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INTRODUCTION

So many ways I could have gone with the title:

50 F-ing Years

50 Years of F

50 Years of F-ing Around

Fortunately, wiser heads prevailed.

Fifty years…1971 to 2021…half a century since my first story saw print.

Sixty-plus books, nearly 100 short stories, novelettes and novellas.

Can’t believe I’ve had that many ideas.

Can’t believe I’ve typed all those millions and millions of words (with two fingers, no less).

Can’t believe I’ve fooled you all for so long.

Because, really, I’m not a writer. Don’t look to me for luminous or evocative prose. Don’t expect enlightenment or insights into the mysteries of existence, the intricacies of the human condition.

I’m just a storyteller. I make up stuff I think is cool—stuff I’d like to read—and I put it down on paper. I’m not sure why I’ve written so much, or why I keep on writing. It’s become some kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder. I am not writing for myself or out of a need for self-expression or a quest for immortality (as Woody Allen said, I’d prefer to achieve immortality through not dying). I am writing because I don’t seem to have a choice. I am writing to entertain, which means I am writing for you, and if you are not entertained, if you are not turning those pages, then I am not doing my job.

I am not writing to make you smarter, although I’m happy if you learn something from my research. I am writing because I want to be read. I want to control you. That is what a storyteller does. Like the voice on Outer Limits, when you pick up one of my stories I want to control the transmission, all that you see and hear—the horizontal and the vertical, sharp or soft images, the volume—making sounds louder or softer—tickling your tear ducts, squeezing your adrenals, pushing your buttons.

In pure, boiled-down essence, I’m a romance writer. I write chansons de geste (literally: songs of heroic deeds) which became the romances—a term coined in the renaissance to distinguish popular tales in vernacular from scholarly and ecclesiastical writings in Latin. Early romances were Beowulf, the Nibelungenlied, and the Arthurian tales.

I don’t write mimetic fiction—fiction that mimics reality—because I believe it’s a betrayal of the promise of fiction.

We love stories because they impose a symmetry on the capricious chaos of reality. Whether we know it or not, we’re looking for symmetry. The ubiquity of religion throughout human history is an excellent example of the search for symmetry. What is religion but a collection of stories we started telling each other to make sense of reality? Religion and fiction impose a sort of symmetry on reality, and that feels good. Not every loose end needs tying up, just enough to allow the reader to infer some sort of order to existence.

As a rule, this is when some yahoo pipes up and says, “But real life’s not like that!”

No kidding, pal. That’s why we call it fiction. Because the promise of fiction is that it’s better than real life. It looks beyond or reshapes reality. It lets you experience events and situations real life doesn’t offer. It takes you places you can’t go because they’re too far or life’s too short or because those places exist only in the writer’s head (and now they exist in yours).

Mark Twain summed it up very nicely: “The difference between reality and fiction? Fiction has to make sense.”

I’ve ordered this look back by the dates of the stories’ trade publication, even if they’d been written years before or were first published by a small press. Obviously the novels had to be excluded; also missing are the shorter pieces I’ve incorporated or expanded into those novels. I’ve excluded stage plays, teleplays, and comic scripts.

The Repairman Jack short stories are all collected in Quick Fixes, but Jack demands strong representation in any overview of my work, so I’ve allowed some overlap. The missing stories have either been incorporated into novels or included in the recent collection, Other Sandboxes:

“The Last Rakosh” (included in All the Rage)

“Home Repairs” (included in Conspiracies)

“The Wringer” (included in Fatal Error)

“Infernal Night” (Other Sandboxes)

“Recalled” (Other Sandboxes)

I recently collected all my pastiches in Other Sandboxes, so, again, no reason to reprint them here. I made an exception for “The Barrens” because it nails my H. P. Lovecraft connection. The missing pastiches are:

“Definitive Therapy”

“Rockabilly”

“Dreams”

“The November Game”

“Recalled”

“The Dead World”

“The Widow Lindley”

“Fix”

“Sex Slaves of the Dragon Tong”

“Part of the Game”

“Dragon Tongue”

“Infernal Night”

“The Adventure of the Abu Qir Sapphire”

Also missing are the dozens and dozens of introductions and forewords and afterwords and appreciations and scads of miscellaneous pieces I’ve penned through the years. These are already collected in a fat tome titled Ephemerata.

Summing up: Damn near every word I’ve written or co-written can be found in the novels and in the following:

Quick Fixes

Other Sandboxes

Ephemerata

The Compendium of F—Volumes 1-2-3


THE SEVENTIES

Most genre writers of my generation got their start writing short stories for the magazine market. The vast majority went through years of frustration trying to cajole editors into simply looking at their work. If you make a sale it’s a bonanza, no matter how low the word rate.

I was no exception. I wrote my first story in second grade (about a haunted house, natch). Actually I wrote only half of it. We had a reading circle in class and we took turns reading aloud. When it came my turn I told the teacher I had written a story myself. She asked me if I wanted to read it to the circle. Yeah, it was unfinished, but I couldn’t resist. So I read the part I had written, and then I started ad-libbing. Within a few sentences it became obvious that I’d run out of text. The teacher was very nice, and she said when you finish it, you can come back and read the rest of it to us.

I was a little embarrassed that I’d got caught, but as we were pulling our chairs away from the reading circle, kids came up to me and said, “Well, what happened? What happened next? What about that guy with the bow and arrow? Was there really a ghost?” Somewhere inside of me, something came alive at that moment and said, You’ve got them. I really liked that feeling. I’d made contact. They were mine. They really wanted to know. They would have sat down right there and listened to the rest of the story. That’s what we storytellers are after. To someone else it might have meant nothing, but to me—I was stoned. I wanted to do it again.

I poked at fiction in a desultory fashion during high school and college, making passes at stories here and there, but during my senior year at Georgetown I got real about it and started writing with the serious intent of selling. If I could sell just one story, I’d be a writer—well, at least I could call myself one—and after that I’d take a dilettantish approach and sell a story every now and again when inspiration struck.

