowfall, a 
glacier? It's a desert, totally arid, without life. 
But people venture into such places. Why? To see how 
much they can endure, how much dry light?

2. I've said the page is white, and it is: white as 
wedding dresses, rare whales, seagulls, angels, ice 
and death. Some say that like sunlight it contains 
all colours; others, that it's vdilte because It's hot, 
it will burn out your optic nerves; that those who 
stare at the page too long go blind.

3. The page itself has no dimensions and no 
directions. There's no up or down except what you 
yourself nark, there's no thickness and weight but 
those you put there, north and south do not exist 
unless you're certain of then. The page is without 
vistas and without sounds, without centres or edges. 
Because of this you can becone lost in it forever. 
Have you never seen the look of gratitude, the look of 
joy. on the faces of those who have managed to return 
from the page? Despite their faintness, their loss of 
blood, they fall on their knees, they push their hands 
into the earth, they clasp the bodies of those they 
love, or, in a pinch, any bodies they can get, with an 
urgency unknown to those who have never experienced 
the full horror of a journey into the page.

4. If you decide to enter the page, take a knife and 
some matches, and something that will float. Take 
something you can hold onto, and a prism to split the 
light and a talisman that works, which should be hung 
on a chain around your neck: that's for getting back. 
It doesn't matter what kind of shoes, but your hands 
should be bare. You should never go into the page 
with gloves on. Such decisions, needless to say. 
should not be made lightly.

There are those, of course, who enter the page 
without deciding, without meaning to. Some of these 
have charmed lives and no difficulty, but most never 
make it out at all. For them the page appears as a 
well, a lovely pool in which they catch sight of a 
face, their own but better. These unfortunates do not 
jump: rather they fall, and the page closes over their 
heads without a sound, without a seam, and is 
immediately as whole and empty, as glassy, as enticing 
as before.

5. The question about the page is: what is beneath 
it? It seems to have only two dimensions, you can 
pick it up and turn it over and the back is the same 
as the front. Nothing, you say, disappointed.

But you were looking In the wrong place, you 
were looking on the back Instead of beneath. Beneath 
the page is another story. Beneath the page is a 
story. Beneath the page is everything that has ever 
happened, most of which you would rather not hear

The page is not a pool but a skin, a skin is 
there to hold in and it can feel you touching it. Did 
you really think it would just He there and do 
nothing?

Touch the page at your peril: it is you who are 
blank and innocent, not the page. Nevertheless you 
want to know, nothing will stop you. You touch the 
page, it's as if you've drawn a knife across it, the 
page has been hurt now, a sinuous wound opens, a thin 
incision. Darkness wells through.

Reprinted from Murder in the Dark: Short Fiction and 
Prose Poems by Margaret Atwood (Jonathan Cape 1984’. 
with the kind permission of the publishers. Ms 
Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale won the 1986 Arthur > 
Clarke Award.
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WHY X
Alison Mitchell
For me, writing is a form of exorcism. It is not a * 
habit, though I am happy to make it one; it is an 
addiction become necessity. The ideas are there 
whether I want them or not: the fantasies, the 
character's name, the odd line of dialogue. It 
becomes like the tune from the morning radio show that * 
haunts you all day. I have to write something down, * 
Just to get it out of my head. It sounds unbelievably * 
corny — ' I have to do it, otherwise I would go mad! * 1 
Nevertheless, it Is a reality. I have tried 
suppressing the need — it doesn't work. ;

Pete Darby
I Following a page commenting upon my editorial from 
FOCUS 20, Pete says:} If only I could write fiction 
this easlly...

Well, the truth Is, I can write that easily. **> 
It’s when I don't write like that that I have — 
problems. The critical faculty Jumps in too early, 
and stops me writing something before it's on the 
page. I really need deadlines and editors, to make 
sure 1 write something and can then edit it properly 
rather than simply reject It. As for why I write,
well, I can remember finding out 1 could write 
interesting stuff for writing exercises at primary 
school. 1 Same here.} A combination of a healthy 
appetite for comics and having produced my best stull * 
In reaction to a Radio Four schools project based on o 
Journey into space probably pushed me into SF rather 
than anything else. I was rather embarrassed on 
reading this story recently, as it actually compares 
rather well with some of the stuff I'm now producing 
ten years later. I think my reasons for continuing to 
attempt to write are to do with my other interests ci * 
acting and role-playing games; le. I like to get into 
other peoples' heads. Thus, when 1 finish som-r thing 
and I can see that a character I've written isn t me, 
but still 1 can Identify with him, there is a •»-

Sometimes as little as a single sentence noted * 
down will free my mind for everyday concerns, like * 
paying bills and catching the right train. The fun 
part starts when I look at that note later and realise ■*’ 
how it fits In with something else 1 wrote the week 
before. Up pops the linking Idea and the process 
becomes self-regenerating. Then! if I've got the * 
sheer strength of mind to actually force myself to 
concentrate on a single plot line, rather than the 
hundreds of random ideas floating about, I may * 
actually be able to kick the thing Into something 
presentable. A story, In fact.

So, for me, it has to be an obsession. It can 
be damn frustrating, of course, sitting In the middle 
of an attentive audience at a serious concert and 
suddenly knowing that the hero will have to be wearing 
red socks, if the plot Is to work. Or standing In a * 
queue, maybe, and finally deciding that the last Une 
of dialogue was necessary, but should have been said 
by a completely different character. Me, 1 don't 
fight It any more. I honestly do carry a notebook 
with me whenever 1 go out. If necessary, I will even 
nip Into the ladies' loo to scribble something down, X 
it's that serious. Maybe my writing hasn't yet made 
much impression on the world In general, but it has 
made me a lot happier. I start scribbling at two In 
the morning if some idea is keeping me awake -- which, 
incidentally, Is exactly how this present piece came 
to be written. Friends have received some very 
strange letters from me at times when the bug has 
bitten.

