
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Ink Dance: Essays on the Writing Life

        

        
        
          Deborah J. Ross

        

        
          Published by Deborah J. Ross, 2016.

        

    


Forward

Deborah Ross introduced herself to me at the first Science Fiction conference I ever attended in Portland, way back in, hmmm...must have been 1989, right after I’d started selling my short stories and showing up in the reviews as a ‘hot new writer.’ The ‘new’ part was certainly true and I was so flattered when this established author introduced herself and had clearly heard of me. We’ve been good friends ever since, through the ups and downs of our personal lives and our careers. Deborah is one of the ‘stayers’ in the New York Legacy publishing universe. Like me, she was never a blockbuster best seller, but she worked with Marion Zimmer Bradley, a very big name in fantasy, to help Marion complete her works as her health failed, and wrote her own science fiction and fantasy at the same time. She was able to stay on with one of the last truly independent Legacy publishers as other Big Six authors were being shed with the midlist, and is still supporting herself there today. 

Deborah is the nurturing sort, whether she’s critiquing, editing a submission for one of the anthologies she publishes, or giving advice to an aspiring author at a local writers workshop. She makes writing work, and she understands how to make it work. She’s a good teacher. 

This collection of essays guides you through the craft and career of writing with all the useful information of a shelf full of ‘how to’ books, but offered with the warm personal energy of a conversation across the kitchen table. 

From her advice on how to actually get started, her craft and career tips, to her really excellent counsel on how to survive writing in real life and still nourish yourself and your spirit, this collection offers an in-depth look at what it means to be a writer. Every day. All the time. 

While Deborah’s career has been New York oriented, most of what she has to say works for today’s author going the small press or Indie route as well. She speaks of the things that helped her succeed or got in her way with a refreshing personal honesty that invites us to examine our own behaviors. There’s a lot here for any aspiring writer who takes his or her craft seriously. No matter what you write or how you publish. 

Read it, learn, and enjoy! You’ll come away nourished.

––––––––

Mary Rosenblum


Just You and A Blank Page



Getting Started In Writing

Writing a story—let’s say it’s your first—has some fundamental differences with beginning any other creative endeavor. At least, that’s been my experience. I’ve never assumed that because I’ve seen an oil painting, I should automatically know how to paint one, or because I’ve heard a symphony, I can just sit down and compose one of my own. Yet just about all of us carry the expectation that we already know how to write a story.

After all, we’re taught to “write” in school, so by the time the idea of putting our own stories down on paper occurs to us, we’ve had years of practice, or so we have been led to believe. We’ve learned to put pencil to paper and end up with something resembling recognizable words. We’ve put down sentence after sentence on such stimulating topics as “What I Did on My Summer Vacation,” not to mention book reports, history reports, science reports, essays on current events, and so forth.

We get exposed to visual art—painting, sculpture, graphic design and the like—music, and storytelling from an early age. Even if we are not fortunate enough to experience these in live forms, we get bombarded by their images in television, films, and the Internet. I suspect the difference between writing (prose narrative) and other art forms is that we also use the same motions for other purposes. Going out on a limb here, I propose that if we sculpted our grocery lists or scored them for full orchestra, we might approach chiseling marble statues or composing a concerto for bassoon and orchestra with the same expectations of facility that we do when embarking upon our first novel. We’ve also most likely read—or had read to us—many, many stories. We’ve turned in all those school papers. How hard can it be to write a story?

Once we’ve got that question engraved in our minds, we fall prey to a number of fallacies. One is that we ought to be able to write a story without learning how. If it’s easy, then any semi-literate primate can do it. If we have difficulty, there must be something seriously wrong with us. Second, and more crippling, is that we compare our internal experience of attempting to write a story with the finished products we read. Or, worse yet, with our memory of those finished products. It’s been pointed out that “derivative” or “copy-cat” fiction (as an example, all the riffs on The Lord of the Rings) feels flat and gray because we can consciously recall only a portion of what’s in the original. The rest contributes to the vitality of the work, but doesn’t stick in that part of our memory that allows us to reproduce what we read. So we try to create a story based on the fragmented, incomplete, and biased memory of a work that has been through the editorial and publishing process. This is a recipe for frustration and failure.