But man, that first sale eluded me for years. As it should have. Here I was, a pre-med Biology major with not a single writing course to my credit, and I was going out there to compete with the pros. But I’d always been a voracious reader. I knew what I liked, so the only thing to do was to write something I’d want to read.

No market existed for my first love, horror fiction, so I pursued my number-two fave, SF. But every paying (and non-paying) market I knew rejected every submission with Pavlovian regularity. I even kept track of editorial changes, so that as soon as a new editor took the helm of a magazine, I could resubmit the stories rejected by his or her predecessor. It got so confusing after a while that I had to design a flow chart to keep things straight: a grid with the magazines listed along the horizontal axis and the stories listed along the vertical. When a story came back from Analog it immediately went into an envelope addressed to Amazing and sent off in the next day’s mail. A check mark was placed in the Amazing box next to that story, and the Analog box earned a big black “X.” When it came back from Amazing it went off to Fantasy & Science Fiction and the F&SF box was checked. Ad nauseam. I burned up a lot of postage in those days and, quite literally, can paper a wall with all the rejection slips I collected. (“Thank you for your submission. Unfortunately, this does not suit out editorial needs at this time.”) I’ve saved every single one, and someday I may do just that.

After graduating from Georgetown, I took a year off from school and went into psychopharmaceutical research at CIBA in Summit, NJ. I was convinced the human brain was where the action was—the future of medicine. Despite the parade of printed rejection slips, I kept writing. Then, finally, in the spring of 1969, John Campbell wrote a personal note telling me why he was rejecting my story. (More on that when you get to “The Cleaning Machine.”)

After I finally broke into Analog with “Ratman,” I began selling regularly to various other mags (even sold comic scripts to Archie Goodwin at Creepy and Eerie).

THE NOVELS AND NOVELLAS

The Accidental Patriot

A political novel written during my year doing psychopharmaceutical research at CIBA. I recall it being rather short and little more than a bunch of vaguely connected snippets. It has a libertarian protagonist who happens to save the country while pursuing a personal goal. That’s about all I remember of the story. Like the rest of my output at the time, I couldn’t give it away. So I stuck it in a drawer and forgot about it. Skimmed through it years later and found it perfectly awful. I decided that no one must ever read it. No one. Ever. So I sat before my parents’ fireplace and burned every page of the only copy.

Healer

Officially my first novel.

First novels are unpredictable.

Sometimes it’s the best thing a writer will do in his career, something into which he empties so much of his heart and talent and experience that he’s left with too little fuel to light much of a fire under future work.

For another it sets the course for an entire career: He’s found the key in which his voice is most comfortable and he sticks to it.

Sometimes that first novel gives no hint as to what is to come—the restless been-there-done-that school where every new work is a departure from the last.

And then there’s that first novel, not terribly uncommon in the science fiction field during the seventies, in which the writer is learning his craft in public.

Healer is one of those.

I wrote it in 1975, using “Pard,” an Analog novelette, as a springboard. All of my published science fiction to that point had been set in a cohesive future I was slowly piecing together (à la Heinlein’s Future History). And piecing together was precisely the process. I hadn’t sat down and worked out a firm timeline for this future; I had an idea as to how it had begun but not where it was going, all I knew was that somewhere along the way the freedom movement had won and something called the LaNague Federation (LaNague—rhymes with the Hague—was chosen for no reason other than I liked the way it rolls off the tongue) was overseeing the far-flung colonized worlds in a very laissez-faire fashion. Only coercion was illegal. Beyond that, do what thy wilt was the whole of the law.

At that point the historical underpinnings of my future didn’t matter to me; the issues were my burning concern, and the issues were timeless ones, all boiling down to the endless struggle between the individual and the collective. The good guys had won, but the bad guys—the never-ending stream of men and women with the monstrous self-assurance that they know best how other people should live and work and play—hadn’t gone away. Fueled by either religion or long-discredited philosophies of social engineering, they were slinking around as always, chipping away at our hard-won freedoms.

I’d written and sold “Pard” in medical school—at a nickel a word it paid a fair number of bills—and had always intended to continue the story of Steven Dalt, a man who shares his brain with an alien. The alien, Pard, was conscious down to the cellular level, making Dalt potentially immortal. However, I had no room in my life for writing during my fourth year of med school and my rotating internship. But after joining a five-doc family practice group in 1974 I found I again had time to scratch the writing itch.

Starting with “Pard” as the opening section, I picked up Dalt’s story a few decades after the end of the novelette and tracked him through the centuries as he becomes a mythical figure known as “The Healer.” But I needed a publisher. With my short stories, I’d submitted to the top markets first, then worked my way down. I did the same here. Agentless, I sent off the novelette plus an outline of the rest of the book to Doubleday, the folks who published Isaac Asimov. A couple of months later I heard back from Sharon Jarvis, Doubleday’s SF editor at that time, with a whopping $2,000 offer for world rights—$1,800 if I had an agent. Well, I didn’t, so I signed the contract and sent it back.

Wow. I was officially a novelist. My first book proposal, accepted by the first publisher I’d sent it to. As the saying goes: How long has this been going on and why didn’t anybody tell me about it? Looking back later I realized that Healer had a significant advantage in that the anchoring novelette previously had been purchased and published by John W. Campbell, Jr., the Zeus of modern science fiction. That pedigree gave it a definite leg up on the average over-the-transom proposal in Sharon’s office. (How many people these days know what a transom is?)

Published in June of 1976, Healer garnered decent reviews, with paperback rights picked up almost immediately by Jim Frenkel at Dell. But I wasn’t satisfied. Month after month I scanned the New York Times Book Review, waiting for the full-page ad that would announce to the world the existence of this epochal novel. Every Sunday I checked the Bestseller List for the magic word Healer (told you I was naïve). I haunted the science fiction sections of bookstores but only rarely was I rewarded with the sight of Healer in the “W” section. Finally I gathered the courage to ask the manager of the Doubleday Bookstore on Fifth Avenue—owned by Doubleday, my publisher—why he of all people wasn’t carrying my book. He looked up Healer and informed me it was out of print.

Out of print? It was published in June and this was only November! There had to be some mistake!

