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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.


      










foreword



Abiding with Sturgeon: Mistral in the Bijou


By Harlan Ellison


It is unlikely that I could have worshipped him more, the day he came to live with me, had his knock on my door been accompanied by thunder and roses. Let us get this clear between us, right from the git-go: I admired Ted Sturgeon more than words can codify. Not just the writing, but much of the man. Not just the art and craft, but the flawed weird duck who schlepped them.


We both smoked pipes, but Ted tamped his bowl full of a grape- flavored tobacco so sweetly and sickly redolent, it could stun a police dog. I was a little over thirty-five years old when Sturgeon came to live with me. Ted was just fluttering his wings around age fifty.


Herewith, the (by actual count) eleventh time I have started to write this recondite introduction to Volume XI of the North Atlantic Books collected oeuvre of the iconic H. Hunter Theodore Waldo Sturgeon, simply a Great Writer of Our Time. In preparation for this day— one I had foolishly hoped would never come —I have worried this exercise as would a pit bull with an intruder. But now it’s here, and now I have dawdled and postponed and evaded to the point where I got put in the hospital for a couple of days. Evaded? As would the helot duck the knout! Ten times before I sat down here, put my two typing fingers on the keyboard of the stout Olympia manual office machine (that Ted sometimes usurped when he was here), and ten times I have said awfuckit and torn out the paper. Ten times. Now eleven. And everyone is screaming at me for my seemingly dilatory behavior.


And here’s the flat of it, friends.


And Ted would understand.


Most of what I know about Ted Sturgeon, I cannot tell you.


In preparation for this endeavor, I have gone back and done my homework: I have reread all the guest forewords in the ten previous volumes: all twelve in ten big fat wonderful congeries of Ted’s phantasmagoria— twelve in ten? Yeah, there were three in volume one — and let me assure you: this will not be a learned, long-bearded exegesis such as Chip Delany’s, even though both Chip’s and Ted’s beards have inspired awe. Ah, but that’s just splitting hairs. Nor will it be a charming and pop-pastoral reminiscence overflowing with the chirrups of songbirds reeling through Disneyesque delusions courtesy of LSD, à la Dave Crosby’s piece that leads off Volume VI (though both of these friends of mine downed more acid than your local neighborhood hiatic hernia) …


A pause, if you’ll indulge me. I never did drugs. Probably because I was on the road at an early age and saw what it could do to the creative process. But Ted did stuff, and I have neither the inclination nor the information to comment on what effect it had on him. But what I wanted to tell you was a sweet little moment tangential to the whole substance thing, and it was this:


Ted and I were at a party thrown by a brilliant young poet named Paul Robbins; something like in 1967. Everybody was toke’n and somebody passed me a doob the size of a stegosaurus coprolith, and I passed it on to Ted, sitting next to me. And, naturally, some yotz, whose paranoid orientation conned him into a sense of an ill wind blowing in the room, snarked at me, “Whassamatter, you don’t want a hit?” And before I could tell him to mind his own, Ted said (in that lovely tenor), “Harlan won’t use till he comes down.”


I couda kissed him. And years later, Ted, commenting on how my stories could seem so hallucinatory when I’d never done drugs, told an interviewer, “Harlan is the only person I know who produces psilocybin in his bloodstream.” Couda kissed him again.


Uh, for the record, Ted and I never kissed.


Although two men kissing is fine, just fine. Just saying.


… and this foreword will not be a well-intentioned and elegant homage to someone never met by the Introducing Entity, such as Jonathan Lethem’s nice piece of Volume X; and it sure as hell isn’t going to be a noblesse oblige accommodation such as the one my old chum Kurt Vonnegut proffered in Volume VIII.


It will no doubt upset the faithful, dismay the shy, outrage the punctilious, and get both Publisher and Series Editor to get off the trolley at downtown nose-outta-jointville. Complaints; oh yes, there will be complaints. I get a lot of complaints about my manner.


Yeah, well, if Ted or I had ever given much of a foof about the penalties pursuant to living our lives by our own manner, we sure as hell wouldn’t have behaved the way we did, and still do.


But it is the eleventh attempt to climb this Nanga Parbat, in for a penny is in for a pound, either I do it or I don’t. Had I my druthers, I wouldn’t. But since Ted called me before he died to say he wanted me to do his obit …


… since we’re in it together at this point, let me pause again to reprint some words. This is what I wrote for Locus an hour and a half after Ted died. It was on the first page of that “journal of record” of the science fiction world, June 1985, issue #293 if you care to check.




Theodore Sturgeon Dies


It began raining in Los Angeles tonight at almost precisely the minute Ted Sturgeon died in Eugene, Oregon. Edward Hamilton Waldo would have cackled at the cosmic silliness of it; but I didn’t. It got to me; tonight, May 8th, 1985.


It had been raining for an hour, and the phone rang. Jayne Sturgeon said, “Ted left us an hour ago, at 7:59.”


I’d been expecting it, of course, because I’d talked to him — as well as he could gasp out a conversation with the fibrosis stealing his breath — early in March, long distance to Haiku, Maui, Hawaii. Ted had written his last story for me, for the MEDEA project, and we’d sent him the signature plates for the limited edition. He said to me, “I want you to write the eulogy.”


I didn’t care to think about that. I said, “Don’t be a pain in the ass, Ted. You’ll outlive us all.” Yeah, well, he will, on the page; but he knew he was dying, and he said it again, and insisted on my promise. So I promised him I’d do it, and a couple of weeks ago I came home late one night to find a message on my answering machine: it was Ted, and he’d come home, too. Come home to Oregon to die, and he was calling to say goodbye. It was only a few words, huskingly spoken, each syllable taking it out of him, and he gave me his love, and he reminded me of my promise; and then he was gone.