1 make strict rules for myself though — at two 
in the morning, It is scribble If I have to be up at 
seven. I come back later to do the polishing. It 
isn't easy. You have to be two people, sometimes: the 
public person who deals with Real Life, and the 
private person who does the writing. But. like they 
say — I wouldn't want it any other way.

WRITE
satisfaction that is strong enough to make me try
again. If 1 fall, I try to rewrite before rejecting.
As I've said, 1 edit imyself into oblivion. That work
which I've finished and shown to others 1 still
consIder unpolished. and I can take crlt iclsm and
rejection on all of 11I. If I am happy with it other
people being happy with It is a bonus. I didn't
produce it for them, but in a strange way I didn't
produce it for myself either. It seems al 1 for the
story's sake. Pretentious maybe, but thai
t eei.

Peter Tennant

•Why 1 Write' is a question that's been asked before, 
most recently by Maureen Porter in Matrix. Firstly, I 
don't believe the desire to put pen to paper is as 
unusual as asking that question would seem to Imply. 
Man has always engaged in the activity of 
storytelling. In the office where 1 work at least 
four of us are diligent scribblers (that's 10X of the 
workforce), while several others reckon they'll give 
it a go one day. It seems to me that anyone who reads 
as a regular activity also wants to try their hand at 
writing. Reading requires a degree of imagination, 
and that implies a potential to create your own 
stories. Doesn't the existence of FOCUS mean that a 
significant number of BSFA members want to write, or 
are the subscriptions of the majority paying for a 
magazine of interest only to a small minority? 
( There's a question!}

For as long as I can remember I've enjoyed 
reading. Authors were my heroes, Just as other boys 
worshipped George Best, Bobby Charlton, etc. For 
those other boys putting on boots and kicking a ball 
around was an obvious thing to do. Writing stories of 
my own seemed a natural step for me to take. At first 
I wrote for my own amusement and for that of a few 
close friends. Then I conceived the idea that I might 
be able to write for a living and 1 still cling to 
this dream, despite years of failure. My peers have 
learnt to accept that they'll never play for England, 
but 1 can still hope to write something worthwhile.

Thus the desire to write. Only my ideas on the 
purpose of literature have changed, as 1 have grown 
older. Storytelling is more than Just a form of 
entertainment. It's about what people think and feel, 
a means of interpreting the difficult times in which 
we live. Even the crassest potboiler offers certain 
values, says that there are right and wrong ways to 
act. I've learnt that the world is far from perfect. 
1 am Influenced by what I read, sometimes deeply, and 
I believe In the power of literature as a medium of 
change (perhaps naively, in this the age of 
television). When 1 write 1 try to Influence other 
people too, to let them see the world as I see it, in 
the hope that shared understanding will contribute 
some way to making that world a better place. 1 also 
use writing as a means of catharsis and also as a way 
to resolve problems that confront me. It has many 
uses, all of them valid to some extent.

Getting published would be great, but only icing 
on the cake. First and foremost I write for its own 
sake, for the satisfaction writing brings. In the 
face of numerous rejection slips any other attitude 
seems foolish, masochistic even.

It has been pointed out to me that my question to Sue 
Thomason in FOCUS 20 was not 'why do you write?' but 
'why do you write fiction?' <as opposed to criticism, 
articles, etc) Are these different questions? Do 
they give different answers? Further comments and 
contemplations are welcome.
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Alexander Popov has won awards for short fiction, and 
his first novel has been accepted for publication in 
Bulgaria and is being translated into German. FoCUS 
sent an intrepid correspondent to find out more. *

I NVeST/ftATJONS
Could you tell me something about the state of st In 
Bulgaria?

Like all over the world the most popular genres 
In Bulgaria are sf and detective stories. The 
Fantastic Library 'Galaxy’ (for imported sf) sells 
about 200,000 copies of most of the titles. For 8.5 
million Bulgarians these seem to be very good figures 
but there aren't books enough for all sf readers. As 
a result of this second hand books are more expensive 
than new ones (sold at fixed prices). In order to 
understand the many paradoxes of Bulgarian publishing 
one must remember that: a) all printing and 
publishing houses are state property, poorly organised 
b> there Is a chronic shortage of printing paper and 
presses c> the whole publishing system is under a 
strong Ideological control. These and other reasons 
were not a very fertile background for rising the 
Bulgarian sf and now there isn't any Bulgarian sf 
writer on the world or European sf stage.

In the country organisations like the BSFA do 
not exist. There are only separate clubs. The first 
specialised sf magazine was launched In 1988. Big 
political changes are beginning and there is no doubt 
that the publishing system will also fall under these 
positive influences. One example: Orwell’s 1984 and 
Huxley's Brave New World, forbidden until a little 
while ago, appeared in a literary magazine (13,000 
circulation) and now are in print as separate books.
When did you start writing?

As a little boy I often kept my friends amused 
telling them stories invented by myself. Later I 
stopped creating stories. Why? 1 don't know. Maybe 
the school did something wrong with me? Maybe not! 
Some time after 1 left the university I got back my 
forgotten ability to tell stories.

Writing is not consciously reached decision. 
One begins writing without any deliberate reason, Just 
for oneself. It begins with notes on ‘important’ 
questions, on great self-made thoughts or to calm down 
their intrusivenesses. The decision to become a 
writer comes much later; it's not a decision to find a 
job, it's to find a style of life. If one doesn't 
succeed in a job, one will try one's luck at a second, 
at a third etc. ; but for the writer there is only one 
way — writing. Easy to say, hard to do.

My first short stories were written when 1 was 
28 years old (now 1 am 35). They were sf and 
conventional prose.
Why do you write sf?