I staggered home and called Sharon Jarvis who patiently explained that as soon as the libraries have their copies and paperback rights have been sold, Doubleday remainders most of its science fiction books. I’d be getting a letter soon allowing me to buy leftover copies for pennies on the dollar.

Welcome to the wonderful world of big-time publishing.

Healer was the first fiction wherein I dealt with the Miracle Cure. Keep watching, because it becomes a recurrent theme I’ll hit on again and again.

I’m older and (somewhat) wiser now, but I’ve always known that Healer is not really a novel. Oh, the dust jacket labeled it a “novel” and reviews called it “a picaresque novel” or “an episodic novel,” but in my heart I knew it wasn’t. Not really. Because I wasn’t a novelist then. I was a short-form writer, completely daunted by the task of sustaining a novel-length narrative. So I’d copped out by putting together a novel-length collection of interconnected short stories and novelettes following one character through twelve-hundred years of future history.

Healer did snag me an agent, however. In 1977 I got a letter from Al Zuckerman who had just started a literary agency called Writers House. He’d been selling foreign rights for Healer and said he was impressed with my ability to “sustain a narrative” (go figure). He asked if I had an agent and, if not, he’d like to represent me. We met, we clicked, and he remained my agent until his retirement in 2020.

In 2019 I rewrote Healer as a contemporary novel titled Double Threat. But more on that in Volume 3.

Wheels within Wheels

Wheels Within Wheels is listed as my second novel. And it almost is—a novel, that is.

It’s rooted in the high point of my writing career to that time: Campbell gave the original “Wheels Within Wheels” novelette the cover of the September 1971 Analog with a fabulous (not a word I use very often) cover by John Schoenherr that perfectly captured the menacing elements of the story. Talk about a thrill. To a newbie SF writer in those days it was equivalent of your garage band making the cover of Rolling Stone. I didn’t have it made, but I felt I’d made it.

Healer had more than earned out for Doubleday, so they wanted another novel. I decided to follow the same process that sparked the first book: Take one of my Analog stories and use it as a springboard. “Wheels Within Wheels” begged for expansion, and so it got the nod.

Al Z negotiated a fifty-percent increase in my advance (up to a whopping $3000), and Jim Frenkel again took paperback rights for his SF line at Dell.

I was cruising.

WWW the novel is less episodic than Healer, and certainly hangs together better, but it still strikes me as not quite as cohesive as a novel should be.

Perhaps I’m being too tough on it. The important thing is that, after forty-plus years, it still works on many levels. But not all. Its main failings are those suffered by any science fiction novel written in the seventies—we were working before the microchip revolution: Computers you can hold in your palm? Get out. The stories also predate the communications revolution: Word Wide Web—are we talking giant spiders? Email—what’s that? And then there’s the nascent genetics revolution. (Whatever I say here on that subject won’t come even close to the imminent reality, so why set myself up for a fall?)

That aside, I think the plot is still strong and engaging, and the mysteries fairly presented.

As for style, well, I recall upon rereading it for the Stealth reprint edition that I kept running into spots where I step in and out of point of view, a carelessness I now find infuriating. And exclamation points—sheesh. It contains more than any ten of my recent novels. Make that twenty. Same for adverbs.

The good news is that all this tells me I’ve learned a lot about writing through the intervening years.

Also, it’s a bit didactic on the economics front. But you have to realize what was going on in the world at the time. Wheels was written through 1976, sold in 1977, and pubbed in 1978. People these days don’t realize (or have forgotten) that talk radio, as it is today, didn’t exist. Today you hear hosts discussing economics and market forces and such all the time. Not something you’d hear about from Long John Nebel or Jean Shepherd in the mid-’70s, even though we’d just come off years of Nixon’s price controls and his disallowing further conversion of dollars into gold. Inflation in 1974 was 11% (!) and 9% in ’75, all from the government screwing with the economy.

When Al Z sent me the new Doubleday contract, I noticed he’d crossed out all sorts of paragraphs.

I called him. “You can do that?”

He said, “That’s what you’re paying me for. We’ll handle foreign rights for you, and you’ll do a lot better.”

Now I knew why Doubleday had offered me the lower sum for Healer if I had an agent: I’d signed everything over to them and they were cleaning up on my foreign rights. It took me a long time to get them back.

Taking stock of my writing career, I realized that I’d spent three years writing two novels which I’d sold for the grand advance of $5000. I was glad I had a day job.

But wait—there’s more. The novel was about to pay a dividend…

WWW became a milestone in my career when the Libertarian Futurist Society selected it for the first Prometheus Award. I had never heard of LFS and was delighted to learn I was a winner, but bowled over when they told me the award consisted of a certificate (no surprise there) and 7.5 ounces of gold in bullion coin. (Yes!) Gold at that time was running around $200 per ounce, so the award’s value equaled half the novel’s advance from Doubleday. At the current price of over $1,500 per ounce, it’s many multiples of the advance.

I was an award-winning author at age 32. Cool. I still have the coins… somewhere.

The Tery

The Tery had a long strange trip. My science fiction beauty-and-the-beast tale got its start in 1971 as a novelette called “He Shall Be John” published in an off-beat little magazine in 1973 and promptly forgotten.

Years later, I’m in practice, and Jim Frenkel, the science fiction editor for Dell who’d bought paperback rights to both Healer and Wheels Within Wheels, approaches me at the 1978 Lunacon about a series of books he’s putting together called Binary Stars. Each volume would consist of two novellas, much like the venerable Ace Doubles; the books would have interior illustrations and each novella would be introduced by the author of the companion piece.

At that time I was breaking ground on a new house and needed all the cash I could lay my hands on. I signed on and went to work. I’d always thought “He Shall Be John” was under-developed and so it became the basis of the first ten chapters of the novella; I continued the story of Jon the tery from there. I added a new character named Tlad who linked the story to my LaNague Federation future history. I also tried my hand at overt horror for the first time.

I called the resultant novella The Tery. It doubled the length of the novelette and ended with a satisfying catharsis. A bit thin in spots, I thought, but I’d reached the word limit and the submission deadline was upon me, so I had to let it go as was.

