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Artwork by Luke Spooner


INTRODUCTION 

IF YOU’RE A writer and you’re holding this book in your hands, you owe editors Joe Mynhardt and Eugene Johnson a huge helping of gratitude. 

When I first started writing and submitting horror stories (this was back in the late 1980s when the Internet didn’t yet exist and dinosaurs roamed the land) the only way to get this level of writing advice from established professionals was to attend genre conventions or writing conferences. There were panels to attend, speeches to listen to, personal conservations to eavesdrop on, and of course, there was the bar—where many mentorships and genuine friendships were born. 

I still remember stiffly climbing out of the car in Rhode Island after a long drive north from Maryland and finding myself, within mere minutes, engaged in a is-this-really-happening? conversation with legends Charlie Grant, Rick Hautala, and Doug Winter. Talk about a dream come true for a twenty-two-year-old rookie. 

But attending conventions took time and money, neither of which I had much of in those days. It was a rare and special occurrence. 

So, what was left for the eager, new writer looking to learn the inside tricks of the trade? Let’s see. There was always, Writer’s Digest magazine and their annual Market Report books, but you were lucky if you could find one or maybe two articles related to horror or genre fiction within those hallowed pages. Most of the essays were devoted to romance fiction (red hot at the time), science fiction, non-fiction, and writing the Great American Novel. 

For us fans of the dark, new information and advice was pretty scarce.

The next rung down the ladder you had small press market guides, publications such as Janet Fox’s, Scavenger’s Newsletter, and Kathy Ptacek’s, Gila Queen’s Guide. These monthly newsletters were invaluable resources for marketing information, featuring everything from detailed writers’ guidelines for new and established genre markets, average response times for submissions (remember, this was pre-Internet, so you had to stuff your printed story in an envelope and actually snail-mail it), current news and reviews, and even a fun column devoted to authors listing their recent sales—all of this goodness focused on horror, sci-fi, and fantasy fiction.

I devoured these publications religiously and learned to view them as a kind of writer’s bible—hell, I still have a box of Scavenger’s tucked away somewhere in my office, but the one thing that was missing? Solid advice from writers who had paid their dues and “made it.”

Hopefully, you’re getting the picture by now, folks. If you’re an aspiring writer or even a semi-established author who has made some decent sales but are looking to improve your craft (this last group should include a whole lot of us currently working down here in the trenches!), It’s Alive: Bringing Nightmares to Life is a veritable gold mine—and maybe the bargain of the decade.

Where else are you going to pull up a chair and catch authors like Joe R. Lansdale, F. Paul Wilson, Jonathan Maberry, Chuck Palahniuk, Ramsey Campbell, and Tom Monteleone (and so many others) all in the mood to talk shop?

And, my God, the topics being discussed around this shadowy corner table, everything from how to create new worlds and build suspense to writing sympathetic characters and unveiling theme through plot and creating effective dialogue. Talk about being in the right place at the right time!

One more brief aside before I step out of the way and let you get to the good stuff. For me, listening to (and/or reading) established authors discussing their craft has always been more than just about learning the nuts and bolts of writing and getting better.

Their voices and wisdom have always inspired and energized me to keep at it and believe in myself despite the doubts and rejection, to keep dreaming. I hope the heartfelt words in this volume from so many successful storytellers provide all of you with the some of the same tools and emotions I discussed above. Editors Mynhardt and Johnson have thrown one hell of a party here and we’re all very fortunate to be on the invite list. 

Okay, enough from me. It’s time. Now open that desk drawer and pull out a pen or a highlighter (that’s right, you not only have my permission to scribble inside this gorgeous edition—normally an act of blasphemy, I know—you have my encouragement to do so). Turn the page, folks, and get to work. It’s time. 

Time to listen.

Time to learn.

Time to dream.

—Richard Chizmar


WRITING, STORYTELLING, AND HORROR, OH MY
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CONFESSIONS OF A PROFESSIONAL DAYDREAMER

JONATHAN MABERRY

I HAVE A weird job. 

I am, a professional daydreamer. I make stuff up for a living and get paid for it. My job is built around letting my mind wander down improbable hallways and to open the creakiest doors to see what jumps out. That’s what I do. It’s what people like me do.

Kind of.

Those of us who define ourselves as writers bring certain qualities to the game. We all have a natural gift for storytelling. We know how to shape tales and include an appreciation for drama and pacing, twists and dramatic beats, but that isn’t what makes us good writers.

Writing doesn’t rely too much on those natural gifts. They’re absolutely necessary, but there is more to being a writer than having good ideas.

Let’s unpack that.

If I were to use a Venn diagram the, ‘natural storytelling ability,’ would probably only count for a third of what it takes to be a successful writer, possibly less.

A bigger chunk of that is craft. Those are the skills we learn in school, in creative writing programs, in workshops at conventions, from mentors, in books and magazines, and so on. The skills and techniques of craft are typically divided into two categories: narrative elements and literary devices. Each set is important, and neither set can be completely mastered in a single lifetime. It’s like the Japanese sword masters said of learning kenjutsu, “there is no end to the pursuit of perfection.”

Let’s pause there for a moment because perfection is an unattainable goal. It isn’t required. Moving toward that point, however remote it might be, is the point. It is incumbent on us as writers to constantly improve our craft. Partly because we wish to be able to tell the story we have cooking in our minds, and do so in a what that allows it to be fully realized and to ensure that it says what we want it to say in a way that readers will be able to grasp.

The ideas that come into our heads, whether they are born there or pulled in by observation and will, are often amorphous. We understand them, but they are not necessarily framed in ways that would make sense to others. I remember being a little kid and trying to explain stories to adults. I rambled and rambled and often lost the thread. Patient adults listened with glazed eyes and patience faltered because what I was able to say was not sufficient for them to hear and understand. As I grew and went to school, I learned how to express myself. That was the beginning of applying craft to idea.

Narrative Elements help us build a cohesive structure around an idea, and they work as well in nonfiction as in fiction. They include setting, characters, point of view, theme, plot, conflict, and foreshadowing. Literary Devices are more specific and the reliance on them varies from writer to writer and often from story to story. They include: metaphor, simile, irony, parallel structure, alliteration, dramatic beats, paragraph and sentence structure, hyperbole, personification, allusion, understatement, and even onomatopoeia.

