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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







ABOUT DICK LUPOFF


By Robert Silverberg


It is a far, far better thing, I once said, to be the most underrated writer in science fiction than to be the most overrated one.


I was talking about myself, of course. (This was around 1972, I suspect, or perhaps even earlier — at some point in my career, at any rate, before the full tide of awards and honors had begun to flow my way.) I wasn’t fully serious even then, except in the sense that every writer, in the secrecy of his heart, believes throughout some or all of his career that he’s terribly underrated by the critics or by the public or by his family or by his cat, and that seems to hold true whether he be Joe Blow or Arthur C. Clarke or Leo Nikolayevich Tolstoy. I used to think so myself, though I don’t worry much about such problems these days.


But I think a strong case could be made for putting Richard A. Lupoff high up on the most-underrated-writer list, the real one, not the highly subjective list that every weary writer starts to draw up in his mind on the bad days with his own name at the top, but the list that measures objective achievement against objective reward.


Consider. After a thirty-year career of producing stories and novels of striking originality in an assortment of genres, Lupoff remains Richard Who? to most readers of those genres. Your neighborhood bookstore does not have a three-foot shelf of Lupoff novels, newly reprinted with gaudy foil lettering featuring the single dramatic word LUPOFF in brilliant turquoise on the cover. His short stories are rarely reprinted in anthologies, nor have they been collected in a broadly representative retrospective volume until now. You will not find the name of Lupoff on the list of Hugo or Nebula winners, except in the esoteric category of Best Fanzine of 1962 (for Xero, which he and his wife Pat edited in that antediluvian time.) I suspect that papers on the Work and Thought of Richard A. Lupoff are presented only rarely at the convocations of our academic fantasy scholars. And so forth. The entry under “Lupoff” in the most recent edition of the Clute-Nicholls Encyclopedia of Science Fiction sums up his career by noting, “There still remains in [Lupoff’s] work a sense of focus frustrated, of ambition deferred.”


All this could, of course, be evidence of the fact that Lupoff is a second or even third-rate writer, a quickly forgettable mediocrity, someone who through perseverance has managed to get a lot of stuff published over a long period of time but whose work nevertheless is barely worth reading as much as once. I don’t think that that’s the case. The man himself — he’s been my friend for some 35 years — is intelligent and perceptive, a sharp observer of the world around him, well versed both in the arts and in the sciences.


His books and stories, I can testify, having read a great many of them and published some myself, almost unfailingly display not only his intelligence and perceptivity, but also the grace and charm of his wit, the skill of his narrative technique, and the exemplary individuality of his ideas. That is to say, he’s a damned good writer.


So what has gone wrong? Why has his remarkable body of work been so largely neglected?


I can offer a bunch of reasons for that.


The most significant one, I would say, is the extreme originality of his work — his reluctance to do the same thing twice, his restless eagerness always to set out on new departures. As Martin Morse Wooster notes in his essay on Lupoff in Twentieth Century Science-Fiction Writers, “Richard Lupoff is a protean writer. He does not belong to any particular school of SF, and was one of the few writers who belonged to the ‘New Wave’ and the ‘Old Wave’ at the same time. Because he has not developed a distinctive style, he has not earned the importance he deserves.” John Clute makes much the same point in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction — “It is at times difficult, despite his clear and abundant intelligence, to identify a unique RAL voice.”


There is a paradox at work here, and not to Lupoff’s benefit. If it is true, as Martin Morse Wooster says, that “he has not developed a distinctive style,” it is because he has such a wide range of styles, appropriate to the wide range of material he deals with, that his stories tend to fail to sound all alike. And much of his work — by no means all — is pastiche or parody; and the writer who aims for striking originality while at the same time speaking with the voice of another writer is performing an act too taxing for most readers (I am not speaking of Wooster or Clute here!) to follow. He seems merely imitative, when in fact he is carrying out complex experiments in re-creation.


Lupoff the pasticheur is visible all over this present collection. We find here Lupoffian takes on the work of Fritz Leiber, H.P. Lovecraft, Philip K. Dick, and H.G. Wells; and probably there are other parodies or pastiches that I am not qualified to find, for Lupoff’s personal explorations in taste roam the far reaches of pop culture well beyond my own deliberately limited ken.


But is pastiche a mere derivative art? Tell it to Max Beerbohm; tell it to James Joyce; tell it to Lewis Carroll. Lupoff has, I suspect, been unfairly tagged as a hitchhiker on the creativity of other and greater writers. That would be true, perhaps, if his entire oeuvre were nothing but a series of in-jokes. But that would be to slight Lupoff the creator of startlingly original science-fictional concepts, which brings us to the second problem: I know of no writer who has had such astoundingly bad luck in his publishing relationships.


At least twenty-five years ago Lupoff told me of a science-fiction trilogy that he planned to write — a grand, sweeping epic, bristling with brilliant inventions, something that, in my memory, at least, would have had much the same sort of range and scope of Gregory Benford’s In The Ocean Of Night series. He sold it to one of the leading paperback companies of the time, which then was an important player in science fiction. In short order he wrote one volume of the series, or maybe two. But before even the first could be published, the publisher discontinued its science fiction line, leaving Lupoff’s magnificently inventive series in limbo. Eventually the opening volume of the trilogy was (briefly) published by somebody else, and after a time the second volume managed a quick appearance on the stage, but he never had the opportunity to write the third at all.


He regrouped and started over with a novel that eventually was called Space War Blues. A good chunk of it had appeared in Harlan Ellison’s notable anthology Again, Dangerous Visions in 1972; two other substantial pieces of it saw print in my own New Dimensions anthology series. Lupoff’s attempts to find a publisher for the complete book entangled him in a saga of frustration and disappointment that I don’t have the fortitude even to summarize here; Lupoffian scholars will find all the details in the book itself, which finally appeared in 1978 with a 16-page explanatory introduction by Ellison and seven more pages by Lupoff himself, re-explaining the Ellisonian explanations. (The book is worth finding just for those two documents!) The publisher, incidentally, was the very same one that had torpedoed Lupoff’s trilogy a decade earlier; having gone through about five changes of editorial command in the meanwhile, it had begun to publish s-f again, and came back into the field just long enough to release Space War Blues, kill its science-fiction line again, and send the novel into instant oblivion.


And so on and so on. Lupoff’s snakebitten career as a novelist has been marked by the decision of one publisher after another to abandon science fiction just about the time it was doing a book of his, or to change its general publishing policy, or to sell itself to somebody else who would proceed to gut the existing list. (Much of the damage was done by that one publishing house that kept reincarnating itself every few years and making new overtures to him, always with the same lethal result for his books.) In a piece written around 1984 to accompany his entry in Twentieth-Century Science-Fiction Writers, Lupoff said, “In terms of my own career, 1981 proved to be a year of bitter irony. I had spent decades learning the craft of fiction, and felt that I had finally reached a satisfying level of competence. The last three books that I had written — Circumpolar!, Lovecraft’s Book, and Sun’s End — were by far the best I had ever written. My prices had risen, critics and fans were expressing approval, foreign sales were gratifying.


“At this point, due to general economic conditions, there was a collapse in the marketplace. All three books were canceled, contracts for two further novels were canceled, and the What If? anthology series that I had been editing was canceled. Everything that I had in print went out of print, and my career was in effect terminated. My income dropped to nothing and I faced economic disaster.”


But he is a resilient man, and the least self-pitying person I know. If he gets angry, from time to time, when he reflects on the odd course of his life as a writer, even his anger is rational and controlled; and then he gets back to work. So, in the face of all those difficulties, he reconstructed his career one more time and continued on his way. Despite all obstacles, he has for the last four decades been producing the Collected Works of Richard A. Lupoff, one word at a time, and if his failure to repeat himself has cost himself the popularity of a give-us-the-same-thing-again fandom, so be it; he has not chosen to seek their approval, now or ever.


So here is a big book of varied short stories to testify to the enormous versatility and skill that have, I’m afraid, been his undoing in the conventional sense of a career. You will find in it a story that became one segment of the novel that the publisher called Space War Blues, and various samples of his parodies and pastiches, and the cunning time-travel story “12:01 PM” that has much the same theme as a certain successful science-fiction movie written by other hands a few years after Dick’s story appeared; you will find horror stories and mystery stories and a tale of New Orleans that is in itself a parody and a pastiche and a horror story and a mystery story and a time-travel story and several other things. (Someday I will tell you the story of how Richard A. Lupoff, who is my neighbor here in the San Francisco Bay Area, unexpectedly materialized himself before my very eyes as I was sauntering through the French Quarter in New Orleans.)