The Tery appeared in Binary Stars #2 in 1979 and was graced with five wonderful Steve Fabian illustrations. Unfortunately, only those who have seen the originals know how wonderful they are. Everyone else was subjected to the muddied, almost indecipherable reproductions on the cheap paper Dell used. Fabian’s delicate half tones were lost, reducing his illos to elaborate smudges.

An Enemy of the State

The year was 1979. I had written and sold Healer and Wheels Within Wheels, both patchwork novels extrapolated and expanded from shorter works previously published in Analog. Now I was ready to write a novel from scratch. I decided to stick with the LaNague Federation future history, but this time I’d write about the roots of the Federation, about its founder, the reluctant revolutionary Peter LaNague.

I saw LaNague as a non-violent man trying to bring down a repressive government without bloodshed—or at least very little. But how to go about that?

At the time I was pursuing a personal radicalism based on the anarchocapitalist writings of Lysander Spooner, Ludwig von Mises, Murray Rothbard, and others. They contend that the soul of a free society is a free economy: If individuals are not allowed to deal freely with each other, then they are not free. I became fascinated with the Weimar hyperinflation during the early 1920s (a well into which I’d dip again decades later for Aryans and Absinthe). I began to wonder: If a government can manipulate the economy to further its own ends via fiat currency, why couldn’t a clever revolutionary do the same to bring down a government?

And when I realized that Peter LaNague’s target and weapon could be one and the same, the story clattered into place.

All this dovetailed perfectly with my long-term disdain for that hoary SF cliché, the galactic empire. Really, even with a faster-than-light drive, the idea of an ironfisted centralized power micromanaging a collection of worlds spanning dozens of light years is absurd. My concept was a little more practical: a loose confederation of colonized worlds left pretty much to their own devices with a centralized Big Stick hanging over them to dampen any aggressive or acquisitive tendencies. In other words: Hands Off. Laissez Faire.

What a concept. It’s now called libertarianism. Today there’s a libertarian movement and a Libertarian Party, but back in the late sixties when I first arrived at my—for want of a better word—Weltanschauung, it didn’t have a name. I spent the years 1964-68 at Georgetown University in Washington, DC. I made the peace marches, mixing with the gathered hordes around the Lincoln Memorial that trooped en masse across the Potomac toward the Pentagon. It was a happening, a huge party, and sure I wanted the war ended, but I was alone in that crowd, a political and philosophical orphan.

My problem was an inability to perceive much functional difference between fascism and state socialism/communism. The rhetorical window dressing was certainly different, but the result either way was central control of business, industry, media, and education, all at the expense of the individual. It didn’t matter to me whether the state or the collective slipped the cuffs around my wrists, I was shackled either way.

So I struck out in a different direction, away from the Left-Right axis, and let me tell you, it was lonely out there. I turned off the Lefties with my espousal of a free-market economy (one woman at an anti-war rally cried, “You must have been frozen for a hundred years!”) and Young Republican types all but held up crosses when I suggested legalizing drugs and prostitution.

From the outset I wanted my science fiction to incorporate this odd but fundamentally consistent view of the world. It felt right. Lots of SF concerns aliens, and this nameless philosophy seemed pretty damn alien to just about everyone I knew.

When I finally got around to writing An Enemy of the State, I decided to make it a manifesto of sorts. But I didn’t want it too deadly serious, so I had some fun with the quotes that opened the chapters, using a wide array of sources ranging from Thomas Jefferson to Roger Ramjet. And when I couldn’t find something that suited the mood, I fabricated a quote and attributed it to The Second Book of Kyfho (Revised Eastern Sect Edition).

Kyfho is my word (an anagram that’s explained in the novel) but it seems to have taken on a life of its own. A moment ago I did a DuckDuckGo search for the word and got almost 9K hits. I’ve seen a Kyfho license plate; newsgroup participants have incorporated quotes from The Second Book of Kyfho into their sig files; I’ve had readers contact me asking me where they can buy a copy of the book (sorry, you can’t); someone wrote and suggested that I should write the book and sell it, and if I didn’t have time, he’d do it for me (sorry, you can’t).

A number of people wrote to tell me that An Enemy of the State changed their lives. Now that’s scary. If you change someone’s life, aren’t you responsible for what they do with it?

An even more unsettling result of the success of An Enemy of the State (and my receiving the first Prometheus Award for Wheels Within Wheels) was that I began to hear myself referred to as “that libertarian sci-fi guy.” Not wanting to be stuck in that or any other pigeonhole, I decided to take a vacation from SF. My next novel was The Keep, but that’s a whole other story.

The ’70s non-novel fiction excluded in Volume One are the three comic scripts (“The Sound of Wings” and “With Silver Bells and Cockle Shells…” and “The Anarchist”) which aren’t available anyway—they vanished long ago along with the “Pard” and “Wheels Within Wheels” novelettes I incorporated into novels.


STORIES FROM THE ’70s

I’m starting off with “The Cleaning Machine” (now there’s a gripping title) because, although not my first sale (it sold second but became my first published story), it turned things around for me.

I wrote it in 1969 while working in pharmaceutical research at CIBA. I thought of it as a science-fiction horror story. I mean, it had a weird machine, so that made it sf, right? And weird things happened to people, so that made it horror, sort of. Plus it had an unreliable narrator. Whatever the genre, it was the best thing I’d written so far.

And like all my stories before it, I couldn’t give it away.

It earned form-letter rejections from every sf, fantasy, and mystery periodical I could find. Only John W. Campbell (Yes! I sent a horror story to Analog! What was I thinking?) had the courtesy to tell me why it did not suit his editorial needs at that time. (From then on he would tell me why he was rejecting my stories, and I always will revere him for that. When he’d accept one, however, he sent only a check.)

Here are Campbell’s exact comments:

April 10, 1969

Dear Mr. Wilson:

Sorry---but it’s not a story, because it doesn’t go anywhere. (The tenants did, but the story doesn’t!)

It’s a vignette, because it states a situation---then doesn’t use it.

