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How can you write your autobiography when you’ve only seen your life from one side?

—William Rotsler (1926–1997)

––––––––
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You don't catch up on fifty years quickly or easily, so here's what I've been doing—in headline form.

I've walked up the Arc de Triomphe and down the Eiffel Tower. I've been shot off in catapult planes, stood in front of charging Ben-Hur chariots, and cartooned with Sergio Aragonés. I filmed the first man to hang-glide into the Grand Canyon, which made global headlines, but was prohibited from being mentioned here. 

I've photographed auto races, rodeos, chariot traces, and bullfights. I've photographed nudes six inches from a hundred-foot drop at the Grand Canyon, in the forecourt of the Chinese Theater, on the roof of Griffith Observatory, atop the L.A. City Hall, in Gulf of Mexico and Gulf of California, and in Carlsbad Caverns. I shot nudes of a young woman in my walnut orchard who shortly after became part of a very famous singing group. 

I've almost killed the executive officer of an atomic submarine climbing the conning tower—more properly called a sail. I've seen over 8,000 women naked—once fifteen at the same time—and photographed hundreds, made movies and bookshelves. I've won Hugo awards and lost women. I've been arrested, praised, and cursed. I've been a soldier, a rancher, an editor, a friend, a sucker, and a lover. I've been on television, horses, an island, one small continent and two big ones, and atop the Temple of the Magicians at Uxmal.

I've been to art school, had sculpture in exhibits, traveling shows, and a one-man show. I've been in the Coliseum, the Louvre, the White House, the Pentagon, Versailles, and Rodin's home. I've been in movie studios, Norman Lindsay's studio, Rudolph Valentino's aerie, Robert Heinlein's home, and trouble. I've photographed Jacques Cousteau and made Stan Freberg laugh. 

I shoot for French television (with Bill Warren as the on-camera talent) and I know the secret of the Venus Butterfly. I don't swim very well and dance like they're firing pistols at my feet. 

My work has been in Playboy, Surfer, Reader's Digest, Analog, some "Best of the Year" collections, and a collection of the "world's best photographs." Something Weird Video has some of the 27 movies I’ve made, one of which is considered by some a "cult" film. I've shaken hands with Buzz Aldrin and Superman, and movie stars and a lot of famous writers are my friends. 

I've caressed Henry Moore sculpture and world famous bodies. I helped Andre de Dienes—perhaps the world's best figure photographer—pick which pictures to include in a book. The most frightened I've been is crossing a fast-running jungle stream in Mexico, up to my chin, holding a camera over my head, and not being able to swim. I've been in love and I've been loved; I've been in like and I sure as hell have been in lust. 

I love chilled, tree-ripened mangos, starry nights, Western art, Frank McCarthy, root beer, Sir Laurence Alma-Tadema, silent movie epics, Mobius, ancient cities, Louis L'Amour, the small perfect hands of babies, good typography, Len Wein, Paul Turner, Harlan Ellison, Piet Hein's super-ellipse, and chocolate.

I've had psychic experiences in Venice near a gondola, on a mountain in Big Sur, and elsewhere. I've climbed the Washington monument and been dropped by cable from helicopters to destroyers in the middle of the Pacific. I've been in castles, jail, palaces, and both secret rooms in Harlan Ellison's house. I've been in the cable anchorage of the Oakland Bay Bridge, Forry Ackerman's museum-home, caves, secret command centers, movies, Mexican brothels, ancient ruins, and love. 

If I turned my head I could have seen Hedy Lamarr on her toilet. I've led deputy sheriffs after escaped criminals and proposed marriage twice—once atop a double Ferris wheel—accepted both times, married once. 

I've trudged up the Statue of Liberty, had both engines go out of a small plane over Oahu, dated a belly dancer, designed and built a futuristic atomic submarine set in 1958 when they had released only one photo of the interior. I've made pornographic Easter Eggs with Sheree North and published—so far—54 books. 

I've looked at volcanoes, Michelangelo’s David, Aussie gold mines and the Senate, had week-long parties, had sex at Marineland and Disney World, taught writing that science fiction stuff, and been a mile from the epicenter. 

