














yielding up of that big padded envelope. So | exercised it at any
and every oppartunity. It was fun being a back-seat plotter.
Getting back in the driver's seat was another thing entirely.

There was no avoiding it. While waiting for the first set of
editorial notes on Legacies | had dug into what | thought would be
my second novel, an expansion of a novella | had written tw or
three years earlier about genetic engineering and global climate
change. | read up on global warming, the dust bow! years, genstic
engineering. But when | put it before Deborah, she nixed the idea —
the market for near future novels was poor. Could | move it further
ahead?

I'd wanted for a long time to write a novel about a waterwarld,
having had a ‘thing’ about the sea and having studied
oceanography, courtesy of the OU, and I'd given no small thought
to how humans should be adapted to ocean. So | moved the basic
idea some thausand or more years into the future, considered what
forn it would take, and set it on a human colony. That involved
more reading, and some entertaining picking of real-estate. 1)
have this star, please, and fhat one, too. Once Legacies' final edit
was dispensed with, | got launched — and sank like a lead canoe. |
laboured onwards, but the novel resolutely failed to cateh fire. The
characters would not come to fife, or even be mildly interesting,

Deborah and Charon had, by then, given up their positions at
Milennium and been succeeded by Caroline Oakley. In the end |
apologetically sent the first eight chapters, and asked for feedback

She spent two hours with me the next time | was passing
through London, conducting a Socratic examination of the
background of the story. She made me realise that though | had
set up the genetics and ecology, and even the computer science, |
had given insufficient thought o the wider picture. What were the
institutions governing this planet? How were decisions made?
Who enforced law? What would be the consequences of .7 On
the northbound train | scribbied down everything | could remember
of her questions in my notebook. | started trying to answer them.
Out of the answers came that body floating in the water,
whodunnit, whydunnit, and with what. | made some decisions of
my own, too, bowing to the exigencies of drama and the limits of
my skill. No matter how faithful | thaught it was to the shape of
things to come, | could nat get emation transmitted by telephone or
comlink or whatever. | had to give people reasans o be in the
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Writing Books for Writers. and What I
Learned in the Process
by Brian Stableford

My first book on SF writing, The Way to Write Science Fiction,
was commissioned by Eim Tree Books in 1588 and published the
following year. Shortly after its publication the Penguin Group
closed down the entire Eim Tree line, so | reinvested almost all of
my advance in buying back the unsold copies. which | have been
selling ever since to my creative writing classes and through small
ads in Interzone and Matrix. The 30,000 words allocated to the
Elm Tree book by the commissioning editor always seemed
uncornfortably tight, so | was glad 1o obtain a commission earlier
this year from Hodder & Stoughton to write a 60,000-ward book on
Fantasy and Science Fiction for their ‘Teach Yoursetf Writing’
series. The new commission also allowed me to capitalise on the
experience gained during the courses on creative writing that | have
taught since 1988.

1 always thought that the most interesting element of the Eim
Tree book was the chapter on plotting, which borrowed some
comments on the innate moral order of fiction from an essay on

Forum

same room. That gave my novel Rache of Scole, with his
reactionary background and personal touch. | gave my characters
established relationships, both blood and social, with each other. |
gave them history. | can't say the writing was straightforward
thereafter — the pages of self-interrogation in my notebooks testify
to that. There were times | likened the story to a plate of too much
spaghetti and other times | remembered a wornan sculptor who
had described trying to weld a length of metal in place to suggest
tension and being thwacked, over and over, as it sprung loose
Bits of my novel kept springing loose and ‘thwacking' me. But that,
) think, is because | knew where they fited. | wanted them in
place, under tension.

With Legacies | had no such stern demands of my structure.
Bruises aside, | knew where | was headed, and who | needed to
get there. Which is just as well because | went off in the middle of
+he writing and became a medical student in Calgary, and
submitted the novet lats in my first year. during Renal. (There's a
scribble in the margin of my lecture notes: "Rache's kidneys!" as |
realised V'd never addressed what my characters drank in the
middle of an ocean.) Life was full of little pings! and oopses! as |
continuously turmed the novel over in my mind and things occurred
to me — like characters being in two places at oncs, or currents
flowing in two directions simuttaneously, or places where | couid
simplfy the story. | became a great adherent of the KISS principle.
1 wrote everything down and saved it up for when the editorial notes
came in.