Cool. I’d written a vignette, whatever that was—sounded like those sugary things they serve at Café Du Monde in the French Quarter. But I still didn’t have a sale.

And Campbell was right, as usual. “The Cleaning Machine” didn’t work as science fiction, but I had faith in it. Vignette or not, I felt it was a decent piece of quiet horror. Trouble was, hardly anyone was publishing horror in 1969. I’d tried Joseph Payne Brennan’s Macabre—he liked it but wrote back that he was overstocked and not accepting new material.

But then in 1970, as a first-year med student, I stumbled on a pair of magazines edited by Robert A. W. Lowndes: The Magazine of Horror and Startling Mystery Stories. Lowndes wrote informative editorials which he followed with reprints of hoary yarns from Weird Tales, Strange Tales, Argosy, and other Depression-era pulps. But he also published one new story per issue by newcomers with names like Stephen King and Greg Bear. Hey, if those nobodies could sell to Lowndes, so could I.

So I sent him “The Cleaning Machine”…and a few months later he wrote back to say he was taking it for Startling Mystery Stories. This was my second sale in a month (a few weeks earlier John Campbell had bought “Ratman” for Analog). The big difference was that Campbell had sent a check on acceptance. Lowndes’s company paid on publication.

So I waited. Despite being my second sale, “The Cleaning Machine” became my first published story, appearing March 1971 in Startling Mystery Stories #18—with my name on the cover, no less.

I had arrived!

Unfortunately, the check never did. The publisher folded Startling Mystery Stories with that issue. I contend that this was pure synchronicity. “The Cleaning Machine” had nothing to do with the failure of the magazine. Nothing.

But that’s not the end of the story. Fifteen years later I’m signing books at a convention and here comes a reader with the August 1971 issue of an illustrated sf magazine called Strange Galaxy. I ask him what he wants me to do with it. He says a signature on the title page of my story would be greatly appreciated. What story? I’ve never even heard of Strange Galaxy, let alone sold to it. So he opens to the only text piece in the issue, and there’s “The Cleaning Machine” (as “The Machine”) under my byline.

The story I initially couldn’t give away had been pirated and reprinted within months of its first publication, and I still hadn’t seen a penny for it.

And people wonder why so many writers die drunk or go mad.

Nowadays I like to think of the mysterious device in the story as one of the Seven Infernals. (Yes, I’ve retconned it into the Secret History.) The Compendium of Srem lists seven Infernals, strange devices of unknown origin left over from the First Age.

This one is the Kislival—“the Cleaner”—but there’s also the Phedro, the Kaiilu Ėntgab, the Cidsev Nelesso, the Bagaq, the Lilitongue of Gefreda, and one more… to be revealed in the future.


The Cleaning Machine

Dr. Edward Parker reached across his desk and flipped the power switch on his recorder to the “on” position.

“Listen if you like, Burke,” he said. “But remember: She has classic paranoid symptoms; I wouldn’t put much faith in anything she says.”

Detective Ronald Burke, an old acquaintance on the city police force, sat across from the doctor.

“She’s all we’ve got,” he replied with ill-concealed exasperation. “Over a hundred people disappear from an apartment house and the only person who might be able to tell us anything is a nut.”

Parker glanced at the recorder and noticed the glowing warm-up light. He pressed the start button.

“Listen.”

…and I guess I’m the one who’s responsible for it but it was really the people who lived there in my apartment who drove me to it—they were jealous of me.

The children were the worst. Every day as I’d walk to the store they’d spit at me behind my back and call me names. They even recruited other little brats from all over town and would wait for me on corners and doorsteps. They called me terrible names and said that I carried awful diseases. Their parents put them up to it, I know it! All those people in my apartment building laughed at me. They thought they could hide it but I heard it. They hated me because they were jealous of my poetry. They knew I was famous and they couldn’t stand it.

Why, just the other night I almost caught three of them rummaging through my desk. They thought I was asleep and so they sneaked in and tried to steal some of my latest works, figuring they could palm them off as their own. But I was awake. I could hear them laughing at me as they searched. I grabbed the butcher knife that I always keep under my pillow and ran out into the study. I must have made some noise when I got out of bed because they ran out into the hall and closed the door just before I got there. I heard one of them on the other side say, “Boy, you sure can’t fool that old lady!”

They were fiends, all of them! But the very worst was that John Hendricks fellow next door who was trying to kill me with an ultra-frequency sonicator. He used to turn it on me and try to boil my brains while I was writing. But I was too smart for him. I kept an ice pack on my head at all hours of the day. But even that didn’t keep me from getting those awful headaches that plague me constantly. He was to blame.

But the thing I want to tell you about is the machine in the cellar. I found it when I went downstairs to the boiler room to see who was calling me filthy names through the ventilator system. I met the janitor on my way down and told him about it. He just laughed and said that there hadn’t been anyone down in the boiler room for two years, not since we started getting our heat piped in from the building next door. But I knew someone was down there—hadn’t I heard those voices through the vent? I simply turned and went my way.

Everything in the cellar was covered with at least half an inch of dust—everything, that is, except the machine. I didn’t know it was a machine at that time because it hadn’t done anything yet. It didn’t have any lights or dials and it didn’t make any noise. Just a metal box with sides that ran at all sorts of odd angles, some of which didn’t seem to meet properly.

It just sat there being clean.

I also noticed that the floor around it was immaculately clean for about five foot in all directions. Everywhere else was filth. It looked so strange, being clean. I ran and got George, the janitor.

He was angry at having to go downstairs but I kept pestering him until he did. He was mighty surprised.

“What is that thing?” he said, walking toward the machine.

Then he was gone! One moment he had been there, and then he was gone. No blinding flash or puff of smoke . . . just gone! And it happened just as he crossed into that circle of clean floor around the machine.

I immediately knew who was responsible: John Hendricks! So I went right upstairs and brought him down. I didn’t bother to tell him what the machine had done to George since I was sure he knew all about it. But he surprised me by walking right into the circle and disappearing, just like George.

Well, at least I wouldn’t be bothered by that ultra-frequency sonicator of his anymore. It was a good thing I had been too careful to go anywhere near that thing.