I've been shotgunned in the stomach by my father (accidentally, I think), been in a bar fight in Mexico, sold a nurse to Playboy, looked at Mona Lisa in the original, been Down Under and Out West. I found out I was a diabetic the hard way—after I came out of a coma. 

I've seen my name on a gravestone and on the door of my own industrial film company. I've been to Big Fancy parties, but the best ones, and the wildest ones, were those I gave. 

I've written in the Star Trek, Marvel, and Tarzan universes. I've written comics and animated shows. I've published novels, poems, epigrams, photographs, drawings, and fanzines. I've made over 6,000 pieces of sculpture and hundreds of thousands of drawings.

I've been a fast gun and a slow burn. I've been shot at, laughed at, and laughed with. I've had a Corvette, a lot of laughs, and been house hunting with Marilyn Monroe. 

I've made love to beautiful women and have friends I honor. I've dumped and I've been dumped. I've been in love and in pain. I've taken acid and liberties. I've told the truth at the wrong time and lied at the right.

I've found that no one—since my father and Uncle Sam—can make me do anything, but I can be talked into all sorts of things. I've seen death and death has had a glimpse of me. And I'm a grandfather. 

—Reprinted from William Rotsler's fanzine, Masque

"My Life in Synopsis" was written when William Rotsler was living in Van Nuys, California, shortly before he underwent treatment and surgery for cancer. Even though his health steadily declined afterwards, he still shot video for Bill Warren's French production on the day before he passed away ... game to the very end
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ROTSLER THE GRAND by Gregory Benford
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Just read the first line:

She stares out at you from her cube of near blackness, quiet, calm, breathing easily, just looking at you.

Bill Rotsler knew how to set a scene. Patron of the Arts proves this, and gives us a future where art is a major driver in the culture. He envisions new technologies that deepen our arts and alter how we see our world. His first novel started out at the top of its form.

He spent a lifetime immersed in the world of science fiction, moving seamlessly from fan to published author to celebrated artist. In the years since his death in 1997, the name Rotsler still resonates within the science fiction community. A quick review of his contributions to the genre reveals why his legacy has endured thus far. Author of four published novels as well as the novelette Patron of the Arts, which was nominated for Nebula and Hugo awards (1972-1973), publisher of numerous fanzines including Masque and Kteic Magazine, and longtime cameraman for film historian and critic Bill Warren, sculptor in the 1950s, filmmaker in the 1960s—are all items on Rotsler’s résumé. Yet, perhaps his greatest contribution to science fiction came as a cartoonist and fan artist for which Rotsler won four Hugo Awards (1975, 1979, 1996, and 1997) in the Best Fan Artist category.

Bill brings poignant memories to mind. When I was fifteen I had sent him an awkward early issue of my fanzine, Void, and he replied with a letter deftly ignoring the issue, except that I had sent it in trade. He noted that he ran off few copies of his own Kteic, and they went only to people he found "irresistibly fascinating." The short note ended, "Become irresistibly fascinating and we'll see."

The letter was typed on the back of a mimeoed sheet of sentences in capitals (and justified!), apparently quotations from his friends. At fifteen I found those amusing lines suggested a bright, quick adult world I hungered to join. Sitting in damp postwar 1955 Germany, in the American occupation, California was a golden beacon, where people said things like:

If you don't like it that way, I'll dry my tongue off. I just told the man selling poppies I had a silver plate in my head and he went away. Stop using those fancy dirty words! She described him as a sentimental sadist. That's no way to practice for your urinalysis! She left his bed, bored. He made the 'v' sign but forgot one finger. I often think that the purest form of artist is one who laughs only at his own jests. He was invited to give a lecture at the child molesters annual banquet. Why, these are just interlineations laid end to end!

I reached that sunny nirvana in 1963, going to graduate school, and never left. I met WmR at my first LASFS Thursday night in June, 1963. Going through his fanzines, I found that sheet of quotations: the quote-cover for Masque #2; and finally read the issue, a yellowing missive from a witty, bouncy world. Burbee's hilarious "How to Stop Writing for Fanzines, Part 2" was the feature.