Those took the form of a four page FAX of questions, and
suggestions that certain issues were not distinct enough, and
certain motivations not apparent enough. There was litlle extensive
rewriting needed: | mainly had to give more attention to Cybele in
the garly chapters, given the weight she carried towards the end
Ina way, | think the form of the navel helped with the plotting, in
that it was closer to a mystery or novel of conspiracy than any
other form, and that has a better-defined structure than the quest
structure of Legacies. Or maybe ) was really starting to get the
hang of this.

Deep breath, back to keyboard, do it 2 third time and find out.

‘The Mythology of Man-Made Catastrophe’ which | had dane for
Foundation (#22, 1981). The specific features of the moral order
of science fiction became the principal focal paint of many of my
subsequent lectures, including an informal talk entitied How
Should a Science Fiction Story End? which | presented (in siightly
different versions) at numerous SF conventions and ather events.
This talk argued — usually rather flamboyantly - that the

and ' * endings
appropriate to other genres of fiction are woefully inappropriate to
the particular moral order of science fiction texts.

This argument grew by slow degrees, becoming ever more
elaborate in a series of essays published in The New York
Review of Science Fiction, beginning with "To Bring in Fine
Things: The Significance of Science Fiction Plots' (#8, 1989) and
extending through the scrupulously unflamboyant Pioneer Award-
winning How Should a Science Fiction Stary End?" (#78, 1995) to
‘Deus ex Machina; or How to Achieve the Perfect Sciencefictional
Climax' (#91, 1996). | extended its scope (very sketchily) in the
analysis of TV texts when | wrote the chapter on TV SF for David
Pringle's Ultimate Encyclopedia of Science Fiction and (much
more canscientiously} in an essay called "The Third Generation of
Genre Science Fiction’ for Science-Fiction Studies (#70, 1996),
which tracked the aesthetic impiications of the fact that TV SF now



















surrounding, pale waves. | had not gotten used to that flapping
mass of hair, even though the scarf held it back well enough

Her fingers lfted. | heard the trailing shawls slitner over the
carpet The mirror grated on the wood panelling amidst her stified
grunts. | regretted speaking. Whatever she wanted from me, it
was of deadly importance o her, and | didn't want to dash her
hapes. She breathed heavily as she turned. “Well, you are
unlikely to have your pretty face reflected now,” she chuckled. “t
wonder if you still remember events the same.”

"Yes," | said pensively. | did. “Yes, fm sorry.” | reached out
Her warm fingers took mine. "I was mistaken. Why do you want
to after the future?" | surprised myself. | hadn't realised that was
her goal until the words came out. Her silence unnerved me. |
was at her mercy — however tender that might be.

“Did you know that we are on an island?” She didn't wait for a
reply. "1am in exie. The Queen is dying, and arrangements have
been made ta see that | will not outlive her by long.” She sounded
tired, as if reciting something long-rehearsed — or broaded upon at
length

) shuffied closer, resting my back on the side of her chair. I
can't believe anyone could wish you il She laughed. Her hand
crept over my shoulder, pulling the robe from my chest

“You did not know me a few years ago. When | was brought
here, they did not trust human guards near me."

I'clutched her hand. “The servitors are guards?” | shivered
"Yau hope that the future is alterable by someone wha is aware of
it The tension in my chest was barely containable. “But 'm here
because | came out of flux in the wrong place. If anything, I'm na
less of a liability than biind chance!”

“There is no-one else.” Utter finality.

Ileaned back, feeling the warmth of her leg against my back,
through thin layers “llry. Of course. I'l do everything | can.” |
had to.
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Amy kept a firm grip on my arm. “That cave is where | used to
go to be away from the servitors.”

The flattened arch let in to the reddish face of the cliff. | had
seen it, but didn't know when  the drugs we tried threw up a
variety of reactions. The current brew gave almost real-time
glimpses of my surraundings — alt beautful. The same mental
regimes which | used to assimilate the exotic expsriences from the
ship's sensors worked well for the varied visions. My former life
had proved of sorme use, at least

“Didn't they follow you?" | pressed close ta catch her reply
aver the noise of the surf. Our streaming hair mingled in the brisk
sea breeze.

“At one time, | thought that they could not. One day | turned
around to find one directly behind me. | thought my time had
come.” Her humour had begun to fray as the urgency of our
search mounted

1 turned my head out toward the waves — away from the
foreshadowed images of Amy's dress whipped around her siim
calves. A glimpse of a new future biinked in my mind. it would
take more than one instance to confirm the effect, but | couldn't
rerain quiet. "} think we're close.”

