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THE NINETIES

The insane post-40 productivity continued. I was a man possessed, but my short story output dropped because I was involved in TV and interactive media and so many books.

Check out the titles released under my byline in this decade. I am truly amazed. And all this while I was partnering with Matt Costello to script daily FTL Newsfeeds for the Sci-Fi Channel and shuttling between coasts (and even to England for a while) to script interactive CD ROMs. I still continued to practice family medicine but by 1994 I was burning out so I cut back to part time—two days per week.

Books

The Tery

Reborn

Reprisal

Sibs

Nightworld

The LaNague Chronicles

The Select (as Colin Andrews in Europe)

Implant

Virgin (as Mary Elizabeth Murphy)

Deep as the Marrow

Mirage (with Matt Costello)

Nightkill (with Steven Spruill)

Legacies

Masque (with Matt Costello)

Conspiracies

The Barrens & Others (collection)

Freak Show (editor)

Diagnosis: Terminal (editor)

I’m going to use a different format in this volume. Toward the end of the 80s I started keeping close track of my works in progress and my sales—word count, where sold, and for how much. I’m not sure why, exactly, but I’m glad I did. Very handy for something like this. So I’m going to go through the 90s year by year for some of the material.

1990

Another award-losing year: Soft & Others, my first short fiction collection, lost the Bram Stoker Award to Richard Matheson’s Collected Stories. No gripes from me. He’s the greatest. A fair number of my stories never would have been written if my teenage mind hadn’t been warped by his Shock collections.

I knocked out the “Midnight Mass” novella in January. Reborn was published to great reviews and a film option. I finally finished the first draft of Reprisal under the title Lisl’s Love (yeah, I know).

Editors kept clamoring for short stories. In March came Bob Weinberg. I was scheduled to be Guest of Honor at the 1990 World Fantasy Convention and it’s a tradition to include a story by the GoH in the program book. Bob’s wife Phyllis loved Repairman Jack so I wrote the “Last Rakosh” and dedicated it to her. (Years later this was blended into the novel All the Rage.)

In April Richard Chizmar requested a story for an anthology called Cold Blood. I turned to Jack again. The working title was “Domestic Problem” but I ended up calling it “Home Repairs.” (This was folded into the RJ novel Conspiracies.)

Then in May Joe Lansdale called looking for a dark suspense story—no supernatural—for Dark at Heart, an anthology he was editing with his wife Karen. He wanted something like “Slasher.” Back to Jack for “The Long Way Home.”

About this time I got to work on my first editing gig: Freak Show, the second of the aforementioned HWA anthologies.

But here in 1990 I was oblivious to what I’d let myself in for. In June I finished revising Reprisal and set off on a research trip to Hawaii to gather sights and sounds and locations for the Maui sections of Nightworld. I wrote some of them on the spot while they were fresh. (Yeah, I know—tough work. But no sacrifice is too great for my craft.) In August I started writing Nightworld.

Career-wise, the high points of 1990 had to be the election of my first novel Healer to the Prometheus Hall of Fame, and being Guest of Honor at the World Fantasy Convention.

I didn’t know it but the horror field was beginning its death throes.

1991

A double strikeout in the awards department this year: “Pelts” lost the Bram Stoker Award for novelette, and “The Barrens” lost the World Fantasy Award for novella. I took solace in the election of An Enemy of the State to the Prometheus Hall of Fame.

Mike Hill called from DC Comics in the spring and asked if I’d be interested contributing a thousand-word introduction to Preludes and Nocturnes, the first collection of Neil Gaiman’s Sandman comics. I wrote an insouciant piece complimenting the Brits for reinvigorating our music and our comic characters. My intro lasted through a few printings but then was replaced with a much more reverent piece—a virtual genuflection, you might say—by Karen Berger.

Meanwhile I was working away on Freak Show and cursing the amount of time it was eating up from Nightworld.

The Dark Harvest hardcover of Reprisal, the fifth volume of what was to become the Adversary Cycle, was published in July, followed by the limited hardcover of Sibs; I was still waiting to hear Putnam’s decision on whether or not they wanted to publish a paperback edition. I assumed they would… but never assume.

In November I heard from Mike Hill of DC again and wrote an introduction to Batman: Gothic for him on Thanksgiving morning. (My wife and I have agreed that it’s better for all concerned if I avoid the kitchen during her preparations for Thanksgiving.)

Shortly after that Marty Greenberg requested a story for a new Batman anthology but I couldn’t come up with anything.

Although I didn’t hear it at the time, a November lunch at An American Place with Susan Allison, my long-time editor at Putnam (Reborn, Reprisal, and Nightworld were being published through their Jove imprint), struck an ominous note. She’d had Sibs for a long time without making an offer. She seemed receptive to the novel but told me she couldn’t talk money until after Reprisal was published the following March. I couldn’t pull a good reason out of her. I could have yanked the book and gone elsewhere, but I wasn’t looking to burn any bridges with the publisher who had all my major work on its backlist.

I closed out the year writing the early chapters of a novel I was calling The Ingraham. I had no idea what an enormous impact that book would have on my life.

1992

To paraphrase one of my favorite authors: “It was the worst of times, it was the best of times.”

Early in February I broke off from The Ingraham to write “The Lord’s Work.” Greenberg and Gorman wanted a vampire story for their upcoming Dracula: Prince of Darkness anthology and I couldn’t resist returning to my “Midnight Mass” scenario. That story had starred a priest amid a vampire takeover, so I figured I’d look at the same situation from the point of view of a nun named Carole who goes a little nuts and becomes a sort of terrorist against the vampires. To fulfill the promise of the anthology’s title, I dropped Dracula into one scene in such a way that I could pluck him out later and no one would miss him. “The Lord’s Work” later became part of the Midnight Mass novel.

Later in the month I edited the Freak Show galleys during a tour of Ireland to gather info for Virgin (which I’ll get to later).

In April I finished first draft of The Ingraham and was extremely pleased. I put it aside to let it ferment before starting a revision, and went to work on another vampire story.

Richard Chizmar of Cemetery Dance was putting together a horror anthology that included audio as part of the deal. I’d had such a good time with Sister Carole in “The Lords Work” that I wanted to revisit her and explore what in particular had pushed her over the edge. Because of the audio aspect I skewed much of the creepiness toward the auditory. “Good Friday” was the result, but the anthology never happened. I took back the story and stored it away. I felt it was special and decided to wait for the right spot.

In April Jove published the Reprisal paperback (with a cover even worse than Reborn’s). A month later NEL released the first edition of Nightworld in England. So… the entire Adversary Cycle was in print overseas but not at home.

