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INTRODUCTION

I did not start writing by candlelight with a quill pen on parchment while the horses neighed nervously in the stable and anxious riders in topcoats pounded the cobblestones outside waving lanterns and shouting, “To Arms, to arms!” It only seems like that, sometimes.

My first attempts at writing something besides answers to essay tests began when I started composing bad poetry and such at U.S. Grant High School in Van Nuys, California. I was four years behind graduate Tom Selleck, who I never got to meet but who did okay anyway. While cramming myself full of required college prep classes I also took a year of typing as an elective. This turned out to be the most useful course I embraced while in high school. It was also one of the most enjoyable, because there was only one other guy in each class and about twenty girls. That proved to be a necessary ancillary benefit because the class work, performed on ancient manual typewriters and while ultimately proving to be of great value, was unutterably boring and repetitious. If I’d had any sense and if our secondary education system was actually designed to prepare young people for real life, I should have taken Home Economics (cooking), too. And Auto Mechanics. But no, it has been decided by those whose task it is to develop such curricula that trigonometry will be more valuable to us in our future lives.

Even before I embarked on a writing career, those typing classes proved unexpectedly useful in the military. In its infinite wisdom, the Army, neglecting to note that of all my schoolwork what I most hated and was worst at was math, placed me in Finance School. Of this, the first month consisted of a course in clerking (twerking being a much later sociological development). In order to advance through the course, one had to learn how to type a minimum of something like twenty words a minute. Again, this was on a manual typewriter: a device which to today’s youth doubtless does not seem all that far removed from the quill pen to which I alluded earlier. As I entered clerking school already able to type something like eighty words a minute, I essentially was granted two weeks off. The army was happy to have me and my Army Reserve or National Guard-enlisted companions. Though two of them were certified CPAs, they still had to slog through basic clerking school.

While the feeling between myself and the military was less than mutual, I managed to persevere through basic training. I also noted how everyone in basic training abruptly becomes very religious. This is because you can get Sundays off to go to church. Except if you happen to be Jewish. Then you get Saturday off to go to Temple. For some reason, our company experienced a lot of sudden conversions to Judaism. Since the drill sergeants didn’t bother to keep up on such matters, the shrewdest among us would claim to be Jews one moment and Christians the next, thus succeeding (until the ploy was discovered, resulting in a great many honestly earned pushups) in getting the entire weekend off.

Prior to this government-provided vacation, I was busy finishing up my bachelor’s degree at UCLA. As all my aptitude tests throughout junior high and high school had suggested I would make a good lawyer, I therefore embarked upon a political science major as preparation for life as a solicitor. Having fulfilled all the required courses for the degree in the first three years, my senior year demanded only that I complete a certain number of units. It was at that time that I made the very serendipitous discovery of the Film department at the UCLA School of Fine Arts.

Among the many courses offered by the film department were numerous engaging offerings in film history. Academic enlightenment aside, these constitute possibly the greatest racket in university-level education. You go into, say, the History of American Film 1920-1930, the professor talks for twenty minutes, and then you watch Buster Keaton for three and a half hours. Or Charlie Chaplin, or Harold Lloyd, or the films of D. W. Griffith. Four units. Counts the same as four units of physics. I was hooked.

But I needed more credits than just the available film history offerings could provide. So I added in a couple of writing courses. Beginning writing for television and beginning writing for film. At that time I had no thought or intention of becoming an author. I’d simply been a facile writer in high school. It was something that came naturally to me. I knew this was unusual because I was probably the only student at Grant who looked forward to essay tests. Friends who desperately wanted to be writers understandably found this terribly unfair.

To this day I do not know what led me to have any skill in writing. Most of my immediate relatives were in the dress business. An exception was Jack Smith, my mother’s father, who was the treasurer for Armstrong’s Racing Form, the first racing form in the United States. My grandmother used to tell stories of how they would cheat the bookies. I have a bookies’ “book” from the 1930s: it’s all in code, so the police couldn’t finger the bettors. Real Damon Runyon stuff. Maybe the Army psychics knew something when they put me in finance school.

One day I was walking with her up 2nd Avenue in Manhattan. In her late eighties at the time, she could out-walk an Olympian. Suddenly this little old lady points across the street and says in her girlish voice, “See, see? That man?”

I look, and find myself gazing at an unremarkable oldster who in physique and visage is not unlike my grandfather. “So?” I reply.

“Murder Incorporated,” my grandmother murmurs. And she wasn’t kidding.

I had the great good fortune to have as one of my instructors at UCLA a profoundly kind and insightful gentleman named Larry Thor. Where the entertainment industry was concerned, Larry was a bit of a jack of all trades. Actor, writer, voice-over performer, broadcaster, secondary schoolmate of Jack Kent Cooke (who built the Forum in Los Angeles), he was as easy-going an instructor as any eager student could wish for. If you have the opportunity to see the only full-length film made by the noted Warner Bros. animator Chuck Jones, an adaptation of the famous children’s book The Phantom Tollbooth, by Norton Juster and Jules Feiffer, Larry supplies the voice of the dog Tock, one of the film’s two major characters.

Precisely one week into the course in beginning screen-writing, Larry confronted me with what I had scribbled up to that point and said, with no preamble, “You can write.” Flattered as I was, I thought this judgment a bit premature, though I wasn’t about to argue the point with him. Especially when he added, “Here’s the assignment for the semester. Go write. If you need help, come in.”

Besides quiet encouragement, Larry Thor gave me the most important thing a potential writer can have: he gave me time to write.