My first stories were a natural continuation of 
my reflections on the world around me. Soon I was 
encouraged in writing sf (my story was included in an 
anthology and I received 2 awards for short fiction). 
The decision to write mainly sf came later when 1 had 
to make a choice for my first novel — sf or non-sf? 
I had 2 files with notes, the first for the sf novel 
Province Five, the second for the novel Blake's Aunt 
and Her Mad Niece, Blake's Aunt would be something of 
the sort of J K Tool's A Confederacy of Dunces and 
Gore Vidal's Duluth, but crazier. It was very 
impossible to publish this kind of novel. Not only in 
Bulgaria; as you know J K Tool lost all hope of 
finding a publisher for his book and committed

So I began my sf novel and it was ready within a 
year. I sent the manuscript to the only publishing 
house for original sf books in the country and after 
four months I received the MS back accompanied by a 
long letter from the publisher's reader: 'the work is 
of publishable quality, but needs some changing'. 1 

was very angry and refused to change anything; after 
four months 1 made some of the changes. Now the 
manuscript is with the publishing house. The process 
of turning the MS into a book In Bulgaria Is very, 
very long — about 3-5-7 years. Great waiting.

What kind of sf do you write?
I write chiefly hard sf but I don't harden it 

too much in order not to lose the capricious reader's 
interest. And add a pinch of philosophy; a lot of 
maniacs are fond of philosophising (reading or 
writing).
Would you say sf is a second-rate fiction?

All fiction stuff (sf or not) can be first-rate 
or more-rate (10th rate, for example). The rate is in 
your hands. If you aren't good at writing you will 
like to discuss the si-rate and 'suffer' that sf 
fiction by definition can’t be first rate.
What are your working practices?

At the very beginning, like in the Bible, is the 
Chaos with some bright mental Islands In it. Then I 
start to enlarge the primary chaos with lots of sheets 
of paper covered with writing. The stuff at this 
stage of working is in the shape of hundreds of At 
sheets, A5 sheets, A6 sheets, and a great number of 
unsized sheets, handwritten or typed. And so on to 
the day when the chaos has enlarged itself to 
ungraspable scale. Then 1 say 'damn it!' and begin to 
write the story without any superclear notion of the 
plot and often I haven't the slightest idea how the 
story will end. The devil is not so bad — If I know 
beforehand how the story will progress the reader will 
also form a pretty good idea about it (that damn 
clever reader!) and his interest will become less. 1 
try not to mix fiction with maths.

Very often sources of the fantasy are the night 
and the schizoid hours. If the writer wants to create 
he should cultivate an ability to get of his own will 
Into his little useful madness, and after touching the 
Universe to get back to normal. In contrast to the 
author the mental patient can't manage his mental 
state. (Don't be afraid! There is very little 
connection with schizophrenia! Maybe my warning is 
unnecessary because one who uses such a kind of 
■touching the Universe' in his work knows it, and one 
who doesn't know hasn't a very great possibility of 
meeting it.)

One calls such a state of mind ’afflatus’ 
I divine Impulse, esp. poetic; Inspiration — Edi, but 
this term doesn't mean much or means too much to be 
useful for the writer. Learn to use your little 
madnesses. Maybe they are God's blessing on your 
literary work. Logic will help you to type and sell 
the story, but Intuition — creates it.
By the way, do you think you are smart enough to give 
people advice on how to write? Take it easy!

I see! But I don't know another writer in-depth 
except me (good or bad) and when I have to find 
answers to questions about writing I seek them In 
myself. The good advice for another author maybe 
Isn't exactly the same for me.

All those mavericks like to be themselves and 
any kind of advice doesn't matter much to them.
How do you view the relative Importance of scientific 
accuracy, characterisation, political or philosophical 
themes in your work and in sf in general?

All these are important, and the writer has to 
find the right balance between them. Sf literature 
must be firstly literature and secondly sf. I often
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see the opposite where the first component (lit.> Is 
missing. If you look at Schopenhauer's Die Welt als 
Wille und Vors tel lung, you'll find that It's first 
Kunst (art) and second Phllosophle. One has to search 
for the right balance. Life itself <bio and socio) Is 
a balance.
Could you tell me something about your book: how did 
the Idea for the novel come about?

I often used to consider the possibility of 
writing a novel, but I didn't feel ready for such a 
large scale form as a novel. The self-confidence came 
by Itself, after writing a lot of short stories. 
There was no concrete occasion which started the 
process. In my mind some thought-Islands formed, then 
they began to create connections among themselves and 
after a while they formed some kind of system. And I 
began the writing of notes on the plot.

The plot: the distant future. A young artist 
wishes to become conscious of life in its extreme form 
and takes part in a war. He Is badly wounded, his 
brain Is heavily impaired too, and he becomes an 
invalid. After a long time of suffering the 
protagonist tries to commit suicide; as a result his 
health gets worse. The old. 111 doctor who treated 
him during the war, now a pensioner, visits him by 
accident and tells him about his hypothesis. He 
supposes that there Is a secret clinic somewhere where 
gifted persons are turned Into geniuses, and gives him 
some Information how to find It: maybe over there he 
can be cured of his brain trauma. The long dangerous 
travel to the clinic is Indeed a travel into himself.

It Is a two-level novel. The surface level Is 
dynamic, adventurous, easy reading. At depth one can 
find philosophical meditation, questions about 
creating art and about the artist's fighting chance.
Do you belong to any group, style, or 'movement' of 
writers or writing?

I don't belong to any style because I think that 
every writer (In actual fact it happens very rarely) 
must search and find his own style, that best reflects 
himself. If there Is nothing to be reflected one has 
to belong to some style, group or 'movement'. Writing 
as a death Is a lonely business.

1 am member only of the BSFA.

From FOCUS 20: Rewrite the following fragment to suit 
yourself, as the beginning of a short story:

There was a noise at the back of the room and 
the shape at the desk whirled around.