Now I have to say important words, extracted from a rush of colliding emotions. About a writer and a man who loomed large, whose faintest touch remains on everyone he ever met, whose talent was greater than the vessel in which it was carried, whose work influenced at least two generations of the best young writers, and whose brilliance remains as a reminder that this poor genre of dreams and delusions can be literature.


Like a very few writers, his life was as great a work of artistic creation as the stories. He was no myth, he was a legend. Where he walked, the ether was disturbed by his passage.


For some, he was the unicorn in the garden; for others, he was a profligate who’d had ten hot years as the best writer in the country, regardless of categorizations (even the categorization that condemned him to the ghetto); for young writers he was an icon; for the old hands who’d lived through the stages of his unruly life he was an unfulfilled promise. Don’t snap at me for saying this: he liked the truth, and he wouldn’t care to be remembered sans limps and warts and the hideous smell of that damned grape-scented pipe tobacco he smoked.


But who the hell needs the truth when the loss is still so painful? Maybe you’re right; maybe we shouldn’t speak of that.


It’s only been an hour and a half since Jayne called, as I write this, and my promise to Ted makes me feel like the mommy who has to clean up her kid’s messy room. I called CBS radio, and I called the Herald-Examiner, and that will go a ways toward getting him the hail-and-farewell I think he wanted, even though I know some headline writer will say SCI-FI WRITER STURGEON DEAD AT 67.


And the kid on the night desk at the newspaper took the basics—Ted’s age, his real name, the seven kids, all that— and then he said, “Well, can you tell me what he was known for? Did he win any awards?” And I got crazy. I said, with an anger I’d never expected to feel, “Listen, sonny, he’s only gone about an hour and a half, and he was as good as you get at this writing thing, and no one who ever read The Dreaming Jewels or More Than Human or Without Sorcery got away clean because he could squeeze your heart till your life ached, and he was one of the best writers of the last half a century, and the tragedy of his passing is that you don’t know who the fuck he was!” And then I hung up on him, because I was angry at his ignorance, but I was really angry at Ted’s taking off like that, and I’m angry that I’m trying to write this when I don’t know what to write, and I’m furious as hell that Ted made me promise to do this unthinkable thing, which is having to write a eulogy for a man who could have written his own, or any other damned thing, better than I or any of the rest of us could do it.


— Harlan Ellison®





… and since Noël won’t spill the beans in her tureen, yet expects me to do it —“Get in there and suck up them bullets!” she said sweetly — even though she knows most of what I know— though not even between us can we seem to make the dates properly coincide — at least I have a living witness that what I write here is true. Ted’s daughter and the Trustee of his Literary Estate; she has read this and vetted this.


Other forewords in this series have brilliantly dissected Ted’s style, analyzed his widening circle effect on other writers …


When I encounter the encomia of other writers about Sturgeon, and they gush something like, “I learned so much from him,” or “his work taught me how to write,” I think they are either fools, or they’re lying. No, wait, that’s unfair: not lying … deluding themselves; so stunned by what Ted could do seemingly effortlessly, oblivious to what agony accompanied the doing of it, that they’ve become tropes of what Stephen King noticed about writers, if you leave sour milk open in the refrigerator, pretty soon everything in the box takes on the smell.


Yes, he certainly laid down a new architectural elevation every time a story left his nest (onward, madly onward flew the farraginous metaphors); and to be sure, any scribbling idiot can perceive his facility with language, like a pizza chef whirling that expansible crust aloft; and no question that there are glimmers of Ted’s auctorial seminar everywhere these days; nonetheless, you cannot learn to write from Sturgeon any more conveniently than one could learn how to dance by studying Fred Astaire.


Ted was among the very best there ever were. And the way we’re going, he may be among the very best there ever will be. He loved the sound of words the way trees love the wind, the way yin loves yang, the way the halves of Velcro love their mate (and Ted often contended that he had “invented” Velcro in one of his stories). Ted played and sang not only with the guitar, but with words like the best chum you ever had, like dopey kids drunk on the summertime, careering through an empty lot. Words were, to Ted, the best chums possible.


Inspirational, but out of reach. What he did, he did like Blackstone or Houdini, with lock-picks and escape engines from flaw-free fetters under his tongue, in his butt, up his nose. Ted was, in the purest sense of the word, a runesmith. (Yeah, that’s the title of the story we wrote together — at least the one you know about — and it’s in this very book if you want to pause and go read it and come back here …


Don’t say I’m not considerate of your feelings.)


Anyone who misbelieves that they learned to write by deconstructing a Sturgeon story— try it with “A Way of Thinking” in Volume VII, I double-dog-dare you!— is not only building castles in the air, he or she is trying to move furniture into it. Sturgeon was what he called me once: rara avis. Weird bird, existent in the universe in the number of one.


Do I interrupt myself? Very well then, I interrupt myself. I am large, I contain multitudes.


Here’s what Ted wrote in 1967 as an introduction to my book of short stories, I Have No Mouth & I Must Scream. It goes here, correctly, because it was one of the spurs that moved and shook him to come stay with me. I was in deep anguish in 1967, some of the toughest times of my life, and Ted wrote this, in part:




… You hold in your hands a truly extraordinary book. Taken individually, each of these stories will afford you that easy-to-take, hard-to-find, very hard-to-accomplish quality of entertainment. Here are strange and lovely bits of bitterness like “Eyes of Dust” and the unforgettable “Pretty Maggie Moneyeyes,” phantasmagoric fables like “I Have No Mouth & I Must Scream” and “Delusion for a Dragon Slayer” …


There are a great many unusual things about Harlan Ellison and his work—the speed, the scope, the variety. Also the ugliness, the cruelty, the compassion, the anger, the hate. All seem larger than life-size—especially the compassion which, his work seems to say, he hates as something which would consume him if he let it. This is the explanation of the odd likelihood (I don’t think it’s every happened, but I think it could) that the beggar who taps you for a dime, and whom I ignore, will get a punch in the mouth from Harlan.