Due to massive returns on Reborn, Susan Allison passed on Sibs, and I sold it to Tor for a fraction of my usual advance.

I sensed my career entering the doldrums. Big returns on one title mean a lower advance order on the next, virtually guaranteeing lower sales, which mean a lower advance order on the title after that. And so it goes. You get the picture: a death spiral.

The Ingraham would change all that, but not until the fall. At the moment, relief was on the way from an entirely unexpected quarter.

In July I got a call from Bob Siegal, an executive for USA Network, saying they were launching the Sci-Fi Channel soon. He offered me what would turn out to be the most fun writing gig of my career: FTL Newsfeed.

Although I was enjoying my involvement with the Sci-Fi Channel, this wasn’t doing anything for my prose career. The near-simultaneous release of Reprisal and Freak Show, the two ugliest paperbacks of the year, both with my name emblazoned across their covers, didn’t improve my outlook.

In October Baen Books published The LaNague Chronicles, an omnibus of the three core novels of my LaNague Federation future history, with all the segments divided into chronological order. One thick book.

In the fall my agent took the completed ms. of The Ingraham to the Frankfurt Book Fair and started a feeding frenzy on the book that would net me the largest advance of my life. (See The Select entry for details.) I wound up with Wm. Morrow in the US who promised to make this a huge bestseller.

I know you’ve heard that old saying: Man makes plans and God laughs. If that’s true, God must have been cracking up.

1993

An eventful year that would send ripples through my career for the rest of the decade.

About the time of the 1992 Frankfurt Fair, I began a novel called Virgin—like The Ingraham, a genre hop, except no such genre existed. I would wind up submitting it under my wife’s maiden name.

The rest of the year seemed spent on the road or in the air. To London to promote the Nightworld paperback and hardcover of Sister Night (NEL’s title for Sibs). To Frankfurt for a reception where I met many of my new foreign publishers. To Paris to meet with my French agent and my two French publishers. To Minnesota for the World Fantasy Convention, and then to the White House for my 25th Georgetown reunion. (Yes, Bill Clinton was a classmate.)

At the World Fantasy Convention Marty Greenberg talked me into doing what I’d sworn I’d never do again: edit an anthology. He called it Diagnosis: Terminal. It would be all short medical thrillers and he’d do all the contact work and screen the stories. I’d simply have to read and choose. I said yes.

In November Headline published the first world edition of The Ingraham in England. They called it The Foundation. The byline was strange: “F. Paul Wilson writing as COLIN ANDREWS.” (Go figure.)

None of this was occurring in a vacuum. Matt Costello and I were still feeding FTL Newsfeed’s jones for new material. To speed things along we joined an Internet service called Genie which allowed us to send word-processor files back and forth attached to this new thing called email via 2400-baud modems. We were like totally wired, dood.

But of the two of us, Matt was the more wired. He’d designed and scripted an interactive CD-ROM called The Seventh Guest. It sold a zillion copies and suddenly everyone in the interactive field wanted Matt to work on their interactive project. He couldn’t handle the queries so he called me and said something to the effect of: We work so well together on FTL, why not partner up on this interactive stuff? Ever ready to try something new, I said yes. I didn’t know a damn thing about interactive media, but I knew storytelling; I was sure I could learn the rest.

See, back then interactive media were divided into videogames and interactive CD-ROMs. “Space Invaders” and “Tetris” were videogames played on game consoles, like Atari. Interactive CD-ROMs were games too, but more cerebral and with better graphics—like The Seventh Guest and Myst—and played on computers. Nowadays they’re all called videogames.

In 1993 interactive media was hot, it was the future, and everyone in publishing and software development wanted in. Alliances were being formed willy-nilly, crazy amounts of money were being thrown about.

So we huddled and came up with some original ideas for interactive projects. Then, toward the end of the year, Matt and I convened in Manhattan where, in the cocktail lounge of the Rihga Royale, we pitched our concept for an interactive CD-ROM called DNA Wars to Linda Rich of MediaVision.

The most fascinating years of my writing career lay just ahead.

1994

The year God had a good belly laugh, the year of the Wm. Morrow debacle with The Select.

I got through it all by burying myself in work—and I had plenty of that. I was knee deep in my next novel, Implant, reading for Diagnosis: Terminal, still co-developing the FTL Newsfeed story lines, and the interactive gigs were flowing in.

Matt and I snagged a development deal with MediaVision for DNA Wars. While working on that we came up with another interactive project we called Mirage. We were also meeting with Voyager, Fox Interactive, Time Warner Interactive, R/Greenberg Associates, Stan Winston Studio, and Scholastic, pitching interactive movie ideas to a new company called Interfilm. Matt’s name opened doors.

Then in July the Sci-Fi Channel asked us to take over the scripting of FTL Newsfeed. We jumped at the chance. Now we could take complete control of the characters’ actions and dialogue. Plus it was wonderful experience. We were scripting one minute of TV a day, five days a week, every week. That’s four hours and twenty minutes—the equivalent of two theatrical films—per year.

We were getting so busy we decided to incorporate. We became P.M. Interactive, Inc., a subchapter-S corporation.

And then the matter of my medical career. I was still practicing family medicine full time. Something had to give, and that something was the medicine. But I couldn’t quit. After twenty years in the same practice, I’d forged too many bonds, had too many people depending on me to turn my back and simply walk away. I chose to cut back. My partners weren’t happy to hear I’d be working only Mondays and Tuesdays, but they didn’t have much choice.

Up to this point Matt and I had been logging a lot of miles and generating a lot of interactive smoke, but not much in the way of fire. Microsoft would trigger a change in that. In August their interactive / gaming wing flew us out to Redmond for a round of meetings which we felt went very well. Somehow Larry Kirschbaum of Warner Books had heard about the trip and feared we’d wind up with Bill Gates. When we returned from Redmond Liza, our interactive agent told us that Time Warner Electronic Publishing (TWEP) and Time Warner Books were making a combined preemptive bid on DNA Wars and Mirage for interactive CD-ROMs and related novels—a big offer. We thought Microsoft might be a better place for the games (we were prescient), but no way they could match the publishing power of Time Warner Books. We accepted.

And so the meetings began. Susan Gluckman was our producer. Everyone agreed that Mirage should be the first project.

Matt and I were also meeting frequently down in SoHo with Bob Bejan of Interfilm—a new interactive (that word again) technology that allowed audiences to choose the course of a film by pressing buttons on a joystick attached to their theater seats. Though the technology worked beautifully, the scripts and interactions for the first two Interfilms, I’m Your Man and Ride for Your Life, were lame with a capital L. But the potential was mind boggling—if Bob could get the right writers.