'What are you doing here?’
'Me? 1 wanted to see you.*

EXERCOmP
There were twelve entries, over 1Z of the BSFA 
membership! The short list is presented below:

The globe hung above the desk, swirling patterns 
traced its Inside like a trapped storm. As a man 
entered the room it turned it s attention towards him 

'What are you doing here?' the man asked. 
'Me? 1 wanted to see you,' it answered.
'Liar,' the man said accusingly, and made his 

way over to the desk. He sat down, forcing the glebe 
to float out of his way.

Leigh Berlov

The Doctor walked In on his patient and glanced around 
the apparently empty room. A large desk stood 

J silhouetted against the floor-to-celling window that 
served as the far wall, two chairs this side, another 
luxurious one the other- The occupant of the latter 
swivelled at the noise to face the entrant, who 

* noticed the sunlight flooding in Increase 
considerably, blinding him, at the unseen command of 
the megalomaniac. I Awkvardl

'Come in, sit down.' The Doctor obeyed. 'What 
-»> can I do for you?' Already the patient was taking 

charge of the encounter.
* I just wanted to see you; check on your 

Z: progress. ■
Daniel Bud

X: Meer held the dagger tightly as he walked into the 
X chamber. Before him, the thing sat behind a desk with 

Its back to the door, apparently sleeping.
He crept forward, keeping the dagger hidden 

Inside his coat until he was close enough to use It. 
Suddenly the creature spun round, and Meer was face to 
face with a frail old man.

■What are you doing here?' It demanded.
By God's holy Shroud, did It not know? Meer's 

grip tightened on the dagger. '1 wanted to see you.'
The thing shimmered, its shape changing from the 

old man Into a pretty girl that Meer once loved. 
'Well,' it said, smiling. 'Are you proud of me, 
father?'

lain Layden

There was no doubt in my mind, at the time, that she 
was sabotaging the project. Years later, 1 can see 
that I was naive and, embarrassingly, very 
unscientific. 1 should have waited a little longer 
before forcing the issue, given her time to show more 
of her intentions, let overconfidence cloud her 
judgement. 1 presumed my hypothesis to be fact and 
never thought to test it surreptitiously.

Full of assurance, 1 had quietly returned to the 
laboratory after a sensible delay and now stood In the 
gloom of the corridor watching her intently through 
the half open doorway The pool of light on my desk 
starkly illuminated her face, and the irowns of 
concentration as she studied the screen convinced me 
that I had chosen my moment well. I pushed the door 
open forcefully so that it hit the wall with a crash. 
She whirled around, startled.

'What are you doing here?' she whispered.
'Oh, 1 just wanted to sec you,’ 1 nonchalantly 

replied.
Peter Lancaster

The main problem with this exercise seems to have been 
the dialogue: no-one knew what to do with it. All the 
entries consisted of introductory scene-setting 
paragraphs, with very little added between or around 
the spoken lines. What the short-list has that the 
other entries tended to lack was a sense of forward 
motion at the end of the fragment — it is supposed to 
be the beginning of a short story, after all.

Honourable mentions to Judith Johnstone, who 
wrote some 500 words before leaturing seme clunking 
dialogue (courtesy of myself >. and Ms G Rooke, who 
managed to create a short-short out of it. Neither, 
strictly speaking, was what the exercise was about
The winner of this second exercomp is (mmm, mram) Peter 
Lancaster. A £5 NSFA token on its way.

Write a 50 - 70 word plot summary or blurb including 
the following five words: megacyte, crimson, hopping, 
euphoria, Industry. It can be of a short story, 
novel, or trilogy. Then add a title that uses none of 
those words.

As before, the entry that appeals to me the most 
gets a £5 NSFA voucher. Multiple entries OK.

Deadline November 17, 1990



Following up Dave 'V Hughes's article in FSCUS 20, I ~ 
asked Alan Garside to give us an insight into “this 
•new' beast called 'Mood' fiction."

THE WORD IS s mOOD
Why do it? Half the readers don't want it, some will
hate you for it. Why put yourself through the
tortuous .course of writing something outside the
realms of orthodox storytelling? There are no easy
hooks, no handy landmarks to lead you to a tidy
conclusion. Of course, that makes it easy because you 
can write any old rubbish and call it art, can’t you? 
Well, you can try. The best work will always stand 
out for its content, and people are queueing up to 
pull it apart.

Why then does anyone do it at all? Is It 
supposed to prove something? Are there writers out 
there thinking, ’Oh, this is clever, this Is so damn 
clever!' as they hack away at whatever apparatus they 
use? If there are then I think they must be a 
minority. The word is Mood; the aim is entertainment.

When I say Mood I'm referring to a title that Is 
currently being used to describe experimental fiction, 
a title that Is In a way appropriate, yet always 
brings to my mind sombre, ethereal visions as 1 find 
myself equating it with the word 'moody'. A 
ridiculous notion because moods take many forms.

When I sit down to write something like, ' Up the 
tumble lights we scurried, where others hung by shock 
and fizzle, and we danced by into the flashing 
brightness that made us part of the city. I knew it 
was the place where 1 had always wanted to be as 1 lit 
up and slip-rode to light, all the way,' 1 know that 
this is not going to be part of a traditional story, 
and so I make use of this style to see what strange 
places Inhabit my mind; I draw them out and take them 
as far as they will go. It is stylised. In this case 
it is about energy and excitement, and the aim is to 
create a world of fast motion, something slightly 
alien — and that takes precedence over plot and 
characterisation. There Is the blasphemy, that is 
where the finger points.