Collectively these elements of craft fill another big chunk of the Venn diagram. Other elements in that mix are: social media savvy, an understanding of how the publishing industry works, business etiquette, and networking. The heart and soul of this is something that blends natural storytelling with a solid understanding of the function and potential of elements of craft. That last element is story development.

Many writers new to the business make the completely understandable rookie error of thinking that a good idea is the same thing as having a story that’s ready to be written. Ideas are concepts; stories are structured things that have a beginning, middle and an end.

When I was a kid I was lucky enough to be introduced to several of America’s greatest science fiction, fantasy and horror writers. Not just to their works, but to them. My middle school librarian was a secretary for several clubs of professional writers, and all through seventh, eighth and ninth grades I got to meet literary gunslingers like, Ray Bradbury, Richard Matheson, Harlan Ellison, Avram Davidson, Robert Bloch, Robert Sheckley, L. Sprague de Camp, Lin Carter, and others. For a poor kid from the inner city this was pure magic.

Of those writers, two, in particular, took time to tutor me on how to develop a story. Richard Matheson and Ray Bradbury, my literary godfathers, walked me through the process. I was twelve or thirteen at the time, but the lessons stuck.

We were at the lavish apartment of some writer (and, sadly for the life of me I can’t remember whose place it was), with maybe forty writers and a couple of dozen other folks from the TV world and publishing. Bradbury and Matheson were seated in big chairs by a fireplace and I was sitting on the floor, very much like an apprentice to a pair of sorcerers. It was winter and although the party was in the afternoon, it was getting dark. There were some pigeons on the ledge outside of the window, four of them looking down at the street, but the fourth was looking in at us.

Bradbury pointed to that bird. “Why is he looking at us?”

Matheson asked, “Who is he looking at in here?”

I gave some kind of answer, and they kept hitting me with questions.

What will happen if the person the bird is looking for sees it?

Why is that this particular bird has darker feathers than the others?

What would happen if someone opened a window? Would the bird come in? 

It was my answer to those last two questions that made both men smile. “No, the person he’s here to find would jump out of the window.”

They liked that answer.

Matheson said, “Sure . . . but why?”

Before I could answer Bradbury asked, “And what will happen if that person doesn’t jump out of the window?”

I came up with an answer to that, and they countered with more questions, and I had to concoct more answers. Bradbury and Matheson were teaching me a story development exercise they called the, ‘What if,’ game.

The idea of that bird story is the fact that a bird is looking for a specific person at a party and that person feels compelled to open the window. It’s a good concept. Most concepts feel so damn right, and they can be so exciting that it’s easy to be caught up in the delight of a cool, creepy idea. It’s easy to think you have a story.

The, “What If,” game is about taking that idea and developing it, exploring it, unlocking its potential, and then chasing the cause-and-effect implied by each question to an end point that makes sense and tells a complete story. (Side note, in short fiction, the ending does not have to be as revelatory or fully realized as in a novel.) Short fiction has within it the potential for some rule-breaking, for the disruption of the three-act structure. Novels, on the other hand, generally require a bit more payoff, largely because of their complexity, a larger cast of characters, more subplots, bigger central crisis, and because of the time a reader has been asked to invest in reading. This is not an absolute, but it’s true more often than not.

The, “What If,” game takes idea and transforms it into a workable story. I’ve taught it in writing programs to adults and teens and one of the things I most love about the exercise is that no two writers will come up with the same answers. That’s why I smile and shake my head whenever some unenlightened person says something like, “Vampires? Oh, that genre’s totally played out.” They say the same about zombies, ghosts, werewolves, demons, and all of the other subgenres of horror, and they are never correct.

Prior to World War II vampires, mummies and werewolves were pretty damn scary. The rise of Hitler and Nazi Germany deflated that by presenting a much, much bigger threat. It’s hard, after all, to be scared of a pale Eastern European nobleman in an opera cloak who kills three or four people in the course of a movie, or maybe a dozen in a novel when you have tens of millions of people being herded into gas chambers at concentration camps. So, during the war the standard monsters faded, and people thought they were, pardon the pun, dead.

After the war, in the era directly following the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki we suddenly had a new kind of horror. Writers could have written a slew of novels and movie scripts about what happened to those islands, and there were some, but the ‘idea’ of something as large and destructive as nuclear weapons and radiation suggested new thoughts. Out of that atomic age were born brand new monster stories because writers, knowing that radiation caused mutation, began to ask themselves, “what if?” 

What if radioactivity made things grown large? What if those blasts awakened creatures long forgotten? And so on, and by developing those ideas from cause (radiation/nuclear power) to effect (the cost to society and the rise of dangerous mutations) we got Godzilla, Them, The Beast from Twenty Thousand Fathoms, Deadly Mantis and the Amazing Colossal Man.

By asking, ”what if?” humans kept dropping bombs writers gave birth to apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic fiction. Other writers took that idea of an apocalypse and played the same game with other kinds of causes, still ending the world, but shifting the blame for it from atomic energy to bacteria and viruses. This brings us back to vampires. In 1954 Richard Matheson wrote I Am Legend, which was a post-apocalyptic science fiction story told as a horror novel. It breathed new life into the vampire genre. Pun intended that time.

By the end of that decade, Hammer Films, in England was releasing brand new takes on Dracula, werewolves, Frankenstein, the Mummy, and other familiar horrors. Not retreads, but new visions of them. Playing the game to ask, “What if these were in color?” 

What if there was strong adult content that tapped into lust and connected that more overtly to the implied rape in vampire fiction? What if the good guys didn’t always win? What if the monsters were not explicitly evil? And so on.

What if, what if, what if?

I came to fiction rather late. For the first twenty-five years of my career, I focused on nonfiction. Lots of articles about martial arts and self-defense, about science and travel, about theater and sports; and from there to writing textbooks for the courses I taught at Temple University, and then mass-market nonfiction books on everything from a history of sparring to the folklore of supernatural predators. I never really expected to write fiction, despite the mentoring from two of fictions’ giants.

Then, while editing one of my books on supernatural folklore, I began playing that useful old game. While writing about vampire beliefs in various countries, and focusing on how radically different those vampires were from the versions in Hollywood and popular fiction, I wondered, What if people encountered folkloric vampires, but all they knew about fighting vampires came from books and movies? What would happen?

What if?