Anyway, here’s a nice fat book full of good stories by a sweet guy and fine writer who has magnificently survived all sorts of dreary publishing-world grief and very much deserves the attention of discerning readers like you. He deserves a couple of fat movie deals and new editions of his best novels, too, and if he gets them it will demonstrate at long last that virtue triumphs in the end.


But I don’t think Dick is holding his breath while he waits for the good times to start rolling. He lives his life one day at a time, one story at a time. I think he’s a happy man and I know that he’s a good writer. That’s better than being the miserably depressed author of a lot of highly successful but utterly contemptible garbage, right, Dick? Right?


Robert Silverberg


July, 1995




HOW I LEARNED TO READ


Everyone in our extended family read. Books, newspapers, magazines, I was surrounded by printed material from my earliest days. My grandmother, Austrian-born, had English as a second — actually, third — language. Each day she plowed diligently through the liberal New York Post. My Uncle Sam — really — read the Communist Daily Worker. My mother and her sister, my Aunt Marion, shared the latest novels of Pearl S. Buck and Betty Smith. And my father studied each day’s newspapers, growling at the excesses of the Mirror and the Journal-American until he could stomach no more, then canceling our subscriptions and switching to the literate and elegant Herald-Tribune and the well-intentioned, silly PM. From the news and editorial pages he would turn, finally, to the sports section and follow the doings of his beloved Brooklyn Dodgers.


My brother, Jerry, three years my elder, was already in school. On Sunday mornings we would sprawl on the Persian rug in the living room and crawl around the comic pages. Flash Gordon, Dick Tracy, Superman. I admired the handsome men and the beautiful women, the space ships and prowl cars, Flash and Dale’s tights and Dick Tracy’s fedora and Tess Truehart’s perky little tam. And if you’re a collector and a scholar, and it turns out that Tess didn’t wear a tam … don’t tell me. These are my recollections that we’re talking about.


But Jerry could read by now. I could only look at the pictures and infer what the stories were about. Jerry could look at those mysterious little squiggles in the speech balloons and the narration panels and read. There was magic there. There were men and women, expressions of intellect or passion, there were cities and rivers, airplanes, jungles and oceans teeming with great beasts, mighty suns and fantastic planets. Universes were locked up in those little curlicues, and my brother could unlock them with the power of reading, and I could not.


I think I went mad at that realization, if a four-year-old can go mad. At least, I was obsessed. I had to learn to read. I embarked on a campaign, demanding to be given the great secret. I was promised that I would learn when I started school, but from this promise I took no consolation. I must learn to read now. I raced from one family member to another pleading my case, and at last my grandmother yielded.


I recall the event with great vividness. It was a lovely, sunny day, the household was (relatively) tranquil, and we sat down after lunch and Grandma simply showed me the letters and told me their names and the sounds they made and explained that they went together and made words. That was all. By dinner-time I could read.


People have told me that this is impossible, that my memory must be grossly distorted if not outright false. But others have told me that they had the same experience — a pent-up desire to learn to read, a kindly mentor willing to show them how — and it is done.


The thrill of reading satisfied me only until I realized that there was a greater secret still hidden from me. By reading I could find the people and objects and worlds hidden in books. But where did those books come from? What Godlike being, in what miraculous act of creation, had put those people and worlds into the books?


Somebody wrote those books!


This was as staggering a discovery as I could possibly make. Now that I could read, I had to learn to write. But reading involved only learning 26 letters and their sounds, and once that secret was mastered, it was actually a lesser task to learn to put the letters together to make words, the words to make sentences, the sentences to make men and women and automobiles and airplanes, baseball games and pirate ships and cities and continents and worlds. My recollection is that, once Grandma had taught me to read in an afternoon, I taught myself to write in an hour.


Don’t say it — we both know the drill.


I must have written BOY and GIRL and DOG and CAT and read and written SEE SPOT RUN along with millions of other children of my generation, but my most vivid memory of the process was sitting in the living room with crayons and construction paper and writing my first book. It was called An Adventure and it concerned a boy not unlike myself, visiting famous sites. Even then I was secretive about my work. No one must see it until it was finished.


My mother was in the kitchen and I shouted my request for spelling aid. “How to you spell stach?”


“There’s no such word,” my mother replied.


“How would you spell it if there was such a word?” (Don’t expect a four-year-old to comprehend the use of the subjunctive.)


“I suppose it would be, S-T-A-C-H.”


A pause for the industrious pursuit of precocious calligraphy. And then, “How do you spell you?”


“Y-O-U.”


And in due course, “How do you spell liberty?”


And in further due course my book emerged, complete with an illustrated visit to THE STACH YOU OF LIBERTY.


Soon I was reading about the Teenie Weenies and about Captain Marvel and Human Torch and the Sub-Mariner, and I was writing and drawing my own comic books and making up other stories as fast I could go. If you count what bibliographers call juvenilia, then once An Adventure was finished, I went on to ghosts and haunted houses, stories about witches and football players and boxers, war stories and space adventures and mysteries.


The first mystery I ever wrote appeared in a mimeographed newspaper at summer camp. It was a brain-teaser. You know the kind: Three travelers arrive in town by railroad. One is wearing a bowler hat. One has a smudge of soot on his forehead. One is carrying an umbrella. It goes on from there, and ends with, “Who tipped the bellboy?” I don’t remember any details of the one I wrote, except that I managed to drag in a crime and a private eye named Nick Train.


I remember a piece of social realism that I wrote for a school assignment in that era, the story of an immigrant family arriving in New York in the 1840s, and their rise to wealth in the Land of Opportunity. I made my first try at a novel, too. A scathing look at life in a boys’ boarding school, featuring a merciless portrait of a particularly nasty bully on the faculty. That project got to the middle of page 2 before I gave it up. And all for the best, I’m sure.


My first professional writing appeared on the sports pages of some important newspapers while I was still in high school. The New York Times, the Herald-Tribune, the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Bulletin. Don’t head for the newspaper morgue to check me out — these were one-paragraph squibs about high school football games, track meets, and the like. Nary a byline there, but they paid real money for my stuff, and I had the satisfaction of appearing cheek-by-jowl with the likes of Jimmy Cannon and Stanley Woodward and Red Smith.


In college I wrote for the Coral Gables, Florida, Times, and for the 6:00 o’clock news five days a week at WIOD, Miami, owned by the Wonderful Isle of Dreams Broadcasting Company. It was pretty heady stuff for a 19- or 20-year-old to finish his last class of the day, head down to the studio, get on the phone and talk to judges and mayors and police chiefs. I used to finish my work by 5:55, turn in my copy to Gene Struhl, our news director, then get in my rusted lime-green Henry J and listen to my words as I drove home for dinner. Once in a while I’d stay at the station to keep tabs on a late-breaking story, and sneak into the studio with update copy while either Gene or one of our staff announcers was on the air. It was like living in a movie.


Over the years I wrote whatever I had to that would earn me a paycheck, everything from magazine articles to computer manuals to speeches for corporate big-shots.


We’re talking about the Eisenhower Era now, and in those Cold War days part of every young man’s life (or nearly everyone’s) was a tour in uniform. I spent a few fairly comfortable years variously at Fort Benning and Fort Gordon, Georgia, and Fort Benjamin Harrison, Indiana. Hey, I can still sing our informal class anthem at the Infantry School …




High above the Chattahoochee


Near the Upatois


Stands our dear old alma mater


Benning School for Boys …





I have no military horror stories to tell. The Korean War was over, we weren’t fighting yet in Viet Nam, but we knew who our potential enemy was and we trained against soldiers wearing Soviet uniforms and carrying Soviet weapons.


But those army days were my first taste of life in the real world, away from home and off the campus. We got up well before dawn and scrubbed our barracks, took our rifles apart and cleaned and oiled them and put them back together, did an hour of calisthenics before breakfast and then set off on a cross-country hike with heavy packs on our backs and iron pots on our heads.


And if we got a weekend pass it was off to the fleshpots of nearby Columbus, Georgia. We thought we were incredibly grown up. Eventually I made my way from Corporal to First Lieutenant and enjoyed such perks as a room with maid service and lunch at the Officers’ Club. All on a starting salary of $222.30 a month.