Feel is everything. It’s no use clinging to the 
edges of the page and saying 'I want to know what that 
set of words means before I go any further'. The 
sense is subliminal and creates an Impression — if it 
has no sense now it may later, It may not. There is 
no rule stating that to like one mood piece you have 
to like them all. I don't. But if it strikes a chord
you can bet 
individual.

you won' •t find another like it. They are

When I work on such a piece I find it necessary
to have some kind of plot to work to, a goal to reach.
In my mind 11 has a pattern which makes sense and I
discard a lot of material which I consider irrelevant 
or misdirected within the pattern. It takes a long 
time but what emerges is the most fantastic of worlds. 
The creation is exciting. We are outside convention 
and doing our damnedest to create a new language out 
of an old set of words, firstly to entertain 
ourselves, secondly to entertain anyone else who may 
be tuning in. The point is in the need to write, the 
desire Is to escape.

In writing mood pieces we attempt to escape the 
ordinariness of reality by leaving behind the prose of 
the ordinary written language and turning to poetry, 
stepping outside of the short story and the extended 
poem to create something of our own making. A mood 
piece embraces everything but reality itself. It 
cloaks the real world, takes ideas and emotions and 
places them in a new setting. The emotions are given 
total freedom. If you cannot deal with the free form 
association of its content then you'll get little out 
of such pieces. If I write about the man who 
'expected to go stiff and stare out at people as they 
went by, but never expected to have to close his 
eyes,’ as a gentle touch upon the horror of having to 

close our eyes upon the world, it means nothing more 
than that, but the fun is In expressing It in that 
manner. The thing is not to think about what it means 
until it’s written down: the words come first, the 
understanding second. I see no point In plotting it 
the other way round. It becomes too analytical and 
the mood Is lost.

The important thing to remember is that there 
are no rules. There is no real criterion because we 
don't allow for any. We are out to push ourselves. 
It is a personal experiment and other readers can only 
really decide whether it touches a chord in them. My 
only excuse for writing mood pieces is that I cannot 
stop. I want to write in other areas as well, and I 
would not really welcome a regular magazine that 
published nothing but such work, but I cannot give up 
writing mood pieces. 1 like to read works that are 
powerful, that are vivid in the mind and remain there 
somewhat perversely, so that I remember them long 
after reading them. These are what tend to come to 
mind when I sit down to write. When a particular 
phrase comes along that has no place in the old world 
I have to allow it to find Its own, even if that world 
Is horrific. I could lock them up so as not to offend 
but, like any writer, 1 hope they have some merit and 
a place in the public eye. I hope that people will be 
entertained in some way by mood pieces, but I can’t 
help feeling a little concerned. You see, all of this 
is considered prententious and I know that humourless 
people can never see any fun In ‘.hat word.
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DRABBLE

THE ROBOTS OF ENVIRONMENT 

“Daneel! My robot sidekick! Thank God you're here — 
rescue me from this treacherous swamp at once."

"I must inform you, Partner Elijah, that 1 have 
just acquainted myself with the datanet information on 
global warming. The energy expenditure you request 
would be a contributing factor, harmful to humanity al 
large.”

“But I’m sinking! Remember the First Law of 
Robotics..."

“My programming now incorporates Robots and 
Empire <19851, whose Zeroth Law gives priority to the 
welfare of the entire species.”

“Well, my existence is vital to humanity's, 
because...”

“To minimise greenhouse heating 1 am now 
shutting down my systems. Click."

"... Glug. "

Dave Langford
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X This issue, your Editor considers the dread subject of 
X characterisation, that inner nystery of literature 
X that sf allegedly can (and often does) do uithout.X Unfortunately, I an not sure that 1 tnov anything X about it. Consider this piece an invitation to future X contributors on the subject.

jrVVTJ* BOUS’
Growing up with sf, outside and to some extent at odds 
with the literary canon, has meant that my prejudice 
on characterisation is this: that what the literary 

X boffs say about It is snobbish, self-congratulatory, 
* Inbred, and deeply outdated. When E.M. Forster says 
* ‘the function of the novelist is to reveal the hidden 

life at Its source', or John Masters 'the novelist's 
* job is to see and say clearly what people are'. I 

think. No wonder the archetypical author Is a retiring 
•»- sort, terrified lest others observe what squalid 

flesh-ridden skull such monstrous arrogance inhabits! 
No wonder. 1 gloat, the typical literary novel, bound 
by such prescriptions, concerns itself with fear and 
loathing lor perhaps only rudeness) and desire in 
suburbia or academia. But my knowledge is woefully 
limited; to find out whether any of this is true I

X: would be obliged to read such works.
Xi Whereupon 1 fall afoul of a second prejudice. I
X; recall the reverential, authoritative, and 

uncomprehending tones of school teachers, the dull 
esoterics trotted out to enlighten the class, and 1 
think. They were trying to put us off! Rounded 
characters = good = parochial comedy or tragedy of

3: manners (Austen). Flat characters = less good = a X comprehensive compassion directed at a whole culture 
* (Dickens). If 1 had not been a reader away from 

school, 1 would now believe that the matter was wholly 
recondite and unavailable to the masses. Instead 1 
refuse to believe these high priests, and I avoid what 
they recommend. After all, Is it not clear that their 
intention Is to mystify, to arrogate to 'The Author'

IX an understanding of human nature no less than 
X shamanic, and to themselves the keys to the Golden 
X Path? The authority claimed for literature, one can 
X almost smell It, is just hype.
X Growing up with television, being the — victim?
X — of mass communication, teaches a different lesson X about 'characterisation'. One learns that all X information is filtered by the perceptions, attitudes. X theories, and purposes of those who purvey it. It is X no longer possible to believe that the process Is 
X Innocent: an author's Insights are not only subject to X his Inherent cultural and personal biases (which can 
X be forgiven), but he can consciously manipulate what X be presents In his work, and yet others can manipulate X what they say he says. (The young, perhaps, are the X most Innocent, and are notoriously poor at x characterisation.) One learns that it is possible to X create Images, of human nature, of the world, of 
X normality, that are false; for everyone to believe 
X that it is true (of others) and that they are the X exceptions. Cynically, and yet realistically, one x comes to understand that neither fiction nor Life X demands truthfulness, but only 'believability'; that X sincerity will carry the He; that success is born of X confidence; that people can't tell the difference 
X between truth and bullshit and It doesn't seem to x matter. When reality is malleable, what is fiction? X We see, through television and the other mass media, X much more than we understand. We form opinions about 
X things, or borrow vkiat others say, and carry around x with us multiple prejudices that have no chance of 
X being contradicted by contact with the reality. Our x compassions and our hates proceed from an insidious 
X ignorance about each other, that masquerades as 
X familiarity and demands that the reality fit the 
X image. This is the real world.