Wishing to make maximum use of such an opportunity, I thought that in addition to the script writing work, I would (for fun) try my hand at some non-screenplay fiction. Over the next year I wrote a dozen or so short stories, none of which sold. The very first one involved a family throwing out one of those aluminum Christmas trees following the holiday. Said artificial tree promptly takes root in their front yard. A nice science-fictional idea, but there was no real story to support it. I learned very quickly that ideas are easy: it’s the story that’s the hard part. But the more I wrote, the more I learned about the process. Or at least, the more productive I became.

For one class in 1968, I wrote a teleplay for a double-episode of TV’s Batman. I was pretty proud of the result and thought I might even have a chance to sell it because… well, because my uncle, Howie Horwitz, was the show’s producer. Unfortunately, the show only ran for three seasons. A hugely successful three seasons, true. The genesis for the entire teleplay came from Robin’s penchant, on the show, for saying “Holy…Batman!” As in “Holy double agent, Batman!” or “Holy Black Widow, Batman!” (always spoken with the exclamation point). Having added Hindu mythology to the storyline, I dreamed of Robin exclaiming, at the appropriate moment in the plot, “Holy holy cow, Batman!”

Alas.

Not that the Batman connection proved entirely uneducational. My junior year at UCLA, my father entered into a business relationship with one of his best friends. He eventually lost his financial interest in the business as well as the friend. This required us to move to the sleepy seaside village of San Clemente, California.

San Clemente being too far to commute to UCLA, my uncle Howie and Aunt Harriet (yes, that’s the origin of the name of Bruce Wayne’s “Aunt Harriet” in the TV series) stepped in with an offer. They were living up in a canyon in Bel Air, five minutes from the university. They had a maid’s room, but no maid. So, I was welcome to spend the school year with them. Was I interested?

Five minute traffic-free commute to school? Live in Bel-Air? Spend the weekends at the beach in San Clemente? Yes, I could manage that.

The routine in the Horwitz household on Sundays in football season was for everyone to sleep late, then order deli in and watch the L.A. Rams game (the Los Angeles Rams have since, of course, been resurrected). I always rose earlier than anyone else. One Sunday morning I wandered into the den and happened to notice someone sleeping on the couch. Edging closer, I looked down, and this astonishing vision rolled over, stretched sleepily, and murmured, “Good morning.”

It was Julie Newmar. The catwoman.

What ensued was something like an outtake from American Pie 23: the shy, nerdish college junior confronting the sleepy, doe-eyed catwoman who happens to own the best legs that were ever attached to a human being. I stammered (might have been the only time in my life that I actually did stammer) “G-g-good morning” and fled, literally fled, back to my room. I did not come out until Ms. Newmar had departed.

Later that day I posed the unavoidable question to my Aunt Harriet. “Why is Julie Newmar sleeping on the couch in your den?”

Now, my Uncle Howie might’ve been a “Hollywood producer,” but he had three daughters and was a straight-up guy.

“Oh, ever since the show and the character have been such a big hit,” my Aunt explained, “everyone in town is after her. She doesn’t trust anybody, so sometimes when she gets lonely, she sleeps over here.”

One of the most beautiful women in Hollywood, and she gets so lonely she has to sleep on the couch in my uncle’s den. That little tidbit of information about the film industry was something I never forgot.

The last time I saw the catwoman (now there’s a lead-in for you) I was attending the late-night screening of some obscure science fiction film in a theater on Hollywood Blvd. There were maybe ten other ticket-holders in the theater (I said it was an obscure film). Looking around, I happened to recognize one of them seated across the theater. It was Newmar. She was reading a newspaper (really obscure film). Gathering what fortitude I had acquired, I walked over and reintroduced myself. She sorta-kinda remembered me. Attempting to make “mature” small talk, I murmured, “You know, I think you’d look good in pigtails.” She whispered a reply and I stumbled off.

Two weeks later she appeared as a guest on the Johnny Carson show. In pigtails. Seeing her so coiffed, I felt an odd sensation of pleasure. It did not lead me to take up the profession of hairdressing.

Meanwhile, I had discovered the writing of H.P. Lovecraft and proceeded to devour all of his novels, short fiction, and as much of his tsunami of letters that I could lay my hands on. In the course of doing so, for my own amusement, I wrote out a long letter to August Derleth, the founder of the publisher Arkham House and the first (with one tiny exception) in the United States to issue Lovecraft’s work in proper hardcover. The letter was a typical Cthulhu (“Kuh-thoo-loo”) mythos pastiche in florid Lovecraftian style. I hoped Derleth would find it a briefly amusing diversion from a college-age fan of Lovecraft’s work, and promptly forgot about it.

Some time passed when among my mail appeared a note from Derleth, saying that he wanted to buy my story and publish it in his semi-annual magazine related to all things Lovecraftian, The Arkham Collector.

Huh? What story?

As I searched through my files of rejected material it finally occurred to me that he was referring to the letter I had sent him. So Some Notes Concerning a Green Box, set largely in the bowels of the UCLA main library where I used to hang out, became my first professional sale. (Though the story “With Friends Like These,” bought by John W. Campbell for Analog magazine, was published first, Analog being a monthly and The Arkham Collector semi-annual.) That issue appeared in June of 1971…

…and was subsequently collected, much to my surprise and pleasure, in Donald Wollheim’s World’s Best SF 1972 (DAW books). Needless to say, both appearances, occurring one after the other, were vastly encouraging.

Sadly, not long after my story appeared, Campbell passed away. Soon after publishing Some Notes, Derleth passed away. I now began to worry for the health of Betty Ballantine, who had bought my first novel. Fortunately, Betty proved to be among the healthier representatives of the species. Erudite, beautiful, and plain flat-out charming, she only just recently passed away not too far short of her 100th birthday. Publishing will miss her, and I will miss her personally.