You see, in folklore, vampires are not afraid of the cross. The concept of holy items being used to ward off bloodsuckers was created by, Bram Stoker, an Irish Catholic. Same goes for the concept that a vampire can’t enter a house unless invited. That was Stoker’s way of keeping Dracula from simply killing everyone he met in London.

Stakes? Nope. Long-shafted stakes were only used to pin a vampire down while other people cut its head off and performed the full Ritual of Exorcism.

Sunlight? Not a factor at all until the 1922 silent film Nosferatu. Re-read Dracula─he walks around in sunlight.

And so on.

As I worked on the nonfiction book I kept playing with the idea, working out scenarios of cause and effect with ordinary people encountering monsters they think they understand, but really don’t. What would be the effect? What’s the learning curve? How do they find out how to stop this or that specific kind of vampire? How do they square the reality of a supernatural monster with their own logical worldview? How would they summon the courage or optimism to fight those creatures? What would it take to win? What would happen to the town if they lost?

On and on.

By the time the nonfiction book was done, I’d spent a considerable amount of time dragging hypothetical characters through my scenarios. I was not content to leave it at, “What if real people encountered vampires?” 

I kept asking myself questions. I applied logic to the answers, and with each step, I asked, “What happens next?” 

“What are the consequences?”

“How do you win that kind of fight?”

What I didn’t know was that the game was working me through the logic, the cause and effect equation of plotting my first novel.

And then I thought: “What if I tried to write a novel?”

“What if that novel was about realistic people fighting vampires?”

Which is when I sat down to begin writing Ghost Road Blues.

Writing it took me over three years, and at no point during that process did I think it would be good enough to sell. It was just that I’d played the, “What if,” game so long with the idea that writing the book was the only way to get it out of my head.

When it was done, I revised the ass off it. Eighteen drafts. I finished it in late 2004.

Then I asked myself, “What if it’s good enough to sell?”

I had no yardstick for measuring its quality. I didn’t know any novelists at that time, and hadn’t spoken to Matheson or Bradbury since the 1970s. I had serious doubts about it because, after all, I was a nonfiction guy. What did I know about fiction? What made me think my stuff was worth submitting, let alone being sold?

On the other hand, what if it was good enough to submit? What if by spending so much time working through the cause and effect of my concept that I’d managed to build something believable enough to be frightening? What if I’d learned enough from my mentors, and from reading and re-reading the novels by my favorite authors, that I actually had a shot at becoming a novelist?

“What if?”

As it turns out, that book landed me an agent pretty quickly and she sold it to the second editor who read it. It was published in April of 2006, less than eighteen months from the end of my final draft. It went on to win the Bram Stoker Award for Best First Novel.

Who knew?

Ray Bradbury and Richard Matheson both gave me generous cover blurbs, among the last each of them would write, which appeared on the 10th anniversary editions of that book and its two sequels.

I sure as hell didn’t know, but I played the, “What if,” game, applying it not only to the original idea, but to a new genre for me, a new career path.

So that was 2006, and I write this in late summer 2018. I’m writing my 34th novel. I’ve also written six more nonfiction books, over a hundred short stories, and enough comic books to fill fifteen graphic novels. One of my novels, also based on folkloric versions of vampires, is being filmed as a Netflix series. All because of asking myself, ‘what if?’

And I still play that game.

Maybe a dozen times a day. It’s where most of my stories come from. I goose the process along, too. Since a good chunk of my business these days is writing science-based horror (Dead of Night, V-Wars, etc.) and weird science thrillers (the Joe Ledger thrillers), I read a lot of science journals, articles and books. Ditto for world history, global politics, psychology, and so on. Any time I hit on something odd or interesting I start asking myself those questions.

What if the prion disease from fatal familial insomnia could be weaponized? Who would do that? Why would they do it? How would someone profit from that –financially or ideologically? These questions, followed by dozens of others that led me along the cause and effect path, became my novel Patient Zero. 

What if a group secretly funded terrorists to make devastating strikes, such as 9-11, and then positioned themselves to profit from the ensuing radical shifts in the stock market? That became The King of Plagues.

What if parasites such as the green jewel wasp could be used as a bioweapon? Could it create a zombie-like pathogen? How? Who would I ask? Who would create it? Why? And what else could it be used for? That was the basis of my zombie apocalypse novels Dead of Night and Fall of Night. And the strong foundation of credible science so appealed to George A. Romero, writer-director of the landmark Night of the Living Dead, that he asked me to write a story officially connecting my books to his movie. That story, “Lone Gunman,” appeared in the anthology we co-edited.

What if? On and on and on.

It isn’t just about having good ideas. A lot of people have those, and in great quantity. No, what makes a writer is to take that idea and develop it, explore it, deconstruct it, and then follow it all the way to a killer conclusion. Do that and you’re writing real stories. Do that, and you’re probably writing your best stuff.

Do that, because Richard Matheson and Ray Bradbury once told a young kid that it was the secret to writing compelling and memorable stories.

So, yeah . . . do that.


WHAT IS WRITING & WHY WRITE HORROR?

JOHN SKIPP

I LIVE IN Los Angeles, where every cockroach has a screenplay to hustle, and every studio executive is convinced that any moron could write a script, because look at all these morons!

Yet, in a town that publicly praises the writer while treating them as disposable as tampons, many stalwart souls remain inflamed with the desire to make magick out of nothing but words, and paint pictures in our skulls that will both matter and last.

So I was asked, for this book, to answer two simple questions: 

1) What is writing?

2) Why write horror?

Let’s tackle the first one first.

Writing is the process of slapping words down on paper, or the digital format of your choice (Word doc, Open Office, Final Draft and so on). Even texting is writing, albeit on the primitive/high-tech level of passing notes in class, and writers like Joe Hill have spun elaborate, gripping narratives out of nothing but tweets.

The purpose, of course, is to communicate something: a thought, a feeling, a story, a strategy. Words are great for that. That’s why we replaced inarticulate growls and moans with them (although inarticulate growls and moans still have a place in the communicative pantheon). When I write songs, for example, I often start by singing melodies phonetically, making sounds that please me along the vowel spectrum, only later going back to figure out what those noises might be trying to say, then plug the words in retrospectively

Since I suspect we’re mostly talking about fiction in this book: writing fiction is the process of telling stories, or delivering slices of life through the eyeballs of others, so that they land and rattle around said reader’s braincase, and though there are many people who claim they are writing only for themselves, I think it’s fair to say that most of them kinda hope someone else will read them, and respond to them. Hopefully well.