I have always been Intrigued by the phenomenon 
reported by writers of their characters resisting 
them, surprising them with unexpected actions.

X apparently staking out a part of their creators' 
X brains and acquiring a degree of autonomy. I 
x understood this experience to be the ultimate proof of 
X a character's full and proper conceptualisation — 
X two-dimensional characters just don't have the 
X »*>erewlthall to quibble with an author's plans for 
X them. But why should they? Characters are 
X Implicitly, incontrovertably, fictions. figments. 
X inescapably contaminated by the psyche of their 
X creator, and surrounded and conditioned by an 
X environment and history determined by that creator. 
X So, what are these writers saying?
X H has happened to me. maybe. The protagonist 
X in one of ay books, a young man somewhat more seH- 
X possessed, reliable, and dogged than myself, had this 
X tendency to rage in various of his encounters, to 
X verbally savage the other characters. This occurred 
X several times and each time I was obliged to edit it 
X out. partly to avoid the scenes of apology and 
X reconciliation that I did not wish to write, and 
X partly because such outbursts would have released a 
X tension that kept him alive as a character. Wes it me 
X or him? Was he resisting me by raging, or resisting 
X >» by refusing to rage? The ambiguity remains with 
X “e- Character resistance, then, would seem to 
X Indicate that the characters have an inner logic by 
X which the author measures their continuing behaviour 
X and development. For the author to be surprised, 
X however, this logic would have to be at least partly 
x unconscious, partly unknown; for the inner life of a 
X character to which an author is privy to have a 
X further sanctum where even he cannot penetrate. But 
X perhaps this is just another mystification!
X Another example. This same character, having 
X spent the entire book in pursuit of a deeply hidden 
X secret, discovers It at the end. How does he react? 
X My plot did not determine; it had already finished. 1 
X had to resolve It somehow, and every possibility 
X carried a different moral. I could make a point, but 
X no point that 1 could think of carried any greater 
X weight than being a matter of opinion. 1 was 
X constrained to wait for him to tell me himself, as It 
X were. As It turned out, the logic of the character 
X «ho was to divulge the secret dictated that he would 
X not do so. and so my protagonist never does quite find 
X out. Was I surprised? 1 suppose so. More to the 
X point, by allowing such a thing to happen, surely I 
X staked a claim to being uncommercial, artistic, 
X allowing a (perhaps spurious) dedication to inner 
X truth to overcome the demands ol the market.
X But is my character a three-dimensional one? Is 
X he believable? Is he rounded? I don't know. I don’t 
X really know what he looks like. He exists like a 
X figure in a dream, whom 1 know well but cannot see 
X clearly. Surely, I say to myself, whether he has 
X black or brown hair, grey or blue eyes, a long or 
X short nose. Is Irrelevant. What matters is the logic 
X that shapes him, which Is part of and subsists within 
X the larger logic of the total artifact Perhaps one 
X can say that where the author lets the latter 
X over-rule the former, the characters are flattened.
X losing that precious extra dimension that extends 
X beyond the plane of the story itself.

X Sf is not concerned with character. That is. the 
X investigation of Individuality Is not the subject or 
X Intent of the form, and may be Impossible within it. 
X What stands in the way Is culture. Samuel Delany In 
X The notion of Light in Hater (autobiographical? tells 
X the story of travelling with a friend back to where he 
X came from. There he discovered that many of the 
X characteristics that distinguished his friend were in 
Xfoct standard for everyone who lived there. His 
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Individuality, as perceived by Delany, was not his 
individuality, but the manifestations of an unfamiliar 
culture. They cannot be teased apart without a 
cultural common ground shared by writer, reader, and 
character. The complexities and ambivalences that 
attend every (real) person's accommodations to their 
reality, the subtle details that are the 
manifestations of their inner lives, mean nothing in 
themselves. So, how can Individuality be explored or 
portrayed within a fictional culture? It cannot. A 
truly individual character will be undetectable within 
a truly individual world, the traits which are his 
inseparable from the traits which <the writer feels) 
are culturally conditioned.

Characters in sf are therefore not Individuals, 
but representatives of humanity, and what is explored 
is not character but the nature of humanity. What are 
people about? How much of what we are is human 
nature, and how much the result of circumstances, 
beliefs, television? What is the logic that drives 
humanity, so often at odds with rationality? Is 'The 
Other' fundamentally the same as me, or different from 
me? Given a weird situation, what will be a plausible 
human response? The minds of writer and reader do not 
meet through a common culture, but through a common 
humanity, and instead of together looking inside a 
(fictional) person, they look out at a (fictional) 
world, where the writer's subjective experience of 
modernity — dreams, hopes, terrors, theories — has 
been made visible; the literal metaphor, as it were. 
Perhaps the great merit of this is that it allows the 
voicing of an experience which, like the experience of 
women, is often held to be Invalid: the experience of 
the young (what do they know?), and the experience of 
the alienated (who do not come to know the world 
because they cannot love it). “We may not 
'understand', but we know what we see."