But I didn’t see myself as a career soldier, and in 1958 I packed my uniform away and started looking for a job as a writer or editor. I would have loved working for John Campbell or Anthony Boucher or Horace Gold as an assistant at one of the science fiction magazines of the day, but instead I fell into a job as a technical writer for what was then Sperry Univac.


We tech writers were considered junior executives, suit-and-tie types, and the starting salary was $350 a month. More than the army had paid me, but most of the perks were gone. Of course the first thing I did was get married. Fortunately, in 1958 it was possible for a young couple to lead a very pleasant upper-middle-class life on that salary.


In that job I got my first look at a computer. Univac I. It had 1000 words of memory, roughly the equivalent of 12 kilobytes. The storage medium was a mercury delay line, and if you wanted to see the memory you had to open a door in the side of a garage-sized metal structure and walk inside. It held half a dozen people comfortably, and there you stood, inside the memory.


Wow!


By the late 1960s I had left Sperry and was working for IBM. There I wound up writing and directing movies about new products, including what I believe was the first movie of a holographic image ever made. Virtual reality, 1970 model.


But somewhere along the way I had also wandered into the science fiction fan community. I became caught up in the whole apparatus of local and national science fiction clubs, fanzines, conventions and fan politics. I took as my personal heroes writers like Ray Bradbury, Theodore Sturgeon, Richard Matheson, Edward Elmer Smith, Frederik Pohl, Cyril Kornbluth and Judith Merrill, and editors like Horace Leonard Gold and Anthony Boucher.


Pat and I published a successful fanzine called Xero, and wound up winning a Hugo for our efforts. In later years, when feminist politics invaded the science fiction community, some fannish scholar combed the records and discovered that Pat Lupoff was the first woman ever to win a Hugo. But at the time, nobody thought this was at all remarkable.


We published material by the leading fans and professionals of the day: James Blish, Avram Davidson, L. Sprague de Camp, Lin Carter. One promising young science fiction writer, Don Westlake, got so fed up with the conditions in the field that he departed for greener pastures, leaving a blast in the pages of Xero: “Don’t Call Me, I’ll Call You.” He told off one editor after another, naming names and detailing their foibles.


The day after the issue went into the mail, Westlake’s agent phoned me at home and asked if there was any way the article could be stopped. I told him it was too late — hundreds of copies were already in the mail.


“Oh my God,” Don’s agent moaned, “he’s killed himself.”


So much for prophecy.


In due course I began writing fiction of my own, and sending it off to market. It seemed natural, almost inevitable, that I would write science fiction.


For a number of years I enjoyed considerable success as a science fiction writer, from the late 1960s until the early 1980s, when inflation during the Carter administration gave way to the recession courtesy of Ronald Reagan. The result was the collapse of the literary market. I realize that I was far from alone as a victim of this phenomenon; I was hard hit by it, and wound up doing office work for four years to make ends meet. But in due course the market recovered and editors began buying again.


But the science fiction field is a volatile one. Hot writers come and go. Generations of readers tumble on one another’s heels and each new generation has its own favorites. A few writers can survive, even prosper for decade after decade, but the used paperback section of your local bookstore is littered with the detritus of discarded authors. When the market came back to life I discovered that I was a back number.


The fans had found themselves new heroes, and the critics, whose darling I had sometimes been, had found new objects for their affections. I wasn’t seeing many contracts, and those that were offered me were affronts to the dues I had paid and the skills I had (I thought) developed.


So I turned elsewhere and discovered, to my delight, that I was welcomed warmly into the field of mystery fiction. In short order I had established a successful detective series, and I began selling short fiction as well. I’ve yet to haul old Nick Train out of the locker where he has lain in cryogenic preservation for the past half century, but I just might thaw him out one of these days.


I still write a science fiction short story every now and then, and if the right publisher came along with an attractive offer, I would find room on my calendar for a new science fiction novel. I’ve got the sketches of several in my notebook, on my hard disk, or tucked away in a quiet corner of my brain. But my primary work now is in the mystery field, with an occasional testing of mainstream waters. There is no way that I could or would label myself a full-time science fiction writer again, if in fact I ever was one.


But I had many wonderful friends and colleagues in the science fiction field. My first mentor, James Blish, who heard my tale of frustration as an unsuccessful short story writer and offered the obvious (but for some reason not obvious to me) solution: write a novel. The editor who bought that first novel, Larry Shaw, a man who remained my friend for life. Other editors I worked with and respected and liked: Don Bensen, David Hartwell, the brilliant David Harris, Robert Silverberg (as talented a teacher and critic as he is a writer), Victoria Schochett, Terry Carr, Maxim Jakubowski, Nick Austin, Marcial Souto. Good friends like Tom Disch and Chip Delany, and Sam Moskowitz with whom I once feuded but later came to appreciate. Older writers who were endlessly kind and generous to a beginner: Edward Elmer Smith, Edmond Hamilton, Leigh Brackett, Jack Williamson, Robert Heinlein, Ursula Le Guin, Jack Vance, Poul Anderson …


I have walked with giants.


Incidents emerge from memory like gems from the dust.


One evening in 1962 or so, Don and Elsie Wollheim and Pat and I were walking on a quiet street in Manhattan. Don put his hand on my arm and pointed up at the dark sky. Among the unmoving stars, one brilliant point of light made a flashing arc, then disappeared.


“Do you know what that was?” Don asked.


“It’s a Soviet satellite,” I replied. I did read my New York Times every morning and I knew what was in orbit as well as the next fellow.


Wollheim shook his head. “That’s a spaceship, and there’s a spaceman in it.”


We have eyes, but do not see.


I remember standing on a grassy lawn in Florida in 1956, looking at the sky, and hoping that I would live a long life, because someday … maybe as early as the first decade of the 21st Century … humans might walk on the moon. And we did, not in 2009 but in 1969.


And a quarter century later, I met and shook hands with Alan Shepard, who had walked on the moon. And played golf there. I walked down Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley with Shepard, acting tacitly as a bodyguard because the street is dangerous at night. Then I gave him highway directions, and urged him to drive carefully because California was having its first rainstorm of the season and the roadways would be slippery.


And I thought, afterwards, that moment was passing strange. Stranger still, and tragic, that a quarter century after we reached the moon, we had lost our vision and our commitment to go out to the wonder-filled universe, and become intent, instead, on killing each other off with bullets and pollution and overpopulation.


There was a rainy afternoon that Pat and I spent in a cozy living room in Sonoma, with Phil Dick and his friend Joan Simpson, Phil describing his early days among the Berkeley literati, afraid to tell them that he read the works of E. E. Smith and A. E. Van Vogt for fear of being made a pariah.


My writing nowadays is devoted mainly to the crime-and-detection field. I make occasional forays into fantasy, whimsy, and mainstream fiction. I’ve never done a mainstream novel, but I’ve tried it in shorter lengths with some success and considerable pleasure. One of these days I may just hitch up my britches, spit on my hands, and give that book a try.


And long after my stint at WIOD on Miami, I went to work for KPFA in Berkeley, where I’ve done a books-and-authors show since 1977. In part through that show and in part through my more recent connections with the mystery field, I’ve met a whole new population of inspiring writers. Norman Mailer, Joseph Heller, Margaret Atwood, William Kennedy, and a brilliant parade of others.


Sometimes there’s a surprise. Youthful super-novelist Michael Chabon walked into the studio. My producer introduced us, and Chabon’s eyes popped. “Richard Lupoff! Richard Lupoff! I lived on your book All in Color for a Dime when I was in the sixth grade!”


Another day our guest was Donald E. Westlake, by now a world-famed caper novelist and Oscar-winning screenwriter. We hadn’t seen each other in thirty years, since the publication of “Don’t Call Me, I’ll Call You.” But we picked up our conversation as if not thirty minutes had passed.


I’ve also encountered some wonderful publishers and editors in my “new” career as an ex-science fiction writer. Donna Rankin, May Wuthrich, Gordon Van Gelder shine in my pantheon. (I also have a pandemonium, but let’s leave that for an informal session in a friendly tavern.)


Just a word about the stories in this book. I encountered the wonderful staff of Fedogan and Bremer, most notably Philip J. Rahman and Dennis E. Weiler a number of years ago. They asked if I had a suitable book-length property available, and I suggested a collection of my shorter fiction. They liked the idea, but with so much material available, we had to establish some principle for selecting stories.


The book might be a “best of.” It might be an “author’s favorites.” It might concentrate on some genre or theme — science fiction, Lovecraftian horror, parody and satire, crime. After considerable discussion, we decided on none of the above. Instead, this book would be a lifetime retrospective, covering all periods of my career and all genres in which I’ve worked.


