
[image: cover]


Praise for Gareth L. Powell

‘Gareth is not only one of our best SF writers, he has always been tremendously supportive of others, and is a skilled communicator of the art.’

Adrian Tchaikovsky, author of Children of Time

‘Brilliant.’

The Guardian

‘A pro at the top of his game.’

John Scalzi, author of Old Man’s War

‘Genius.’

Barnes & Noble

‘A first-rate author’

SFRevue

‘When you have an imagination like Gareth Powell’s, you must write or paint or otherwise vent that imagination through art so your head won’t explode.’

New York Journal of Books

‘One of the most inventive voices in British science fiction.’ Daniel Godfrey, author of

Empire of Time
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Foreword

I want to tell you about a friend of mine, because the chances are you know someone just like him. You might even be someone just like him.

Now, I don’t want to embarrass my friend, so for the purposes of this book let’s call him Bill. I see Bill maybe once a month at various literary events, and sometimes in the pub. Bill wants to be a novelist. He really, really wants to be one. And not just any novelist. No, Bill has convinced himself that he’s going to write one of the great books of our age. After all, he spends all his time reading and criticising other books. He’s seen just about every film made in the past thirty years, and he has an opinion on just about any writing-related subject you care to mention.

However, Bill never writes anything. Oh, he talks a good game. He’s half-convinced everyone that he’s a serious author. He can tell you all about the book he’s going to write. Like the character of Katin in Samuel R. Delany’s novel Nova, he can rattle off half a dozen literary theories without pausing to draw breath, and without ever committing anything to paper. He never writes anything down for anyone else to read. Bill’s convinced he has it in him to be a world-class novelist, but he’s pushing fifty, working in a job he hates, and taking no active steps to achieve his dream. Why not?

Because Bill’s expectations are too high. He’s set his sights on writing a perfect novel without putting in the groundwork. He has so much of his self-image tied up in this idea of himself as a frustrated writer, a great talent waiting to be discovered, that if he ever actually finishes writing anything, and it isn’t the shining masterpiece he sees himself as capable of producing, he’ll be crushed.

So instead of writing, he makes excuses. He says he needs to find a physicist to check whether the physics of his idea are feasible; he says he needs to locate some obscure out-of-print book on sixteenth-century witchcraft; he says he can’t possibly work unless he’s alone with his muse for a month in a cottage on the edge of Dartmoor. These excuses are his security blanket. They are obstacles he puts in his own way to avoid having to confront the fact that writing novels is hard, time-consuming work, and the only way to do it is to sit down and start typing. Better to feel that he could produce a brilliant book if only he could afford to take a month off work, than to just get on with it and risk being disappointed by the results. Better to cling to the comforting notion that he’s an unrecognised genius than fail to live up to all his talk.

Earlier, I used the phrase ‘without ever committing anything to paper’, and that’s the key: commitment. I like Bill as a person, and I think his ideas are terrific, and I wish he would write them down instead of talking about them. But he never does. Like the overweight middle-aged guy who still dreams of being a professional footballer but never trains or tries out for a local team, Bill lacks the commitment to put in the hard work needed to achieve his goal.

If you want to write, you have to accept that your first draft will look pretty ragged. It will not be perfect. But the important thing is to get it written. That’s the hard part. Once you actually have it written down, it becomes real. It exists, and you can take steps to polish and improve it. I’ve spoken to a lot of writers who’ve told me that their first line, and sometimes even the whole first chapter, gets rewritten once the rest of the book is finished. A couple of years ago, I wrote the following in reply to a question on my website, and I think the words are applicable to Bill (and all the other Bills out there). I wrote:

I will give you the best piece of advice I was ever given: just write the fucking thing. Getting the words down on paper is the hard part. It doesn’t matter if your first draft sucks. All first drafts suck. The important part is that you write the story. A lot of people make the mistake of trying to edit as they go along – of trying to make each sentence perfect before moving on to the next – and that is deadly. Just write. Tidy up later. Go for it.


How to Use This Book

I’ve structured this book to guide you through the process of writing and publishing from start to finish. So, if you want an overview of the journey that lies ahead of you, I’d suggest the first time you pick it up, you read it from cover to cover.

After that, I hope you’ll find it useful to dip into whenever you need advice on a specific topic, or simply an inspirational quote. This is the reason the book is billed as a ‘field guide’ – so you can refer to it quickly whenever the need arises. I don’t want to tell you what you should and shouldn’t be doing. Rather, I want to give you the information and reassurance you need at each stage of your journey. This isn’t a set of blueprints for a writing career. Instead, perhaps you could consider it a collection of notes sent back from someone who has gone ahead to scout out the terrain and knows where some of the pitfalls are. You’re welcome to take what works for you and ignore what doesn’t. We’re all making this up as we go along, after all.

I’ve been a professional writer for over a decade now; I’ve written ten novels, three novellas and two collections of short stories, and I’ve learned a thing or two along the way. I hope my notes help you navigate the challenging and ever-changing worlds of writing and publishing. But please don’t think of this as a list of commandments. Writing advice is just that: advice. It’s not a set of rules; it’s contextual. The needs of each writer and story are different.

Socrates said that admitting you know nothing is the beginning of wisdom. So, I’m not going to claim to be an authority on building a writing career. I’m winging it every day, the same as you are. But maybe I’ve been winging it a little longer, and some of the tips I’ve picked up can help you out.

As long as you’ve got the basics down, feel free to experiment and find your own ways of working. Be flexible and open to new ideas. Learn from those who’ve gone before but don’t shackle yourself to someone else’s ‘rules’, especially if they don’t work for you. Trust your gut, and have fun.

As a writer, I think you find your voice when you give yourself permission to stop trying to write like anyone else and just put the words down on the page as they occur to you. And you find your groove when you’re writing in the right way for you. Some people insist you should write every day. Having written fifteen published books in twelve years, I respectfully disagree. That has not been my experience at all. It’s about making the most of the time you have, rather than feeling bad for not having enough.

Don’t let self-doubt scupper your dreams. If you want to be a writer, actor or artist, the only permission you need is your own. Nobody’s going to tell you when to start; you have to wake up one morning and start doing the work.

And it doesn’t matter if your first attempts are a bit scrappy. Art is a learning process. Word by word, chapter by chapter, canvas by canvas, performance by performance, we hone our technique and find our voice through doing, not doubting.

We only get one chance at this life. So, don’t wait. Start working towards your dream today.

Especially you, Bill.
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