Prior to the sale of that first novel, I reflected that I had two professional short story appearances to my name, both to very respected markets. Maybe, I began thinking, this writing business might be worth giving a try as something other than a hobby. Certainly it was better than having to get up early every morning, don a suit and tie, and look up precedents for the rest of my life. So even though I had been admitted to both Boult Law School at USC and the Loyola School of Law Los Angeles, I hastily filed a tardy application to the graduate screenwriting program at the UCLA School of Arts. Having no actual background in film, I never thought I would get in, and prepared to commence the study of law.

I got in.

How, why, I’ll never know. To this day, my acceptance still flabbergasts me. I guess someone saw something in my academic résumé. Or perhaps it was the throwaway line in my formal application where I declared that if I did not get in I’d either end up as a lawyer or a pimp (you can see how seriously I considered my chances).

Learning that I was going to go to UCLA graduate film school instead of law school, with hopes of becoming a writer, my parents were quietly and surprisingly supportive. Or maybe just rendered insensate. It was hard to tell from their expressions when I announced my plans. I went on to explain, as soothingly as I could, that with an advanced degree from UCLA I could probably get into any law school anywhere in the country. So they went along with it, bless ’em. Or maybe they remained too numb to object.

In the ensuing year and a half (1970-71), both in and out of classes, I wrote something like nine full-length screenplays, none of which sold but all of which looked very impressive and professional as well as satisfying Larry and my other instructors. Two of these screenplays were based on Robert Bloch (Psycho) short stories that had been optioned by another young guy who was hoping to break into the film business as a producer. At the time forced by reduced circumstances to sleep on the couch in his mother’s apartment just off Hollywood Blvd., Ronald Shusett actually did later manage to enter the business with a few trifling little films in which he served as writer, producer, or both (Alien, Total Recall, Freejack, and more). We almost had a sale of one of my screenplay adaptations to ABC TV Films, but Bloch’s agency wanted more money than was available for the film rights to his story I Kiss Your Shadow, and the project never happened.

I later became good friends with Bob Bloch, who never got over being screwed out of what he felt would have been proper payment for the film rights to Psycho, due to the cunning machinations of Hitchcock’s representatives. They never mentioned to Bob’s agents that it was Hitch who was behind the negotiations for the rights to his book.

Larry was always there to encourage me, and for relaxation (and yes, education) there were the wonderful film history courses that UCLA offered.

One such course, on the films of Howard Hawks, was taught by an enthusiastic young filmmaker who up to that point had made a grand total of one film. Peter Bogdanovich gave me a B+ on my term final, which really rankled at the time. Another day our guest in advanced screenwriting was Roger MacDougall, the screenwriter of the brilliant British science fiction satire The Man in the White Suit, which starred the future Obi-Wan Kenobi, Alec Guinness, and Joan Greenwood, who had the sexiest voice I’d ever heard in a motion picture. On still another morning, in a class on the history of early European film, our instructor informed us that, “The films for today are M and Metropolis, and our guest speaker is Fritz Lang.”

Damn. That was the UCLA film school.

Lang, the only man I’ve seen outside of a movie who actually wore a monocle, exhibited an unexpected sense of humor. Subsequent to the screening of both films (M absolutely flabbergasted me. I’d never seen anything quite like it, and never looked at the acting of Peter Lorre in ever the same way again), a girl during the follow-up Q&A rose to declare breathlessly, “Mr. Lang, Mr. Lang, I absolutely loved both of your films! Especially Metropolis (we watched the badly cut version that was all that was available back then, but still…). Could you please, please, tell us how you did those wonderful special effects!” Whereupon Lang adjusted his monocle, considered a moment, looked up at her from his seat at the front of the theater, and declared with grave Teutonic finality, “No.”

The student audience cracked up.

Someone else asked Lang when was the last time he had seen a complete version of his film (Metropolis). Lang replied, “I had been called into a meeting with Goebbels. He said, ‘Herr Lang, we would like you to become head of the Reich film industry.’ I told him that I would need a day or so to think about it. I took the time to watch my film again, went home, packed some bags, and the next day left for the United States.”

If only Leni Riefenstahl had done the same.

While doing the necessary work for the Master of Fine Arts degree, it occurred to me in a moment of madness that I should also try to write a novel. That way, years down the road while I was slaving away in some law office, I would have a great comeback line to use at parties. If anyone asked me what I was doing, I could always reply, “Oh, I’m working on a novel.” This effort became The Tar-Aiym Krang (Ballantine Books, 1972) my first book.

I sent the manuscript to John W. Campbell, who had published the short story “With Friends Like These.” Campbell promptly sent it back together with six pages of comments and suggestions. I didn’t know it at the time, but this was how he worked, whether it was with a hopeful unknown stripling like myself, or with Heinlein or Asimov. I considered his suggestions carefully, adopted a few, rejected some others, and returned the revised manuscript. Back it came laden with another raft of suggestions. You would think by now it might have occurred to me that he was seriously interested in the book, but I was far too busy and preoccupied to note the obvious. Once again I made use of a few of his ideas, decided against the rest, and sent it back to him. Whereupon I received yet a third reply, but this time without accompanying commentary. Instead, it read:

“I think you’ve got a good yarn here (everything was a “yarn” to Campbell), but I’m bought up on serials (novels in Analog were serialized over anywhere from two to five issues of the magazine, depending on their length) for three years. In the meantime, why don’t you try it elsewhere?”

So with Campbell’s imprimatur, I promptly mailed the manuscript off to Doubleday, then one of the few major publishers of science fiction in hardcover format. I got it back with a multi-page typed letter explaining that while they liked it, they didn’t think it was for them. Such a personally composed dismissive missive being far more encouraging than the usual pre-printed form rejection letter, I next tried Ballantine Books, the most prestigious publisher of science fiction in paperback.