The selection of stories was not an easy task. Once a draft table-of-contents had been reached, I found myself plaintively asking Dennis, “How can we possibly publish this book without Story X … or Y … or Z?”


And Dennis would reply, “I’ve read those stories, and they’re splendid stories. But the book is already chock full. You tell me which others to drop, and we’ll put ’em in.”


In fact we did a little horse-trading, removing a story here to make room for another there. So if you happen to have a favorite among my stories, and it’s not in this book — please forbear. There was simply no way to include every story that we — Dennis, Philip and I — would have liked. And maybe, just maybe, there will be a companion volume to the present one, someday.


In general I have refrained from revising the texts, save for correcting obvious errors of punctuation, spelling, or background data. (In one story, I had the length of rounds in a championship boxing match wrong — I couldn’t resist the temptation to fix that.) Other than such narrow matters, I have not “improved” the stories, polished the prose, or altered the language or attitudes expressed. What I wrote in 1952, I will stand by — as of 1952. Likewise, what I wrote in 1963 or 1975 — or 1996.


Richard A. Lupoff




Mr. Greene and the Monster


This isn’t the first story I ever wrote, but it seems to be the earliest one that survives. At least, it’s the earliest one that I can find.


It first appeared in a fanzine called Pagoda published by one Charles Anderson in Phoenix, Arizona. I never met Charles Anderson, and I don’t recall how the story came to appear in his magazine. Probably, he posted a notice in some other fan publications of the day, saying that he was starting Pagoda and soliciting manuscripts, and even at a tender age, I recognized a market when I saw one.


At any rate, I wrote “Mr. Greene” and sent it off, and in the October, 1952, issue, smearily hektographed in lurid purple ink, it was published. I was very proud, and I still have my copy of Charles Anderson’s splendid magazine.




MISTER GREENE AND THE MONSTER


J. GOODWIN GREENE fairly tore the brass door off his mailbox when he got home. He reached in for the manila envelope, dropped it, picked it up and dropped it again. He fell to his knees and managed to get it open with fumbling fingers.


A scrap of paper fell out. The heading read Stupendous Scientifiction. “‘The Monster of the Stellar Void’ would have been good reading twenty years ago, being full of pseudo-science and action, but today’s readers demand a deeper plot, better character development, and a generally more mature story.” It was signed with the familiar initials QBP.


Tears welled in the eyes of the bowed figure. He took the remaining contents of the envelope and placed them in his pocket. He reread the slip in disbelief.


It wasn’t that he needed the money for the story so badly. A job as a milkman kept “Goody” Greene comfortably clothed, fed and housed. But being a milkman is a singularly unglamorous profession, and just a little attention, the slightest bit of backpatting or favorable comment was all that he wanted.


All his life he’d led about as unspectacular an existence as could be. And to escape from his humdrum world he’d turned to science fiction, in time starting to write it, but had never sold a story.


The disheartened author staggered to his apartment and threw himself across the bed in utter despair. If only he had lived twenty years earlier. Then, in the golden age of rocket ships and ray guns, his stories would have sold like hotcakes. All the modern editors said so.


Pity the man born before his time, doubly so the man born after it.


When he awoke early the next morning J. Goodwin Greene had a feeling that somehow things were different. There was nothing he could put his finger on until he realized that the bedside radio was the old-fashioned type with the horn-speaker on the top.


Slowly it dawned on him. Everything had changed. Even the disordered clothing he had failed to remove the night before seemed strange.


Could it be possible that he had travelled backwards in time? Could he have defied all the popular theories of science (fiction)? Even his mind, used to the wonders of pulp fiction, rebelled at the idea. But from any angle you looked at it, there seemed to be only one explanation.


He felt for the story in his pocket. “Monster of the Stellar Void” was still there. He pulled on the strangely-cut-yet-familiar coat hanging on the back of the chair, walked down the strange-but-yet-familiar stairs, and into the strange-but-yet-familiar street.


It took him a few minutes to get his bearings, then he started downtown to the Spiff-Bravis Publishing Company. Not until he got there did he realize that the S-B Building was erected in 1939.


It took him all morning and half of the afternoon to walk to the old office of the now defunct Science Mystery Monthly, for he knew better than to try to spend any money dated well into the future for a bus or taxi.


Even so, old (he wasn’t old then) Hugo Burnsback agreed to see him, and upon hearing a brief synopsis of “Monsters of the Stellar Void” insisted that he stay until there was time to read it through. At last he looked up and said, “Young man, if you will accept three cents a word for this story it will appear in the next issue of Science Mystery Monthly. We were going to use some house ads for filler, but your story will just about fit in. Too bad the contents page and cover are already printed.”


J. Goodwin Greene was so flabbergasted by this sudden success that he couldn’t even answer. He just stood there and looked at the editor.


The latter, misinterpreting the silence, amended his offer. “I’ll make it five cents a word if you’ll agree to wait a few months for payment. We can’t afford quite that much, yet.”


Shocked into action by this windfall, Greene managed to stammer out a vaguely affirmative answer, and left the office on unsteady legs.


The following few weeks were paradise for Greene, even though he had to pawn most of his possessions for living money. Finally the great day arrived. He splurged on a cab to reach the office early, and got a copy from the first batch of Science Mystery Monthly from the printer. There, big as life, running from page 96 to page 104, was “Monster of the Stellar Void.”


On the way home he carefully removed the story in order to save it, and was leafing fondly through it when he heard the brakes screech and saw some crazy kid in a Stutz about to collide with his cab.


Everything was suddenly whirling around him and he was in bed. He looked around. Again, everything had the strange-yet-familiar look. With a start he realized that it was 1952 again. The clothing was again of the modern type.


The radio was gone. He had hocked it. That proved that it wasn’t a dream. He had pierced the veil of time and returned to tell the tale of it.


Now to get proof. Of course, an old copy of Science Mystery Monthly would have his story in it. J. Goodwin Greene spent the rest of the day on the phone trying to locate a copy of SMM. At last he found a man with what seemed to be the only existing copy, but he raced across town to the collector’s home with the money.


He dared not let anyone see his prize, wrapped in an old sheet of green paper, but finally he got home with it, and opened to page 96. It wasn’t there. Someone had removed the story that filled the last part of the magazine.


J. Goodwin Greene fainted.




BOOM!


I was a great fan of the comics in my childhood, especially the superheroes who were so numerous in the 1940s. By the 1950s, due to the exigencies of the publishing world, most of them had died off, including my personal favorites.


Of course there have been several resurgences of the superheroes since then. They wax and wane as do other cultural icons. But some time around 1963 (my files are incomplete) I wrote this story, “explaining” the disappearance of my favorite family of superheroes.


I didn’t even try to sell “Boom!” But a few years later I rewrote the story as “Incident in the 14th Street BMT” and an editor said that he wanted it for his magazine. Alas, before he got around to running the story, the publication was sold, the editor was replaced, and the whole project lapsed.


But here is the original, 1963 (or thereabouts), version of the story.




BOOM!


WORKING HIS WAY slowly across Fifty-seventh Street from the shelter of the fire-escape under which he had slept the cold night before, Scotty Jackson kept his eyes glued to the gray sidewalk. A butt in the morning, that’s what he needed to get going — not a drink or even a cup of coffee, not yet anyway. Just a crummy butt.


Besides, you had to panhandle to get a quarter for a shot of rotgut in the kind of bar Scotty frequented, or even a dime for a cup of java. And panhandling was risky business. There were too many cops around, with too many questions, and Scotty had too few answers. Once he had had answers; once he had talked to cops and he wasn’t a bum, he was something else. He wasn’t even Scotty Jackson then, he was … who?


“Watch out!” A cabbie’s voice and a Checker’s brakes screamed at once! Scotty jumped back to the curb. The cab swerved. Furiously the driver shouted at Scotty, “Gotcher insurance premiums paid, Mac?” Scotty did not even attempt to frame a retort before the cab sped away. Oh well, it was as good a way as any to pick a direction for the morning’s aimless amble. The near-disaster had occurred at the corner of Sixth Avenue, so it would be Sixth Avenue, down to Forty-Second Street, back west again, and the pickings were always pretty good once you got west of Broadway. Why, Scotty had once found a folded-up fiver in the gutter on Forty-second Street.