One thing I found fascinating about this particular collection—and it’s applicable to the others as well, once you find it out—is that the earlier stories, like “Big Sam,” are at first glance more tightly knit, more structured, than the later ones. They have beginnings and middles and endings, and they adhere to their scene and their type, while stories like “Maggie Money-eyes” and “I Have No Mouth” straddle the categories, throw you curves, astonish and amaze. It’s an interesting progression, because most beginners start out formless and slowly learn structure. In Harlan’s case, I think he quickly learned structure because within a predictable structure he was safe, he was contained. When he got big enough — confident enough — he began to write it as it came, let it pour out as his inner needs demanded. It is the confidence of freedom, and the freedom of confidence. He breaks few rules he has not learned first.


(There are exceptions. He is still doing battle with “lie” and “lay,” and I am beginning to think that for him “strata” and “phenomena” will forever be singular.)


Anyway … he is a man on the move, and he is moving fast. He is, on these pages and everywhere else he goes, colorful, intrusive, abrasive, irritating, hilarious, illogical, inconsistent, unpredictable, and one hell of a writer. Watch him.”


Theodore Sturgeon
Woodstock, New York 1967





And as I wrote for Ted’s attention in a 1983 reprint of the book, for which I refused any number of Big Name offers to supplant Ted’s 1967 essay: “Ted Sturgeon’s dear words were very important to me in 1967 when they were shining new and this collection became the instrument that propelled my work and my career forward. To alter those words, or to solicit a new introduction by someone else, would be to diminish the gift that Ted conferred on me. This book has been in print constantly for sixteen years. … Only this need be said: I have learned the proper use of ‘lie’ and ‘lay,’ Ted.”


“Watch him,” he said. That was the lynch-pin of our long and no-bullshit, honest-speaking friendship. We were a lot alike. (Noël’s son, age 16, has also read these pages and he declares I’m “a fantastic writer, and arrogant as hell.” You just described your grandfather, kiddo.) A lot alike, and we watched each other. Avis to avis, two bright-eyed, cagey, weird birds assaying a long and often anguished observation of each other —Ted, I think, seeing in me where and who he had been — me, for certain, seeing in him where I was bound and who I would be in my later years, which are now. We were foreshadow and déjà vu. We were chained to each other, in more a creepy than an Iron John way.


I had watched him from afar, before I met him, when I reviewed the just published More Than Human in the May-July issue #14 (1954) of my mimeographed fanzine, Dimensions. I was an extremely callow nineteen, Ted was only thirty-six and married to Marion, living back East in Woodstock, I think; Noël still had two years to go before she could get borned.


With all the imbecile sangfroid of, oh, I’d say, an O-Cel-O sponge mop, I pontificated the following comment on Sturgeon at his most exalted best:




Book reviewers, like Delphic Oracles, are a breed of individuals self-acknowledged to be authorities on everything— including everything. Thus it is with some feelings of helplessness that a reviewer finds he is totally unprepared or capable in describing a book.


It happens only once in every thousand years or so, and is greater tribute to any book than a word of praise for each of those years. So enjoy the spectacle, dear reader.


Theodore Sturgeon has expanded his Galaxy novella “Baby Is Three” into a tender and deeply moving chronicle of people, caught in the maelstrom of forces greater than any of them. The book, in case you missed it above, is More Than Human, and insures the fact that if Ballantine Books were to cease all publication with this volume, their immortality would be ensured.


We have dragged out more than we thought we could. Sturgeon is impeccable in this novel. Unquestionably the finest piece of work in the last two years, and the closest approach to literature science fiction has yet produced.





We watched the hell out of each other. After we met, if I remember accurately, in the autumn of 1954, I remember taking offense at a remark the late Damon Knight had made about Ted’s story “The Golden Egg” (he opined, the story “starts out gorgeously and develops into sentimental slop”), and Ted just snickered and said, “Damon can show a mean streak sometimes.”


Later in life, one day I remembered that and chuckled to myself and thought, “No shit.”


Ted called me one time, before he lived here, and sang me the lyrics to “Thunder and Roses.” I wrote them down, ran them in Dimensions, in issue #15, and when next Ted called me, we sang it together. Ted wrote quite a few songs. They were awful, just awful. What I’m trying to vouchsafe here is that in terms of songwriting, both Pinder and Cole Porter felt no need of stirring in their respective graves at the eminence of Sturgeon’s lyricism. He was superlative at what he did superlatively, but occasionally even Ted pulled a booger.


Oh, wait a minute, I have just got to tell you this one …


… no, hold it, before I tell you that one —Ted and the guy reading The Dreaming Jewels—I’ve got to tell you this one, which Noël just reminded me of, he said ending a sentence with a preposition.


One early evening, I was rearranging a clothes closet, and I unshipped a lot of crap that had been gathering dust on a top shelf. And Ted was just hanging out watching, for no reason (we used to talk books a lot but I don’t think on that particular evening he was again driving me crazy in his perseverance, trying to turn me on to Eugene Sue’s The Wandering Jew or The Mysteries of Paris). And I pulled down this neat tent that I’d used years before, when I was a spelunker; and Ted got interested in it, and he unzipped and unrolled it, and of a sudden this nut-case says to me, “We should go camp out.”