Matt and I knew immediately that the smirking, winking comedy of the first two films negated the technology’s potential to engage the emotions. We told Bob we wanted to write an Interfilm, but one with high stakes—life and death—peopled characters you cared about, where their lives were in your hands and it mattered to you whether they lived or died. Our treatment for an interactive script about a crazed toymaker who traps three members each of the FBI, ATF, and IRS in his house, elaborately booby-trapped with explosives, blew him away. (Sorry.) We called it Bombmeister.

So…Matt and I were writing the Mirage novel and structuring the Mirage game while simultaneously designing the Bombmeister interactions and scripting FTL (and hovering over the video shoots for last-minute dialogue changes).

On my own I was editing Diagnosis: Terminal (delivered two months late) and revising Implant.

Looking back, I don’t know how I kept all those balls in the air. But somehow I did. I loved the work and the challenges and the feeling that I was part of pushing the entertainment envelope in a new direction.

1995

I was spending a lot of time in the air—flying back and forth from New Jersey to LA and Vegas for meetings and electronic shows—or in conference rooms with companies like TWI, Digital Pictures, Trilobyte, Microsoft, Quartet, Scholastic Productions, Digital Domain, Sony, IMAX, Propaganda Code, Paramount Interactive, Prodigy, Polygram Interactive, AND Interactive, Dreamworks Interactive, Virgin Interactive, and so on.

Somehow I was managing to write the second contracted medical thriller, Deep as the Marrow, in the interstices while holding up my ends of FTL, the Mirage novel, and the Mirage game. (Bless the laptop.)

In early February Matt and I were on the Burbank set of Bombmeister. Jeffrey Jones was the star, with John Lafia directing. We saw a lot of the shoot and even made it to a backlot where they blew up a miniature of the toymaker’s mansion.

After the shoot we were given VHS copies of the raw footage… and that’s all there is of Bombmeister. The first two films had done so poorly that Sony (a major backer) pulled the financial plug and Interfilm was no more. There might have been another reason: Two months after the shoot Timothy McVeigh blew up the Oklahoma federal building. Blowing up federal agents might have been crudely entertaining before Oklahoma City. Not after.

Bombmeister became instant vaporware. (Remember that word. You’ll hear it again… and again…)

In the spring I handed in Deep as the Marrow. Matt and I finished the first draft of the Mirage novel and put it aside while we completed the design and scenario for the game. Having worked through the story in a novel-length narrative helped immensely. By April we’d finished the scenario and TWEP accepted it. Now to start the interactions.

The buzzword at Time Warner in those days was “synergy.” To that end, Matt and I had several meetings with Janet Brillig of Atlantic Records to pick out Atlantic artists who might contribute music for the Mirage CD-ROM. We heard a lot of brand-new acts like Jill Sobule, Jewel, and Sugar Ray.

By the fall we had most of the interactions scripted. We’d been handing them in as they were completed, all meeting with enthusiastic responses. But then in October, Susan Gluckman informed us that Time Warner Electronic Publishing was halting development on Mirage: too ambitious, too expensive, they’d never make a profit. She was crushed and so were we. Soon after that the company imploded.

So Mirage became vaporware too. And without a publisher, the DNA Wars game was dead as well.

Matt and I were starting wonder if we were Jonas. Two companies in a row now—kaput.

At least we still had a book publisher. The novel and interactive contracts were separate. We polished the novel, handed it in to Betsy Mitchell at Time Warner Books, and took the interactive Mirage elsewhere.

About this time, Steven Spruill and I decided to write a novel together. The result was Nightkill.

On my last LA trip of the year I had lunch at Farmer’s Market with two film producers named Barry Rosenbush and Bill Borden (who later struck it rich with High School Musical). I’d met them before. They very much wanted to bring Repairman Jack to the screen as a franchise character. They made an option offer on The Tomb. No one else was knocking on the door (it was the only Repairman Jack novel at the time) so I accepted.

I had no idea that decades in Development Hell lay ahead.

1996

If we call 1994 The Year God Laughed, and 1995 The Year of Vaporware, what can we call 1996?

How about the Year of Fools? (You’ll understand soon enough.)

Things started off well with the publication of Virgin. Mary had a ball going to signings.

Matt and I started meeting with Sharleen Smith who ran the Sci-Fi Channel’s website regarding our “Derelict” scenario.

In February I signed two film options. One for The Tomb that landed at Beacon Films, and another with LIVE Entertainment for The Select. (I’d previously turned down an offer from Touchstone I’d thought too low.)

About this time Matt and I conceived the idea of a series of novels based on the FTL Newsfeed stories we’d been creating. The spots were being scripted, filmed, shown, and then filed away, never to be seen again. We wanted a more permanent medium for some of our better storylines, and knew they’d translate well into print. Since FTL was work for hire, Sci-Fi Channel owned all rights. We’d need their okay.

So one day in February Matt and I and a network representative who shall remain nameless pitched the series to Susan Allison and Ginjer Buchanan at Ace. They liked the idea. Matt and I hammered out a proposal and brief outlines of the first couple of books. Everyone was happy… until the Sci-Fi Channel announced the enormous licensing fee it wanted—so exorbitant that it wasn’t worth Ace’s effort to publish the series. Matt and I tried to explain to anyone who’d listen that this was the only after-market they’d see for FTL… this was found money. They wouldn’t budge. The deal died.

Fools.

I passed the first hundred pages of Nightkill to Steve Spruill for his turn with the writing, then faced the problem of starting the final medical thriller of my three-book deal. I brought back Repairman Jack in Legacies.

The Mirage CD-ROM project was picked up by AND Interactive, an intensely talented group of artists and programmers with an office near Beverly Hills. We felt they’d do a great job.

The LIVE Entertainment script for The Select is awful, involving explosions, etc. I’d concentrated on suspense in the ending and Hollywood preferred pyrotechnics.

On one of our LA trips Matt and I had a preliminary meeting with the folks at Digital Domain. Their boss, James Cameron, was planning on making a film about the Titanic disaster and they were looking to do a related interactive CD-ROM. This was what I call a look-see meeting where you sit around and chat interactive philosophy and try to get an idea if this is someone who’s going to be fun or pure hell to work with. We loved the DD folks.

In June we met with Jed Weintrob of Orion Interactive. In a strange twist of the film contract, Orion Pictures had wound up with the interactive rights to Stephen King’s The Dark Half, making them the only company in the world with such a hold on a King property. Jed wanted Matt and me to script and design The Dark Half Interactive. We said that would be cool, but we needed to check with Steve first.