Right outside one of those crummy old movie theaters, it had been, on a stifling summer day, one of how many summers days, eight, ten? Since something had happened. What? Scotty couldn’t ever get it straight in his mind. There was a vague recollection of some old man bending over him … some white-coated, bald old man with glinting eyeglasses, but it was all so foggy. Scotty could never remember much about that time, and nothing at all before it. Only he needed some name, so he’d made up “Scotty Jackson” for no reason at all. Just a name.


About that five dollars — he’d gone down to one of those second-hand book and magazine stores in the subway and blown the whole five on back issues. Scotty never knew why, but there was something about subways that he liked, the noise, the crowds, he didn’t know. In the summer they were hotter even than the streets, but Scotty had blown that five.


“Watcha want, fella?” the counterman had asked. Never much welcome for guys like Scotty. You could look all you wanted if you wore a suit and had a shave. But Scotty always needed a shave, and his barber-college haircuts weren’t exactly the best. And the frayed, faded red sweatshirt and baggy, patched, filthy blue slacks were no help either.


That’s how it went, for Scotty. “Watcha want, bud?” “You buyin or just lookin?” “Hey, Mac, you got any money or you just in here to keep warm??” That’s how it went in the winter, like now, Scotty grumbled. In the summer, just the same, except there were no cracks about keeping warm. Small consolation.


Forty-second Street. Scotty turned right, keeping in the sun as he headed for the block between Seventh and Eighth Avenues. Too much daydreaming, that’s what he’d been doing. Too much daydreaming, and not keeping his eyes peeled. That had nearly got him run over this morning, and, more important to Scotty, had meant no butts, no stray coins, no coffee, no whiskey. No old magazine stores. No, subways are for sleeping. What else are they for?


Scotty was starting to get desperate for a butt or a cup of java to start the day. He would panhandle. The hell with cops. Picking through the crowd, he spotted a fairly prosperous looking, elderly man. Just the type for a touch, Scotty thought. He made his approach.


“Hey, Mister.” Scotty added an unnecessary forlorn look to his usual sad appearance. “Could you help a fellow out who’s down on his luck? Just a dime, Mister, for some java?” The elderly man stopped and looked at Scotty. His white moustache quivered momentarily as if he had been about to speak. Then he walked on.


Close, close, thought Scotty. He ran a few steps to get ahead of the man again. “Please, just a few cents to keep me going,” he pleaded. The prosperous man looked at him again, trying, it seemed to Scotty, to see something hidden behind his bleary eyes. “Can’t you help out a little?” Scotty continued.


The prosperous-looking man gave Scotty an odd, half-sideways look. “You remind me of a boy I used to know,” he said in a tentative voice. “Could your name be —”


“Jackson,” the other broke in, suddenly sweating despite the winter’s chill. “My name is Scotty Jackson. Look,” he was suddenly petulant, “are you gonna help me out or not? I got things to do!” You goon, thought Jackson to himself, that guy was gonna fork over, now it’s shot to hell.


But the prosperous man, still looking oddly at Scotty, reached in his pocket and held forth a bill. A buck, a whole dollar! Enough for coffee, a sandwich, and a visit to the old magazine store!


Scotty strode into the Capitol Cafeteria, had a cup of coffee and a meatloaf sandwich — cheapest and biggest in the house — and then crossed the street. He had forty-five cents left to spend. He wouldn’t have to eat again until evening, and for now, that would take care of itself.


Entering the subway, Scotty headed directly for the old-magazine store, walked straight to the table where his absolute favorite publications were stacked, and started leafing through them. They were old comic books.


The proprietor, F. Freeman of Freeman’s Books and Magazines, hobbled over on his crutch, favoring a leg that had been crippled as long as Scotty had visited Freeman’s. This was one store in which Scotty was seldom mistreated. On the occasions when he’d made a purchase, Scotty knew that Freeman gave him a break on prices — old magazines were expensive, and rare old comics were very expensive. Other times, Scotty had been allowed to browse in Freeman’s long after any other store owner would have kicked him out.


“Looking for anything in particular,” Freeman asked, “or just looking around today?” Scotty knew that Freeman really meant, was he buying or looking.


“I’ve got forty-five cents,” he said. “Any really old comics, Mr. Freeman?”


“They’re a dollar apiece,” Freeman said. “But there’s one coverless 1940 in the stack. You can have it for thirty-five cents.” A dime over! There was a generous man, thought Scotty, a generous man. He handed over his money, took the soiled, bright comic book, and began to read.


The boy hero was trapped by the mad scientist. Tied to a log, gagged so he could not cry for help, and moving slowly down the conveyor to the screaming buzz-saw! Frantically the boy tried to work loose his bonds. No use! He struggled — Scotty breathed fast, the excitement so great that he began mouthing the words softly as he read them — “The gag was worked free. Billy shouted his word!” Scotty shouted the word too, in his excitement.


A roar as loud as a dozen subways filled Freeman’s Book and Magazine Shop. A blinding light momentarily cast brilliant highlights and black shadows. Scotty Jackson was gone and in his place stood a magnificent figure. His hair was coal black, his chin set and firm. Bulging muscles stood out from his skin-tight red uniform.


The proprietor of the shop gaped in amazement, then, a look of recognition spreading across his puzzled features, he called the name of the great figure before him. Again the roar, the flash, and a second magnificent form, this time clad in blue, stood in the shabby old shop.


Clasping hands briefly, the two set out together to find the white-coated, bald old man with the glinting eyeglasses.




INCIDENT IN THE 14TH STREET BMT


Although I’d been a published writer, amateur division, from childhood onward, and a professional, in one capacity or another, since my teens, I discovered that selling fiction was another matter altogether. My credentials as a sports writer, a speech writer, a technical writer, a radio news writer, even a literary critic — meant nothing. The fiction field is a damned competitive one, and cracking it was a very tough challenge.


I decided to take another crack at “Boom!” The new version, “Incident in the 14th Street BMT,” was longer, and I thought far better written. In retrospect, it also seems somewhat overwritten, but hindsight often shows us things that we cannot see at the time.


Ted White accepted the new version of the story for one of his magazines — Amazing or Fantastic — but told me that he wanted to tinker with the prose a little before publishing it. He promised to confer with me before he made any actual change.


But time passed, Ted hadn’t got to the story yet, the magazines were sold from under him and a new editor took control… Alas, it’s a story you’ll hear all too often from stung authors.


But here is the story, thirty years later, in print for the very first time.




INCIDENT IN THE 14TH STREET BMT


SHARDS OF LIGHT glinting, streaming off twin lenses that reflected persistently and mercilessly, glinting, blinding, while a thin voice whispered, whispered, broke into dry chuckles and again whispered … Pain in his head, his mouth and throat like dry shrunken sponge, a roaring in his ears …


Bill moaned and tried to draw his aching head down into the ragged, faded red sweatshirt that failed to warm his dirty body against the chill autumn air. He surrendered the last shreds of sleep, opened his bloodshot eyes painfully and saw with relief that the twin glints were only top-story windows in the restaurant supply house across the Bowery, reflecting early morning sunlight into the narrow doorway where Bill had curled up to spend the night.


The roaring — early morning trucks headed uptown from Canal Street, perhaps a subway carrying students in from Brooklyn to Cooper Union or NYU, or workers to their jobs in midtown. And the whispers, the laughter — Spic and Chink and Wop kids playing in the streets.


Dirty hands trembling, Bill reached beneath his shrunken stomach to search for his bottle. Gratefully he found it, dragged it to his parched lips, unscrewed the top and drained the last warming drops of cheap hooch. He wiped his mouth on his shoulder, dragged himself to a sitting position and flung the empty bottle remorsefully into the trash-cluttered street.


Bill’s day had started.


He dragged himself slowly to his feet and shambled uptown to the first traffic light, searching the pockets of his filthy blue slacks for an even grimier rag with which to wipe the windshields of private cars halted by the automatic signals. Hackies, he knew, never came across with coins, and truck drivers were even worse, gunning huge engines and clashing gears to terrorize the likes of himself. But the drivers of shiny new cars, especially with Jersey and other out-of-state plates, would often pay — to be left alone if for nothing else.


It seemed like an average day — Bill had collected almost half a dollar by mid-morning, a dime from a Spic in a station wagon full of kids, a tumble of pennies from a bony blonde in a little sports car, and the bonanza of the day: a quarter from a cigar-smoking nigger in a huge Cadillac.


Now Bill’s problem was to find a bathroom. No restaurant would let him in, he knew. He couldn’t waste the price of a subway ride just to get to the toilet in the 14th Street station. He could have always pissed in an alley but to move his bowels he wanted a real toilet. Bill had not lost all of his self-respect.