Maybe.

The demand for 'real people' in sf, if taken 
literally, Is misguided, because 'real people’ have 
two characteristics that it is Inherently 
Inappropriate to reproduce within the genre. The 
first has already been mentioned: all the observable 
details that are meaningful in our real contexts, 
which place us historically and societally. Where the 
culture is real but unfamiliar, these details register 
as a form of reportage, witness; out of context, as in 
sf, they become abstract, no more than representative 
of types of behaviour, and lose their resonant 
interconnection with other facets. The second is the 
contingent nature of Individuals: whereas having lost 
one's mother at 14 and having chicken-pox scars on 
one's face and being turned on to geography at 18 may 
add up to something like destiny in a literary 
character, for an sf character's behaviour to be 
affected by such things is — annoying! It comes 
across as an authorial conceit, an unwarranted 
particularisation, almost a form of deus ex machine. 
There is no logic to how a person is put together -
any sense that s/he makes of hirself comes after the 
fact, after s/he has spent some time examining the 
evidence — and the conclusions one reaches are only 
valuable when the facts have an air of inescapabi1ity. 
In sf, where nothing is inescapable, individual 
conclusions have little merit.

An alternative reading of 'real people' makes 
more sense: as code for ‘human values'. Characters in 
sf have two functions: as motivational fulcra for the 
plot, such that there are things they want, need, ere 
trying to do, or achieve; and as emotional 
thermometers. Things that happen don't mean anything 
unless they happen to a character that can feel pain, 
joy, grief, frustration, etc. On both of these 
dimensions — motivations and emotions — it is 
possible to 'measure' a character quite independently 
of their realism, by making comparisons with one's oun 
motivations and emotions. More importantly, it is 
through tracing the emotions of characters as things 
befall them that the writer expresses his view of, and 
views about, humanity, and the (human) meaning of 
those things. When a writer abandons the mixed, 
ambivalent, multiple, and surprisingly creative 
internallty of human beings in favour of some 
unldlmenslonal stance Cl want freedom and democracy' 

comes to mind), he abandons the exploration of human 
value as finally as if he were doing a bee: 
commercial.

The mistake that literary types make is in 
thinking that this mixedness must be expressed through 
the characters in a naturalistic fashion, when it can 
as well be expressed through the plot, the setting, 
the aliens and other gizmos. The mistake charter si 
types make Is in thinking that the plethora of ideas 
is all, when what makes the (sf) Greats great is the 
vision of mixedness that gives their worlds (and 
conceits) birth.

Maybe.

To round off, 1 will pretend to give some advice about 
characterisation:
• There is no substitute for ‘life experience' for 
getting things just right, unfortunately. What is it? 
Observing, meeting, getting to know different sorts of 
people. First hand experience of things like sex, 
responsibility, power, success, altered states of 
consciousness, shame, failure, loss, confusion, 
malice. Watching and thinking about how things 
connect up Inside your head, and change around, and 
change again. A lot of things are unimaginable until 
you see them, and feel them, and realise that they 
happen.
• People get more complicated as they get older, not 
necessarily to any good effect. 'Ordinariness' is 
made of a myriad mundane complications about which it 
is hard to be sympathetic until they happen to you.
• Keep it simple. Stick with what you're interested 
in and leave out the kitchen sink. Start with a 
detail and fill in the theory later. If you don't 
really know why a character does something, don't 
'invent' an explanation: it'll stick out like a sore 
thumb. The important thing is that the character 
makes sense to you, on some level.
• The worst thing you can do is to make a character 
conform to a single explanation of themselves.
• A writer’s most important resource is hirself. The 
more obstructions s/he has in hir view of hirself, the 
more distorted hir characters will be. The most 
lethal is embarrassment, because you'll end up editing 
out every trace of yourself that gets onto the page.
• Everyone has several mutually exclusive self-images 
floating about in their heads. Use them, write them 
down, play them out, see what they look like. After 
that, it will be a lot easier to understand what is 
different about other people.
• Love your characters, or write about characters you 
love. If you must create a character you detest, do 
it with malice aforethought. Don't admire your 
characters; they'll turn into monsters
• Don't try too hard. Trust your instincts: they're 
the residue of the study of human beings you made as a 
child. Chances are you've never seen people so 
clearly since.
• In the end the best way to learn characterisation 
Is to ask questions. Hang out with Russians, whose 
typical sociable gambits are (apparently) 'Do you 
respect me? Do you respect the other people here?' 
and 'What is your ultimate goal in life?' Even the 
most acute observation of one's fellow man will not 
reveal just what it is they see when they look out 
from their eyes.
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Nou approaching its 2tth issue. Dream is one of the X 
oldest and best knoun of the smal1-press zines. FOCUS * 
invited co-editor Trevor Jones to speak.

NOTES From A BLUE PINCH
If, at the age of just over forty, having led a 
moderately healthy and untroubled life, you are 
suddenly struck down with thrombosis, leading to 
kidney failure, the resultant change in lifestyle 
(dependence on a kidney dialysis machine) can come as 
something of a shock. If, In addition, you have to 
retire early from your job, as I did, then you also 
have the problem of a substantial amount of spare time 
on your hands. This was the problem I had in early 
1985.

Thanks to the generosity of the Local Government 
Pension arrangements money was not a problem. 
Ironically, a large lump sum left me with more cash 
than I had had for a while. But how to put this, and 
the spare time, to good use? Well, for many years 1 
had been an avid fan of SF of all types, and. had 
built up a large collection of SF magazines from all 
eras. However, the British scene tn 1985 was, to ay 
mind, far from healthy. True, we had Interzone, 
building steadily on a shaky start, but, at that time, 
there was nowhere In the British professional magazine 
market publishing the kind of Science (with a capital 
' S' > Fiction that I had always enjoyed. In fact, 
apart from Interzone, there was nothing period! (Two 
small-press magazines Auguries and Back Brain Recluse 
had Just started up, but they were at the time very 
low key and 1 knew nothing of their existence.>

I determined to publish a small-press SF 
magazine of a different kind — one with an emphasis 
on traditional Science Fiction, of the kind I knew and 
loved — the kind which many of my acquaintances 
bemoaned the lack of.