Instead, a more helpful approach might be to first acknowledge that we don’t know exactly how to go about creating a written story. We need to learn some stuff, and we need to experiment and see what works and what doesn’t. We need to find out how we write, as distinct from how anyone else writes. We also need to know what we want to achieve, which is a fancy way of clarifying what it is we love when we read stories by other people and what we love about our own story ideas. This leads us to another crucial concept, which is that effective storytelling is not the same thing as transcribing that amazing movie showing within our own skulls onto paper. It’s evoking a similar (but not necessarily identical) experience in the mind of the reader. That’s how we get to where we want to go.

Now we’re ready to ask: what skills do I need? How do the writers I love do this? How will I know when I’m on track? We’ve become teachable, if only by our own experience. We’re on our way.

Negotiating with the Idea Fairy

Where do you get your ideas? According to a highly successful writer friend, the Idea Fairy leaves packets of them under our pillows. When I tell people this secret, it’s usually received with smiles. What’s not said, but what working writers all know, is that’s only one step in an entire process.

First, you have to invite the Idea Fairy into your life. Leaving out a glass of milk and a plate of cookies won’t do the trick in most cases. (You never know. That toy train story might lead to fame and fortune.) Creating a receptive state of mind includes recognizing those tentative sparks, even if you aren’t prepared at that moment to give them the attention they require to grow into fully fledged plot outlines. People vary in what suffices: for some, it might be a simple “wow, that’s cool” moment; for others, jotting down the thought or image on a paper napkin serves to reinforce the generation of ideas. Anything that says to your creative muse, “More, more!” will work. 

“More”? Is this woman demented? Doesn’t she know I already have a queue of stories screaming at me to be written? The last thing I need is more!

No, the last thing you need is none. If you train yourself to ignore story ideas, the Idea Fairy will sadly pack up shop and go find a more welcoming host. 

Second, you have to find a way to accept the gifts of the Idea Fairy, even when you cannot immediately use them. Acknowledge, yes. Promise the moon, certainly. Create a treasure-house of ideas, great. How about setting aside time, not necessarily huge chunks of it, for daydreaming about those ideas? It’s fine to have them appear in their packets under your pillow, but not so fine if you never give them a chance to grow. How will you know which ones will blossom into truly cool stories and which had better ferment a while longer? Besides, do you really want to spend all your time on stories you have already started (or are under contract and heavily outlined)? Unless you absolutely loathe coming up with new material, it’s helpful to carve out some play time.

Eventually, even the most die-hard I-must-finish-what-I-write advocate will find the time or market for something new. This leads to a third essential skill: the discernment of what size packets the Idea Fairy has bestowed.

Beginning writers often can’t recognize the difference between a novel-sized idea and a short-story-sized idea. That’s fine; for most of us, judgment comes with experience. It’s like sculpting wood. A dense hardwood can support an elaborate design, whereas balsa or pine is more suitable for simpler shapes. Sometimes an idea comes in such a compact, neat form that it begs to be a jewel-cut short story. Other times, it’s a keyhole glimpse of an enormous, gorgeously complex world. 

I’ve been wrong in both directions—having what I thought was a short story explode into a novel, or else finding that the idea I wanted to flesh out into a novel was far more suited to a shorter length. My current project, an epic fantasy called The Seven-Petaled Shield, began as a series of short stories. I had so much fun playing in that world, I wanted to spend more time in it. To do so, I had to expand the original landscape and lines of conflict, but that’s another story.

With time and thought, most writers learn how to gauge the heft and strength of an idea. “I reckon that’s about 5,000 words,” “Nope, novelette,” “Looks like a short-short,” or “Sweet heaven, I’ve landed a trilogy!” Nothing creative is ever wasted. Stories mature in their own time. 

I still make mistakes as stories take unexpected turns, both in what I need to include and in what must be cut. But the Idea Fairy and I have worked out a pretty good understanding. I never forget to say thank you. And the milk and cookies don’t hurt, either.

Warm Ups

Athletes, dancers, and musicians all know the importance of warming up before going all out in their particular activity. Raising body temperature and blood flow to muscles, tendons, and joints helps make them resilient, thereby reducing the risk of injury. Range of motion increases. In the case of hard physical exercise, the heart rate rises gradually from resting into the target range. Adrenaline and other hormones prepare both body and mind to work.