He started toward the east, trying to stay in the sunlight as much as possible, accepting the risk of the reflected brightness that brought back aching remnants of his vague nightmare as the price of a little warmth. Winter was coming and he had to get hold of an overcoat somehow in a few weeks, but for now there was still enough sunlight to get him through the days, and if he could beg the price of a little juice each day that would get him through the night.


He kept moving, steadily if slowly. Cops were around, especially the past couple of years since the young kids started moving over from the Village, but if you kept moving along they’d usually leave you alone. Just don’t stay in one spot, or next thing you know it would be a poke in the ribs or a crack on the head with a nightstick, and if you weren’t lucky a good roughing up into the bargain.


Finally Bill reached Tompkins Square Park and used the public john. On the way out he checked the trash baskets and found somebody’s abandoned jelly sandwich. He sat on a bench to eat it. Across the blacktopped footpath two kids sat with a stack of battered comic books, figuring out stories together without reading words.


When he finished his sandwich Bill moved to the bench with the kids and sat at one end, trying to see their comics. They moved to the other end of the bench. Bill moved toward the center of the bench. He asked the kids if they’d let him see their hero comics.


They hurriedly gathered up their belongings and ran for the uptown end of the park, shouting abuse back at him. Bill saw a cop uncertainly watching the whole incident and moved out of the area, heading for the West Side exit of the park. After a while he looked nervously back at the cop. He hadn’t followed him. Bill let out a shuddering breath of relief and slowed his pace.


If he could get up some more money maybe he could buy an ancient comic of his own at Gimpy’s. Gimpy was about as close to a friend as Bill had in the world. He let Bill warm himself on a winter’s afternoon in his used book shop in the 14th Street arcade, and put aside an occasional old comic that Bill loved. With the crazy kids buying the things up these days the prices were far beyond Bill’s reach, but Gimpy would now and then put aside a yellowed Green Lama or Mirror Man, the covers gone and pages ripped or otherwise not fit for his regular customers, and let Bill have it for a quarter or half a buck.


Gimpy always said he couldn’t figure out why a guy like Bill was so crazy about old comic books, but it was Bill’s business, and somehow he and Gimpy got along all right, and maybe today Gimpy would have one of Bill’s favorites put away under the counter for him.


By now Bill was back to Second Avenue. He stopped and rested for a minute, leaning against a brick wall. He closed his eyes briefly, but the glinting disks seemed to come back, and the terrifying thin voice, so he shook himself fully awake and stood for a minute more, watching young girls in blue jeans and long hair and young guys with beards give him a wide berth on the sidewalk.


He crossed Second Avenue and stopped in front of a liquor store. He counted his money carefully: the dime, eight pennies, and the nigger’s quarter made, uhh, forty-three cents. He held the money tightly in a dirty fist, looked at the window display of fancy bottles and packages, into the store itself. The owner stood behind the counter, looking angrily at Bill. He had one hand under the counter as if ready to come up with a weapon. Bill turned away, shoved the forty-three cents back into his trousers, and started to walk again.


He moved across St. Mark’s place, trying to panhandle from the clustered kids and occasional older people drifting there, but they all turned their backs at his approach.


At Fourth Avenue he turned right again, trying the book shoppers going in and out of the old book stores. At Schulte’s he almost got a handout from an old lady but she looked scared and turned away. At Ricci’s he got a nickel from a couple of kids out of school.


Then he hit the jackpot. An old man, somehow shrunken-looking within expensive business clothes, came out the red-painted door carrying a big bundle of books. He teetered for a moment on the edge of the one step down to the sidewalk, then regained his balance by grabbing the sides of the doorway with both hands.


His package flew out of his hands, bounced off a table of cheap editions and landed on the sidewalk.


Bill quickly grabbed the package. The old man looked at him, alarmed, as if he thought Bill was going to run away with his books. Instead he held the package out to the old man. He reached forward and took the package again. He looked Bill squarely in the face, a puzzled expression on his own. Holding his bundle in one hand, the old man rubbed a yellowed moustache, obviously once neatly clipped but now growing ragged and careless, with the other.


“Don’t I know you?” he asked.


Bill said, “Not a chance! But could you help me out …” He extended his own hand, the palm upturned in universal pantomime.


Almost automatically the old man began to reach into his suit trousers, but stopped to ask again, “Are you sure?” He peered deep into bleary, hostile eyes. “Aren’t you Billy Ba —”


Bill cut him off with a furious gesture. The sun seemed to glint off the old man’s pince-nez, glaringly, blinding Bill for an instant. “Look,” he snarled, “I did you a turn, old man! Are you gonna help me out or forget it! I don’t know nobody and nobody knows me!”


The old man started back, came up against the cheap edition table and stared once more into Bill’s face. Without another word he reached into his pocket, pulled out a crumpled bill and handed it over. Bill grumbled a half-audible thanks and headed up Fourth Avenue. A dollar! A dollar forty-eight, he’d already eaten today, the sun was warm and he was headed for Gimpy’s!


He made the few blocks faster than he’d made an equivalent distance in years, stumbled down the iron steps and turned just before the wooden turnstile, pushing travelers aside to make his way into Gimpy’s store.


Gimpy was just totting up the price of a stack of dusty pulp magazines for a jolly looking fellow in a crew cut and bow tie. He presented the total, rang up the cash, and handed over the magazines in a shopping bag. The crew-cut man took his bag and left the store. Bill hovered just inside the entrance.


Gimpy waved a greeting to Bill, offered him a drink of coffee from a battered pot on a hotplate behind the counter, and reached to pick up his single T-shaped crutch. “Got something for you, Bill,” he called cheerily as he hobbled around the end of the counter and headed for a dusty, curtained partition at the end of the store.


Bill waited for Gimpy to pass, then made his way behind the counter to pour himself a hot drink. For some reason Gimpy had always trusted Bill, and for some reason Bill had always respected that trust. Perhaps it was that Gimpy was his supplier for old comic books, and Bill knew that he was hooked on them, strangely, just as hooked as he was on booze, or the weird kids nowadays on whatever kind of junk they used.


In a minute Bill was hunched on a tall stool that Gimpy kept around for favorite customers. A train rumbled thunderously in the station just beyond Gimpy’s store as the lame book dealer hobbled back from his secret cubbyhole clutching a tattered relic in his free hand.


“Got any money today?” he asked.


Bill said seriously, “Dollar forty-eight.”


“By a strange coincidence …” Gimpy let his voice trail off, smiling.


Bill shoveled his money onto the counter, eagerly grasping the ancient comic book that Gimpy slid to him in exchange. Bill looked at the brightly colored opening page of the coverless magazine. Bleary eyes, long dimmed by forgetfulness and hopelessness and booze, recognized the boldly drawn and brightly tinted figures.


His coffee forgotten in its cracked cup, Bill began to read aloud in a cracked, excited mumble. In the subway tunnel nearby a train thundered, then screamed, its brakes casting sparks like miniature bolts of lightning.


Inside Gimpy’s store the derelict Bill read aloud an expletive shouted by a small boy in the story he was tracing, his voice for the moment clear and strangely strengthened.


The lame proprietor’s eyes popped open in amazement as a glare more bright than a torrent of electrical sparks obliterated the inside of his store. A thunder louder than the passage of a hundred trains simultaneously filled the room.


By the time Gimpy was again able to see clearly he looked to find his derelict friend, but Bill was not to be seen. Standing beside the stool where Bill had sat Gimpy saw a mighty, towering figure clad in form-fitting and extravagantly colored garb. For a moment the two looked at each other, the newcomer gazing calmly at the bookman, Gimpy staring in undisguised amazement.


And then he recognized the newcomer, choked for a moment, then, as if a mist had cleared from he mind, for the first time in years shouted the name of the other. Again the roar, and the light, and in the reek of ozone a smaller figure, garbed similarly to the first, joyously cast a crutch across the tiny room.


For a moment the two clasped mighty hands, then simultaneously they gave voice to a single word, questioningly: “Mary?” Simultaneously they shook their heads, no.


After brief discussion they left the store unattended, left the subway to search for their sister, left the subway to resume, after an interruption of seventeen years, their struggle with the owner of the thin, dry voice, and the evil chuckles, and the rimless glasses that glittered so hypnotically.




AFTER THE DREAMTIME


Almost thirty years ago my wife, Pat, gave me a copy of The Larousse Encyclopedia of World Mythology, and I have found it an endless source of inspiration. I have found in it everything from images and character names to the source material for at least one novel, Sword of the Demon.