I’ve met Steve a few times, had brief conversations, but we’re not buds by any stretch. Yet, one writer to another, I felt an obligation to clear the project with him. Matt and I agreed that if Steve didn’t want an interactive Dark Half, we’d walk away. I faxed him the details. He called me back and said go for it. I promised him a kick-ass game.

We signed on to Dark Half Interactive (DHi).

We also signed on with Disney Interactive to script and design something called MathQuest with Aladdin which involved meetings in NYC, Sausalito, and the Adirondacks. Between these trips, Orion was flying us back and forth to their headquarters in Santa Monica and over to London to meet with Bits, the company they’d chosen to develop and program DHi. The head man there was Foo Katan and he had some new interactive software we were going to put to use.

My frequent flyer miles were going through the roof.

And along the way I was writing Legacies and my parts of the DNA Wars novel.

Digital Domain must have liked Matt and me as much as we liked them because the called and said they wanted to hear our ideas for an interactive CD-ROM based on Cameron’s upcoming Titanic movie. We’d be pitching to Cameron himself. They sent us each a script and plane tickets.

Once out there in Venice, Rob Legato showed us all the effects they’d be using, then took us out to the model shop at Playa Vista where we saw the wonderfully detailed scale models of the Titanic and its tugs. We were in awe.

The next morning we met with Cameron. Matt was a longtime Titanic buff, and I was one too by the time of the meeting. Cameron was intense, very much in command, and a detail fanatic, but the meeting was a lovefest—he was completely sympatico with our approach to the design and interactive storyline of the CD-ROM. Using characters from the script, we wanted to link the sunken wreck in the present with the voyage in 1912. Cameron loved it. As far as he was concerned, we were a go. Digital Domain Interactive would produce it, but we had to clear it with Fox Interactive which would be a partner on the project.

And that was where we hit a snag. The callow twit who was to oversee it from the Fox end kept asking us, “What do I shoot?” When we talked about underwater experiences aboard the wreck and exploring the debris field for items that would link up to shipboard interactions, he’d say, “Will there be a shark I can shoot?” (I’m not making this up—I couldn’t make this up.)

That attitude, plus the wonderfully rendered Titanic: Adventure Out of Time from CyberFlix that came out two months later, sank the project. (Sorry.)

My only consolation is imagining how that twit at Fox must have been kicking himself for not having a tie-in on the market—with Leo DiCaprio’s image and voice to bring in the girls—while the film was racking up a billion in ticket sales.

Another fool.

My interactive agent, Liza Landsman, said that book packager Dan Weiss was looking for a series of fantasy-horror-themed novels related to the coming millennium. A lot of fears were building up around Y2K and he wanted to tap into them. I came up with a 12-book scenario that didn’t fly with Weiss. But… Wilson’s Rule is never throw any writing away, and years later my End Days imaginings supplied a ton of ideas when I was escorting Repairman Jack toward another sort of end time: Nightworld.

On August 14 Matt and I did our usual hanging around at the FTL shoot in case they needed script changes. We didn’t know it would be the last. Shortly thereafter we received word that FTL was being canceled.

In the fall, AND Interactive ran out of money. The Mirage interactive was vaporware again.

The rest of the year was a blur of book tours for the Mirage hardcover and the Implant paperback, business flights to London and LA and San Francisco, personal trips to Savannah, Cozumel, and Bermuda, and writing, writing, writing—finishing Nightkill, and pushing along on Legacies and DNA Wars.

On Friday, December 20, the last spot aired, and FTL Newsfeed was history.

I didn’t realize it then, but the end of FTL was sort of the end of science fiction for me. FTL was genuine SF while being a parody of it. We did genuine world building, but then had ridiculous fun with the tropes. True, I was still working on DNA Wars with Matt, but sometime during the decades since 1953, when I’d been blown away by my first adult SF story (“Dear Devil” by Eric Frank Russell), my sense of wonder had atrophied. That sad fact hit me in 2015 when I found myself unaccountably touched by this exchange in Tomorrowland:

EDDIE: Why do you love the stars so much, Casey?

CASEY: Because I wanna go there.

EDDIE: But it’s so far away.

JENNY: It’ll take a real long time. What if you get all the way up there and there’s nothing?

CASEY: What if there’s everything?

I realized I used to be Casey and now I was Jenny. I’d lost something precious.

1997

We might call this the Year of Entropy.

Matt and I always piggybacked extra meetings onto our LA trips. If one company flew us out, we’d use our spare time to meet with others. Sometimes it got crazy.

Beacon Films hired Craig Spector as scripter for The Tomb. I was happy about that. He’s good.

Early February found us in Cricklewood, north of London, at Bits, an interactive developer. For days Matt and I met at the big table in the Bits conference room and hashed out Dark Half Interactive. In my experience, interactive story / design meetings seem to have a recurrent pattern. You’ve got the writers, the producer, a graphics designer, and the code heads who do the programming. Usually we normal folk can’t understand the programmers anyway, but this one fellow at Bits presented an extra challenge in that he was from Dundee. So not only did he speak with a glutinous Scottish burr, but the sounds originated somewhere south of his thyroid. He’d speak, Matt and I would look at each other in the hope (forlorn) that one of us had caught something, then someone would translate.

But the most rewarding results of these meetings arise from the interplay between creators and programmers. Matt and I would describe what we wanted a character to do in a certain interaction, then the code guys would either nod and say, “No problem,” or shake their heads and say, “Nope. No way can we do that.” Cut and dried. But things get interesting when one programmer says no and then another says, “Hey, wait. Maybe we can if we…” and then they argue in Gearese. Sometimes we’d spark an innovation. Other times they’d say, “No, we can’t do that, but we can do this.” And Matt and I would look at each other and say, “You can do that? Why didn’t you tell us! That changes everything!” And then it would be our turn to yammer.

On a good day…magic.

In early spring I finished the first draft of Legacies just as Deep as the Marrow was published.

Matt, myself, artist Randy Gaul, and producer Jeff Leiber (who later went on to write Tuck Everlasting and co-create Lost) met here and there on both coasts to work out the DHi gameplay. Things went swimmingly until MGM bought Orion. As typically happens in these takeovers, all projects not in production are halted. In a matter of months, Bits was dropped as developer and Jed let go. (He’s since become an indie filmmaker.) Dark Half Interactive was orphaned.

Vaporware. Again.

And to add insult to injury, Matt and I had screwed ourselves financially. Knowing this would be the only interactive Stephen King game in existence, and sure to sell like crazy, we’d taken a smaller front end in exchange for a bigger back end. Sometimes you can be too smart for your own good.

