
ORION AUTHOR QUESTIONNNAIREPRIVATE 

1)What's the first book you remember reading?
The first book I remember looking at was a big illustrated book about Stone Age people, although at the time I was too young to read the captions.  Two of the first books I actually read were Finn Family Moomintroll by Tove Jansson, and a terrifically exciting adventure about a horse, called The Sagebrush Sorrel.  I've still got all three books.
2)What's the greatest influence on your writing?
Concerning literary influences, I'd name two principal ones: JRR Tolkien, who inspired a lifelong love of myth and Anglo-Saxon and Norse literature, and who also deepened my appreciation for trees and forests; and Anthony Trollope, whose page-turning novels taught me much about storytelling.

Concerning non-literary influences, I'd have to name my parents, who ensured that I grew up surrounded by books (despite not having much money at the time), and who always encouraged me to follow my interests and take risks, while somehow managing to instill a bit of commonsense about how far to go!

3)Where do you write?
In my study.  It's very simple but I love it, because it's totally given over to writing.  There are several plain chipboard bookshelves, two big white Ikea table-tops on trestles (which wobble a bit, but I'm used to them); a computer, and some bits and pieces from research trips.  The walls are yellow, because I read somewhere that it's hard to be unhappy in a yellow room.

4)Typewriter, Word Processor or pen?
I scribble the first version of each chapter on a pad with a rollerball pen, but it's such a scrawl that I can only read it while it's still fresh in my mind, so I try to type it onto the wordprocessor on the same day.  Then I go over it a few times on the computer before moving on to the next chapter, and so on.  

5)Name your favourite literary hero and villain
They change from time to time, but here are the ones that have lasted.  For heroes, it's Aragorn from The Lord of the Rings and Hector from The Iliad.  For villains, it's Dracula (the Bram Stoker one, of course), and Stavrogin from The Devils. 

6)Where were you born and raised?
I was born in Nysaland (now Malawi), but came to England when I was small, and lived in Essex till I was eight, when we moved to Wimbledon.  Apart from a couple of years in central London, I've lived there ever since.

7)Did you enjoy school?  What is your most vivid memory?
In the main I did, but my most vivid memory concerns my one bad year.  When I was about eleven, a new girl joined the class and took such a dislike to me that she got everyone else to gang up against me.  It doesn't sound too bad, but it was miserable and very lonely to go through.  My mother told me to ignore the lot of them, which I did - and after a pretty rough year, the ringleader left, and things drifted back to normal.  But I've never forgotten it.  And it probably helped make me a writer, because for that year, I retreated into my imagination.

8)Have you had any formal tuition in creative writing?  If so, where and what?  Did you find it useful?
About twelve years ago I enrolled in an evening class in creative writing, but I only went to three sessions.  I'm afraid that I didn't get a lot of out of listening to other peoples reading out their work; I was too impatient to get on with my own writing! 

9)What were the first pieces of writing that you produced?  eg short stories, school magazine etc.
I wrote my first stories on my mother's typewriter when I was five.  I've still got some of them.  One was about a rabbit called Hamish and a Tyrannosaurus rex.  Another, Ebany the Mouse Goddess, concerned a tribe of mice who burrowed to safety beneath an oncoming glacier.  At school I wrote several plays, including one about the murder of Tutankhamun, and another about a family of cavemen.

10) What jobs did you do before you started writing?
I worked as a solicitor in the City for thirteen years: lots of all-nighters and weekends in the office.  The challenge made it fun for a while, but that soon palled.  I don't miss it at all.

11)If your house was burning down, what would you save?
Nothing.  I'd just try to get out alive.  (And lest anyone think me callous, I should add that I don't have any pets!)

12)What is the most embarassing thing that has happened to you?
As an undergraduate at Oxford, I was cycling down the High Street one sunny morning, gawping at how beautiful everything looked, when an enormous bluebottle flew straight into my mouth.  Coughing and spluttering, I lurched to a halt, and bent double over the gutter to spit out bits of fly.  I must have looked idiotic.  Or drunk.  Probably both.

13)What do you do when you are not writing?
There hasn't been much downtime for the past eighteen months, but usually I either read a book (preferably something completely different from my own, such as a crime thriller) - or watch a movie.  These days, though, my spare time tends to consist of short spells spent sitting in the garden or going for a walk, just to clear my head.  

14)Have you started your next book?  Can you tell us a little bit about it?
I'm hard at work on Spirit Walker, the second book in the Chronicles of Ancient Darkness.  In Spirit Walker, Torak has to leave the Forest and journey to the coast, as he struggles to defeat the growing menace of the Soul-Eaters.  By the Sea, he encounters the strange, haughty Seal Clan, whose way of life is utterly unlike his own.  He also joins up again with some characters whom he met in Wolf Brother; but I don't want to spoil things by revealing who they are.

15)What single thing might people be surprised to learn about you?
I can't whistle.  I just never acquired the knack.
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