Now, two things you should know, one of which Noël remarked when she reminded me of this anecdote. “The two least Boy Scouts in the world!” And she laughed so hard her cheek hit the cancel button on her cell-phone, and that was the end of that conversation. (Which is a canard, because I was, in fact, an actual Cub and Boy Scout, WEBELOS and all, with merit badges, when I was a kid, so take that, Ms. Smartass Sturgeon.) And the second thing you should know is that my home, Ellison Wonderland, aka The Lost Aztec Temple of Mars, sits at the edge of two hundred acres of watershed land and riparian vegetation, high in the Santa Monica Mountains, facing what is known as Fossil Ridge — two million year old aquatic dead stuff in the rocks— now part of what the Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy has designated Edgar Rice Burroughs Park because the land that Carl Sagan and Leonard Nimoy and I saved from developers is exactly where the creator of Tarzan and Barsoom used to have picnics, back in the early 1900s.


Okay, so now you know that, and now you know why this resident nut-case Sturgeon is saying to me, “Let’s go and camp out.”


Which — don’t ask me why, it seemed like a good idea at the time — is why I found myself the next night in a tent, outdoors, in the middle of a very humid spring night, with semi-nekkid Sturgeon, eating gypsy stew out of a tin can that fuckin’ exPLOded, festooning the inside of the tent wherein I slept till the mosquitoes and no-see’ms gorged on my flesh and I crawled moaning back to the house at three a.m. …


Here’s the one I was going to tell you before I got feetnoted: Ted had a surfeit of hubris. Every good writer has it, especially those who scuff toe in the dirt and do an aw-shucks-ma it weren’t nothin’. (John Clute, the critic, just calls it “shucksma.”) False humility is bullshit or, as Gustave Flaubert put is much more elegantly, “Modesty is a kind of groveling.”


But Ted had that scam down pat. He could act as shy as the unicorn in the garden, but inside he was festooned with bunting and firecrackers for his talent. One would have to be in a coma to be as good as he was, as often as he was, not to revel inwardly at the power. He was selfish and self-involved, even as you and I. He was also generous, great-hearted, and loyal.


Yet in all the analyses I’ve read in the previous ten volumes, no one else seems to have perceived that Ted— who was touted, by me as well as others, as knowing all there was to know about love — was a man in flames. He had loathings and animosities and an elitism that ran deep. He knew genuine anguish. But he also knew more cleverly than anyone else I’ve ever met, that it was an instant turn-off; if he wanted to get what he wanted, he had to sprinkle dream dust; and so he filtered his frustration and enmity like Sterno through a loaf of pumpernickel, distilling it into a charm that could Svengali a Mennonite into a McCormick Thresher.


From the starting blocks, Ted had been lumbered with the words “science fiction,” and unlike Bierce or Poe or Dunsany, he never got out of the ghetto. Dean Koontz and Steve King know what I’m talking about; and so does Kurt, who created Kilgore Trout, who was Sturgeon. He wanted passionately to get out of the penny-a-word gulag, and he knew he was better than most of those who’d miraculously accomplished the trick.


Ted had gotten into writing because he understood all the way to the gristle the truth of that Japanese aphorism: The nail that stands too high will be hammered down. And while I’m citing clever sources, Ted also got into the writing in resonance to Heinrich Von Kleist’s “I write only because I cannot stop.”


But he also knew it was a gig. It was a job. Masonry and pig-iron ingots and pulling the plough. Not a lifetime job for guys like Ted and me, weird ducks who’d rather play than labor. A kind of frenetic, always-working laziness. Tardy, imprecise, careless of the feelings of others, obsessed and selfish. He was, I am, it’s a fair cop. So he and I have produced enough work to shame a plethora of others, enough to fill more than a dozen big fat Complete Sturgeons or Essential Ellisons. What no one ever realizes is that it’s all the product of guilt and laziness, guilt because of the laziness.


We know what we can be, but we cannot get out of our own way. Ted was the king of that disclosure. He could not cease being Sturgeon for a moment, and he was chained to the genre that was too small for him.


(Ted once told me, and everyone I have dealt with since has told me I’m full of shit and lying, that he hated the title, “A Saucer of Loneliness” that Horace Gold attached to the story before he’d even finished writing it — because UFOs were “hot” and “sexy” at that time — and that he’d originally wanted to call it just “Loneliness” and sell it to a mainstream, non-sf market. Apparently he wrote it as a straight character study, couldn’t move it— same with “Hurricane Trio” he said— and did it as Gold had suggested.)


(Had a helluva fight with the brilliant Alan Brennert over titling “Saucer” when Alan wrote his teleplay for The Twilight Zone on CBS in 1985 when we worked the series together.)


No matter how congenial, how outgoing, how familial, Ted knew way down in the gristle what Hunter Thompson identified as “… the dead end loneliness of a man who makes his own rules.” And it made for anguish because he was imprisoned in a literary gulag where there was— and continues to be — such an acceptance of mediocrity that it is as odious as a cultural cringe. And Ted wanted more. Always more.


More life, more craft, more acceptance, more love, more of a shot at Posterity. Not to be categorized, seldom to be challenged, just famous enough that even when he wasn’t at top-point efficiency everyone was so in awe of him that they were incapable of slapping him around and making him work better. That kind of adulation is death to a writer as incredibly Only as was Theodore Sturgeon. He hungered for better, and he deserved better, but he could not get out of his own way, and so … for years and years …


He burned, and he coveted, and he continued decanting those fiery ingots, all the while leading a life as disparate and looney as Munchausen’s. He knew love, no argument, but it was the saving transmogrification from fevers and railings against the nature of his received world. And this anecdote I want to relate — as funny as it tells now— was idiomatic of Ted’s plight.


Here’s what happened.