And lo, as previously mentioned, the beauteous and wondrous Betty Ballantine bought it. For a real advance! $1500! Once the initial euphoria wore off, I found myself faced with a dreamed-of but entirely unexpected conundrum.

I was twenty-five. I had an advanced university degree, and was now a certified professional writer with a novel coming out from a major publisher. I had a 1969 Corvette bought used with money I had saved all the way through high school and college (which meant I now had no money) and was living in a single apartment at the beach in Santa Monica. No one, I thought, could have been happier. I even had a full-time writing job, albeit in public relations.

Headlines Ink was the name of the tiny company I worked for, headquartered in Studio City. Most of our clients were restaurants—Lawry’s, the late lamented Hungry Tiger chain, etc.

One day my boss, Ray Rosenbaum, came over to me and said, “There’s an English actress in town. She’s doing Abelard and Heloise at the Ahmanson and she’s agreed to do some brief promo spots for one of our clients. I can’t leave the office. You’ve got a nice car. Can you pick her up, drive her to the radio station, wait for her to finish, and then take her back to her hotel?”

“Sure,” I said. Anything to get out of the office. “Who is she?”

My boss checked the relevant memo. “Diana Rigg. Do you know her?”

Holy Avengers, Batman!

So here I am on a perfect, sunny Los Angeles day, squiring Mrs. Peel around L.A. in my Corvette. I know we must have talked, because a Corvette is a very small car, but for the life of me I can’t remember a single thing that was said. All I do remember is being terrified of getting in an accident. “Young Would-Be Writer Kills International Star in Car Mishap!”, the headlines would scream. Thankfully, I managed the drive without hitting so much as an abandoned soda can.

I waited at the radio station and thence returned Mrs. Peel to her residence. I also remember nothing that was said on the return drive. But—by this time I had gained some confidence in my ability to actually communicate with representatives of the opposite gender. If not in speech, then in writing. Giddy fool that I was, I wrote Rigg a letter and asked her for a date. Managed to get it sent up to her room at the hotel.

Her handwritten reply arrived shortly thereafter.
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“Dear Alan,

Your letter was wondrous arriving, as it did, after a bout of flu, and according me the requisite amount of human qualities to convince me I was indeed alive! Your offer was inviting, beguiling, but alas, too late, for I leave on Sunday, and am bespoke till then.

Perhaps another time.

Diana.”

“Bespoke.” Ah, the English language. Every encounter with a new word or term rekindles my love of it.

Of course, I have only the vaguest remembrance of what I wrote to her at her hotel, but her warm, stylish response left me in a bit of golden daze for the next several days. All I recall about my missive was comparing her to a redwood (tall gal, that Rigg). It was a fortunate thing for me that she declined my invite, because at that time I wouldn’t have had the faintest idea what to do had she accepted. My youthful brashness exceeded my sophistication by several orders of magnitude.

Yes, I had a nice car, and in L.A. that counted for, and still counts for, a lot. But I don’t think it would have been enough.

“Hi, Miss internationally famous star of stage, screen, and TV. Do you want to go to McDonald’s, or would you rather hang out at the beach? That’s the best I can offer, because I’m dead broke. Also, I promise not to ask how you really feel about wearing all that, um, interesting chain-and-leather attire you have to squeeze into in your role as Mrs. Peel. Honest. I won’t ask. Because I’m not interested, not at all. Nope. I also promise not to allude to our slight age gap. Or my profound ignorance of the English theater.”

A lot of time has passed since that day and that drive, and today….

Dame Diana, I’ve still got your letter, and I feel that you still owe me a date.

Sales of more short fiction followed my appearances in The Arkham Collector and Analog. The Tar-Aiym Krang, which the writer and editor Lester del Rey later called the worst title for a science fiction novel he’d ever heard in his life, did well enough that Betty Ballantine asked for a sequel. This became Bloodhype (Ballantine 1973), my second book.

In the course of writing it, the story became transformed into only a semi-sequel, but it in turn led to my third original novel, Icerigger (Ballantine 1974).

By this time Betty and Ian Ballantine had turned away from fiction and to a new challenge: publishing beautiful large-format books of modern western and fantasy art, most notably that of Frank Frazetta and Frank McCarthy. Soon to be renamed Del Rey books, editorship of the Ballantine fantasy and science fiction line was taken over by the husband and wife team of Lester and Judy-Lynn del Rey. Lester handled the fantasy submissions while Judy-Lynn concentrated on science fiction. Although there was surely some behind-the-scenes crossover editorial work, as far as I know they each kept pretty much to their respective genres.

As mentioned, before departing for different climes and glossier paper, Betty Ballantine had requested yet a third book from me. By now emboldened by my modest success I ventured to write a longer opus that, while set in the same imaginary future as The Tar-Aiym Krang and Bloodhype (the “Universe of the Commonwealth”), was in no way a sequel to either of them. The agent I had acquired upon selling Bloodhype, the redoubtable Virginia Kidd, read the finished manuscript and promptly declared she wanted nothing to do with it. So I sent it off to Ballantine/Del Rey and they took it anyway. Icerigger promptly and completely unexpectedly went through three quick printings, selling 100,000 or so copies. Its unexpected success baffled both myself and Judy-Lynn.


“That Icerigger,” she asked me, “why do you think it did so well?”

I could only shrug. Damned if I knew. But I felt that it wrapped around what I consider to be the key to any successful novel, or film, or play. It was a good story.

Regardless, it cemented my relationship with her and with the newly anointed Del Rey Books.