We finished the DNA Wars novel and retitled it Masque. Out of the blue, Tom Cruise’s production company, Cruise-Wagner, made an option offer on Masque through Polygram Filmed Entertainment.

The interactive craze seemed to be winding down. Matt and I worked briefly with Xulu in San Jose until they decided to do everything in house. That seemed to be a trend: Back away from expensive freelancers and use staff. So we adapted an unused inreactive idea to a stage play we called “Syzygy.”

Not everything was looking glum. On September 15 our interactive adventure “Derelict” launched on the Sci-Fi Channel’s Dominion website. Finally, one of our projects had overcome the vaporware curse.

And then right on the heels of that, another: Disney Interactive released MathQuest with Aladdin the same month.

I spent a few days in October editing and de-anachronizing The Tomb for its Forge reprint. The novel was firmly anchored in the 1980s with its depiction of pre-Disney Times Square and mentions of Johnny Carson hosting the Tonight Show. They had to go. I wasn’t crazy about the prose either—seemed overwritten—and I edited what I could. But you can do only so much when working on Xeroxes of old paperback pages.

When not toiling on that, I started The Fifth Harmonic, a novel unlike anything I’d ever done.

At the end of the year I looked back and wasn’t thrilled. In the print sector, I’d published only one novel (and that a collaboration) and written only one short story. Yeah, Derelict and MathQuest appeared, but the year had ended on a low note on the interactive front. Maybe the frenzy was fading. Too much vaporware. Too much money being spent with nothing to show for it. I had no doubt about the industry’s viability—it could only get stronger—but I sensed a period of restructuring ahead.

1998

I could call this the Year of the Award, but the Year the Music Died is more fitting.

It started off with a whimper: word from Liza Landsman that the Cruise-Wagner deal for Masque was off because Seagram was buying Polygram. All film projects not already in production were canceled.

Orphaned again.

At least I had my novels. By early January I had a first draft of The Fifth Harmonic. It virtually wrote itself. Maybe because it was so personal. My agent sent it out but couldn’t get a nibble. No one had any idea how they’d market my New Age thriller / travelogue.

Beacon Films wanted to renew its option on The Tomb and that was fine by me. Film options are like an annuity. Every year you get a check and yet the book is still yours.

Forge wanted another helping of Repairman Jack. I’d had so much fun with him in Legacies that I did too. Just as well. The interactive field had dried up, at least for freelancers. Nothing shaking out there. Matt and I finished our play “Syzygy” but didn’t know what to do with it.

Warner Books published Masque in April with no fanfare.

“Foet” was made into a short film.

Al Sarrantonio contacted me in June about a major horror anthology he was editing called 999. I sent him “Good Friday.” I wasn’t sure he’d go for a vampire story but he loved it.

August saw the publication of Legacies. Jack was back.

August also saw the dissolution of P.M. Interactive, Inc. The freelance interactive market was moribund and Matt and I saw no point in paying corporate taxes and filing corporate returns. On August 25 we buried PMI. Sad. Matt got back into interactive later and remains a force in the field.

I finished Conspiracies in October. Since I was planning on sticking with Jack for a while, I went out and registered an Internet domain name: www.repairmanjack.com. Time for Jack to move to the web.

The year closed with the publication of my second short story collection, The Barrens & Others. I was extremely happy with the contents—some of the strongest work of my career, plus I was able to include the “Glim-Glim” teleplay. The only sour note was the license fee I had to pay to Tribune Media Services before they’d allow my Dick Tracy story to appear. When I’d written the story I hadn’t realized (though I should have) that “Rockabilly” was work for hire. A good lesson learned: Sometimes when you play in someone else’s sandbox, they get to keep your castle.

I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

1999

The Year of the Almost-Good Script.

I started off by jumping into a fourth Repairman Jack novel. I had the awful title Tendencies (you know, to follow Legacies and Conspiracies). Four RJs now. That gave me an idea…

On March 18, after months of back and forth with the hosting service and the web designer, www.repairmanjack.com went live. One of the best things I’ve ever done. Somehow, people found it—Jack fans, sf fans, Adversary Cycle fans began to trickle in, hanging out at the Forum’s message board, getting to know one another and forming a close-knit community. I participated almost daily. A year later, when the URL appeared on the last page of Conspiracies, the membership jumped.

Sometime around midyear Richard Chizmar asked me to do a story for the novella series Cemetery Dance had been publishing. So, while working on the RJ novel, I began outlining this idea I had about transgenic chimps called “sims”. When I finished a draft of Tendencies, I sent it to Steve Spruill for his input (he sees every novel first), with the added plea for a title. I couldn’t come up with anything I liked. After reading it Steve suggested All the Rage. Perfect.

Later in the year I flew to Bermuda for some wreck diving—the island is ringed with them. I wanted to center a novel around a wreck but the story was taking its time coming.

On the film front, Beacon renewed its option on The Tomb for another year. I was in fairly regular email contact with Craig Spector as he was working through the script. In September Barry Rosenbush sent me the latest iteration and I liked it a lot. Jack was a bit more avuncular than I’d depicted him, characters had been dropped, and a spear carrier had been expanded to a major supporting role, but all in all it was faithful to the spirit of Jack and the novel.

Beacon’s distribution deal was with Universal at that time. Universal was enthusiastic about the script, but thought it needed a polish. They wanted a certain writer to do the work, Beacon wanted someone else. Negotiations began.

This rewrite / polish process would screw up a perfectly good script and push it further and further from the source novel. But I didn’t know that at the time.


NOVELS & NOVELLAS

Midnight Mass (novella)

I started the decade writing a novella I called “Midnight Mass” for Robert McCammon’s Under the Fang. This was the first of three theme anthologies contracted by the Horror Writers of America to put itself on firmer financial footing. Rick McCammon, Ramsey Campbell and I were chosen as editors. Rick took the first, a collection of vampire stories with the premise that the vampires have taken over—now what?

I decided to write a retro-vampire story and used an approach that would serve me well here and in the future by adopting the mindset that all the myths and folklore about vampires are true: They’re afraid of crosses, holy water burns them, they must be invited in, sunlight is deadly (although that really started with Murnau’s Nosferatu), all that good old stuff. I think the image that got me started was a vampire sipping some consecrated wine and beginning to melt from the inside out.

I knocked out “Mass” over four weekends while working on Reprisal. As I was finishing it Kristine Kathryn Rusch called, asking if I had anything for the Pulphouse novella series she was editing. Since her print run would be less than a thousand, I asked Rick if he had any objection to Pulphouse doing a stand-alone edition. He didn’t. But when Pocket Books (publisher of Under the Fang) learned that my story would be technically a reprint by the time Fang was published, they demanded I cancel the special edition or they’d cut the story. Well, I’d already given Kris my word, and a deal is a deal. So that’s why “Midnight Mass” didn’t appear in Under the Fang.