What we were doing in a Greyhound bus station, damned if I can remember. But there we were, about five of us —I think Bill Dignin was one of the group, and I seem to recall Gordy Dickson, as well. But Ted and I and the rest of these guys were going somewhere chimerical, the sort of venue my Susan likes to refer to as Little Wiggly-On-Mire. And there we sat at a table waiting for our bus, chowing down on grilled cheese and tomato sandwiches, or whatever, and one of the guys nudged Ted and did a “Psst,” and indicated a guy at the counter, who was (so help me) reading the Pyramid paperback reissue of Ted’s terrific novel, The Dreaming Jewels (under the re-title The Synthetic Man). And it just tickled Ted, and he came all a-twinkle, and whispered to us, “Watch this, you’ll love it.”


And Ted got up, sidled over to the dude, slid onto the stool next to him and, loud enough for us to hear, cozened the guy with the remark, “Watchu readin’?” and the dude absently flashed the cover, said it was something like a fantasy novel, and Ted said archly, “How can you waste your time reading such crap?”


And we waited for the guy to defend his taste in reading matter to this impertinent buttinski. We held our breaths waiting for the guy to correct this stranger with lofty praise for what a great writer this Theodore Sturgeon was.


The guy looked down at the book for a scant …


Shrugged, and said, “Y’know, you’re right,” and he flipped it casually across the intervening abyss into the cavernous maw of a huge mound-shaped gray trash container. Then he paid his coffee tab, slid off the stool, and moto-vated out of the Greyhound station.


We knew better than to laugh.


Ted came back; and he had the look of ninth inning strike three. None of us mentioned it again.


It seemed funny at the time. Not so funny when I write about it.


Here’s a funny one. I don’t have this authenticated, that is to say, I (thankfully) have no photos, but I sort of always knew that Ted had an inclination toward, well, not wearing clothes. Your doctor would call it nudity. Now, as I say, I don’t know if Ted was a card-carrying nudist at any time in his life, but around here he started walking around sans raiment. I could not have that. Not just because we had studio people and other writers and girl friends and the one or two people who made up my “staff” also in situ, but mostly because bare, Ted was not any more divine an apparition than are each of you reading this. He had blue shanks, scrawny old guy legs, muscular but ropey; he wasn’t inordinately hairy, but what there was … well … it was disturbing; a little pot belly that pooched out, also mildly distressing; I will not speak of his naughty bits. But there they were, wagglin’ in the breeze. I am, I know, a middle-class disappointment to Ted’s ghost, that I am thus so hidebound, but I simply could not have it. Particularly, especially, notably after The Incidents:


Primus: he decided to make Paella for me and a select group of dinner party favorites. So we got him this big olla, and amassed for him the noxious ingestibles (did I mention, I not only hate this olio, would rather have someone hot-glue my tongue to a passing rhino than to partake of Paella), and off into the kitchen went the naked Sturgeon. A day he took. A whole day. No one went near the kitchen. I sent out for my coffee. And here’s what is the Incident aspect of it: as he mish’d that mosh, he used his hands, alternately digging into the heating morass and then occasionally scratching his ass. I am not, I swear on the graves of my Mom and Dad, not making this up. I have no idea if others in the house saw it, but I did, and I got to tell you, had I not loathed Paella out of the starting-gate, that tableau from The Great Black Plague would have put me off it at least till the return of the Devonian.


(Another footnote within an anecdote inside a reminiscence: Ted was impeccable. Clean. This was a clean old man I’m talkin’ here. Not obsessive about it, not some pathological nut washing his hands every seven minutes, but clean. So don’t get the idea that the horror! the horror! of The Paella Incident stemmed from Sturgeon uncleanliness, it was just straightforward here-is-a-dude-slopping-his-claws-in-our-dinner-and-then-maybe-skinning-a-squirrel-who’s-to-know.)


Secundus: he liked being helpful; little chores; nice short house-guest strokes that won one’s loyalty and affection. Did I mention, Ted used charm the way Joan of Arc used Divine Inspiration. He could sell sandboxes to Arabs. Charm d’boids outta the trees. Devilish weaponry. So: little aids and assists. Such as answering the door-bell every now and then. Which was all good, all fine, except most of the time he forgot he was bareass nekkid! Capped as Incident on the afternoon, as god— even though I’m an atheist— is my witness, he answered the door and the Avon cosmetics lady in her Ann Taylor suit and stylish pumps gave a strangled scream, dropped her attaché sample case, her ordering pad, her gloves (I think), and flailed away down the street like a howler monkey.


Tertius: after the cops left, I laid down the law. No more Incidents. Put the fuck some clothes on, Ted! I don’t care if it’s SCUBA gear, mukluks and a fur parka, a suit of body armor, but you will henceforth go forth avec apparel!


So he started wearing a tiny fire-engine red Speedo.


I cannot begin to convey how disturbing that was, mostly because the li’l pot belly overhung that sexe-cache the way the demon Chern-abog overhung the valley in Disney’s Fantasia.


Avon has never sent a rep to my house since that day, decades ago. Also, Pizza Hut will not deliver. Go figure.


And so it went on with us for more than thirty years. Ted growing more ensnared by a received universe that was both too small to contain him while simultaneously telling him he was a titan. It is hideously bifurcating to go among one’s readers, many of whom look upon you as the mortal avatar of The Inviolable Chalice of Genius, having had to borrow the bus-fare to get cross-country to the convention. He grew more and more careless of what his actions and life-choices would do to those he left behind, yet to those who met him casually he was more charming than a cobra at a mongoose rally.


And we continued to watch each other; sometimes to watch over each other. I have a letter I’d like to insert here. It was written during that very tough time in 1966–67 I mentioned earlier in this jaunt.