What about writing? Do writer warm up? Do writers need to warm up?

Yes and no. And maybe. Writing is and is not like running track or performing Swan Lake (either the musical score or the choreography!).

Some writers dive right into a day’s work. They champ at the bit, ready to boot up the computer or insert a piece of paper into their typewriters. Words don’t just flow, they gush like a creative geyser too long pent up.

Then there are the rest of us. We fiddle, we daddle. We surf the net. We answer emails. We wash the dog (don’t laugh, that chore—post close-encounter with a skunk—delayed the writing of this essay). We do anything and everything except put our fannies in the chair and our fingers to pen or keyboard.

Octavia Butler used to say that when she had difficulty writing, she did something she really hated: a class in accounting, scrubbing toilets, getting teeth cleaned. (I don’t remember what examples she gave, but you get the point.) Okay, you say to yourself, you have a choice. You can do X or you can write the next chapter. My sister, a visual artist, employs the same tactic. I know she’s in a slump when her house is inhumanly clean.

I suggest less-overwhelming alternative tactics to ease us over the inertia barrier. These things convey the likelihood that no matter how blank our minds are at the present moment, they will not remain so. Here are some things that have worked for me:

“Morning pages” from Julia Cameron’s The Artist’s Way. One or more pages of longhand scribble, content irrelevant. The point is to keep the hand moving, the words—however inane—coming.

The “all I have to do” game. All I have to do is read the last page/paragraph/chapter. Okay, now all I have to do is add one sentence. Good. All I have to do is one paragraph. One page... (Although usually by then I’m over the “hump”).

Work on something non-fiction. A blog, an article, an essay. A letter to a distant relative. This is tricky because it can also be a diversion. So limit it in length or time spent.

Enter in my writing journal what I hope to accomplish today and commit to recording how the day’s session went.

Read a critique I’ve written of someone else’s work.

Write a paragraph on a “secondary” work—something just for fun (fanfic works great for some people). Agree that once I’ve hit my serious-writing goal for the day, I get another fling at shameless wish-fulfillment self-indulgence.

Open Here

Author and former literary agent Nathan Bransford lists five openings to think carefully about using. He specifically did not say you cannot create an effective beginning with them, only that they pose particular challenges. This is a good thing, because my reaction to “never” and “can’t” is “I love a challenge! I’ll show you!” Here’s his list of “Beware Beginnings:”

1. A character waking up.

2. A character looking in a mirror.

3. Extended dialog with insufficient grounding.

4. Action with insufficient grounding.

5. Character does X and, by the way, they’re dead. (I have never wanted to open a story this way, I suppose there’s a macabre, gotcha, Twilight Zone appeal to it; it’s really a stupid trick to play on the reader, and, as a reader, I would not give that author a second chance.)

The first two are variations of the “white room syndrome.” A character wakes up in a white room (and looks in a mirror). The white room or the empty room represents the blankness of the writer’s mind. So instead of staring at a blank computer screen or sheet of paper, we stare at an opening setting. The mirror also serves as a metaphor for the writer having no idea who this character is, where he is, or what he is doing.

Here’s the thing: I think these are perfectly good ways to begin a draft. Some writers are obsessive about working out every scene before they put it into words. They agonize over every sentence as they create it. Their first drafts are marvels of planning and precision.

I’m not one of them.

For me, a blank screen is like a glass mountain. It’s too hard and thick to push through and too slippery to climb. Putting almost any words on paper/screen is my key to unlock the hidden door. Almost always, I will discard those first few pages, that first scene. But I need to start somewhere, to overcome that inertia, to give me something to tear down. If I am willing to write an idiotic opening—character awakens in a white room with no memory of who she is until she looks into a mirror—and let the words come, let the character speak to me, let the scene unfold, then I will, by slow stages or amazing leaps, be led to something of value. The white room is an act of creative faith.

The next two openings involve content without context, the content being either people talking or people doing things. Often the “shoot the sheriff on the first page” openings fall into this category. Bullets whizz by, people shout, there’s lots of frenzy but we can’t figure out what’s going on or why we should care. For all we know, the sheriff getting shot is a good thing. Because the writer has not presented what we need in order to care about—or even comprehend—this content, it is impoverished, if not devoid, of meaning.