It didn’t see print until 1992 when Pulphouse published it in three different states. It went on to become one of my most reprinted stories and adapted into a micro-budget feature film.

The Tery (novella)

After the success of Dydeetown World, Baen wanted more, so I went back to The Tery novella. I fleshed out the characters and fine-tuned the choices they faced until I finally was satisfied. It now ran 44k words—not quite novel length, but I couldn’t see padding the story just to bring it up to a certain word count. Some writers, like Stephen King, are putter-inners. I tend to be a taker-outer. In 1990 Baen published the extended version in paperback along with the original “Pard” novelette that had kicked off Healer. The completed The Tery was finally before the public.

In the mid-noughts, Dave Hinchberger of Overlook Connection Press was looking to do novellas in hardcover. He’d already done “The Last Rakosh.” Did I have anything else? Of course I did.

But in reviewing the scans I realized the prose needed work—a lot of work. I was in the middle of three other projects at the time but could not let the book go back into print as it was. So I made time and did an extensive edit. It’s still not perfect, but it’s as good as it’s going to get. The result was a beautiful edition with the five Steve Fabian illos from the original Binary Stars edition restored.

It’s done. No more changes. I swear.

Reborn

People occasionally ask about the three-year gap between The Keep and The Tomb. The answer is a false start on a novel called The Chadham Clone which would eventually become Reborn. I started it in the mid-70s when The Exorcist and The Omen were filling theater seats. I wanted to see if I could add Science (note the capitalization) to the Antichrist myth.

Consider: Christian mythology says we’re all born with an immortal soul. But what of a human clone? It wasn’t born of man and woman, it was culled from an already existing human, so logically it never received its own soul, and is therefore an empty vessel—the perfect vehicle for the Antichrist.

But I didn’t have the chops to write it and put it aside. I tried again post-Keep but it still wasn’t gelling—which triggered the frustration dream which led to Repairman Jack. So I put The Chadham Clone aside and wrote The Tomb, The Touch, Black Wind, and the novellas that make up Dydeetown World along with the final short stories for Soft & Others.

But after Black Wind I returned to Chadham, determined to conquer this beast. The original had been set in a small town in the Berkshires virtually run by a fundamentalist Protestant minister named Preacher Mead. What did I know about Massachusetts? Nothing. What did I know about Protestantism? Nothing. Pretty dumb.

Ken Kesey’s front page article in the New York Times Book Review on New Year’s Eve that year was titled “Write What You Don’t Know.” He makes a pretty poor case for this bogus advice, so with all due respect to Mr. Kesey: Bullshit, sir. Write what your readers don’t know—but make sure you know what you’re talking about or they’ll sniff you out in a minute and slam the covers closed.

The solution: I moved the story out of Massachusetts and set it closer—physically and emotionally—to where I’ve spent most of my life. I brought it to Long Island.

Suddenly the whole book changed. I kept the original time frame—the winter of 1968—but the central characters, Jim and Carol Stevens, suddenly became more urbane; the hard-as-nails Preacher Mead became a sympathetic young Jesuit priest named Bill Ryan. From out of nowhere came new characters, charismatic Pentecostal Catholics who speak in Tongues. I changed the title to Hanley’s Heir and suddenly I was very excited about this new novel.

It wasn’t like rewriting. This was a whole new book. One of the main reasons for that was the new Jesuit character, Father Ryan. I’m the product of a Jesuit education—eight years of it—and I found myself very much at home with the character.

And slowly, insidiously, the book became Catholic.

I’m a recovering Catholic, and Catholicism informs much of Reborn. I’d long wanted to write a religious horror novel, and this was it. But despite all the Catholic imagery and background in the story, I wasn’t comfortable with that hoary old device of the Antichrist: Satan become flesh to walk the world. Yeah, yeah, so what else is new? Corny as hell (sorry).

But what if I could come up with something worse than the Antichrist?

This reminded me of The Keep where Rasalom pretended to be a vampire to hide that he was something so much worse.

Wait…Rasalom?

Suddenly it hit me: Why not bring him back and call it Reborn? I loved the idea. It added new depth, a whole new resonance. And like dominoes falling, one idea slammed into another which tipped over another, and another, and when the cascade was over I sat there dazed. I saw that Father Ryan would make a perfect protagonist for an erotic horror novel just entering the planning stages on the back burners. Father Ryan’s presence there would make that novel a sequel of sorts to Reborn. Those two novels would require a third volume to tie up all the loose ends. And in that apocalyptic third novel I saw a way to blend the Reborn trilogy with The Keep, The Tomb, and The Touch. I would then have a cycle of six thematically linked novels: The Adversary Cycle.

I did something in Reborn that I’d never done before or since. I made Jim Stevens appear to be the protagonist and got you to invest in him as he ferrets out the truth about himself and his origin. And then, halfway through the book, I kill him. I remember Susan Allison’s “But-but-but…!” reaction but she went with it because after that scene there was no way you were putting that book down.

Jim, as the clone of a famous scientist, provides an empty vessel for Rasalom to call home after his death at Glaeken’s hands in the finale of The Keep. But it’s also a trap. Rasalom has no agency while he’s in Jim. But when Jim impregnates his wife Carol, Rasalom incorporates himself into the embryo. Now he’s ready to be reborn.

While he gestates within Carol, he can influence her. Under his control, she tries to seduce Father Bill, but he holds to his vow of chastity and gently puts her off. This sort of integrity is toxic to Rasalom and damn near kills him in his precarious embryonic state. Much to world’s eventual dismay, he survives. But this encounter will have repercussions down the line.

Tor wanted the books, but so did Putnam/Berkeley/Jove. The latter offered more money (and had the advantage of the first three novels on their backlist) so I went with them.

The Dark Harvest hardcover first edition of Reborn, was published with fine illustrations by Steve Gervais. In contrast the Jove mass-market edition came in the spring of 1990 with one of the worst covers ever to sully my work: a lolling-tongued demon leering from atop a doorway. Beyond awful. I’d complained about it but no one was listening. The cover didn’t seem to matter. They were touting the novel as the sequel to The Keep and the advance orders were excellent (it quickly went back for two extra printings) despite the current downswing in the horror market. So where’s the problem?

Right. Where was the problem? Reviews were excellent and the book was optioned for a theatrical film by Triad Artists / Agincourt Ventures within months of publication (though, like most options, it went nowhere). Things looked good. I’d been wrong about retitling The Tomb, so maybe I was wrong about this as well.