“I da hope so." She pulled me closer "I am concermed about
your being here when it happens.”

"Dont worry—" Amy's grip was snatched from my arm as my
feet rooted to the wet sand. My skin chilled

“Whatis it2" She took my free hand in an intense grip.

My blind stare swung up and back — perhaps through habit -
as if | could see. Amy gasped, confirming it. O the edge of the
cliff — whera it arched back info 2 gentle slope — stood a knot of
grey. spider-like bodies. As Amy's face fixed on them, they melted
back into the tree-ine, Had turning my head to them reinforced the
future we struggled to avoid?
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| flailed at the swinging arms. The servitor held me off, batting
me away from the open door. Behind it, more spindly figures
dodged about each other in pursuit of a smaller, paler farm

“Not" { came alert. | rolled from the bed, and stumbled to the
connecting door. It grated on bare boards, and | ducked in
anticipation of an unseen blow. No sound. "Amy,” | hissed
Although the sea noises were subdued, | heard nothing. | darted
into the room. Progress through the less familiar tayout was
painful. In frustration, | bawled, "Amy!" Still nothing. It felt as if
she'd never been there, Something earthy covered her
characteristic scents

| subsided into my room. Perched on the bed, | listened and
thought. Had | achieved her goal, by some subconscious means?
The right chill forced me into the clothing ranged on a chair by my
bed. Amy was gone — that much seemed certain. | thaught of the
cave on the beach. | found boots and pushed myseff into them

The cormdor seemed deserted. | eased out of the bedroom and
trod toward the stairs. My ears strained for the click and whir of
approaching servitors,

My prescience seemed to have deserted me when it would
have been of most use. | arrived on the sand on a twisted ankle
and nursing several bruises. Every blow fuelled my head-long rush
in fear of unseen assailants. My hand slapped a large rock which |
remembered. | forced myself on, gasping around a tearing ache in
my fungs. | shambled toward the fapping waves and progressed
as fast as | dared along their edge, in the direction of the cave
When | passed in front of it she would see me. 1 hadn't pulled an
my scarf, and hair flapped around my ears. | brushed it back, but
feared I'd already missed her. The shingle at water's edge ticked
and crackled. Fearing the approach of the servitors, | ran in the
direction of hoped-far safety. The draughts of frigid air scalded the
tender underside of my tongue

A cracking blow to the forehead felled me. | stumbled a step or
two forward. As | slid to the ground, | registered warm, slick metal
under my outstretched fingers.

The visor pressed into my swollen brow, pulsing lances of pain
thraugh my temples. | sucked processed air between my teeth,
and waited for the worst to pass. My recovered vision showed that
my ship would not move again. | gave up worrying about its
sudden presence. There was still Amy to fook for. The rubbery
erash-couch released me, and | stoad slowly — stil a litte
lightheaded from running onto the edge of the landing gear. In the
restrained illumination, every comer seemed black and forbidding
An anticlimax after the rich visions. | snatched up the recovered
transmitter and shuffled through the portal. The damage which the
sand flaking from my clothes might do to the pathetically sensitive
equipment around me barely registered | might still be in time to
help Amy.

I stepped out. The sour sea-breeze cut through my damp shirt
and slapped hair across my visor. | took my first real-time survey
of the beach. The fult moons and wet sand glared in the imperfect
optics. The beach bowed outward into the bay, where |
remembered # forming a smooth centinuation of the fine of the cliffs
~ themselves, more eraded than | had seen them. My impressians
had been close, though.

1 jogged along the foot of the ciiffs, glancing up at the dense
treeline above. It took me minutes to reach the cave — | overran
the mark that much. | sidled into the gloom. “Amy?" Not the
smallest sound of acknowledgement. | ran. My pumping legs
hurled gouts of sand into the air. { hit the path up the ciff without
slowing
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The high wooden door groaned. | had not visualised the house
from the outside before, but the missing panes in the windows and
crooked doors jarred. Perhaps, Amy used explosives against the
senvitors. The entrance hall didn't smell of burning, though. The
same mouldy smell | noted before fleing

I crept over broken tes and debris toward the back stairs
Slabs of moonlight fell across the floor. The door to the staircase
had jammed | hauled, cursing under my breath. it snapped open






fraught episodes in the past, such as stripping Stanisiaw Lem of
his honorary lfetime membership because he proceeded to write a
rude article about the SFWA)

As with the BSFA, almost all the wark of the SFWA (and
there's a lot of it)is carried out by volunteers, for the collective
good, ahem. Despite occasional glitches it's surprising that the
wheels turn as smoothly as they do,

Other publications of SFWA are the Handbook {controversy
as 1o whether the new edition shauild be given free to all members,
or soid) and the annual Nebula Awards anthology, edited for
three-year sfints most recently by Pamela Sargent, and next by
Jack Dann. Arguably this particular ‘best of the year' always

Dr Greenland's

Here is a note | made. It says: " Plan for unknowns."