Thought it may not seem so, this long in the wind, this exegesis is not about me. It is about the trails Ted and I cut with each other. The other guest introductions are variously great, good, okay and slight; but this one is the only one that minutely tries to codify the odd parameters of an odd friendship, a human liaison. So I’ll not go into particulars about the shitstorm under which I went to my knees in ’67–’68, save to tell you true that I was neither feckless nor freshly kicked off the turnip truck.


Nonetheless, I got hit hard, and Ted wrote this to me, dated April 18, 1966:




Dear Harlan:


For two days I have not been able to get my mind off your predicament. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that your predicament is on my mind, a sharp-edged crumb of discomfort which won’t whisk away or dissolve or fall off, and when I move or think or swallow, it gigs me.


I suppose the aspect that gigs me the most is “injustice.” Injustice is not an isolated homogeneous area any more than justice is. A law is a law and is either breached or not, but justice is reciprocal. That such a thing should have happened to you is a greater injustice than if it happened to most representatives of this exploding population.


I know exactly why, too. It is an injustice because you are on the side of the angels (who, by the way, stand a little silent for you just now). You are in the small company of Good Guys. You are that, not by any process of intellectualization and decision, but reflexively, instantly, from the glands, whether it shows at the checkout in a supermarket where you confront the Birchers, or in a poolroom facing down a famous bully, or in pulling out gut by the hank and reeling it up on the platen of your typewriter.


There is no lack of love in the world, but there is a profound shortage in places to put it. I don’t know why it is, but most people who, like yourself, have an inherent ability to claw their way up the sheerest rock faces around, have little of it or have so equipped themselves with spikes and steel hooks that you can’t see it. When it shows in such a man— like it does in you—when it lights him up, it should be revered and cared for. This is the very nub of the injustice done you. It should not happen at all, but if it must happen, it should not happen to you.


You have cause for many feelings, Harlan: anger, indignation, regret, grief. Theodore Reik, who has done some brilliant anatomizations of love, declares that its ending is in none of these things: if it is, there is a good possibility that some or one or all of them were there all along. It is ended with indifference — really ended with a real indifference. This is one of the saddest things I know. And in all my life, I have found one writer, once, who was able to describe the exact moment when it came, and it is therefore the saddest writing I have ever read. I give it to you now in your sadness. The principle behind the gift is called ‘counter-irritation.’ Read it in good health — eventual.


… and in case you think you misheard me over the phone, I would like you to know that if it helps and sustains you at all, you have my respect and affection.


Yours, T. H. Sturgeon





Accompanying the letter was number 20 of Twenty Love Poems Based on the Spanish by Pablo Neruda, by Christopher Logue, from Songs (1959). And then, quickly, Dangerous Visions was published, Ted’s marriage to Marion underwent heartbreak, Ted and I talked cross-country virtually every day, and in the wake of the notoriety of DV and his story, “If All Men Were Brothers, Would You Let One Marry Your Sister?” which I had chivvied him into writing after a protracted writer’s block dry spell and financial reverses, Ted came to live with me.


It was 1966, ’67, and at various times I think it was for a full year, at other times memory insists it was longer, but separate inputs staunchly declare it was only six, eight, ten months. I can’t recall precisely, now more than forty years later, but it seemed to go on forever.


I have all of Ted’s books, of course, but the only two he ever signed were my copy of Dangerous Visions with all the authors logged on — a rare artifact existent in the universe, as I’ve said, in the number of one — and my personal library copy of his first collection, Without Sorcery, Prime Press 1948, for which I paid a buck fifty (marked down from $3.00) in 1952. Here is what he wrote on the front flyleaf in May of 1966 during my birthday gathering:




To Harlan Ellison –


Who has, at an equivalent stage in his career, done so much more — so much better.


Theodore Sturgeon





That’s gracious crap, of course, but what I did do was get Theodore Sturgeon writing again.


In the wake of my own day and night hammering on one of the half dozen or so Olympia office machines (never mind how many Olympia portables I had stashed), Ted grew chagrined at his facility to talk new story-ideas but not to write them, and I rode him mercilessly. The phrase “your fifteen minutes of fame has drained out of the hourglass” became taunt and tautology. I showed him no mercy; and with so many other younger writers passing through the way station of my home, all of them on the prod, worshipful but competitive, Ted ground his teeth and set up shop in the blue bedroom, and began writing.


I’d long-since gotten him inside Star Trek, but now — for the fastest money in town —I opened the market at Knight magazine. Sirkay Publications. Holloway House. The low-end men’s magazines: Adam, Cad, Knight, The Adam Bedside Reader. Two hundred and fifty, three hundred, sometimes a little more, each pop … paid within 24 hours. Sometimes we’d kick the story around at the breakfast table; sometimes he’d come into my then tiny office at the front of the house, dead of night, as I was pounding away under the unrelenting pressure of studio or publication deadlines, and we’d noodle something out. Sometimes it was a snag in one of my stories, sometimes it was a glitch in his.


And we wrote “Runesmith” together. And he wrote or plotted or set aside a snippet of the following, here at Ellison Wonderland: “The Patterns of Dorne,” “It Was Nothing —Really!” and “Brownshoes,” “Slow Sculpture,” and “Suicide,” “It’s You,” and “Jorry’s Gap,” “Crate,” and “The Girl Who Knew What They Meant.” Maybe others, I can’t remember. But most of the stories that he finished when he was living with Wina about a mile away from me down the hill at 14210 Ventura Boulevard, La Fonda Motel, he plotted and started here before I threw him out.


Here’s the flat of it, friends.


And Ted would understand this.


Most of what I know about Theodore Sturgeon I cannot tell you.