For all their drawbacks, these two openings have a small advantage, which is that something is going on. The temptation then becomes thinking we can flesh out the setting (all too often with flashbacks that destroy whatever momentum we’ve flailed around establishing in the first place). Because these scenes have the semblance of substance, it then becomes harder to rip them out, although it is almost always just as necessary as it is to delete the white room or mirror scenes.

When I was a fairly new writer, I thought I had to open with frantic action in order to hook the reader. I turned in story after story that were classic examples of “Action With Insufficient Grounding.” Finally, one of my writing buddies, undoubtedly frustrated by my inability to understand what the problem was, asked me to describe an action-packed opening of a book I liked. I’d recently read Barbara Hambly’s Dragonsbane, so I mentioned that. At his suggestion, I then took a look at what was really in the book as opposed to what I remembered. Yep, there’s action (an ambush) but it doesn’t happen until about 10 pages into the story, at which point I knew and cared about the characters and their quest.

I mentioned above the temptation to try to solve the “with insufficient grounding” flaws by adding more contextual material. In my experience, that doesn’t work. What does work is admitting that this is the wrong Point of Entry, and trying to come into the story either before or after that scene. Before sounds logical. Write the set-up, then the action, right? But it isn’t always right. What we’re seeking is the sweet spot of instability that launches the forward momentum of the story. In that sense, the white room false-start gives us more freedom; we’re less apt to be welded to those particular words.

If any of those openings (except the last, the dead guy) get us putting words down, moving into the story, writing stuff we know doesn’t work but leads us to stuff that does, then I say, Go for it. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes in that first draft. Make it rough, flop around, toss up lots of chaff and dust. Turn it into a fermentation vat of ideas, images, characters, dialog, events and non-events. Then you can do the winnowing. You can rewrite the opening from the perspective of having seen the shape of the whole story. Looking back, you’ll be in a better position to see what that opening requires, what is best moved later in the story, and what is unnecessary, distracting, or counterproductive. In other words, give yourself the space and freedom to experiment.

The only draft that matters is the one on your editor’s desk.

More On Story Beginnings

My usual strategy is to start writing somewhere because otherwise I’ll just dither and fuss and glare at that blank screen. I need to get some traction, some momentum. Half the time, I don’t know what I’m doing until I get the words down. I used to think there was something horribly wrong with me as a writer because this would happen even when I had a detailed outline. The outline would tell me where I was going to end up, but not where I was starting. As the years and stories rolled by, that didn’t change. What did change was my ability to cut and slash and clear away the deadwood and add the stuff I didn’t know I needed when I set out. In other words, the words of one of my workshop buddies, I learned to revise enthusiastically.

After some time, I got better at revising by using “diagnostics,” that is, tools and strategies to help me pinpoint the weaknesses and just plain errors of my story. I don’t do well with checklists, so they were “right out,” as the Brits say. However, I’m strongly visual, so flow charts and diagramming a Three-Act Structure, complete with Plot Points, turned out to be really useful.

The opening should be something that piques our interest, like a literary appetizer. Is this a salad of spring greens with tangy goat cheese and hazelnuts? A crab cake? Deep fried jalapenos? Creamy butternut soup with freshly-grated nutmeg? Roasted garlic and rounds of crusty bread? Bruschetta or buffalo wings?

Does it make you hungry for more? Are you eager to dive into the Entrée section of the menu? Then it’s done the job. On the other hand, if it sits in your stomach like a rock (indigestible exposition) or leaves you queasy (confused, disoriented by too many unexplained and frenzied events), you might want to re-think your presentation.

Structure, Shape, and Interest

I’ve been beta-reading a manuscript by a local writer. It’s a middle-school novel aimed at boys. The prose is for the most part okay, and there’s some particularly strong dialog. Yet...and any of us who have critiqued manuscripts know that yet...the story wasn’t working for me. I could point to a number of superficial elements, but something deeper kept nagging at me. I adopted one of my standard techniques, which was to pay attention to when I got bored. Alas, the moments that engaged my interest were all too short. And yet, the story wasn’t inherently tedious. What was going on? Was it simply that I have never been a ten-year-old boy?