It also reaffirmed my status as a client of Virginia Kidd, who was big enough to swallow her pride and inform me that despite what she might think of any individual work personally, she would forthwith represent anything I consigned to her from that point on. Which she did, until her death in 2003. The Virginia Kidd Literary Agency is still my agency for prose work.

Meanwhile, keen not only to continue to write but to continue to eat, I had obtained a job teaching two classes in film at Los Angeles Community College. As was common with night courses taught at junior colleges, each class was given in full in a single night to facilitate attendance for those who worked full-time during the day. I taught screenwriting, the history of documentary film, and occasionally something else. Each course required attendance for four hours per night for one class, three for the other.

I took stock of my life. I had managed to save a little money from my fiction sales and from my day job writing for Headlines Ink. I owned my car outright. So with a year’s rent in the bank, I took a deep breath and quit my day job to try writing full-time, using the part-time teaching job to pay for food and gas. As a single guy living on the cheap, I figured I could manage for a year. After that…well, there was always law school.

I had by this time also made the acquaintance of and soon moved in with the extraordinarily beautiful and utterly unique JoAnn Oxley of Moran, Texas—soon to become Jo Ann Oxley-Foster. As we merged our accoutrements, I found myself surrounded by JoAnn’s beloved houseplants. In the course of seeking inspiration for novel number four, I found the presence of the plants merging with my love of faraway places. Even en masse, a few succulents and ficus and such didn’t exactly constitute a rainforest, but they inspired one. A tale set on a planet called Midworld, on which I bent to work in 1974, not long after we had moved in together.

There was one particular plant that struck me with its exotic looks and the way in which its leaves tracked the sunshine: a so-called rattlesnake plant, Calathea insignis. In a corner of my study, that plant sits today in the same pot it occupied in 1974. Given regular watering and sufficient sunlight, I feel confident it is going to outlive me.

As I continued work on Midworld I had every hope and expectation that, following the success of Icerigger. it would likewise sell to Del Rey. That it might even make a good movie someday. (A few years later the great Stan Winston tried to option it, but his agent and my agent could not agree on terms—a missed opportunity, I suppose).

Not only did it sell, but it became my first sale to the Science-Fiction Book Club (1975, Del Rey paperback 1976). This time around, Lester del Rey loved the title as well as the book. But the writing of Midworld was slowed for a bit by a small professional detour.

One that quite unintentionally became something of a second career in itself.









CHAPTER 1

LUANA (1974)

As I was working on describing the details of the indigenes’ home tree in Midworld, the flying lizard-like creatures that torment them, their intimate relationship with their forest world that extends to burying their dead in special trees and an ability to empathize with them, the ferocious hexapodal life-forms, the phosphorescent undergrowth, and the remorseless corporation from Earth that wants to exploit it, a call came in from Judy-Lynn del Rey in New York.

“You have a degree in screenwriting, don’t you, Alan?”

“Well, in so many words.”

No laughter on the other end of the line. Edgy cough on mine.

“Master of Fine Arts. From UCLA.”

“So, you know your way around a screenplay?”

“I like to think so.”

“Someone here bought the book rights to an Italian film from 1968 called Luana. Think you can make a book out of it?”

He who hesitates is forever lost. “Sure. I don’t see why not.” In Hollywood, if you’re up for a part and the producer asks if you can ride a horse, you say, “Sure!” And promptly run out to, for the first time in your life, climb atop a horse, hoping you’ll get the part. And not subsequently get killed.

“Great! I’ll call Virginia and we’ll draw up a contract. How soon could you get started? We’d like to have this as soon as possible.”

A request I was to hear repeated many, many times over the ensuing decades.

“Right away, I guess. I’ll need a copy of the screenplay, to begin.”

“I’ll have someone here take care of the details.”

That was the gist of our conversation. A contract was indeed forthcoming, but no screenplay. Whenever there is a due date in a contract, I’m always anxious to get to work. After what I thought was a reasonable time had passed, I reached back to Judy-Lynn to express my concerns.

“Well,” she said, only mildly apologetic, “it seems there’s no script but we’ll set up a private screening of the film for you.”

Say what? When writing a novelization, the author absolutely must have a copy of the screenplay, preferably one as close to the final shooting script as possible. This is necessary so that one can go back and forth, check previous scenes, make sure that what is in the eventual book matches as closely as possible to what is seen on screen, and so on. But I’d signed a contract. And I was young. And hungry. And stupid. So I shrugged and, as I was still living in the L.A. area, agreed to attend a private showing of the film.

Expecting a room with a decent-sized screen and a couple of comfortable chairs, I was dismayed to find myself in the office of the American distributor, Capital Films Corporation, I believe. I was soon to realize that Capital Films Corporation had no films and little capital. The office was in Hollywood and up some stairs (the absence of an elevator should have constituted adequate warning of what I was about to get myself into). None of the Three Furry Freak Bros. adrift in a ’shroom stupor would have mistaken it for an office on a major studio lot. Or a minor studio lot. Or the back room of Apu’s Quik-e-Mart.

Upon arriving I was immediately greeted by the director of publicity and advertising for this increasingly suspect outfit. I believe he was even younger than I.

“Nice to meet you!” He gestured toward a door. “We’ve got the film all set up for you to watch!”

I was escorted into a room even smaller than the outer office. My host following close behind me, I could see no way to artfully escape. At the moment, the entire staff of Capital Films Corporation appeared to consist of him and a projectionist. A small screen had been set up. There was a table and a couple of decidedly non-plush metal folding chairs that reminded me of the furniture in Chemistry 101 back in high school. From a small window set high up in a back wall, an unseen presence inquired boredly if I was ready. I pulled out the large notepad on which I intended to, as best I could, furiously scribble notes about the appearance of the performers, backgrounds, props, and of course the storyline, and told him to start the film.