I love the nuts and bolts of writing. The structure of sentences, the dance of language, the remarkable precision and clarity that the right words, in the right order, can deliver: I find the process thrilling, and am delighted when some other writer brings those types of thrills to me. But without something to communicate, it’s just word salad: even less useful than grunts or howls, because at least you know what the fuck those noises meant. So I don’t love words for words’ sake. I love them because they’re such wonderful tools of expression, and I’ve got a lot to express.

Which leads to the second question.

Why write horror? Out of all the things you could hope to communicate, why would you want to deal with the most haunting, horrific, ugly, sinister, brutalizing subject matter on Earth?

Or, as my Mom used to ask, “Why can’t you write about nice things?”

I’ve talked with hundreds of horror writers about this, over the last several decades. Everyone has their own particular reasons, and circumstances. It basically comes down to one or more of the following:

1) “I’m a fundamentally haunted person.” In these cases, the writer usually discovered at an early age that they were tormented by frightening questions of mortality, of pain and injustice, of violence and madness and the existence of evil. They found themselves compelled to explore these questions, even if they never held out hope of actual answers. They were, in short, on a need-to-know basis with the darkness: either because of something traumatic that happened in their lives, or because they were just born that way, with no discernible cause. Which is, in some ways, even more haunting for its inexplicability.

2) “I’m wrestling my demons.” This is similar to the first, but differs in that the writer is confronting those troublesome forces within themselves. Fighting their own madness, their own dark compulsions, their own rage and capacity for evil. Much of the most intense and intimate horror fiction comes directly from here.

3) “I think monsters are awesome.” This is the least-complicated way in, often rooted in childhoods where dinosaurs and sharks were the coolest things ever, and Halloween was the finest holiday on Earth. There’s not a lot of deeper diving involved. It’s just fun! And fun is more than enough for these folks.

4) “I’m a sick fuck with a twisted sense of humor.” The great cartoonist Gahan Wilson and I had a swell time discussing how horror and humor were flip-sides of the same coin. Often, when confronted with unspeakable wrongness, laughter is the only remotely sane response. And because life confronts us with unspeakable wrongness on pretty much a daily basis, the appetite for black comedy is a hearty one indeed. From the first time you hear a dead baby joke in childhood, you know whether or not you are one of those people.

5) “I like shocking and disturbing people.” Sometimes this translates as “I get a kick out of how your little eyes bug out when I make up my crazy shit.” Sometimes it’s more like “I’m in horrible pain, and I’m going to make you feel it.” Sometimes the answer is, “I don’t know why. I just do.” And sometimes—although they’ll rarely admit it—it comes down to “I’m a psychological sadist, and I hurt you because I can. You don’t like it? Good!”

Important safety tip: those last people are bullies. Which is to say, assholes.

6) “I’m writing survivalist horror.” Because horror is the fiction of worst-case scenarios, many writers are psychologically rehearsing for the worst and positing possible heroic solutions. Training themselves mentally, spiritually, and emotionally to not just cope, but to win. This is particularly true when horror melds with action-adventure, but shows up in many surprising ways across the field.

7) “I’m a social satirist and horror has many powerful symbols.” This is the place where horror becomes a fiction of ideas, exploring metaphors, delving into deeper meaning. This is horror at its most subversive, using tooth and nail to fight back against the Powers-That-Be, and the horrors of actual life. Sometimes it’s funny. Sometimes it’s not. But, to me, it’s the fieriest of the forms; and one that is often integrated by writers who don’t consider themselves genre-bound, with bigger cultural fish to fry.

I have, at various points in my life and career, fallen under each and every one of these categories. Yes, including bullying asshole.

I was a haunted child. I had demons within. I loved monster movies, had a sick sense of humor, loved to shock and disturb, wanted to learn how to survive, and was so pissed off at the monstrous injustice of the world that I would do anything to subvert it.

But that’s just me!

I love to write because I love to explore the human condition, in all its dark and light. I love to communicate with people, to touch minds and souls with them, to pass along ideas, and share experience. To connect.

I also love writing for the sheer pleasure of the act. Sitting in the chair, and making shit up, to the best of my ability.

So the question becomes: why do you write horror?


TRIBAL LAYS

GENE O’NEILL

“There are nine and sixty ways of constructing tribal lays, and every single one of them is right.”

—Rudyard Kipling, “In Neolithic Age”

IN HIS RATHER long poem, “In Neolithic Age,” Rudyard Kipling was reacting to the rigid literary standards of the 19th Century. Specifically, he was referring to the strict rules for the structure of a poem or story. But he was also commenting in general on a number of literary standards, like the proper education and training of a writer. He was insisting that there was more than one path to all of these literary outcomes, and I agree wholeheartedly.

Below, I’m offering examples of two paths to becoming a writer—one, traditional, like my granddaughter is working on right now, and one not so traditional, my winding route.

One traditional way of acquiring and demonstrating necessary skills, in becoming a writer—

Fiona

Early speech, speaking in fully constructed sentences, having a good ear for words:

The little girl, not quite two-years-old, grabbed her grandfather’s hand and led him out the front door. “C’mon, Papa, let’s go feed the goats.”

When they got to the pasture around the corner, she handed her grandfather the clippers she’d brought along. “Papa, let’s feed them some tree leaves.” He clipped several short branches of leaves, hanging near the fence. Fiona noticed, during a previous visit, that the goats ate all kinds of things, but really loved the darkish-green live oak leaves.

So, part of developing early speech is also developing the power of observation, and being curious about the names and uses of the different things you spot.

Loves stories, both written and oral, even adding own stories to earliest drawings:

Fiona constructed a colorful drawing with her crayons, and brought it into the kitchen for her mother to put up on the side of the fridge. She pointed to two stick figures and told a story: “Once upon a time there were two kids, Jack and Jill . . . ”

The oral stories may have plagiarized portions, but were always laced with original additions. Soon, even before school, she began to learn to read by following along when read to. She had sixteen DVDs and memorized every word, following along mouthing words under her breath.

Once Papa asked: “Fiona, are you going to college?”

She answered, “Do they have DVDs there?”