WmR was one of the best people I ever knew. He loved concise wit. His many rules and one-liners still get quoted. "Funny is better than serious. Short is better than long. Short and funny is best," is perhaps the more revealing of him. One that defined his career in soft porn was "One man’s pornography is another man’s erotica. One man’s ho-hum is another man’s fevered excitement."

Graceful, courteous, he made everyone a friend. His talents spanned sculpture, drawing, cartooning, writing, film-making, photography, and much else, but he was natural and even offhand about his range. In his opinion, his serious sf art was his best work; most people favored the cartoons. Yet he never tried to become an sf illustrator.

Through all the erosions of his health, he never lost the ability to surprise and amuse. In the last year I let all the money incoming from our collaborative novel, Shiva Descending, go to Bill, not taking my cut. He discovered this and when I saw him next he said very seriously, "I found out. Thanks. Don't do it again." And he meant it. He had his pride, and his illness wounded it profoundly. I ignored his wishes; he was broke. But he had his standards and stuck by them.

That the way I want to remember him: always irresistibly fascinating, Rotsler the grand.
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The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.  It is the source of all true art and science.

—Albert Einstein
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She stares out at you from her cube of near blackness, calm, quiet, breathing easily, just looking at you. She is naked to the hips, where a jeweled girdle encircles her, and she sits regally on a pile of luxurious pillows. Her long white hair cascades down over her apricot-colored shoulders and is made to shimmer slightly by some hidden light.

As you come closer to the life-size sensatron the vibrations get to you. The startling reality of the three-dimensional image cannot be overstated, for Michael Cilento's portrait of one of history's greatest society courtesans is a great work of art.

As you view the cube the image of Diana Snowdragon stops being quite so calm and in some subtle way becomes predatory, commanding, compelling. She is naked, not nude. The drifting bell sounds of melora musicians are heard ... almost. The power of her unique personality is overwhelming, as it is in person, but in this artist's interpretation there are many other facets exposed. 

Diana's sensatron cube portrait is universally hailed as a masterpiece. The subject was delighted.

The artist was disgusted and told me that the ego of the subject prevented her from seeing the reality he had constructed.

But it was this cube that gave Michael Benton Cilento the fame he wanted, needed, and hated. This was his first major sensatron cube and cubes were just then beginning to be used by artists, instead of scientists. It was becoming "fashionable" to be working in sensatrons then and everywhere there was shop talk of electron brushes, cilli nets, multilayer screens, broadcast areas, blankers, and junction symmetry.

Sensatrons are the ultimate marriage of art and science. At least so far. The sciences are constantly supplying tools to the artists, whether it be fade-safe paint that will be bright a thousand years from now, or an electron brush to make meticulous changes in a scan pattern. Already the quiver groups are exploring the new brain wave instruments that create music only in the brain itself.

But the sensatrons are the rage of the moment. Just as the shimmercloth fashions of the quiver generation were seized by the media and exploited, the advertising world is impatient for immense sensatrons to be made possible, building-size product replicas with "Buy me!" shouting in your forebrain. In anticipation I have started one of my research labs on a blanker device to shut out the anticipated electronic noise.

The cubes can be so eerily lifelike that the rumors of them taking a piece of your soul persist. Perhaps they are right. Not only do the cameras capture the exterior, providing the basis from which the sensatron artist works, but the alpha and beta recorders, the EEG machines, the subtle heartbeat repeaters, all record what is going on within. Many artists use a blending of many recordings taken over a period of sittings. Some use single specific moments or moods, each recorded and then projected by the differentiated sonic cones and alpha-beta projectors. Along with these projections the artist adds his own interpretation, creating an almost musical concerto of waves, working upon any human brain within the area of reception. It is still the prerogative of the artist to select, eliminate, diminish, or whatever he desires. Some sensatron portrait artists put in the emotional warts as well as the strengths, and others are flatterers. Some artists are experimenting with switched recordings, woman for man, animal for subject, pure abstracts substituting for reality. Every one that attempts it brings to it a new point of view.