In this encyclopedia, and in other reference works which it motivated me to track down, I found the concept of The Dreamtime, an important element in the culture of the Australian aboriginal people. The Dreamtime is a kind of primordial dimension from which the mundane universe arose, but the Dreamtime did not exactly precede the origin of our universe; rather, it is a kind of enveloping other reality that continues to exist alongside (or perhaps beneath, or again, perhaps all around) our world.


The concept of the Dreamtime took hold of my mind, and I wrote this story for one of my favorite editors, Robert Silverberg, who published it in his anthology New Dimensions IV.




AFTER THE DREAMTIME


NO, I DO NOT see that the membrane ships very closely resemble the clippers that long ago plied the living oceans of Earth, those mighty windjammers that stood so tall above the evermoving brine, their shafty masts thrusting canvas squares high into Earth’s salt-tanged air. Possibly our captain, Nurundere, would have something to say on the topic; he is learned in history, law, and custom. Or better yet — but no, I forget myself, old Wuluwaid will tell you nothing.


Wuluwaid is gone; our modern outlook would mark him simply dead. The older religions would mumble of heaven, or reincarnation. Nurundere, our captain … now, he might have something to say of the fate of Wuluwaid. In the tradition of our people, he might well say that Wuluwaid had returned to the Dreamtime.


I respect the ancient traditions. I would rather believe in the Dreamtime than in any heaven or the workings of the great wheel of karma, but what I believe in actually is very little.


“Jiritzu,” old Wuluwaid used to say to me, “you lack all regard for your ancestry and for the traditions of our people. What will become of you and your Kunapi half Dua? For what did my Bunbulama and I raise our beautiful Miralaidj — to marry a lazy modern who cares nothing for the Aranda, who thinks that maraiin are mere decorations, who can hardly read a tjurunga?


“She might as well marry a piece of meat!” And saying this old Wuluwaid would grimace, reminded by his own speech of the grayness of his skin, and I would embrace him. He would take my face between his two hands, rubbing my cheeks as if some of the blackness would be absorbed into his own melanin-poor cells, then sigh and mutter, “Soon I will be with my Bunbulama, and you will sail the membrane ships with my Miralaidj and she will bear you beautiful sons and daughters to carry on the line of the Aranda and to sail the membrane ships after you.”


Wuluwaid envied me, I know. We were sailors of the star-winds, we the Aranda and the Kunapi. We few thousands who owned a world, Yurakosi, where our old folks go to live when they become grayed-out, caring for the children too young for space. The rest of us, our melanin-rich skins protecting us from the hard radiation of space, were the select of all mankind.


We alone, a few thousand, can sail the membrane ships, working their decks and masts all but naked to the stars. Others envy our gift, blasting from sun to sun sealed in iron boxes, venturing out only when clad in clumsy, clanking spacesuits … and we in trousers and sweaters, the only living beings we know of who can survive as we are in deep space, sustained only by a close-air generator the size of a hand strapped to one leg.


Back on mother planet Earth our distant ancestors had been separated by some trick of geography, cut off from human crossbreeding and left to survive beneath the burning sky of the old Australian continent. Blackfellows, the other earthers called our ancestors when they found them after an isolation of twenty-five thousand years. Blackfellows, aborigines, or — confusing our ancestors with another black race of Earth — bushmen.


Great Mother knows there were plenty of other blacks on the old Earth. (There, Wuluwaid would be pleased with me; I call on the name “Great Mother” for strength even though I claim no belief in the old mythology of the Dreamtime.) There were peoples in old Africa, old Asia, with as much dark pigment in their skin as we have in ours. But among our people there was some subtle difference, some microscopic chemical variation that was amplified by the hard radiation of space. Other humans would sicken and die in the raw blast of the cosmos. We alone could thrive. Only slowly, in the course of many years, does the solar wind, the cosmic radiation, break down our melanin.


Then we gray out. Then we can travel in space no longer on the decks, in the masts and the rigging of the membrane ships. Then to venture outside the protection of a passenger tank we would need to wear spacesuits, like other men. The decks are still open, but in a spacesuit one cannot work the lines properly, and even if one could — what point in thumping about like a leaden automaton in the midst of grace and freedom?


Sail in a spacesuit? No sky-hero has ever so chosen. Space is not closed even then to us. We can travel with the meat, we can loll in the comfort of the passenger tank along with the men and women whom we carry like freight in the passenger tanks of our membrane ships.


We can — but who would travel with the meat, who had ever sailed the night between the stars?


You have never done it and never shall. You cannot know one minnow’s worth of the experience. You have seen representations, re-creations, of membrane ships, but they are feeble attempts to communicate the experience.


Start with a rod of collapsed matter, matter incredibly dense yet drawn so thin that it cannot exercise the usual property of its kind, of capturing all matter nearby and even all radiation, and crushing them to itself. The rod that lies at the heart of each membrane ship is so thin that it is barely visible — beside it a pencil lead is an incredibly fat cylinder, even a fine electronic wire is a gross and clumsy thing. A rod of collapsed matter drawn so thin that it is virtually invisible — straight as a plumb line and two hundred meters long.


At each end a matter converter, a small device using the agonized matter principle to convert a tiny chunk of the rod into pure energy, enough energy to start a membrane ship on her way from port-orbit upon her interstellar journey, or at the end of that journey to brake her from interstellar speed and permit her to achieve port-orbit and unload.


Around that rod, place a structure of flat decking material, arbitrary in width, a hundred eighty meters in length, making a triangle in cross section, and around it a cylinder of thick radiation shielding running the length of the ship. That makes the passenger tank: three gigantic rooms, flat of floor, their floors mounted at three-hundred degree angles to one another, sharing a common, curving roof.


There the meat stays during a voyage. They can come onto the deck to inspect cargo if they wish — some shippers insist on riding with their cargo and inspecting it periodically throughout a voyage — but what good is that? Clad in huge and cumbersome spacesuits like the repair crews of ordinary ships, they peer at us sailors in amazement and envy — we return their stares, our faces showing our pity and contempt — and then they crawl clumsily back through the airlocks into their tank.


When I am grayed out — if I am grayed-out, I should say, for I am not in the least certain that I will live that long, that I will choose to live that long — when I am grayed-out I will ration out my last melanin carefully, making certain that I can sail back to Yurakosi as a man, not as a piece of meat. I will debark at Port Bralku, I will turn, still wearing sailor’s garb, and wave farewell to the Kunapi and the Aranda aboard whatever membrane ship I have sailed. I will board a little shuttle craft and return to the surface of Yurakosi, and I will find myself a little house, perhaps at Snake Bay or Blue Mud Bay, and will build myself a sailing canoe, and I will be a water sailor when I can no longer be a space sailor.


Never will I travel as meat.


Perhaps I will go to visit Wuluwaid’s Bunbulama if she is still alive by then. She will be very old then if she is still alive. I will sit by her side holding her grayed-out hand in my grayed-out hand, and we will speak of her Wuluwaid and of her beautiful dead Miralaidj, and together we will weep. Perhaps my Kunapi half Dua will be with us then. Bunbulama will hold me and say, “Ah, Jiritzu, now we are alone. Now whom have we to love?”


Childlessness is unusual among us. There is rivalry between the Aranda and the Kunapi to grow more numerous, but there is no serious wishing of ill between the tribes. There is need for us; no other race of mankind can sail the membrane ships. Without us there would be only the huge clumsy sealed ships that other men can manage, ships constructed all of sealed and shielded tanks where men travel between the stars like bits of canned dingo-meal.


Bunbulama does not know that she is alone. She thinks that her man and her daughter are sailing the Djanggawul on the great path from Yurakosi to N’Jaja to pick up passengers, thence by way of Yirrkalla to make the great tack at the place of the triple suns, from there to N’Ala to deposit our burden of meat, and onward by way of old Earth before returning to Yurakosi.


Djanggawul will brake as she approaches our sun, will swing into docking orbit at Port Bralku, sailors will make planetfall along with a cargo of trade goods, families will be reunited. Bunbulama will await sight of Wuluwaid her man and Miralaidj her child, but they are in the Dreamtime and she will not see them again on Yurakosi.


If I return to Yurakosi, I will bear her the word of what took place on this voyage. Otherwise the duty will fall to Dua, Kunapi, my friend. That I would not envy him.