Ostensibly, Luana fits into a sub-genre of fantasy alternately called Female Tarzan or Jungle Girl. In the case of the film I was watching, it didn’t really matter because the erstwhile jungle girl (played by Mei Chen) has a total of about ten minutes of screen time. The rest of the movie consists of a clutch of Italian “explorers” wandering through some of the worst jungle scenes ever to be committed to celluloid. Even the chimp looked bored.

Throughout the entire film, Mei Chen/Luana doesn’t speak a word of dialogue. English or Italian, because I believe she was Vietnamese. Try constructing viable prose out of that. Although it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.

Because the entire film was in Italian.

With no subtitles.

The room was air-conditioned, but I was beginning to sweat. At that time my total command of Italian consisted of the ability to badly pronounce certain food items. Anything following “pasta” was a struggle. I thought “ciao” was something you got in the army.

As the film meandered on, I soon put down my notepad. How the hell was I going to extrapolate an entire novel out of this misadventure? Even one chapter?

Maybe it was a good thing there were no subtitles and that I didn’t understand a word of Italian because as the film unspooled it became apparent that in addition to being entirely in a foreign language it managed to embody in one place all the worst aspects of Italian filmmaking. Garish hair coloring, lousy editing, comic-book casting—the scorpions were the only ones who could act. There wasn’t even any non-socially redeeming nudity. In an Italian jungle picture.

So, okay: there’s no script, the movie itself is both incomprehensible and unwatchable, and I’m under contract to deliver to my publisher at least 65,000 words of presumably semi-coherent fiction within a couple of months. Prose that people will actually pay real money to read. In my increasing desperation, it occurred to me that maybe, just maybe, there was a possible out. The only question was, would Ballantine go for it?

The enthusiastic young guy in charge of Capital’s PR and promotion was something of an SF/fantasy fan. Fan enough to know the work of Frank Frazetta. Arguably the most important and influential heroic fantasy artist of the twentieth century, Frazetta changed the way we look at such characters. For those unfamiliar with his art, look it up and prepare to be stunned. It’s a long way from Rackham.

Frazetta’s depictions of men were downright granitic. His cover painting for the Lancer paperback edition of Conan the Conqueror single-handedly did more to revive interest in Robert E. Howard’s iconic Hyperborian than all the intermittent reprints that had preceded it. His women….

His women did not look like Mei Chen.

How to explain so it is SFW? When I was a boy, there was an original jungle girl television show that I devoured with a rising interest I did not fully understand. Growing up, I had loved watching the old Johnny Weissmuller Tarzan films and his TV series Jungle Jim. Exotic animals and a taste of different cultures drew me to both. These were also present in another TV show of the 1950s, Sheena, Queen of the Jungle, but there was…something…else.

That something else was the lead actress. Irish McCalla was six feet tall, electrifyingly blonde, and built like the hills of the Monomotapa Empire, even if neither she nor the show had ever shot a single scene there. Or anywhere in Africa, for that matter. Watching her swing through the trees (and she did many of her own stunts), my boyish self could only envy the vines. That was the image of a “jungle girl” I grew up with. Not the diminutive, inaudible Mei Chen.



A villatic digression: My wife and I moved to the town of Prescott, Arizona, in 1981, after my writing the treatment (story) for Star Trek: The Motion Picture proved to me that while I loved the movies, I liked the movie business considerably less. Walking down Cortez Street (also known as antique row in Prescott) one afternoon the year after we had moved into our new home, I noticed a particularly striking older woman coming toward me. She was unmistakable and immediately recognizable.

Irish McCalla.

She was still tall, still blonde, and still attractive. I followed her into one of the antique stores and just stared, as surreptitiously as I could, while she chatted with the owner. I was too flabbergasted to say anything. After she left, I went up to the laid-back proprietor.

“Was that…Irish McCalla?”

He replied while rearranging some turquoise jewelry in a case, as off-handedly as if such wonderment was an every day occurrence. “Oh yeah. She’s lived here for years.” Turning, he pointed out a couple of beautiful, framed, color paintings of Native American children hanging on the wall behind him. “That’s her work. She’s a member of the Western Artists of America. Didn’t you know?”



“No. We’re newcomers to town. I didn’t know.”

We had just bought a rambling 1957 ranch house we couldn’t afford and scarcely had money for food, much less art. More’s the pity. Still more’s the pity that I didn’t get over my shock fast enough to at least say hello to her. Life is a long litany of missed opportunities.


Irish McCalla, who properly fit the role of fantasy jungle girl, died in Prescott in 2002 at the age of seventy-three. I never encountered her again. She was a Frazetta woman come to life.

That young PR man for Luana had commissioned a pair of oils from Frazetta to use in promoting the picture. They appeared on Luana buttons, Luana bumper stickers, Luana pressbooks and were also set to appear on the front and back covers of my hypothetical novelization. The painting used on the back cover did look somewhat like Mei Chen. The one on the front, featuring the titular character holding a spear and standing between a pair of snarling big cats, was Frazetta’s own interpretation of what such a fantasy character should be.

If only, I thought. If only Luana looked like that in the film! If only the story’s character matched the depiction on the cover in physicality, ferocity, and implied jungle knowledge. If only….

Hey, why not?

I threw out all the detail I had memorized from watching the film. My pitiful notes went in the trash can. I cast all of the movie adrift except the framing storyline of Europeans stuck in “darkest Africa.” With my mind made up and adopting a slightly manic expression, I went and wrote my own female Tarzan/jungle girl story grounded in my childhood memories of Sheena and bolstered by Frazetta’s dramatic painting. Without the latter I would have had nothing in the way of actual inspiration. Which is why the book is dedicated to Frazetta who, regrettably, I was never to meet. His Sea Witch is one of my favorite modern fantasy paintings of all time. Dark, brooding, yet full of action, it’s as if Norman Lindsay, John Millais, and Ivan Aivazovsky had all collaborated to illustrate some lost opus by William Hope Hodgson.