All Mike Cilento wanted to do is project the truth as he saw it. Perhaps he did peel off a layer of soul. I have stood next to the living model of a sensatron portrait and found the cube much more interesting than the person, but only when the artist was greater than the subject.

Mike's portrait of society's most infamous – and richest – wanton made him famous overnight. Even the repro cubes you can buy today are impressive, but the original, with its original subtle circuits and focused broadcasts, is staggering.

A collector in Rome brought Cilento to my attention and when I had seen the Snowdragon cube I managed an introduction. We met at Santini's villa in Ostia. Like most young artists he had heard of me.

We met by a pool and his first words were, "You sponsored Wiesenthal for years, didn't you?" I nodded, wary now, for with every artist you help there are ten who demand it.

"His Montezuma opera was trash."

I smiled. "It was well received."

"He did not understand that Aztec anymore than he understood Cortez." He looked at me with a challenge.

"I agree, but by the time I heard it, it was too late."

He relaxed and kicked his foot in the water and squinted at two nearly nude daughters of a lunar mineral baron who were walking by. He seemed to have made his point and had nothing more to say.

* * * *
[image: ]


Cilento intrigued me. In the course of a number of years of "discovering" artists I had met all types, from the shy ones who hide to the burly ones who demand my patronage. And I had met the kind who seem indifferent to me, as Cilento seemed to be. But many others had acted that way and I had learned to disregard everything but finished work and the potential for work.

"Your Snowdragon cube was superb," I said.

He nodded and squinted in another direction. "Yeah," he said. Then as an afterthought he added, "Thank you." We spoke for a moment of the cube and he told me what he thought of its subject.

"But it made you famous," I said.

He squinted at me and after a moment he said, "Is that what art is about?"

I laughed. "Fame is very useful. It opens doors. It makes things possible. It makes it easier to be even more famous." 

"It gets you laid," Cilento said with a smile.

"It can get you killed, too," I added.

"It's a tool, Mr. Thorne, just like molecular circuits or dynamic integration or a screwdriver. But it can give you freedom. I want that freedom; every artist needs it."

"That's why you picked Diana?"

He grinned and nodded. "Besides, that female was a great challenge."

"I imagine so," I said and laughed, thinking of Diana at seventeen, beautiful and predatory, clawing her way up the monolithic walls of society.

We had a drink together, then shared a psychedelic in the ruins of a temple of Vesta, and became Mike and Brian to each other. We sat on old stones and leaned against the stub of a crumbling column and looked down at the lights of Santini's villa.

"An artist needs freedom," Mike said, "more than he needs paint or electricity or cube diagrams or stone. Or food. You can always get the materials, but the freedom to use them is precious. There is only so much time."

"What about money? That's freedom, too," I said.

"Sometimes. You can have money and no freedom though. But usually fame brings money." I nodded, thinking that in my case it was the other way around.

We looked out at the light of a half-moon on the Tyrrhenian Sea and had our thoughts. I thought of Madelon.

"There's someone I'd like you to do," I said. "A woman. A very special woman."

"Not right now," he said. "Perhaps later. I have several commissions that I want to do."

"Keep me in mind when you have time. She's a very unusual woman."

He glanced at me and tossed a pebble down the hill. "I'm sure she is," he said.

"You like to do women, don't you?" I asked.

He smiled in the moonlight and said, "You figured that out from one cube?"

"No. I bought the three small ones you did before."

He looked at me sharply. "How did you know they even existed? I hadn't told anyone."

"Something as good as the Snowdragon cube couldn't come out of nowhere. There had to be something earlier. I hunted down the owners and bought them."

"The old lady is my grandmother," he said. "I'm a little sorry I sold it, but I needed money." I made a mental note to have it sent back to him.

"Yes, I like doing women," he said softly, leaning back against the pale column. "Artists have always liked doing women. To ... to capture that elusive shadow of a flicker of a glimpse of a moment ... in paint, in stone, in clay, or in wood, or on film ... or with molecular constructs."

"Rubens saw them plump and gay," I said. "Lautrec saw them depraved and real."