It wasn’t until I read Bill Bryson’s hilarious memoir, The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid, that I had an inkling of what was going on. Bryson’s book centers on growing up in Iowa in the 1950s; some of the material is Iowa-nostalgia, some is 50s-nostalgia, but what swamps them both is Boy Stuff. Boogers and worms and vacant-lot baseball and mail-order chemistry kits and B movie matinees and a thousand and one tricks played on friends, each more grossly disgusting than the one before. The things that grabbed me in the friend’s novel were exactly these (for instance, two brothers figuring out how to have water balloon fights through mini-time portals, although why they didn’t shove their baby sister through one just to see what would happen was never clear to me).

This is a long way of saying that a story should have congruence between its structure (three acts, plot, etc.), its shape (rising tension, climax, etc.) and a third element, interest (the cool stuff, the things that make the reader perk up). The scene in which the boys discover how to use the time portals to ambush each other lasted maybe half a manuscript page, yet that was where the money was for this reader. The rest was just a travelogue of the “we’re-still-in-Kansas” sort.

In general, the more intense the drama, the slower the pace should be. This means drawing the moment out and digging deep. When I began writing, I thought that if the action was fast and furious, it shouldn’t take up much manuscript space. Just the opposite is true. Passages in which nothing exciting happens merit terse summary. Agonizing do-or-die moments, “the fate of the world depends on your next move,” have the emotional strength to carry blow-by-detailed-blow narrative. (Not necessarily long sentences—in fact, short sentences and paragraphs work well.)

To return to the story in question, what the author had done was to skim the stuff that made this story different from all other stories (and in all likelihood, would appeal to the target audience). This created a discrepancy between the tension-shape and the interest-shape of the story. If I were to diagram the two, they would peak at different places and at different heights. The result is that I as a reader was left frustrated by not getting to explore and live out the fiendishly inventive adventures of two brothers, so I wasn’t particularly interested in what was at stake in the climax. 

After I’d set the manuscript aside for cogitation, I picked up a recently-published alternative-history novel. The book began with strange and wonderful twists on real history, a heady mixture of actual unsolved mysteries, and plots between villainous aliens and people who were true villains in history. Oh, and William Shakespeare. Twist built upon twist until, about half-way through, the book devolved into a depressingly conventional action-adventure. I felt as if all the wonder had been sucked out of that world. I’d been hoodwinked, a victim of bait-and-switch. I became so disinterested, I almost set the book aside during the climax. The cool stuff was all window-dressing, scene-setting for a blow-’em-up battle that could as well have happened in Poughkeepsie.

Good fiction of any kind offers us congruence between interest and action, between what grabs our imagination and what grabs our adrenal glands. Great fiction integrates not only our imagination and our hormones but our hearts as well.

Do You Outline Your Novel? Should You?

It cannot be repeated often enough that there is no single right way to write a novel (or to paint a landscape or design a house). All these artistic endeavors require certain elements (plot, characters, tension rising to a climax, or motif and variations, harmony, contrast, or foundation, walls, plumbing, etc.) They vary in the point in the creative process at which those crucial elements must be in place. Within those parameters, there’s a great deal of flexibility that allows for individual differences. What matters is not when a writer nails down the turning points, but that they are present and in balance with the rest of the book when it lands on the editor’s desk.

Many writers attempt their first novels by the “seat-of-the-pants” method: writing whatever pops into their heads. Sometimes they end up with dead ends (disguised as “writer’s block”) and don’t finish the work. Other times, they do finish, only to discover (either through their own perceptions or feedback from others) that the book has significant problems. So they write another draft and go through the same process until either the story works or they become so frustrated they give up, or they refuse to accept further critiques and then self-publish.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with such a spontaneous approach to the first draft. A good deal of the pleasure of writing is in discovery, in not knowing what will come next as the adventure unfolds. This is how children play. A finished novel usually requires a separate editorial, self-critical phase, at least for most of us. That’s neither good nor bad, it’s just part of the process. If you want to “pants” your first draft, you accept that you’re going to have to revise. Maybe a little, maybe a lot. Some writers loathe revision. I happen to love it.
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