And then the massive returns started rolling in. Maybe horror was dying after all. Where did that leave me?

A decade later as I review page proofs for a reissue I’m taken aback by Reborn’s grand guignol finale. I wrote that? I’d forgotten how big a part Glaeken (as Veilleur) plays in the book. And of course there’s Jonah Stevens, whose later machinations surface in Bloodline and send ripples through all the remaining Repairman Jack novels.

Reprisal

Under the working title Lisl, I spent 13 months on this due to all the interruptions for other projects (Sibs being one of them, along with Marty Greenberg’s story requests, etc.) and finally finished it in 1990, just before Reborn was pubbed.

Opinions vary, but I think it’s my darkest book, both in theme and in scenes.

I return to my loss-of-self theme here, and Rasalom, in the persona of Rafe, is the corruptor once again. I’ve always seen him as vampiric, but not feeding on blood, gathering strength instead from human pain, misery, anguish, cruelty, debasement, and self-loathing. I prefer a nuanced villain, but he’s not one of them. Rasalom is somewhat more than human and all bad; no hope of redemption for this one. He left Professor Cuza’s character in ruins in The Keep, and now he has another target.

The flashback scene when Father Bill Ryan enters that cold dark house on Christmas Eve and finds Danny was pure hell to write and almost didn’t get written. I couldn’t get the words out. I developed an aversion reaction to my keyboard. Every time I sat down I’d have to get up and walk around the room. I did not want to write that scene, did not want to hurt that little boy, and I especially didn’t want to describe what had been done to him. But I had to. Someone was trying to crush Father Ryan, utterly destroy him, but it takes a lot to do that to a man of his inner strength and faith. About the only way to strike at him was through Danny, the hyperactive little boy he loved like a son. Trouble was, I’d become emotionally attached to the kid as well. Hurting him was like hurting a real person. If you’ll notice, the scene is described obliquely, out of the corner of the eye. That was the best I could do, and actually it works better than a full-frontal exposure. If you let the reader’s subconscious fill in the gory details, the effect can be more disturbing than a detailed description.

Those horrors were all Rasalom’s doing, but it didn’t work. Bill’s faith in God and humanity and himself are badly shaken, but he’s still Bill, now a fugitive living as a college groundskeeper in the South. Why target Bill? Because of the damage he did when he rebuffed Carol’s Rasalom-inspired attempt at seduction in Reborn. Rasalom never forgives and never forgets.

Bill has developed a platonic love for Lisl and so she becomes Rasalom’s target for moral destruction. Just as he did with Professor Cuza in The Keep, he noses out her weak points and slowly undermines her values and character.

Blood and gore are minimal. The horror is existential…and deep.

The Dark Harvest published the limited hardcover first edition in July of ’91, but Jove didn’t have the paperback scheduled until the following year. They managed to come up with a cover even worse than Reborn’s.

Sibs

The genesis of this novel continues to amaze me. I remember exactly how it happened. In February 1989 I was down in Baltimore attending a Geriatrics update at John Hopkins Medical Center; after dinner one night I was sitting alone in my room at the Tremont Plaza, going over the opening sixty pages or so of Reprisal (working title: Lisl) written during the preceding month. I wasn’t happy with them. The whole book needed restructuring and I wasn’t up to it at the moment.

So my mind wandered, drifting to an idea that had been roaming the empty spaces in my head since the 70s but had never quite gelled. I’d tested out the plot elements with some success in “Ménage a Trois,” a short story I’d sold to Weird Tales back in early 1987 for the inaugural issue of that venerable magazine’s latest incarnation. “Ménage” is a sexy little horror story involving non-supernatural possession. No demons, no exorcism, no great metaphysical questions about being or free will or any of that. Just a horny, old, wheelchair-bound woman getting her sexual jollies via the young maid she’d hired. I toned it down a little for the WT version—my idea, not the editors’—and juiced it up again for the Hot Blood reprint.

But after finishing the first draft of “Ménage,” I was struck by a kinkier variation on the same theme. That idea was far from ready for development though, so I left “Ménage a Trois” as it was. I did, however, write myself a reminder of the new idea by mentioning in the story that Marta Gati, the antagonist, had a couple of brothers living in New York.

So here I was, years later, sitting in front of the hotel TV, half-watching a UVA basketball game as I mentally doodled with the linchpin character in my half-formed story: Lazlo Gati, Manhattan psychiatrist and voluptuary. Here’s what I had:

Kara Wade comes to Manhattan after her twin sister Kelly takes a nearly-nude plunge to her death from a twelfth-story room in the Plaza Hotel. Kara has a lot of questions. Foremost is why her sister, a dedicated nurse, was dressed (or, rather, undressed) like a hooker when she died. The deeper she digs, the more bizarre her sister’s life appears. Kelly’s psychiatrist, Dr. Gates, hints at a terrible secret in Kelly’s past, something involving both twins. Kara fears that she might be doomed to share her sister’s fate.

Anyone familiar with “Ménage a Trois” would guess what’s going on, so I wanted to reveal that secret in the first half of the book. But then what did I have after that? The plot as it stood was enough for a novella or perhaps a short novel, and it would have been an okay story but nothing more. Something was missing. I didn’t want the entire novel to turn on a single, surprise revelation. I needed to arm myself with a number of surprises before I tackled the book and I didn’t have them. It required at least one more piece, one more dollop of characterization or twist of plot to tip the scales over far enough to make me want to write it.

And then out of nowhere it appeared. The final nasty twist. Suddenly the story exploded into a thousand pieces, rearranged itself in mid-air (I could hear the pieces clicking into place) and fell back to earth in an entirely different shape. A startling sensation to see the tiles of an entire novel laid out before you in a strange new mosaic you don’t remember assembling. I turned off the TV and started scribbling an outline.

When I got home I put Reprisal aside and jumped into the new book. The working title was Gemini and I pounded away on it obsessively. I awoke early every morning knowing what I was going to write. The pages flowed out of me in a steady stream. My usual weekly output on a first draft (I was still a fulltime physician then) was twenty-one pages a week. Now I was doing as much as fifty. Effortlessly. Like taking dictation. The scariest, most disturbing novel I’ve ever produced wrote itself in 62 days. One hundred thousand words in nine weeks. I’ve never written like that before or since. It’s like having a manuscript with your name on it dropped into your lap. A gift. It consumed me. That fire is reflected in the pace of the book.

Every writer should have that happen at least once.