In elementary school demonstrates an appreciation for all the language arts:

Fiona loved story time, being read to by the teacher, telling her own stories, and was adept at early Spanish study. She brought home her homemade workbook full of stories and even some poems. She practiced her early Spanish orally when she came to visit her grandparents.

“Como se llama?”

Her grandmother answered, “Me llama es Mimi.”

In high school excels in not only English, but all the Humanities:

Like other developing writers, Fiona became interested, almost obsessively, sometimes in a specific subject—like the African Bushmen and explored everything she could find about it. She read several articles on the Khoi-Khoi and his unusual click language. Fascinated, she checked out every book in her school library on the Bushmen and their home base in the Kalahari Desert. She extends her exploration to the city library, and read everything pertinent. She checked the internet, and then began her senior project, a fiction booklet, entitled: “Treasure of the Kalahari,” about two Bushmen children tracking a wounded kudu, the spirit animal of their tribe. Her English teacher gave her an A on the project, and told her mother that Fiona is his best writing student ever. With good grades, demonstrated writing ability, and financial help from her grandparents, Fiona was accepted into the famed Stanford writing program.

In college, takes advantage of top instruction, developing her stories of magical realism:

As a freshman and sophomore, Fiona wrote, polished, and sent out several stories to various literary journals and the Magazine of F & SF and Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine. She received only rejection, but always personal encouraging notes. She eventually placed a short poem in Ploughshares, and another one in the Kenyon Review. But at the end of her sophomore year, her grandfather became terminally ill, requiring expensive healthcare, and she dropped out of her expensive degree program. She finished her undergraduate work at San Diego State, near her parent’s home.

Fiona continued to write, and early in her senior year placed a short story in a good literary journal. She immediately phoned her grandmother, who held the phone up close to her bedridden grandfather’s ear.

“Papa, McSweeny just bought, ‘Ghost of a Chance,’!”

Months earlier, after workshopping the story and revising, she’d read it to her grandparents, who both loved the tale that was told from the viewpoint of an imaginary friend. The summer after graduation she was accepted with a full ride into the MFA in Writing Program at the University of Oregon in Eugene.

In graduate school, she places a few stories in genre magazines and begins her first novel:

After reading a draft of Fiona’s first novel, “Flying with Radar Angels,” the head of her department got her hooked up with a top NYC literary agent. She graduated with her MFA, and accepted a TA position for the next year at Oregon, while working on the revision and polishing of her novel.

“Flying with Radar Angels,” is finally published, and has a serious movie inquiry:

Fiona’s agent sold her magic realism novel, and received solid interest from Hollywood. They signed an option for the movie, the process dragged out for over a year before they exercised the option, while Fiona worked on her second novel, “Soulflash.” But following early advice, she prepared herself to teach literature and writing as a necessary day job. She landed an assistant professor spot in the Creative Writing Department at the University of San Francisco, continuing her writing career in her spare time. After two years of teaching and the publication of “Soulflash,” she proudly called her grandmother.

“Mimi, I’d love to take you and Mom to the premiere of ‘Flying with Radar Angels’ down in Hollywood.”

After four more years, and the sale of another novel and a collection of her short stories, Fiona left teaching and becomes a full-time writer.  

This is a fictionalized example of a traditional route to becoming a writer, my granddaughter is only in high school, and in fact, very few writers have this fairly smooth of a route. They experience many more ups and downs and most never become full-time writers.

Now, I’d like to spell out my own non-traditional route.

Acquiring the skills necessary to becoming a non-traditional instinctive writer

Gene

I was raised by my grandparents in a federal housing project (not called a ghetto back then) in the shadow of cranes at Mare Island Naval Shipyard in Vallejo, California. My grandparents had only 2nd and 3rd grade educations, but Gramps was a rigger at the shipyard, one of the blue-collar working-class, proud of his work. The housing project was a rough place to grow up. My brother and I were often exposed to bullying, racial strife, and crime, especially sexual assault. The teachers were tough disciplinarians, and expectations for most students were held low. Education was of little value to my classmates.

The emphasis was kept on sports. More than just a few outstanding athletes came out of the area; I had good motor skills, and boxed. I played basketball, and football, reaching a fairly high proficiency level at all three—playing basketball in junior college, but high school academic achievement was not so high. I did enough to pass.

Even though reading and books were not valued by most of my peers, I developed an early fascination with the big magazine rack at the cigar shop. The colorful illustrations caught my eye on a wide array of books. I equally liked the Classic comic books, like Treasure Island, and the science fiction magazines like Imagination with their more interesting covers, but had money to purchase only a few.

Was it likely a writer might develop from this kind of environment?

When I was six, I had polio. A year later I got released from the hospital. To celebrate, my grandfather took me to a little branch library near the project recreation center, a converted, old, two-story Victorian residence. A sign in front read:

Vallejo City Library

I couldn’t read the sign because I had missed a significant portion of the 1st grade while in the hospital rehabilitating from my illness. I recovered relatively quickly, but fell behind in school.

On that first library visit, in his wonderfully expressive brogue, which I would learn to relish during family story time, Gramps said, “I wanted to show you this place, Gene, because this is where all the right words finally end up.”

I looked at the shabby, poorly-maintained Victorian, needing at least a new roof and a fresh coat of paint. I frowned and bunched my face up at my grandfather. I wondered why the right words would all travel to this dilapidated building, and how they even discovered this out-of-the-way-place right in the heart of the federal housing project.

Gramps smiled and continued in what I recognized as a nearly reverent tone. “Aye, lad, all the right words. And when they have enough collected inside there, they are carefully assembled into a group. Now, if they have selected wisely, and if they have put those right words in exactly the correct order, something extraordinary happens. They create one of God’s true magical gifts . . . a wonderful book. Let’s go in and inspect some of the magic.”

We stepped into that branch library, actually the entire bottom floor of the old residence, now mostly one undivided large room, but with floor to almost ceiling of rows of book shelving that seemed to extend forever. Nowhere had I seen so many books in one place.

I gazed about awestruck. “How many of these can I read, Gramps?”

“If you have the time, you can read them all.”

We got my first library card that day, and I checked out three books, including one with wonderful illustrations and golden leaf bordering each page, “King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table.” I checked the book out three more times that year. Then, at Christmas time, my grandparents, who were just barely making ends meet, bought me that very expensive book.