We watched each other. He looked after me. I tried to help him. And then came out Sturgeon Is Alive and Well …


Many of the stories from that last, final collection of (almost) new fictions, got born here. Right downstairs in the blue bedroom. And I harassed my buddy Digby Diehl, the now-famous editor, who was at that time the editor of the Los Angeles Times Book Review section, to let me review Alive and Well. And he did, beneath the copy editor’s headline “Sturgeon’s Law Overtakes Him.”


No good deed …


Here, reprinted for the first time, is that review, from the April 18th, 1971 Los Angeles Times.


You will kindly note the cost of this 221 page hardcover in the early Seventies. This will give you an idea of the kind of money a writer as excellent as Sturgeon had to subsist on, it will also inform your understanding of the love-hate attitude even as lauded an artist as Sturgeon had with his work environment.




Sturgeon Is Alive and Well
A new collection of stories by
Theodore Sturgeon
(G.P. Putnam’s Sons—$4.95)





Alive and well, yes definitely. But up to the level of his past brilliance, no I’m afraid not.


Theodore Sturgeon, you see, is without argument one of the finest writers — of any kind— this country has ever produced. His novels More Than Human, Some of Your Blood, and The Dreaming Jewels stand untarnished by time and endless re-readings as purest silver. His short stories have so completely examined the parameters of love in a genre of imagination woefully shy in that particular, that the words love and Sturgeon have become synonymous. The word syzygy also belongs to him.


He is also much-quoted as the author of Sturgeon’s Law, a Deep Thought that suggests 90% of everything is mediocre … puddings, plays, politicians; cars, carpenters, coffee; people, books, neurologists … everything. A realistic assessment of the impossibility of achieving perfection that, till now, has applied to everyone and everything save Sturgeon. Sadly, and at long last, his own Law has caught up with him. Ninety per cent of this new collection of stories is mediocre.


After a long and painful dry spell in which the creative well seemed emptied, Sturgeon began writing again three years ago, and eleven of the twelve stories herein contained date from this latest period of productivity. Only two of them approach the brilliance of stories like “The Silken-Swift,” “A Saucer of Loneliness,” “Killdozer,” or “Bianca’s Hands.” It has been said time and again about Sturgeon, that had he not suffered the ghastly stigmatizing ghettoization of being tagged a “science fiction” writer, he might easily surpass John Collier, Donald Barthelme, Ray Bradbury, or even Kurt Vonnegut as a mainstream fantasist of classic stature. Yet here, freed of that restriction, the fictions seem thin and too slick and forgettable; stories that could have been written by men not one thousandth as special as Theodore Sturgeon.


“To Here and the Easel,” a 1954 novelette printed here in hardcover for the first time (and the only story to have a previous publication), is the longest, and the dullest. A fantasy of schizophrenia in which a painter who can’t paint swings back and forth between his life as Giles, helpless before his empty white canvas, and his life as Rogero, a knight out of Orlando Furioso, this overlong and rococo morality play seems embarrassingly reminiscent of the kind of pulp writing typified by L. Ron Hubbard’s Slaves of Sleep, a novel bearing almost exactly the same plot-device Sturgeon employs.


Of the remaining eleven tales, five are straight mainstream, four are clearly s-f oriented, and two are borderline. However, only two crackle with the emotional load aficionados have come to revere in Sturgeon’s work. In “Take Care of Joey,” a man whose world-view is built on the concept that no one performs a seemingly unselfish act “without there’s something in it for him,” finds just such a situation operating. A nasty, troublemaking little bastard named Joey is watched over by a guy named Dwight, who obviously hates the little rat. He goes way out of his way to keep Joey from getting the crap kicked out of him, up to and past the point where Dwight himself gets stomped. The narrator of the story has to find out why, and he does, and he finds out something else that makes this eleven-page short a stunning example of Sturgeon’s off-kilter insight and humanity.


“The Girl Who Knew What They Meant” is the other winner and it is so carefully-constructed, so meticulously-spun that not until the last twenty-seven words, the final three sentences, does the reader know he has had his soul wrung like the neck of a chicken. It is Sturgeon transcendent. And if Martha Foley’s Best American Short Stories overlooks it this year, surely there is no justice.


On sum, though the book is weak and for the most part a terrible disappointment, merely having Sturgeon writing again— and being able to prove it with slugs of type — is a blessing. And even with typographical errors rampant (a felony heretofore difficult to charge to Putnam’s) it is a book well worth having done. Not just for those two incredible little short stories but by the same rationale that insists we preserve every letter and laundry list written by a Lincoln, a Hemingway or a Melville.


What I’m trying to say, is that Sturgeon is one of our best. He will be read and enjoyed a hundred years from now. So we must see it all, even the least successful of it.


This has been a difficult review to write.


Ted never told me what he thought of that piece. We had no bitterness over it, but we never sat down to bagels and lox about it, either. We were friends, and both of us knew that meant unshakeable trust in the truth that we loved each other, that we respected and admired the best of each other’s work in such a way that to blow smoke and/or sunshine up each other’s kilt would have been to poison that trust. Unlike many writers who expect their friends to write blurbs and dispense encomia on the basis of camaraderie rather than the absolute quality of the work, Ted and I understood that we could lie to others that way, but never to each other.


So. Enough.


I have more, endless more that I could set down about Ted, about abiding with Ted, about the chill wind blowing through the burlesque houses of both of our lives, but enough is enough.


Noël has suggested that I take the eulogy I wrote for Ted in 1985, that appears near the beginning of this essay, and move it back here, because every time she reads it, she cries.


And she thinks it is a proper end for this love letter to my friend now dead more than two decades.


No, dear Noël, it has to stay where it is; and I’ll tell you my thinking here.