Shortly after it was published I reread H. P. Lovecraft’s “The Thing on the Doorstep.” I was doing an essay on it for a British magazine, and I really enjoyed it. But I was shocked to realize that Sibs knocks off some of the plot elements. I hadn’t read it since 1959, but I realized I’d stolen a few key points from the story. It shook me up a little because I thought I had been so wonderfully original with Sibs, and here I was finding out that I had borrowed the linchpin from HPL.

In 1992, after holding the manuscript for years, Berkeley/Jove finally took a pass.

I know most of you who’ve read Sibs are thinking, What? But the pass had nothing to do with Sibs, and a lot to do with Reborn: A poor sell-through had returns pouring in. I blame the cover. I know that sounds self-serving, but truthfully, I would not buy—I doubt I’d even pick up—a book with that cover. If you don’t own a copy I’m sure you can find an image online. Take a look and see if you don’t agree.

The Dark Harvest hardcover limited had come out toward the end of ’91. Tor picked up Sibs and did it as a paperback original in 1994.

Freak Show

The Horror Writers of America had contracted with Pocket Books to do three themed anthologies edited by big-name members. I was tapped to edit the second.

For a theme I envisioned a Lovecraftian scenario with a freak show traveling around the country gathering the components for this infernal device that would open a pathway to the Otherness.

McCammon’s Under the Fang anthology had been simply a collection of stories set after a vampire apocalypse. I wanted Freak Show to be more unified, so… to all who asked (and to those I particularly wanted in the anthology) I sent out three pages of guidelines outlining the background of the show and how my connecting story would run, plus the generally circular route the show would take around the country.

I asked for regionalism—write about places you’ve lived in so the tastes and tangs of the settings would be authentic. I also asked for a description of the freak and a loose outline of the story—necessary to avoid duplication of characters, locations (I didn’t want multiple stories in Chicago or LA) and plot lines. A bit of work, yes, but you were pretty much guaranteed that I’d buy the piece if I approved your proposal. Some writers found this approach too restrictive; others blasted off and came up with outstanding stories.

After the synopses were set, I began tying them together; I also circulated descriptions of all the freaks to the contributors to encourage cross-fertilization (make a passing mention of this or that freak from another story).

Need I say it turned out to be a lot of work? It took a year of my life and, as time went on, increasingly interfered with my own writing projects.

Pocket published Freak Show in the fall of ’92 with a truly ugly cover, but Borderlands Press did a limited edition that remains a superb example of beautiful book craft. Phil Parks did a brilliant sideshow poster for the cover, plus the interior art. For this edition I went back and wrote Phil into my backstory as an artist who was hanging around, sketching the freaks. Phil gave his illos the look of pages torn from a sketchpad. This integration of art and story makes the hardcover unique.

However, the amount of time it stole from my other projects resulted in a vow never to edit again (which lasted just a few years.)

Years later I adapted my connecting story and interstitial material into a novella: “The Peabody-Ozymandias Traveling Circus & Oddity Emporium.”

Connection: Oz’s father and the device appear in Jack’s teen trilogy, and Oz is a player in All the Rage, as well as in Jack’s first graphic novel, Scar-lip Redux.

Nightworld (original version)

After doing my research in Maui (somebody’s got to do it and Hawaii would play a crucial role) I began Nightworld in the summer of ’90 and finished the following spring.

I decided this would be my monster book (thus the dedication to Forry Ackerman). I created a menagerie of flying, crawling, slithering beasties that came out only in the dark… but the daylight hours are swiftly shrinking toward zero, and pretty soon it’s gonna be a… Nightworld. I didn’t shy away from a couple of gross-out scenes that presented themselves, nor did I flinch when it came to killing off a beloved character or two from the preceding novels. I didn’t want you to think anyone was safe.

It ran long, much longer than I’d intended. The novel totaled 136k words—third longest after The Haunted Air and Black Wind.

The book was like old home week with the inclusion of all the players from The Touch, Jack, Abe, Gia, and Vicky from The Tomb, and Rasalom and Glaeken from The Keep. Not only did I write it, but I designed it and provided illustrated chapter headings.

The Adversary Cycle was complete.

I had no idea at the time that Nightworld would provide the capstone for the Secret History and that I’d be rewriting and expanding it 20 years later.

The Select

Using the title The Ingraham, I began this in December of ’91. Over the preceding few months I’d come up with this idea for a medical thriller—more like a medical school thriller. I liked the story, but it wasn’t horror. I was known as a horror guy. I was also a doctor who used writing as a break from medicine—my golf game, so to speak. Writing a straight medical thriller would be like going to the office. Or would it? With the Adversary Cycle finished and Sibs in limbo, maybe a brief vacation from horror might be a good thing. And it wouldn’t be that much of a vacation: The book as I envisioned it would be plenty creepy, just no weird elements.

A novel doesn’t usually spring from a single idea. At least not for me. A number of strands have to weave together before there’s enough substance for a whole book. I think the first strand came from a chance remark by a friend’s daughter. She was a medical student with fairly definite ideas about the practice of medicine, but she mentioned to me that her ideas were at odds with all her fellow students’—and she meant all her fellow students. She felt strangely out of step with her peers. Somebody else might have said, How interesting. I saw an intriguing story possibility: A conspiracy was afoot; someone was manipulating these students. Not enough for a novel, so I just jotted a few lines in my notebook.

But the idea stayed with me. What purpose for manipulating med students? And if you wanted to get a bunch of med students together so you could manipulate them, what would be the best way? Why, start an all-expense-paid medical school, of course.

Now I was getting interested. Another strand came from all this talk in the Democratic presidential primaries about a national healthcare program. All universal coverage programs have one thing in common: they ration services. When demand exceeds supply, somebody’s got to go without, or wait at the end of the line. Who goes without or waits? How do you decide? What criteria do you use? Value to society? Interesting questions.

By now I was emotionally and psychologically committed to writing a medical thriller incorporating these elements. But I wanted it to be thrilling. The storyteller in me likes to scare and disturb people, get their adrenaline going. So I asked myself, what’s the scariest, most disturbing thing about hospitals? Loss of control, of course. Helplessness. I mean, people are sticking tubes in you, jabbing you with needles, sampling your tissues and fluids, pumping solutions into your veins, popping pills into your mouth or injecting drugs into your butt, telling you when you can eat, when you can go to the bathroom. So I figured I’d take that helpless, not-in-control feeling and see how far I could push it.

In the fall I handed in the final manuscript of The Ingraham just in time for the 1992 Frankfurt Book Fair. But with a twist: The name on the title page was “Colin Andrews.” I instructed my agent to sell it under that name.

You’re asking the same question he did: Why?

Well, my career as a horror writer was looking a little shaky. Though The Ingraham was a departure
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