An old friend of mine from my days in Kent, 
George Townshend. was also looking into the 
possibility of launching a magazine and had done some 
work on an early version of Dream, which he Intended 
to be a magazine of 'way out' fiction. We agreed to 
co-operate on setting up a traditional magazine, since 
that was where there was a gap In the market. So 
Dream was born.

In the early days, Dream was very basic. 
Duplicated, with few Illustrations, scratching around 
for suitable material. But we had been right — there 
was a place for a 'traditional' SF magazine and, as 
word got around the number of subscribers grew and we 
were able to Increase our page-count and the general 
quality of the magazine. Now Dream Is fully typeset 
and Illustrated, with a wide range of fiction and 
articles, plus features, reviews and comment. We have 
been fortunate to have stories by some of the very 
best emerging talents In the SF scene: Stephen Baxter. 
William King, Keith Brooke. Peter T Garratt and many 
more. These are people who are going to be BIG In the 
nineties and we are proud of our part in their 
emergence, often having published their very first 
stories (eg. Keith Brooke, although Interzone recently 
claimed him as one of their discoveries. Oh well...)

I will be honest — Dream Is not the sort of 
magazine loved by the critics. We don't go In for the 
sort of experimental fiction much beloved by many 
magazines. We want stories — fiction with a 
beginning, a middle and, as far as possible, an end. 
Having said that, our tastes are broad: humour (yes, 
we can rise above the gloom and doom at times); 
adventure; thoughtful extrapolation; social comment — 
as long as it makes sense we welcome It! When we 
first started we decided that it was what the reader 
wanted that counted. Readers are the ones who pay the 
£1.75 per issue — critics don't pay the bills! 
That's why we Invite readers' opinions through our 
story ratings feature and our letters page, and why we 
listen! Time and again our ratings show the type of 
fiction our readers like and that’s why we run it. 
Dream is no editor's ego-trip, but a serious attempt 
to bring to as wide an audience as possible a good 
variety of well-written entertaining stories by the 
best new authors.

Our progress so far has convinced us that we can 
do more. This Autumn we are moving from our previous 
quarterly schedule to a bi-monthly frequency. (This 
has necessitated a slight reduction In the page count 
Initially, but within a few Issues we hope to be back 
to our full 80 pages.) Furthermore, from January 1991 
we will be paying our contributors at the full 
professional rote of £30 per 1000 words and hope to go 
even higher in due course.

Of course, with the new rates we hope to receive 
even better quality manuscripts of the type we 
require. We welcome stories covering all areas of SF 
(except the pointedly experimental). We do hope to 
get away from the ‘doom and gloom' Image that British 
SF suffers from, be it fairly or uni airly, but that 
doesn't mean we don't welcome serious treatment of 
contemporary issues. We do not share the view 
prevalent in some quarters that 'adult* fiction means 
lashings of sex and four-letter words, though each 
story will be considered on its merits and if such 
themes are absolutely necessary to the story then it 
will not be ruled out solely on grounds of bad 
language. But it'll need to be good!

We find, on perusing the manuscripts that we get 
at present, that we still get too few 'hard SF' 
submissions. In our view, Science Fiction means just 
that — fiction about Science. Too many writers seem 
hazy on this point — if they want to write mainstream 
then there are plenty of markets for them. That's not 
what we want! We will take an occasional fantasy (but 
it has to be out of the ordinary) but no horror.

With two editors the problems of story selection 
could lead to arguments but, basically, George 
Townshend does the Initial job of sorting the wheat 
from the chaff, then sends me the stories he thinks 
are worthy of publication. 1 then select the ones 
that we can afford to pay for! II you submit to Dream 
and get a rejection, please bear In mind we can only 
publish five or six stories per issue, out of the over 
100 MSs we get for consideration. One well-known and 
regular small-press contributor got 17 consecutive 
rejections from us before we accepted one of his 
stories. So — If at first you don't succeed — don't 
give up! Do read the magazine. Study the market. It 
Is surprising how many submissions we get from authors 
who have obviously never read Dream and have no idea 
of our requirements. Our writers' guidelines are 
available for a SAE (or 2 IRCs) but there is no 
substitute for actually reading the magazine on a 
regular basis to get a 'feel' for the type of material 
which stands a chance of acceptance. Also, of course, 
the more subscribers we get, the better the chance of 
surviving in the long term and offering writers a 
good-paying market of the kind their work merits.

There has recently been a great upsurge tn the 
level of activity tn the field of British magazine SF. 
with the launch of R.E.N. to rival Interzone and a 
plethora of small-press publications, some of the best 
of which are currently banded together in the 'New SF 
Alliance'. If SF is to continue Its renaissance on 
Into the nineties then a wide variety of markets and 
magazines Is essential to encourage developing talent. 
Readers should never forget that the long-standing 
strength of the magazine SF field has been Its 
willingness to offer a 'home' for new talents.

Single copies are £1.75 (Inc p8p>, four-issue sub for 
£7. 6 issues for £10 or 12 for £18. Cheques to Trevor 
Jones at 1 Ravenshoe. Godmanchester, Huntingdon. 
Cambs. PE16 8DE. Submissions to George Townshend at 7 
Weller Place. High Elms Road, Downe, Orpington, Kent 
BR6 7JW. Each issue carries a long story/novelette. 
in addition to 5-6 short stories and some poetry. 
Payment is Mp per word on publication.
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