I mailed off the manuscript and waited more than a little anxiously for the response from Judy-Lynn. To my great relief, she and the rest of the editorial department were most pleased with my “novelization” of the film. I deposited my on-acceptance check and thought no more about it, returning to work on Midtworld.

Much later and a couple of weeks after the book came out, I got a call from Judy-Lynn.

“You’re going to love this,” she told me. “Our rights department just got a call from Disney about Luana. Sadly, I had to set them straight. They wanted to know if the film rights were available!”

You could have strangled me with a vine.









CHAPTER 2

DARK STAR (1974)

To no one’s surprise, the book version of Luana, interesting curiosity though it may be, did not make the New York Times bestseller list. Or the Sheboygan Press bestseller list. Since literary critics did not pile too judgmentally onto my prose, I prefer to think it’s because only two people in the U.S. actually saw the movie: the distributor, and that artistically cultured PR kid.

Since some of you may be wondering, I did, incidentally, inquire of him after the screening about the possibility of purchasing one of the two commissioned Frazetta paintings. He turned me down cold. Which was just as well, since I didn’t have enough money to buy a print of one, let alone an original. As fisherfolk are fond of declaiming, another one that got away. And no, I have no idea where the originals are now, so don’t send me saliva-coated inquiries.

Luana’s modest sales figures notwithstanding, Judy-Lynn and the gang at Ballantine were pleased that I had managed to turn a porco’s ear into, if not a silk purse, at least something that was not an embarrassment to the company. I was promptly asked if I would be interested in taking on a similar task for a small science fiction film. An American film this time, I was assured, utilizing actors speaking English and with an actual screenplay to work from.

“Sure,” I blithely told Judy-Lynn. I had not yet learned to ask the appropriate questions before saying “yes” to such projects. I feigned indifference while striving to conceal my interest. Who knew what helpful folk the project might put me in touch with? What noted performers, directors, and other writers I might be able to contact as a consequence of working on the book? “What studio is it from?”

“No studio,” she told me. “It’s an independent film.”

So, not Paramount, then. Not Warner or Disney or Fox. Though I was forced to lower my expectations, I was still enthusiastic.

“That’s okay. Who’s doing the distribution?”

“Well, it doesn’t really have a distributor yet. But it’s a neat little film. You’ll like it.”

“All right, sure—I’ll do it,” I told her, wondering as I committed myself just how “little” this film might be. I soon found out.

It was a student film.

Though it had been expanded from its original 68-minute running time to 83 minutes, and provided with something resembling professional titles (budget of the final release version: $60,000), it was still essentially the same movie that had been put together as a thesis project by a couple of graduate students at the University of Southern California School of Film. Of course, I didn’t know the students. Neither did anyone else except their friends. Over the succeeding years, that would change.

The graduate students were John Carpenter and Dan O’Bannon, and their film project was called Dark Star. Among others who contributed to the film’s exceedingly low-budget but effective visual effects were Ron Cobb, Greg Jein, Bob Greenberg, and Jim Danforth, all of whom went on to long careers as honored professionals within the film industry.

But all that was in the future. As I processed what a ceaselessly ebullient Judy-Lynn had just told me, I swallowed hard. What on (or off) Earth could this quintessentially amateur project look like? Had I just let myself in for another Luana? Only this time, one that would be devoid of any inspiration courtesy of fizzy adolescent television memories and the art of Frank Frazetta? My morbid imagination conjured visions of pseudo-European dystopian visuals. Endless tracking shots of deserted cityscapes and energy weapons indifferently fashioned from cardboard toilet paper tubes and discarded washing machine parts. All shot in black and white, of course. With people smoking. While quoting Kierkegaard.

Maybe, I hoped desperately, there would be a lot of action. Low-budget notwithstanding, it could still be a real traditional space opera, which no one had yet done properly (that was still a couple of years away, but we’ll get to that).

It was arranged for me to attend a private screening of the film (uh-oh, been there before, I thought miserably). Not by myself this time, and in a small room in Hollywood, together with some of those involved with the making and distribution of the picture. The money to do the professional credits and add footage had been put up by a producer named Jack H. Harris. An independent producer/distributor lifted straight from a (cheap) Hollywood novel, Jack Harris was cut from the same mold as the more successful Samuel Arkoff. Harris had scored big in 1958 with the release of another small film he had picked up: The Blob, starring the then mostly unknown Steve McQueen.



Trudging up the long, claustrophobic set of stairs to the screening room (couldn’t any of these so-called producers afford offices with elevator service?) I happened to notice a framed piece of sheet music on one wall. It was for the theme music to The Blob, composed by someone whose name I recognized: Burt Bacharach. Yes, that Burt Bacharach. Having thus accidentally acquired the answer to an all-time great movie trivia question, I continued up the old wooden stairs while silently striving to compose suitable lyrics for an imagined ditty to be called “Protoplasm Keeps Falling on My Head,” to be sung by a zombified Dionne Warwick.

Upstairs and surrounded by probably interesting people, not one of whom I had ever seen before in my life, I was soon introduced to the energetic John Carpenter, a year younger than myself. We hit it off, I thought, quite well. As John was, understandably, trying to talk to and connect with everyone in the room, we didn’t have much time to chat. Without much ado we all pulled up chairs (I felt like I was back in film school class), someone threw a wall switch, the room darkened, and the movie rolled.