"To Da Vinci they were mysterious," he said. "Matisse saw them idle and voluptuous. Michelangelo hardly saw them at all. Picasso saw them in endless mad variety."

"Gauguin ... sensuality," I commented. "Henry Moore saw them as abstracts, a starting point for form. Van Gogh's women reflected his own mad genius brain."

"Cezanne saw them as placid cows," Mike laughed. "Fellini saw them as multifaceted creatures that were part angel, part beast. In the photographs of Andre de Dienes the women are realistic fantasies, erotic and strange."

"Tennessee Williams saw them as insane cannibals, fascinatingly repulsive. Sternberg's women were unreal, harsh, dramatic," I said. "Clayton's females were predatory fiends."

"Jason sees them as angels, slightly confused," Mike said, delighted with the little game. "Coogan saw them as motherly monsters."

"And you?" I asked.

He stopped and the smile faded. After a long moment he answered. "As illusions, I suppose."

He rolled a fragment of stone from the time of Caesar in his fingers and spoke softly, almost to himself.

"They ... aren't quite real, somehow. The critics say I created a masterpiece of erotic realism, a milestone in figurative art. But ... they're ... wisps. They're incredibly real for only an instant ... fantastically shadowy another. Women are never the same from moment to moment. Perhaps that's why they fascinate me."

I didn't see Mike for some time after that, though we kept in touch. He did a portrait of Princess Helga of the Netherlands, quite modestly clad, the cube filled with its famous dozen golden sculptures and the vibrations of love and peace.

For the monks at Wells, on Mars, Mike did a large cube of Buddha, and it quickly became a tourist attraction. Repro cubes made a small fortune for the monastery.

Anything Mike chose to do was quickly bought and commissions flowed in from individuals, companies and foundations, even from movements. What he did was a simple nude of his mistress of the moment. It was erotic enough in pose, but powerfully pornographic in vibrations, and after Mike left her she received a Universal-Metro contract. The young Shah of Iran bought the cube to install in his longabuilding Gardens of Babylon.

For his use of alpha, beta, and gamma wave projectors, as well as advances in differentiated conics, Mike was the subject of an entire issue of Modern Electronics.

Mike had paid his dues to art, for while studying at Cal Tech he had worked on the Skyshield Project, a systems approach to electronic defense against low energy particles to use on the space stations. After graduation he had gone to work at the Bell lab in their brainwave complex on Long Island. He quit when he got a Guggenheim grant for his art.

From his "Pleasurewoman" cube General Electric picked up some of Mike's modifications for their new multilayer image projectors and beta wave generators. For the artists that use models or three-dimensional objects to record the basic image cycle – such as breathing, running water, or repeating events – Nakamura, Ltd. brought out a new camera design in circular pattern distribution that contained many of Mike's suggestions. For the artist working in original abstractions, Mike built his own ultra-fine electron brush and an image generator linked with a graphics computer that produced an almost infinite number of variables. Mike Cilento was proving himself as an innovator and engineer as well as artist, an unusual combination.

* * * *
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I met Mike again at the opening of his "Solar System" series in the Grand Museum in Athens. The ten cubes hung from the ceiling, each with its nonliteral interpretation of the sun and planets, from the powerball of Sol to the hard, shiny ballbearing of Pluto.

Mike seemed caged, a tiger in a trap, but very happy to see me. He was a volunteer kidnapee as I spirited him away to my apartment in the old part of town.

He sighed as we entered, tossed his jacket into a Lifestyle chair and strolled out onto the balcony. I picked up two glasses and a bottle of Cretan wine and joined him.

He sighed again, sank into the chair, and sipped the wine. I chuckled and said, "Fame getting too much for you?"

He grunted at me. "Why do they always want the artist at openings? The art speaks for itself."

"Public relations. To touch the hem of creativity. Maybe some of it will rub off on them." He grunted again, and we lapsed into comfortable silence, looking out at the Parthenon, high up and night-lit.