A description of the science fiction story itself. A plan for
unknowns.

| meant it as a reminder to tell you a bit more about what )
mean by planning, and by leaving things open.

Al planning is, really, is develaping inkiings.

Take Saskia Zodiac. (f you've read 'In the Garden', which is in
The Plenty Principle, you'l know that the Zodiacs were a clone of
five, grown in  lab on the orbital Tempie of Abraxas. After three of
the five had been remaved from the lab, ane after the other, never
1o be seen again, Saskia Zodiac and her surviving brother Magul
escaped, with the help of the Cherub Xtasca

When | started work on what has becorne Mother of Plenty |
knew that in this book, Saskia Zodiac would go back to the Temple
of Abraxas. (Or it would come back to her, depending on your view
of the celestial mechanics involved.)

What would it be like, that moment of return? How would it
seem to her? How would it affect what she did, what she said?

) didn't immeciately know. As soon as | thought about it at all,
of course, | knew it would be a highly significant moment for her.

This is my first inkling, and the first note | made:

SZ wanis to get aboard, to see if her siblings are still there.
alive

Much later, but before writing the chapter, ) added:
fooks far /recognises silver dome where she was created

When [ wrote that, | realised it might be two actions. She looks
for it before she sees it.

Or does she see it before she recagnises it?

1 didr't know yet. | knew that | might not know until | got there.

Would what the first note said motivate what happened in the
second? Or would ft be the result of the second, Saskia's reaction
to spotting the dome?

| didn't know that yet, either. {'d have been happier if I'd known
it, but | didn't.

My pian is, what will happen. The event that will define the
scene; and later, where the scene will come in the chapter. | may
well not discaver quite how it will happen until | write that scene,
until the spaceship that brings Saskia Zodiac approaches the
Temple and | am in there with her, watching her, or inside her
head; or, where | most often am, close beside her head, floating
disembodied

Saskia had fled the Temple in certain fear of her life. She was a
child, effectively, however advanced her physical development. She
knew nothing outside that dome.

} expected a powerful response. Several

Hate?

Longing?

Or indifference? Does the old nursery look a bit small and

arrives a bit late on the scene since the process can only begin
after the results of the Nebula awards are known, months after
other anthologists have compited their ‘best' fists, but it is a classy
product. (Okay, the Nebula beauty contest is also a personality
award, and shameless campaigning seems ever more essential to
victory, but the Nebula Awards editor can include any also-rans
shefhe chooses, so the result is a balanced, judicious product)

SFWA is 31 years old, 3 years older than Locus, and like
Locus it has grown hugely and glossed. Just as well, since
without SFWA quite a few SF and Fantasy writers would be finding
themselves up various creeks without paddie or compass i
today's hectic harsher turbulent publishing world

Prescription

irrelevant now she's grown up and seen and survived plenty of
other worlds, including Plenty itself? How mature is she? And how
mad? How weird is her mind, how far is what she feels from what
we can imagine we might feel in her place?

Itis quite late when the thought comes to me that, regardiess
of Saskia's state of mind, her capacity to absorb novelty in that
bewildering rish, she barely saw the outside of the Temple as they
fled. Al her memaries of how it looks come from tv. (I wonder
whether she saw it on a monitar in the escape ship. | try it out in
my mind and reject it. No. She didn't.)

Atip from Liz Sourbut, who got it, [ think, from a Cassandra
workshop

If you need to get to know a character. take them out to lunch.

Or home for dinner, or down the pub, or for a good long walk
across the hills. Whatever you'd do, in ideal circumstances, with
someone you want 1o get to know in real life. Interview them, get
them to explain themseives to you. Ask them whatever comes into
your head and write down everything they say.

Only do it somewhere else. Not in the story itself

Atip from Michaet Moorcock, who got it from Barry Bayley,
who gt it from Cyril Kornbluth:

When in doubt. descend into & minar charactsr.