I began to get an idea about that machine—it was a cleaning machine! That’s why the floor around it was so clean. Any dust or anything that came within the circle was either stored away somewhere or destroyed.

A thought struck me: Why not “clean out” all of my jealous neighbors this way? A wonderful idea!

I started with the children.

I went outside and, as usual, they started in with their name-calling. (They always made sure to do it very softly but I could read their lips.) About twenty of them were playing in the street. I called them together and told them I was forming a club in the cellar and they all followed me down in a group. I pointed to the machine and told them that there was a gallon of chocolate ice cream behind it and that the first one to reach it could have it all. Their greedy little faces lighted up and they scrambled away in a mob.

Three seconds later I was alone in the cellar.

I then went around to all the other apartments in the building and told all those hateful people that their sweet little darlings were playing in the old boiler room and that I thought it was dangerous. I waited for one to go downstairs before I went to the next door. Then I met the husbands as they came home from work and told them the same thing. And if anyone came looking for someone, I sent him down to the cellar. So simple: In searching the cellar they had to cross into the circle sooner or later.

That night I was alone in the building. It was wonderful—no laughing, no name-calling, and no one sneaking into my study. Wonderful!

A policeman came the next day. He knocked on my door and looked very surprised when I opened it. He said he was investigating a number of missing-persons reports. I told him that everyone was down in the cellar. He gave me a strange look but went to check. I followed him.

The machine was gone! Nothing left but the circle of clean floor. I told the officer all about it, about what horrible people they were and how they deserved to disappear. He just smiled and brought me down to the station where I had to tell my story again. Then they sent me here to see you.

They’re still looking for my neighbors, aren’t they? Won’t listen when I tell them that they’ll never find them. They don’t believe there ever was a machine. But they can’t find my neighbors, can they? Well, it serves them right! I told them I’m the one responsible for “cleaning out” my apartment building but they don’t believe me. Serves them all right!

“See what I mean?” said Dr. Parker with the slightest trace of a smile as he turned off the recorder. “She’s no help at all.”

“Yeah, I know,” Burke sighed. “As looney as they come. But how can you explain that circle of clean floor in the boiler room with all those footprints around it?”

“Well, I can’t be sure, but the ‘infernal machine’ is not uncommon in the paranoid’s delusional system. You found no trace of this ‘ultra-frequency sonicator’ in the Hendricks apartment, I trust?”

Burke shook his head. “No. From what we can gather, Hendricks knew nothing about electronics. He was a short-order cook in a greasy spoon downtown.”

“I figured as much. She probably found everybody gone and went looking for them. She went down to the boiler room as a last resort and, finding it deserted, concluded that everybody had been ‘cleaned out’ of the building. She was glad but wanted to give herself the credit. She saw the circle of clean floor—probably left there by a round table top that had been recently moved—and started fabricating. By now she believes every word of her fantastic story. We’ll never really know what happened until we find those missing tenants.”

“I guess not,” Burke said as he rose to go, “but I’d still like to know why we can find over a hundred sets of footprints approaching the circle but none leaving it.”

Dr. Parker didn’t have an answer for that one.


Although it worked out as my fourth published story, “Ratman” was my first professional sale. After years of detailed rejection slips from John W. Campbell, editor of Analog, I finally broke the barrier: On June 8, 1970, a check for $375 arrived in the mail from Conde Nast. A nickel a word.

I was a first-year medical student at the time, with a wife, no job, no money, and a baby on the way. You can’t imagine how $375 looked to us, especially since its buying power (according to online inflation calculators) was equivalent to almost $2,500 in present-day dollars.

The only rain on my parade was the lack of comment from Campbell. He’d been telling me why he’d rejected everything else; I kind of wanted a “Good job, Wilson. You made it.” Some tiny comment. But no, just a check. I later realized he had nothing to do with the check itself. He sent a payment requisition through and accounting took it from there. Kind of fitting in a way. Campbell liked to argue. If he disagreed with you, he could go on for pages. If he agreed, he had nothing to say. So I figured the check said it all.

The story grew out of the psychopharmacological research I did at CIBA between pre-med and med school. Day in, day out, we dosed white rats with new drugs and placed them in Skinner boxes. I grew fond of rats.

(Please forgive the size of the computers mentioned here. “Ratman” was written in 1970, years before Steve Jobs began playing with microchips.)

Ratman

Since its purpose was neither to load nor unload cargo, his converted tramp freighter was directed to a landing pad at the far end of the field where it wouldn’t get in the way. Orz, red-haired and of average height and build though somewhat stoop-shouldered, didn’t mind. As long as he was in the general area his efficiency would be unimpaired.

When the viewscreen picked up an approaching ground car, Orz snapped his fingers and a half-kilo space rat leaped from the control console to his shoulder.

“Let’s go, 62,” he said to his favorite employee.

The space rat grasped the fabric of his master’s shirt tightly in his tiny paws and lashed his tail about nervously. He didn’t like meeting strangers, but it was part of his job; his master had found that there was a definite psychological advantage in appearing with a space rat on his shoulder.

Orz and 62 reached the hatch just as the ground car pulled up alongside. They scrutinized the two occupants as the freighter’s loading ramp descended.

The first to debark was a portly little man wearing a stylish orange tunic that should have been two sizes larger. His companion probably weighed as much but was taller and better proportioned.

Orz’s long legs carried him swiftly down the ramp after it had settled and the portly one came forward to meet him.

“Mr. Samuel Orzechowski?” he asked, mangling the pronunciation.

Orz smiled. “That’s right, but you can call me Sam, or Orz, or, as some people prefer, Ratman.” And being a client, he thought, you’ll no doubt choose the last one.

“Well,” the little man replied, “I guess ‘Ratman’ will do. I’m Aaron Lesno, president of the Traders League, and this is Evan Rabb, our treasurer,” he said, indicating the man beside him.

“Welcome to Neeka,” said Lesno.

“Could I ask you something, Ratman?” Rabb hastily interjected. He couldn’t take his eyes off 62. “Is that a space rat?”

“A small one,” Orz nodded. “A baby, really.”