So, I think that the cigar stand, the branch library, and the encouragement from my grandparents, stimulated an early love of books and reading. Gramps further stimulated my interest in stories, by telling oral ones from what I later learned were called The Red Branch Tales, many of them featuring the great Irish mythic hero: CuChullain. Outside of our home, though, I don’t remember ever talking about books or stories with classmates or my sports team members.

Finishing high school, I didn’t leave a particularly distinguished record behind in any subject. Looking back, I think even then I had been honing some early writing skills, a keen observation of what was transpiring around me. I knew early on that a fourteen-year-old classmate getting suddenly pregnant was a much bigger tragedy than a Stanford law student experiencing the same unexpected event. I truly honed the Irish love of the word, maintaining an ongoing interest in definitions and etymology. I eventually read all kinds of comics, magazines, and books, which both Grams and Gramps encouraged. Regardless of their lack of education, we engaged in interesting discussions on what I read. Both had very high recognition and speaking vocabularies.

After working a year or so out of high school, I enlisted in the Marines. I went overseas, saw and learned a lot in Southeast Asia (around that time, the area was known as French-Indo China), right before they declared the beginning of the Vietnam War, living in a tent in the jungle. I continued to read during my enlistment, mostly cheap paperbacks, which were readily abundant.

I returned home, worked a couple of years, saved up, and finally went to junior college, and then to a State college. I wanted to be a P.E. teacher, and took no extra English or any writing courses, but I took a better paying job than teaching when I graduated. Like many good readers, by this time I may have had some inkling that I wanted to try writing. But I took no coursework or prepared myself formally in any way.

Eventually, I did teach P.E. and coach after I got married and had two children. I worked a second job as a painter for a contractor, who had been a Marine colleague. By then, after reading a ton of books, including some science fiction, I tried my hand at a few stories. I got some personal feedback, but was always rejected. Then, after numerous trips to the library with my kids, and checking the children’s section, we began reading the array of children’s magazines. We even subscribed, but I realized many of the stories were heavy-handed with their moral lessons. It was only then that I found many of the magazines were published as an arm of some church.

I thought I could do better, and I wrote eight children’s stories. I was right, sold four of them to the best kid’s magazines. Based on this success, I decided to write adult material. But at thirty-eight, I realized that I needed some formal training, and applied for the Clarion Workshop in SF, taking place at Michigan State in 1979.

I was like a sponge during my six weeks at Clarion, soaking up everything, because I knew nothing about writing, including the typical story structure. Carol Emshwiller sat me down one day and privately taught me how to do more with less: Use the precise verb and you don’t need modifiers. I was probably somewhere at the bottom of the class as far as demonstrated ability, but I made a good friend in Scott Edelman, our paths crossing many times in the future.

I also demonstrated something, so that Damon Knight and Kate Wilhelm invited me to attend private writerly gatherings/workshops monthly at their home in Eugene, Oregon. They also mentioned a young, promising writer who lived nearby to me, whom I should bring along.

That young writer was Kim Stanley Robinson, and my real education took place in those eight to ten eight-hour trips on weekends up to Eugene and back to Northern California. Stan had a formal education in writing, and would eventually go down to UCSD and get his PhD. We talked writing for a solid eight hours up and back, plus workshopping our stuff, at Damon and Kate’s.

I heard the entire three-book Mars Trilogy outline before it was written. The education wasn’t entirely one way. I had lots of life experience to share with Stan, including stuff about the USMC rifle range at Camp Mathews, underneath part of the UCSD campus he would soon attend. He included some of that in fiction and non-fiction, which he would write.

Not too long after our trips, when Stan was a young SF star and I’d started selling stories to good markets, we both attended a Nebula dinner. He won the Nebula Award for his novelette, “The Blind Geometer.” I’d read it and made a few suggestions based on working with blind P.E. students, and shared the most common prenatal cause of blindness. Stan recognized me as an influence on his writing, and his favorite P.E. teacher.

Unfortunately, I didn’t feel I could write full time, working two jobs for several years. At this time, I was selling maybe three or four stories a year to good markets, which attracted NYC agent solicitations. I made the mistake of telling them that in my situation, holding two jobs and raising two kids, I had nothing to show them when they asked if I had a book they could market. I should have lied and tried to quickly write one then.

I also made a mistake early on with my short stories. I didn’t write things that fell neatly into a genre category. I’d send something to Editor B. She’d say this is great but not clearly what I’m buying, but send it to Editor A. Of course, Editor A said the same thing, telling me to send it to Editor B. I was stubborn and continued to write mixed genre stories. But times change. Recently, I’ve been on panels discussing the value of mixed genre work.

A number of years ago, I was ready to begin writing novels, and thought I’d quit my day job to do it. But my daughter, who graduated in pre-med, and was working in a clinic, wanted to go on to PA school. I thought about her great-grandparents, who never lived to see me published, and how proud they’d have been for Kaydee. I continued working.

But finally, I was able to write full time. And I’ve done pretty well. 170 short stories and novellas in good markets. Recently, I placed a two-novel series, which will total eight novels published. I’ve been a finalist for twelve Bram Stoker Awards, and won two of those haunted houses.

A meandering route, I agree, started way late at age thirty-eight.

In the past, I’ve been asked what I’d like to be, if I could choose anything. I answered, “A writer!” Very few people get the opportunity to be exactly what they want to be.

I’m a lucky man.


BAKE THAT CAKE

(ONE WRITER’S METHOD)

JOE R. LANSDALE: PASTRY CHEF

Recipe 1:

THERE ARE MORE ways than one to prepare and bake a cake, and only the ones that succeed and taste good count. The ones that fail you need to throw out and hope the birds and worms like it, hope they don’t choke. That’s the way writing works. Or at least something close to it. You throw out the words that don’t do the story justice and hope the metaphorical birds and worms don’t choke.

There is no exact rule for writing a story, except for the same one that is consistent with cake baking. You put the ingredients in a bowl, mix them, and then bake that sucker, or otherwise you lie dreaming with your unappeased sweet tooth while your cake remains unbaked.

To give an example of how I “bake my cakes”, I’m going to give my methods for approaching a story, how I get geared up, what works for me, and then my daughter, who is a newer writer, will give examples of her approach.

The way a writer works can change with age. But one thing is certain, if you are having trouble starting, then it’s not a bad idea to consider the methods of others. The method I use I have used for over thirty-five years of my forty-five-year career, or some slight variation of it, and I see no reason to abandon it, but if I found it failing me, I would consider something else. I read other writer’s methods when I started out, and through experiment, I found what works for me.