I will not flee, I will not transfer to another ship nor make planetfall at any world other than Yurakosi. Not even at old Earth, although I would like to set foot on the soil of Australia, would like to sail a ship on an ocean of old Earth. But I will bear news to Bunbulama if I am not myself by then in the Dreamtime. If I am, Dua will carry word to Bunbulama on our world.


Our journey started well enough. On their little mudballs the meat were warring again. Old Earth remained aloof, her concern turning inward as it had been since the fast ships had first permitted the escape of her nations to the stars, to find new planets of their own on which to plant their banners of nationhood or religious tyranny or politics.


The great nations of old Earth had been dismembered, their petty successors had seen opportunity for new glory out among the stars. Whole worlds had beckoned, in infinity of planets among which to choose. No matter that on nearly all the climate was too cold or too hot, the atmosphere poisonous, the land too dry or too rocky or the sea too deep.


Move on, seek another world, seek another star. Great Mother had made enough worlds in the Dreamtime; man could now seek and find as many homes as he wanted.


But where men went, except for the Aranda and the Kunapi, it was as meat only.


Old Earth grew more and more deserted, save for those few tribes whose tradition made them love the land itself. These stragglers spread out of their ancient home, what they called the Middle East, and covered the globe. Their interests were inward. They set a satellite dock above their world, called it Port Hussein, and did some trade with the new worlds.


As they still do, of course.


But their interest is the Earth.


And the Djanggawul, like other membrane ships, plied between the stars, carrying meat, carrying freight, faster and cheaper than the clumsy sealed ships of other men.


If the meat on their little mudballs went to war, it was of little concern to Yurakosi. The ships of the Aranda and the Kunapi traded with the meat, carried the meat about as they wished. Their money was good; with it we obtained the trade goods that made life on Yurakosi comfortable for the old people who spent their grayed-out years there and for the children whose early days were passed also on the planet, husbanding their precious melanin against the day when they might sail the membrane ships.


We braked to docking-orbit at Port Upatoi, the satellite of N’Jaja. The port workers were of course meat, tending their tasks as much as they can within the sheltering walls of their little artificial moonlet, venturing out only when they must, only when clad in the clumsy sealed suits that meat always wear in space.


The sailors of the Djanggawul scurried about on the masts and the spars of our ship, glorying in the beauties of space. Of course our sails were furled — no need for membrane when the braking power of agonized matter is used, any more than there is when that same power is used to break orbit and commence an interstellar journey.


And of course the delicacy of the membrane is such that we would hesitate to leave it unfurled during docking or undocking maneuvers.


It is only when the journey is once under way that the matter converter is switched off — the use of the converter is little more than an auxiliary in any case — and the sails are unfurled.


Tall and thin, the masts rise from the passenger tank, standing far above the body of our ship. This, I think, is what makes some antiquarians compare our craft to the clippers of Earth’s seas. But while they rested atop their watery medium, their masts rising only upward from the sea, our ships are immersed in their medium of space, and we are free to build our masts out in all directions.


The masts rise, ringing the passenger tank like spokes from a hub, and from the masts there spring spars, and from the spars are hung the membranes with which we catch the star winds and sail between the suns.


Sailors is what we are, sailors and the sky-heroes of our people’s tradition. Still we affect the scarification of our skin in the traditional maraiin, the sacred patterns of the Great Desert, of Arnhem Land whence our ancestors came to space. And still we dress in the garb of old Earth’s sailors — some think this a vain affectation. Wuluwaid clung fiercely to it and was pleased that I showed willingness to wear the woolen cap, the heavy sweater and white duck trousers of tradition.


With both Wuluwaid and Miralaidj gone to the Dreamtime, will I be a sailor longer?


As we made dock at Port Upatoi, N’Jaja, I was off watch. I climbed a tall mast and sat on a spar, careful of the furled membrane even in its protective case — membranes are expensive as well as fragile. My sweetheart Miralaidj was beside me, it being her time off watch as well as mine.


Even now I can see her face as it was at that moment — the light upon her was the reflected light of the dayside of N’Jaja, a world of mottled green forestation, red earth and blue oceans. Miralaidj sat beside me on the spar, hundreds of meters above the passenger tank. Her face was the blackest of black, rich with the generous melanin of youth. Her hair, long and glossy, hung in braids that would be no handicap to work or play. Her body filled her thick-knit sweater and tight trousers, every graceful line filling me with love for her, eagerness for our wedding and the days of the birth of our children.


Had we been other than sky-heroes we would have worn the heavy protective spacesuits that other spacemen need. But we of Yurakosi, protected from the radiation by our altered melanin, breath and pressure provided by our close-air generators, we alone of all mankind enter space as ourselves. As creatures to whom deep space is very nearly a natural habitat.


For as long as our melanin lasts, we can penetrate to the deepest part of the void — naked if we wish, although that is not the custom of our people. In most ancient times, in old Australia’s deserts, our ancestors went naked. But once we became sea sailors on Earth we began to wear clothing of the sort that still we wear as space sailors.


I placed my hand on the face of my sweetheart Miralaidj, with my fingertips tracing the maraiin raised there in her infancy, its swirls and symbolic patterns bearing their secret meaning known only to her, different from those of any other person. When we were married, she would tell me the meaning of her maraiin and I would tell her the meaning of mine.


Both of us had turned off our radios — we were out of touch with the rest of the crew of the Djanggawul and out the communication net that by now would link our ship with Port Upatoi. We could speak with each other only by leaning close so that our close-air envelopes overlapped, carrying ordinary sound waves between us.


I checked the dial on the close-air generator on my leg. The miniature digital clock face indicated that there was an ample supply of close-air for me. Miralaidj smiled as I leaned over her own generator, checking the security of its straps, the digital indicator on the face of the generator, to see that she too had a safe margin of air with her.


She placed her cheek beside mine, her mouth close to my ear, and said, “You take good care of me, Jiritzu. Without you I would surely forget my air!” There was irony in her voice, but a sweet warmth as well. She drew back laughing, the sound that carried through the close-air to my ears disappearing as our air envelopes separated.


I seized her hands for a moment, a trace of the laughter returning as the sound waves were carried through her air envelope into mine where they were joined at our hands, and thence to my ears. “I will always take care of you,” I said, knowing that my words were reaching her only faintly after traveling through the air down my arms and up hers.


“If harm befell you,” I said, “I would have to contend with the vengeance of Wuluwaid!” As if it were her father whose favor mattered to me and not my sweetheart’s own. It was a standing joke between us.


“You know old Wuluwaid,” Miralaidj rejoined. “He is so caught up in duty and tradition, he cares more about meat than about the Aranda.”


“I know,” I said — and there was some truth in that. Wuluwaid often said that the care of passengers was a sacred trust, that it was a charge to the Aranda and the Kunapi from the Great Mother herself, to transport those less fortunate than ourselves safely from one little mudball to another little mudball. Only we could know the joy of living in space — let the little crawlers have their safety and their wars.


“Look!” Miralaidj cried, holding her hand to my ear to conduct the sound. “Look, the shuttle!”


There beneath us a triangular craft had made its appearance. How long it had been climbing through the atmosphere of N’Jaja was of no concern: now it had burst from the air envelope, achieved orbit, and was itself approaching Port Upatoi to dock. Its thick body, its carefully rounded edges, its airfoil design all spoke of the clumsy hybrid duty which it served, rising through the atmosphere of a planet, entering orbit, carrying passengers or trade goods to the port … then dropping away, falling back into atmosphere, skipping across the top of the planet’s air globe, constantly losing speed until it could fully re-enter the atmosphere and glide to a landing.


Neither true aircraft nor true spacecraft, the shuttle served as both, served clumsily but performed its task.


And now, where Miralaidj pointed her slender black finger, I could see the shuttle from N’Jaja approaching Port Upatoi. Behind it sputtered a tiny tail of reaction stuff — not even agonized matter for these little trips — and from time to time there would be a tinier spurt of vernier engines to make a minor course adjustment.


Wuluwaid, as his daughter had said, was down in the passenger tank, awaiting the arrival of the meat. He would know, as we all did, that the meat would be dressed in their heavy spacesuits, that they would clump through the airlock and corridors of Port Upatoi and make their way to the airlock and passenger tank of our ship, the Djanggawul. Normally this would be a slow process with halts and delays and the filling out of forms and stamping of documents, but not this time.


This was the assemblage of diplomats from a number of planets, ambassadors plenipotentiary and their staffs and flunkies who would be attending some sort of war conference with many more of their ilk at our next stop, N’Ala.
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