Ted wanted me to write his eulogy. He made me promise. And I did it. But I was so wracked by loss at the time, it was brief, far briefer than this eulogy. And thus I left out most of what’s set down here in print for the first— and last— time. It is the for-real eulogy Ted probably wanted, and which I have perceived is being read over my shoulder as I’ve written it, by Ted’s ghost. Not for you, Noël, not for any of Ted’s other kids, not for Marion, not for the publisher who is herewith getting a major piece unexpectedly, and sure as hell not for admirers, fans, readers of Ted’s work.


I have written this because Ted needs to read it, and because it is a picture of The Great Artist that cannot exist via hoi polloi. It had to be done by me, kiddo; and if you think this is all of it …


Most of what I know about Theodore Sturgeon I cannot tell you. I haven’t told you about the two times we fought, the first being the imbroglio over that meanspirited pissant, the toweringly talented British novelist Anthony Burgess, who was a nasty little shit; and the second time subsequent to Ted doing one of the most awful things I’ve ever known of a human being doing to others, resulting in my telling him to get the fuck outta my house, now, tonight, this minute!


I haven’t told you about Ted and the Meatgrinder; Ted and the Tongue-Tied Germans; Ted and the Apollo Trip; Ted and Chuck Barris in Movieland; Ted and the Wing-Walker; Ted and the Naked Monkey. Oh, trust me, I could go on for days. But …


Enough.


I would have liked to’ve written more extensively about how Ted and I wrote together, but Paul Williams has covered some of that in the story-notes, and the rest is whispers and memories. So, at last, after more than twenty years, Ted, I’ve kept my promise. In full.


To say, at finish, only this. I miss my friend. I miss Ted’s charm, his chicanery, his talent, his compassion. I miss them because they will never, not ever, not embodied in anyone or anything, never ever exist on any plane we can perceive. Those of you who never met him, who have only read him, can know what an emptiness there will forever be in your life. Because I know the emptiness in mine.


Harlan Ellison®
30 January 2007
Sherman Oaks, CA










editor’s note



Theodore Hamilton Sturgeon was born February 26, 1918, and died May 8, 1985. This is the eleventh in a series of volumes that will collect all of his short fiction. The volumes and the stories within the volumes are organized chronologically by order of composition (insofar as it can be determined). This eleventh volume contains stories written between 1960 and 1969. “How to Forget Baseball,” a story about a thrilling, horrifying future sport called Quoit, is anthologized here for the first time. A story co-authored with Harlan Ellison, “Runesmith,” is also included.


Preparation of each of these volumes would not be possible without the hard work and invaluable participation of Noël Sturgeon, Debbie Notkin, and our publishers, Lindy Hough and Richard Grossinger. I would also like to thank, for their significant assistance with this volume, Harlan Ellison, Tina Krauss, Marc Zicree, Hart Sturgeon-Reed, Elizabeth Kennedy, Shannon Kelly, Eric Weeks, Chris Lotts at Ralph Vicinanza, Ltd., Cindy Lee Berryhill, T.V. Reed, and all of you who have expressed your interest and support. The Theodore Sturgeon Literary Trust can be accessed at http://www.physics.emory.edu/~weeks/sturgeon.
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Theodore Sturgeon circa 1962.










Ride In, Ride Out



Beware the fury of a patient man.


—John Dryden, Absalom and Achitophel


Midafternoon and he came to a fork in the road. Just like the rest of us in all our afternoons, whether we know it at the time or not.


Younger Macleish liked the left fork. His horse’s sleepy feet preferred the right, a bit downgrade as it was, and Macleish thought what the hell, he was ready to like the right fork too. He liked the country right, left, and whatever, from the white peaks feeding snow water to high timber and good grama range, across and down through the foothills where the low curly bunch-grass grew, and on to the blackearthed bottomland. But then it didn’t need to be all that good to please Younger Macleish today. He was of a mind to like salt-flat or sage, crows, cactus or a poison spring, long as the bones lay pretty there.


Around the mountain (right fork, left fork, it’s all the same) and three hundred miles beyond lay fifteen thousand well-fenced acres and a good warm welcome. Ninety-nine times Younger Macleish had said no to his cousin’s offer, for he had some distances to pace off and some growing up to do on his own. Now he’d said yes and was ambling home to a bubbling spring and an upland house; not too far away lived a pair of the prettiest blue-eyed sisters since crinolines were invented, while down the other way— if a man found he couldn’t choose — lived an Eastern school-marm with a bright white smile and freckles on her nose. Right now he had four months pay in his poke, his health, a sound horse, a good saddle, and no worriments. If a man likes where he’s been and where he’s headed, he’s fair bound to like where he is.


As the shadows grew longer, this horse, he thought approvingly, has the right idea, for the trail is good and the passes this side of the mountain might make a little more sense after all. And if things are as they should be, there’ll be a settlement down yonder, maybe big enough for a hotel with a sheet on the bed and a bite of something other than trail bacon and boiled beans.


With the thought came the settlement, opening up to him as the trail rounded a bluff. It was just what he had in mind, plus a cut extra— a well-seasoned cowtown with a sprinkling of mining. It had two hotels, he saw as he rode in, the near one with a restaurant and a livery right handy to it. There was a mercantile, more cow than plow, and half the barber shop was an assay office.


Younger Macleish rode up to the livery and slid off. He hooked an elbow around the horn and arched his back hard.


“Ridin’ long?”


Macleish turned around and grinned at the tubby little old bald-head who stood in the carriage door. “My back says so … Treat hosses po’ly here, do you?”


The old man grinned in return and took the bridle. “Misable,” he asserted. “Whup ’em every hour.”


“Well, whack this’n with a oat or two an’ give him water if he wants it or not.”


“He’ll rue the day,” said the oldster, his eyes twinkling.
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