Mike explains it in terms of narration and plot. “When you can't
get any further with your main character, drop inta a minor one and
follow them for a while, to give yourself time to think."

For Mike, however compiex his structure, the experience of
writing is linear, continuous, moving forward ail the time. For me it's
also continuous: a continuous shuffling process of constant
revision. Forward a bit, back a little bit, forward a bit more; like
waves coming in

Ta a writer like me, the idea of dropping temporarily into a
minor character is a technique that can really open and enrich and

the of a scene. Two viewpoints inevitably
give you a stefeoscopic effect, even when they're not viewpoints of
the same event.

Dropping into a minor character.

- gives life to spear-carriers.

- can be a chance to grant an alien a mentalty, an inner fife,
without incurring the obligation of deeper involvement that comes
when you take an alien as a main character.

— can air themes which are nothing to do with your protagonist. As
in life, the most pertinent remarks very often come from people
wha thought they were talling about something quite different; who
don't knaw the full significance of what they're saying




The Plotting Parlour

It wes nice to receive some letters this time around, they are
slways appreciated, 5o keep tham coming.

4 gohn Oram writes:

1 read Focus with imterest, even though it does not
have much to do with the kind of writing that | have
an interest in - non-ficton. There is litie help for

budding critics, reviewers, or essayists ft is particularly difficult to

find magazines which will pay for non-fiction. Help and advice
woukd be very useful How about devotmg some space in Focus to
dealing with these problems?

Most smail press magazines tend to have sections of reviews and
short critical essays, it might be worth chasing a few of those up
to see if they are interested, John. As for Focus, we have run
one article on non-fiction: in our very first issue (No.24), Paul
Kincaid wrote an article on the art of reviewing. We do hope fo
have fulure articles. but are dependent on someone being willing
to write one for us.

onne Rowse responded 1o our plea i Matrix for
letters:

| read Dr Greeniand's Prescription with interest and

wondar. Isn't it odd how common sense sounds so
easy and obvious and how we miss it nine times out of ten?
Fitishing has certainly been a problem for me. I've been writng a
novel an and off for a couple of years now, between doing the
housework, educating the kids efc. Pertaps writing is the wrong
word. It has been edited into existence in much the same way as
Gwyneth Jones suggests. The house is subsiding under the
weight of all the words, thicker even than the dust. Following the
prescription | forced a friend to agree to read my precious endlessly
amended baby ! gave it her in quarters, revising as she
demanded more  Et voita! | have a compiete novel. Thank you Dr
Greenland.

So now | approach starting. Did he caver that in the first issue? |
know, | know I've planned. I've got endless scraps of paper It's

more a case of assembling than editing So what am | doing?
Well ['ve varnished all the windowsils but I've run out of varish
I've strained the biackcurrant wine into demijohns. I've put all the
clean clothes away and I'm up to date on the washing. (Never!}
I've vac'd the carpet, I've written to all my friends and refatives and
now I'm writing to you. After this I'f get down 1o writing my next
novel Or maybe I can mow the lawn

Colin looks at aspects of planning in this issue: also see issue 28
for some tips on plotting. Yvonne then talks about a useful
source of wisdom.

One source of wisdom has, however, been very useful to me.

Thog the Mighty (what type face does he use for that?) has stood
quard over my writing, his stupendous thews doing whatever thews
do. The thought of Thog has stopped me from writing such gems
as ‘Her eyes followed him' conjuring up images of eyeballs popping
from their sockets, growing lttle legs and skulking quietly after the
handsome hero. Thank you Thog. | would recommend anyone to
get hold of Ansible. read The Silence of the Langford or, best of
all, kisten in to one of Dave Langford's performances at &
convention

We would agree with you there. Yvonne. knowing Thog is
watching over our every sentence should keep us on tha straght
and narrow

ncy Bennelt, whase postry appesred in issue 30
(and this issue, page 16) writes:

Thank you for the copy of No.30, especially Aliens

as Animals, What a Tangled Web we Weave and
Marketing the Fruts of your Labour. | atso liked the way the poetry
was presented, not shuffled off into some cormer when an ad didn't
come through  Well done.

Thank you Nancy, we like to make as much s feature of poetry as
we can. though according to the recent BSFA survey, if's not
popular with everyone. However, Focus has no intention of
stapping publishing poetry for the time being
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