“Aren’t you afraid of…?”

“Of losing my ear?” he grinned. “Not at all. I imagine you two and the rest of the League are somewhat in the dark as to my methods, and you’ve probably got a lot of questions. I’ve found it best in the past to get everyone together and explain things to everybody at once. It saves me time and you money.”

“An excellent idea!” Lesno agreed. “We’ve all been anxiously awaiting your arrival… Well,” he corrected himself with a glance at Rabb, “almost all… but I’m sure there would be no problem in getting everyone together.”

“What did you mean by ‘almost all’?” Orz asked.

Rabb spoke up. “One of our more influential members was vehemently opposed to the idea of retaining you.”

“Oh, really? Why?”

“Have no fear, Ratman,” Lesno assured him with a smile, “he’ll let you know why at the meeting tonight.”

“Fair enough,” Orz said. “Can someone come back and pick me up in a few hours for the meeting?”

“Why not come with us now and let us show you around a bit?” Lesno offered.

Orz shook his head and gestured over his shoulder to the ship. “Sorry… feeding time.”

Rabb and Lesno stiffened and glanced nervously from 62 to the open hatch. “Yes, quite,” Lesno muttered. “Very well, then, we’ll have someone call for you in, say, three hours.”

“That’ll be fine.” This settled, the two-man welcoming committee lost little time in putting some distance between themselves and the squat little freighter.

“Seem like pretty decent fellows,” Orz told 62 as he made his way up the ramp and down the central corridor. As they approached the rat room, 62 began to prance excitedly on his master’s shoulder and was literally doing a dance by the time Orz hit the door release.

His several hundred fellow employees inside took up the same excited dance at the sound of the door sliding open. The cages were arranged five high along the walls of the long, narrow room. They were simple, steel-sided boxes with front doors of quarter-inch steel mesh; each was self-cleaning, had its own water supply, and was equipped with an automatic feeder.

But Orz had never trusted automatic feeders, so now he went from cage to cage and shoved food pellets through the tiny feeding hole in the front of each. He had to be nimble, for the rats were greedy and anxious and a fingertip could easily be mistaken for a pellet. His practiced eye decided how much each rat should get. This was important: A rat became fat and lazy if overfed and would gnaw his way out of the cage if underfed. A rat in either condition was of little use to Ratman.

Fifty cages stood open and empty and Orz placed a few pellets in each. 62 was frantic by now so he decided to give the little fellow something before he jumped off his shoulder and into one of the empty cages. The rat rose up on his hind legs, snatched the pellet from Orz’s proffering fingers with his tiny, handlike paws, and began to gnaw noisily and voraciously.

Three hours later, Orz flipped a particular switch on the console, checked to make sure the door to the rat room was open, then headed for the hatch. There, after casting an eye through the dusk at the approaching ground car, he secured the hatch, but opened a small panel at its bottom. With 62 perched watchfully upon his shoulder, he was waiting at the bottom of the ramp when the car arrived.

Lesno was alone inside. “Well, Ratman,” he said with a smile, “everybody’s waiting, so—” then he spotted 62 and his face fell. “Does he have to come along? I mean, he won’t get too excited, will he?”

“Don’t worry,” Orz replied, sliding into his seat, “he won’t bite you.” To lessen the man’s anxiety he made a point of keeping 62 on his far shoulder.

“Your advertising literature was quite timely,” Lesno remarked as they got under way, hoping conversation would take his mind off those two beady eyes peering at him around the back of his passenger’s head. “The rat problem was reaching its peak when we received it. I trust that wasn’t just coincidence.”

“No coincidence at all. I keep my ear to the ground and word got around that there was a space rat plague on Neeka. I figured you could use my services.”

Lesno nodded. “We had heard a few stories about you but didn’t know whether to believe them or not. Your advertising claims were quite impressive. I just hope you can live up to them.”

About twenty exporters and importers were waiting in the conference room on the second floor of the Traders League office complex. It was a motley group of discordant colors, shapes, sizes, and ages. Lesno entered ahead of Orz and lost no time in bringing the meeting to order.

“We all know why we’re here,” he said, tapping the gavel twice, “so there’s really no use in wasting time with introductions.” He pointed to Orz. “The creature on this man’s shoulder is introduction enough: Ratman has arrived and he’s going to tell us something about himself and about space rats.” So saying, he relinquished the podium.

Nothing like a businesslike business, Orz thought as he stood up and received a slight spattering of applause. They knew of his claim to be able to control space rats with space rats and were frankly dubious. But this was nothing new to Orz.

Without even a glance at the audience, he nonchalantly snapped his fingers and tapped the top of the podium. 62 immediately leaped from his shoulder to the podium and began to sniff the wood curiously.

“This,” he began, “although a specimen of Rattus interstellus, is not a true ‘space rat’ in the full sense of the word; but his parents were. Lab-raised space rats—such as 62, here—can turn out to be quite friendly, but they are no less cunning, no less intelligent, and certainly no less vicious when cornered. These are the rats I ‘employ,’ so to speak.

“But first let’s puncture a few of the myths that have grown up around the space rat. First of all, no matter what the spacers tell you, space rats have no psi powers; they don’t know what you’re going to do next… it’s just that their reflexes are developed to such a high degree that it almost seems that way when you take pot shots at one with a blaster. They will respond to ultra-frequency tones but by no means do they have a language… they’re intelligent, all right, but they’re a long way from a language.”

His eyes flicked over the audience. These were traders, barterers; they recognized a man who knew what he was talking about, and they were all listening intently.

He continued. “But just what is it that distinguishes the space rat from other rats?” To dramatize his point, he allowed 62 to crawl onto the back of his hand and then held the fidgety creature aloft.

“This is the product of centuries in the pressurized but unshielded holds of interstellar cargo ships. Wild genetic mutation and the law of survival of the fittest combined to produce a most adaptable, ferocious, and intelligent creature.

“Everyone knew of the space rat’s existence, but no one paid much attention to him until an ensign aboard the freighter Clinton was kept awake one night by the continuous opening and closing of the compartment door outside his cabin. The ship was in port, and, under normal circumstances, he would have spent the night in town, but for one reason or another he had returned to his quarters.