At last he spoke. "Being an artist is all I ever wanted to be, like kids growing up to be astronauts or ballplayers. It's an honor to be able to do it, whatever it is. I've painted and I've sculpted. I've done light mosaics and glow dot patterns. I even tried music for awhile. None of them really seemed to be it. But I think molecular constructs are the closest."

"Because of the extreme realism?"

"That's part of it. Abstraction, realism, expressionism – they're just labels. What matters is what is, the thoughts and emotions that you transmit. The sensatron units are fairly good tools. You can work almost directly on the emotions. When GE gets the new ones ready, I think it will be possible to get even more subtle shadings with the alpha waves. And, of course, with more units you can get more complex."

"You are as much an engineer as you are an artist," I said.

He smiled and sipped his wine. "Every medium, every technique has those who find that area their particular feast. Look at actors. Once there was only the play, from start to finish, no retakes and live. Then came film and tape and events shot out of sequence. No emotional line to follow from start to finish. It takes a particular kind of actor who can discipline himself to those flashbacks and flashforwards. In the days of mime there were probably superb actors lost because their art was in their voice."

"And today?" I prompted.

"Today the artist who cannot master electronics has a difficult time in many of the arts. Leonardo da Vinci could have, but probably not Michelangelo. There are many fine artists born out of their time, in both directions."

I asked a question I had often asked artists working in nontraditional media. "Why is the sensatron such a good medium for you?"

"It is immensely versatile. A penline can only do a certain number of things and hint at others. An oil painting is static. It attempts to be real but is a frozen moment. But sometimes frozen moments are better than motion. A motion picture, a tape, a play all convey a variety of meanings and emotions, even changes of location and perspective. As such they are very good tools. The more you can communicate the better. With the power of the sensatron you can transmit to the viewer such emotions, such feelings, that he becomes a participant, not just a viewer. Involvement. Commitment. I wouldn't do a sensatron to communicate some things, just because it's so much work and the communication minor. But the sensatron units can do almost anything any other art form can do. That's why I like it. Not because it's the fashionable art form right now."

"You've had no trouble getting your first license?" I asked.

"No, the Guggenheim people fixed it." He shook his head. "The idea of having to have a license to do a piece of art seems bizarre." He lifted his hand before I spoke. "Yeah, I know. If they didn't watch who had control of alpha and omega projectors we'd be trooping to the polls to vote for a dictator and not even know we didn't want to. Or so they think."

"It's a powerful force, difficult to fight. Your own brain is telling you to buy, buy, buy, use, use, use, and that's pretty hard to fight. Think of it like prescription drugs."

He nodded his head. "Can't you just see it? 'I'm sorry, Michelangelo, but this piece of Carrara marble needs a priority IX license and you have only a IV.' And Michelangelo says, 'But I want to do this statue of David, see? Big, tall boy, with a sling, kinda sullen looking. It isn't because he'll be nude, is it?' 'You just go to the Art Control Board in beautiful downtown Florence, Signor Buonarroti, and fill out the papers in triplicate, last name first, first name last. And remember neatness counts. Speak to Pope Julius, maybe he can fix it for you.' "

We laughed gently in the night. "But art and technology are coexisting more now than ever," I said.

"Oh, I understand," Mike sighed, "but I don't have to like it." I thought about the Pornotron someone had given me, hanging from the ceiling of my Moscow apartment. One night with a healthy blonde clarinetist had been enough to convince me I didn't need artificial enhancement of my sexual pleasures. It was like being force-fed your favorite dessert.

We lapsed into silence. The ancient city murmured at us. I thought about Madelon.

"I still want you to do that portrait of someone very close to me," I reminded him.

"Soon. I want to do a cube on a girl I know first. But I must find a new place to work. They bother me there, now that they found where I am."

I mentioned my villa on Sikinos, in the Aegean, and Mike seemed interested, so I offered it to him. "There's an ancient grain storage there you could use as a studio. They have a controlled plasma fusion plant so there would be as much power as you need. There's a house, just the couple that takes care of it, and a very small village nearby. I'd be honored if you'd use it."

He accepted the offer graciously and I talked of Sikinos and its history for awhile.