Let me start with this. I love writing. I don’t enjoy only having written, I love the act itself. I wake up in the morning and when my feet hit the floor, I’m ready to go. Writing a scene that reads the way you imagine it can be difficult, but for me the attempt is always pleasurable. So, that’s my first bit of advice. If you don’t love it, or think real writing is about rolling around on the floor and crying and suffering for the right word, save the drama. Writing can be hard, but it beats jobs I used to have. Digging ditches, aluminum chair factory work, field work, janitor work, and the like. Do not confuse a hard day of writing for martyrdom. Compared to those things, it’s a treat. It’s all I ever wanted to do with my life, at least career-wise, and I feel like the luckiest person in the world every day I wake up. First, I woke up, and second, there’s the work to look forward to.

Second, don’t procrastinate. It doesn’t get better as the day wears on. You may choose a different time of day to work, but whatever time you choose, be true to it. If you can go to a job you hate, or tolerate, and what you really want to do is write and you’re not doing it, that’s on you.

Quit waiting for inspiration. You are the inspiration. That’s where it comes from, and the more you show up, the more it shows up, and in time you have yourself trained to not only sit down and start to work, but you have given your inner self permission to let the genie out of the bottle, and not just when you feel the mood. The mood is there waiting on you, instead of the other way around. I’ve found that if I’m feeling less than motivated, all I need to do is write one good sentence, and then if nothing follows, so be it. But, that one sentence nearly always opens the gates.

I wake up, have coffee and a small breakfast, and go to work. My goal is simple. I write at least three to five pages a day, and generally I achieve that within three hours. Now and again I’ll work extra hours, but overall, for me, that’s counterproductive.

I do better early on, and go downhill as the day wears on. Frequently, in those three hours, I end up writing a lot more than three to five, but that’s my goal each day. I find that easy to achieve, and if I quit at three pages, then I feel like a hero all day long. If it’s going well, it’s possible those three pages will come in thirty minutes, and I continue if I so desire, but if not, I can quit with a clean conscience. I have my minimum.

I proof as I go. When I get about halfway through a story, or novel, or what I sense is the halfway point, I go back to the first, begin to read, and revise where I think it needs it, then lurching off that momentum, I write the rest of it, revising as I go, and then I give it a polish, but I avoid multiple drafts. I find that merely confuses me.

I don’t plot. I might have an idea I’d like to see in a work, but I don’t know how I’ll arrive there. I like the sense of discovery. That way I’m as surprised as the reader, and it gives the work less of a clockwork-like feel. I like it to come together as organically as possible.

For me, the story needs to arrive by secret passage. I can’t sit down and consciously think it out. My subconscious does that. The conscious mind worries too much and shops too hard for reasons, tries to determine who the characters are, where the subconscious knows these things, and reveals them to me as I create. I sit down, put my fingers on the keys, and generally the story is fed to me, digested, and distributed on the computer screen as if by magic.

I know it’s working well when I hear the music. There’s a beat, there’s a pacing, a base line, all provided by the story’s voice. It can’t clank and clang, unless that’s the nature of the story. The work must have soul, rhythm and blues, a country boogie, the depth and feeling of a sweeping ballad, sometimes all those things, which I suppose makes it more like freeform jazz. The story decides. The music must be right. It needs poetry without being a poem. When I feel the music, then the story is real. I show up, and the words, hopefully, sing.

Let your love for the story carry you along. If you don’t have that love, find a story that you feel love for. Find that love, then you arrive at the point where you can feel the story loving you back; it’s a phenomenal high.

Some days the work is magical, some days a little more work-a-day, but by showing up you soon reach a point where the work has a level it does not fall below. It’s professional. At best, what we all strive for, of course, it’s akin to designing a great architectural achievement, shiny glass, spirals of light that puncture the clouds. The other is like building a functional kitchen chair. Both do the job, but in different ways, but neither can be sloppy, because either can then collapse; failing to do what it was designed to do in the first place. A good chair, an architectural achievement, both should bring satisfaction.

Lastly. Keep the prose simple. Sure, there are exceptions, but a reader shouldn’t feel they need a dictionary at their side to read your work. Write to be clear, not to impress. Can you try something experimental? Of course, I have, and I’ve enjoyed it, but your best bet is to write a story you want to read.

Characters are not things you write on five by ten cards and pull out of the bag when you need them. You let the stories grow out of your personal experiences, the depths of your thoughts, good and bad. Real characters are contradictions, and as has been said, “Everyone is the hero of their own story,” which includes the villains. Walk-on characters should have something interesting to define them. Dialogue should sound like something someone would say. It might not be, but you should give the illusion that this is how real people talk. In the real world, we might be less witty and interesting, but the world you create should give you a feel of reality, but with all the boring stuff left out. If you write a scene where the character is bored, the reader shouldn’t be. You should feel the character’s boredom without the character boring you.

When you do decide to take a day off, know the difference between an honest day off, and goofing off. Play seriously when you work, as Bruce Lee said of martial arts, and when you goof off, feel like you deserve it, and enjoy the hell out of it.

Because tomorrow, you’ll be back at it again. That’s like having your cake and eating it too, every single day.

KASEY LANSDALE: PASTRY SOUS CHEF

Recipe 2:

I’m finding that my cake usually has the same ingredients as the chef, but the recipe is altered. Like when grandma refuses to write down the secret family recipe because even she doesn’t know it. It’s a dash of this and a pinch of that, and you know you’re close, but try as you might, what comes out of the oven ain’t Grandma’s. I have a harder time being motivated than the chef, or staying motivated if you will. I usually toss everything in the mixer, and before I turn on the oven, I start cleaning up behind me. Wiping down the proverbial counters. I find that’s when I begin to struggle. I just wanted to eat a piece of cake, not deep clean the whole kitchen. I’m learning the process of releasing the need to have a perfect dessert every time I sit down to work. It’s easier said than done.

Unlike my dad, writing isn’t the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do. Writing has been something that came about naturally because I do enjoy the process, and have grown up in that environment. Most of my writing, however, has been for songs.