“Now, these doors which divide the corridors into compartments open automatically when you touch the release panel, and remain open as long as a simple electric eye beam is broken; when the beam makes contact again, the door closes. The doors naturally make some noise when they operate, and this is what was disturbing the ensign. But, every time he checked to see who was wandering up and down the corridor, he found no one. Checking with the guard detail he found that he was the only person authorized to be in that area of the ship.

“So he set up watch. Opening his door a crack, he peeked through to the corridor and waited. But no one came and he was about to give up when he spotted this large space rat come running down the corridor. As it approached the door it leaped over a meter into the air and threw itself against the release panel. The door slid open as the creature landed on the floor and it scurried through before the door closed again.”

The traders were smiling and shaking their heads in wonder as Orz paused and placed 62 back on the podium. “Since it is doubtful that the rat could have accidentally leaped against the release panel, it must be assumed that he learned by watching. That would make him a highly unusual rat… they thought. Then they discovered that the whole colony aboard the Clinton knew how to operate the doors! Then other spacers on other ships began watching for space rats while their ships were in port—that’s when their movements are the greatest; they stick pretty much to the cargo holds in transit—and it was discovered that the Clinton rats were not so extraordinary. These reports fired the interest of researchers who figured they would go out and catch themselves a few space rats and put them through some tests.”

The audience broke into laughter at this point. They were all well familiar with the elusiveness of the space rat.

“Another characteristic of the space rat was soon discovered: viciousness. It took quite a while, but after much effort and many scars a number of space rats were caught. And, as expected, they proved virtually untrainable. We hoped to do better with their offspring.

“I was working with the offspring when I heard about a rat problem in the nearby spaceport. Traps, poison, even variable frequency sonic repellers had failed to control them. I went to investigate and found that a good many space rats were jumping ship and setting up residence in the warehouses which ring every spaceport. Another factor was added: In the warehouses they meet other strains of space rat from other ships and the resultant cross-breeding produces a strain more intelligent and more ferocious than even the cargo-ship rat. I managed to catch half a dozen in as many months, mated them and began to go to work on the offspring. Through a mixture of imprinting and operant conditioning, second-generation space rats proved quite tractable.

“But I needed more wild rats and tried the wild idea of training my lab rats to help catch other rats. It worked out so well that I decided to go into the business of space-rat control.”

He paused and glanced around the room. “Any questions?”

An elderly trader in the front row raised a bony hand. “Just how does one rat go about catching another?” he asked in a raspy voice.

“I’ll demonstrate that tomorrow,” Orz replied. “It’ll be easier to understand once you see the equipment.”

A huge, balding man with a grizzled beard stood up without waiting to be recognized. “I’ve got a question, Ratman,” he said belligerently. “If all you’ve got are a few trained rats, why do you charge so much?”

This elicited a few concurring mutters from other members of the audience. Here, no doubt, was the man Lesno had referred to earlier that day.

“You have me at a disadvantage, sir,” Orz replied with a smile.

“I’m Malcomb Houghton and I guess I rank third, or fourth, around here in cubic feet of warehouse space.”

Orz nodded. “Very glad to meet you, sir. But let me answer your question with another question: Do you have any idea what it costs to operate a privately owned freighter, even a small one such as mine? My overhead is staggering.”

Being a businessman, this argument seemed to make sense to Houghton, but he remained standing. “I just wonder,” he began slowly. “If you can train rats to catch other rats, how do we know you didn’t land some special trouble-making rats here on Neeka a few months ago to aggravate the situation to the point where we had to call you in?”

The audience went silent and waited for Ratman’s reply. Orz cursed as he felt his face flushing. This man was dangerously close to the truth. He hesitated, then cracked a grin.

“How’d you like to go into partnership with me?” he quipped.

The tension suddenly vanished as the audience laughed and applauded. Orz gathered up 62 and left the podium before Houghton could zero in on him again. He couldn’t tell whether the man was stabbing in the dark, or whether he really knew something.

Lesno escorted him out the door. “Wonderful!” he beamed. “I think you’re the man to solve our problems. But time is of the essence! The port residents have been on our necks for months; their pets are being killed, they’re afraid for their children and they’re afraid for themselves. And since the rats are based in the warehouse district, we might be held liable if we don’t do something soon. And”—he put his hand on Orz’s shoulder and lowered his voice—“we’ve been keeping it quiet, but a man went after a few of the rats with a blaster the other night. They turned on him and chewed him up pretty badly.”

“I’ll start as early as possible,” Orz assured him. “You just send somebody around tomorrow with a good-sized truck and I’ll be waiting.”

Rabb must have overheard them as he approached. “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “We’re placing a truck at your disposal immediately. I’ll drive it over to your ship and Lesno will bring me back after dropping you off.”

Orz said that would be fine and he arranged a time and place of meeting with Lesno for early the next morning on the way back to the ship. A few minutes later he and 62 were standing next to the borrowed truck watching the two League officers drive away.

“Ratman!” whispered a voice from the deep shadows under the ramp.

Orz spun around. “Who’s there?” he asked guardedly.

“I’m your contact.”

“You’d better come out and identify yourself,” he said.

Muttering and brushing off the knees of her coveralls, a tall, statuesque brunette stepped out of the shadows. “Where have you been for the past hour? We were supposed to meet as soon as it was dark!”

“Just who are you, miss?” Orz asked.

She straightened up and stared at him. “You don’t take any chances, do you?” she said as a wry smile played about her lips. “O.K. I’m Jessica Maffey, Federation agent NE97. I’m the one who received a smuggled shipment of fifty of your best harassing rats, drove them into town, and let them go in the warehouse district. Satisfied, Ratman?”

Orz grinned at her annoyance. “You’re Maffey, all right… I’ve got a picture of you inside, but you can’t be too careful.” He glanced around. “Let’s get inside where we can talk.”

“Speaking of going inside,” she said, “there’s been a steady stream of rats going through that little opening in the hatch.”

He nodded. “Good. I activated a high-frequency call before I left
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