"The very old civilizations interest me the most," Mike said. "Babylon, Assyria, Sumer, Egypt, the valley of the Euphrates. Crete seems like a newcomer to me. Everything was new then. There was everything to invent, to see, to believe. The gods were not parted into Christianity and all the others then. There was a god, a belief for everyone, big and small. It was not God and the Anti-gods. Life was simpler then."

"Also more desperate," I said. "Despotic kings. Disease. Ignorance. Superstition. There was everything to invent, all right, because nothing much had been invented."

"You're confusing technology with progress. They had clean air, new lands, freshness. The world wasn't used up then."

"You're a pioneer, Mike," I said. "You're working in a totally new medium."

He laughed and took a gulp of wine. "Not really. All art began as science and all science began as art. The engineers were using the sensatrons before the artists. Before that there were a dozen lines of thought and invention that crossed at one point to become sensatrons. The sensatrons just happen to be a better medium to say certain things. To say other things a pen drawing or a poem or a motion picture might be best. Or even not to say it at all."

I laughed and said, "The artist doesn't see things, he sees himself."

Mike smiled and stared for a long time at the columned structure on the hill. "Yes, he certainly does," he said softly.

"Is that why you do women so well?" I asked. "Do you see in them what you want to see, those facets of 'you' that interest you?"

He turned his shaggy dark head and looked at me. "I thought you were some kind of big businessman, Brian. You sound like an artist to me."

"I am. Both. A businessman with a talent for money and an artist with no talent at all."

"There are a lot of artists without talent. They use persistence instead."

"I often wish they wouldn't," I grumbled. "Everyone thinks he's an artist. If I have any talent at all, it'd be to realize I have none. However, I am a first class appreciator. That's why I want you to do a cube of my friend."

"Persistence, see?" He laughed. "I'm going to do a very erotic nude while I'm on Sikinos. Afterwards, perhaps, I'll want to do something more calmly. Perhaps then I'll do your friend, if she interests me."

"She might not be so calming. She's ... an original."

We left it at that and I told him to contact my office in Athens when he was ready to go to the island and that they would arrange everything.

I found out later, almost by accident, from a friend, that Mike had been "drafted" temporarily to work on something called the Guardian Project. I put in a vidcall and found a wall of red tape and security preventing me from talking to him on Station Three, the space medicine research satellite. Luckily, I knew a bluesky general who shared my passion for Eskimo sculpture and old Louis L'Amour westerns. He set it up and I caught Mike coming off duty.

"What do they have you doing, a portrait of the commanding honcho?"

He smiled wearily and slumped on the bunk, kicking the pickup around with his foot to put himself within range. "Nothing that easy. Guardian is Skyshield all over again, only on priority uno. They rotated everyone out of here for observation and brought in fresh blood. They seemed to think I could help." He looked tired and distracted.

"Anything I can do? Want me to see if I can get you out of there? I know a few people."

He shook his head. "No. Thank you, though. They gave me the choice of an out-and-out priority draft or a contract. I just want to get it over with and back to living my way." He stared at the papers in his hand with unseeing eyes.

"Is it the low energy particles that's giving them the trouble?"

He nodded. "Exposure over a long period of time is the problem. There's a sudden metabolic shift that's disastrous. Unless we can lick it, it will limit the time man can be in space." He held up a thumb-size node. "I think this might do it, but I'm not certain. It's the prototype of a Full Scale Molecular System I designed."

"Can you get a patent?" I asked automatically.

He shook his head and scratched his face with the node. "Anything I design is theirs. It's in the contract. You see, the trouble isn't in this FSMS unit, but in the damned sensing and control systems. First you gotta find the particles, then you gotta get their attention. Christ, if I could just shunt them into subspace and get rid of them, I'd..." His voice trailed off and he stared at the bulkhead.

After a moment or two he shook himself and grinned at me. "Sorry. Listen, let me give you a call later on. I just had an idea."

"Artistic inspiration?" I grinned.

"Huh? Yeah, I suppose so. Excuse me, huh?"

"Sure." He slapped the control and I was staring at static. I didn't see him again for five months, then I took his call patched through from the Sahara base
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