I think, in truth, the best of what I’ve learned, most of it, has been by osmosis. I think finding people who are in similar stages of life and work as you are, who have the same career goals, and surrounding yourself with those people to keep you motivated, has been helpful for me. As a musician, you’re always surrounded by other people when you work. As a writer, it’s you and that laptop, and sometimes for me, since the habit hasn’t been built in as long, it’s easier to get off-track.

The best piece of advice I got from an editor was “show not tell.” Actually, that’s not exactly what she said, but I’ll keep it PC, as that was the point. I tend to over-explain things, as I do in life. Finding a way to get to the point, and still inject it with the humor and irony that usually goes along with it is what I’m working towards now. I’m lucky. I grew up in a home where the idea of wanting to make a living being creative was seen as the norm, and I know that lots of folks didn’t get that, but that’s why finding your tribe is so important.

I don’t think you should let everyone read your work and have an opinion on it all the time, that’s a surefire way to get discouraged. I personally don’t like to spread out the criticism week by week. Read it when it’s done, then break my heart, just the once. But, if you’re going to take someone’s opinion, be sure they have some creds to back it up. Or at the very least, that they’re on your team.

Often times, people want to have an opinion to feel important, not because you really need it. Just like your wedding cake, you want references, samples.

Read the books that you like, that are reminiscent of the things you want to write. I learned the rules of writing a long time ago in grade school. We all did. Now I’m trying to be sure that if I’m breaking them, it’s with good reason. That I don’t let the rules dictate what I am allowed or not allowed to do, and I hope that eventually I’ll wake up and without thinking just put fingers to keys and unleash the way Chef does.

It might never happen, but I also think figuring out what my goals are for writing has been important. Maybe don’t start out saying, “I want to be a bestseller and get reviewed in the NY Times.” If that happens, awesome. Having a mental vision board of that is wonderful, but for me, setting mini goals is what helps me stay slightly more consistent. If I tell myself I have to write a bestseller I get overwhelmed and defeat myself before I get started. If I say, okay, I need to write five hundred words and hopefully they are good, that’s a more manageable goal for one day.

I’m also discovering that like baking, it takes time. I really believe every time I write something, I learn something new—something important. Not just of the process of writing, but of my process. That’s the fun part about being a newer writer. You’re still discovering things. Like when I sing a song the same way a hundred times and suddenly, when I’ve gotten comfortable with it, I’m brave enough to take the melody somewhere new. I look forward to the day when I’m writing and that same feeling comes. Right now, I’m doing a lot of work with Chef, and that’s like a crash course on steroids. If I don’t take the initiative and get to work, I’ll look up and he’s baked forty-seven cakes and a batch of cookies. And there I am still mixing the dough. Now I want cookies.

Also, as a newer writer, I’m learning to let go of things. I’m learning that even if I put blood, sweat, and tears into fifty pages of something, if it’s not getting better, then maybe I just need to move on from it, stop adding sugar and start fresh. That said, sometimes I toss the mix out too quick, which just a dash of something could save. If I am stuck at a place in a story, it’s because inherently, I know the last section I wrote doesn’t work. I may not know why, but I usually have to stop and come back to it another day. I have a certain amount in the tank, and when it’s empty, it’s empty.

I liken it to the gym. Sure, I could stay in there doing bicep curls for eight hours, but it won’t really improve things. Better to call it and start fresh, so long as that’s not an excuse to go play. Though at times, not thinking about it allows the subconscious to sort out the problem when you come back the next day. That’s the real trick, though, coming back. I also find that like the gym, if I roll out of bed and get to it, I’m far more productive.

If I don’t start until after lunch, then I’m already tired. I know some people who can only write at night, and bless ‘em, but I’m not one of those people. That’s something about my process I am sure of. It’s easy to build up an arsenal of excuses by lunch. I’d much rather get to it and then have the rest of the day to hang, do errands, watch a movie, whatever I decide to do that day ‘cause I already got my work done.

I do work longer than my father, because it takes me longer in general, but I also know that when I’m just staring at the screen for long periods, going for a walk or calling it is usually best. I have the joy of being able to put the fiction aside and work on something else. Though, not always, I usually have concurrent projects going in different fields, so when one stonewalls I flip to the other.

That might be a secret, too; not having all your eggs in one basket when you’re starting out. Eventually, you can move all the eggs over and “watch that basket,” but maybe you don’t have to live off only cake for a while. You gotta build up that sugar tolerance. I wish I knew all the answers. I wish Chef knew them, ‘cause I know he’d tell me at the very least, and then I’d tell you. But we don’t. One can only hope that eventually the cream will rise to the top and all the excess will be seen as a beautiful mess that got you to where you want to be. At least, close to it, as I don’t think we ever stop striving towards new goals, no matter what we have accomplished.

Living life, meeting people. Hearing their stories and feeling empathy. Showing kindness. That’s where a lot of good stuff comes from. Take notes when something strikes you. Let it marinate. If you read it again the next day and it’s still as poignant, use it. Be raw, be honest in the writing. I fight this a lot. My desire to show who I am and my desire to stay behind the veil. What I do know, is every time there’s an honest moment, either in person or on the page, that’s what people connect to time and time again.

The problem with advice and methods is that there’s no one way. It’s infuriating to hear, and I’m not sure where my process will land either, but I keep believing that one day I’ll wake up and all the pieces of the puzzle will fit. And if they don’t, well, then I guess they don’t. I guess what I’ll be left with is a modest body of work, some I got to do with Chef, some not.

That’s been a great driving force for writing for me personally—being able to do something that stays in the family. Maybe help carry on the legacy just a bit. I’ll never make the same cake he does, in the same way, and that’s probably for the best. I can only hope I’ll make one equally delicious.


AH-HA: BEGINNING TO END

CHUCK PALAHNIUK AND MICHAEL BAILEY DISCUSS THE SPARK OF CREATIVITY

ONE LIVES IN the Pacific Northwest and nearly lost his home in a wildfire the summer of 2017, while the other used to live in what is now a scorched part of Sonoma County from a wildfire the autumn of that same year. One’s surname is often mispronounced11, while the other’s surname is often mistaken as having Irish heritage22. Both have been recently threatened by fire, both have problematic last names, and both have been nominated for the Bram Stoker Award® on five separate occasions3in a mix of categories.

Whether or not one believes in coincidence, these two magicians of creativity have been brought together, one thing leading to another thing leading to another, to discuss the spark of creativity from beginning to end. Something short and sweet.
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