It astonished me. Well, okay, maybe I wasn’t astonished. But I was at the very least agreeably startled. The longer the film ran, the better I liked it. I forgot all about its university origins and miniscule budget. Sure, production corners were cut to the bone and beyond and the acting was somewhat amateurish, but taken in toto, what I found myself watching was a good movie. I didn’t care if it had been made by ten taxi drivers from Timbuctoo. I enjoyed it.

In the entertainment business there is no greater relief than being able to compliment someone on their work without having to first get your face botoxed. I told Carpenter how much I liked his picture and that I wished it and him well.

“Thanks! Hey, you want to go get a milkshake?” he asked me. “There’s a Hamburger Hamlet (a venerable Los Angeles restaurant chain) across from Grauman’s.” (Grauman’s Chinese, the famous theater with the stars’ footprints embedded in cement out front).

I loved Hamburger Hamlet, I loved milkshakes, I loved talking movies, and we could natter freely away from Harris and everyone else connected with the film.

So John Carpenter and I wended our way to Hollywood Blvd. and late that night sat in a window seat facing the most famous movie theater in Los Angeles (later to premiere that same space opera film I alluded to earlier) and sipped our way through a couple of thick chocolate shakes. Given our respective financial status at the time, I think we each paid for our own. John talked about how he and his collaborator Dan O’Bannon didn’t care so much about getting rich off any commercial distribution of Dark Star, but that they really just wanted a professional release so that he could join the Director’s Guild and Dan could join the Writer’s Guild. And I spoke of my work as a writer, both of original material and these novelization projects, and my fervent hope that whatever the future and the Fates had in store for me, I would never, ever have to go to law school.

After that night I didn’t see John for many years. But he remembers me, and I him, and I like to think he also recalls that pleasant late night post-screening meeting featuring two young artists dreaming of a hopeful future.

I only met a very few of the other talented young film-makers who worked on Dark Star. Dan O’Bannon and I ran into each other at a lunch at a science fiction convention in Pasadena, where my wife and I looked on in bemusement as a seriously stoned Dan struggled mightily and largely incoherently to pick up Shary Flenniken, artist and writer of the classic adult comic strip Trots and Bonnie which for years was a highlight of National Lampoon magazine. Visual effects specialist Bob Greenberg I met later. Bob I remember largely because he had the best business card I ever encountered in Hollywood, which read:



Bob Greenberg

Special Effects and

Barbecued Ribs



So the screening was a revelation and the aftermath delightful, but I was left with one awkward problem, and that was the film itself. Dark Star is fun, clever, marvelously staged, scored (by the multi-talented Carpenter again), and written. The only trouble is it’s essentially a film about four guys sitting around in a small spaceship talking about how bored they are as they travel around the galaxy blowing up dangerous “rogue planets.”

How the hell was I going to get 65,000 words of prose out of that?

It wasn’t Luana all over again. It was more like Kafka, only with a spaceship instead of a cockroach. From the point of view of my job, it was in some respects an even more difficult assignment. Unlike with Luana, I couldn’t invent an entirely new scenario because I had not only an intelligible story to work with, I had a good film. I had to be true to what appeared on screen. Even if it did consist largely of a quartet of jaded guys mumbling through their beards. Or monologuing to their frozen captain, who spends the entire film wrapped in a kind of cryostasis like a simian baked potato. Or arguing with the intelligent bombs the ship carried. Hell, the bombs had the best dialogue!

As with Luana, there was only one solution. But a completely different one this time. I had to get deep into the thoughts of the ship’s crew. Benthically deep. Deeper than I had gone with any previous characters for whom I had written internal dialogue, including in my own original work. I had delved previously into the thoughts of a number of other fictional eccentrics, but those sprang from my own invention and inhabited my own stories. I could have them say or think whatever I wished, whenever I wished, as long as their musings accorded with the story I had concocted. With Dark Star I would be working with John Carpenter and Dan O’Bannon’s characters and story—not mine.

It was hard. To this day, one of the three most difficult novelizations I’ve ever done (the other two were for computer games—Shadowkeep and The Dig—the adapting of which presented unique problems of their own). I persevered, constantly thinking back to the film itself, trying to imagine what the characters might be pondering and saying if they only had more time to contemplate their increasingly depressing existence.

After much labor and sweating over the word length, I turned the book in. Once again, Judy-Lynn was delighted with the result. I only hope I did Carpenter and O’Bannon’s work justice. Dark Star is a wonderful testament to the power of youthful fannish exuberance and skill. More than anything else it shows that when allowed to toodle off on its own and develop without interference, talent will surpass budget every time.

So Luana led to Dark Star, and Dark Star led to….

Something that was not fantasy. Something that was not science fiction. Something utterly unexpected. A bit of novelization work that I doubt any of you have ever heard of. Because no one had the chance to hear about it.

As the show’s theme song declaimed, “and then there’s Maude.”







CHAPTER 3

MAUDE’S DILEMMA (1974)

Even those unfamiliar with the hit sitcom Maude (1972-78) likely realize from the title of this chapter that the subject matter has nothing to do with the science fiction I had been writing. Starring Bea Arthur as Maude Findlay, the formidable cousin of Edith Bunker (of another even more famous TV half-hour comedy, All in the Family), the raucous half-hour show from the satirical comedy genius Norman Lear (All in the Family, The Jeffersons, Sanford and Son, Good Times, One Day at a Time, ad hysterium) features the character of Maude dispensing wisdom both public and marital without worrying about where her (and the writers’) insightful barbs might land. Sometimes the subject matter of a half hour episode was light, sometimes it featured physical as well as verbal slapstick, but within its circumscribed comedic format it often dealt with serious subjects.

None were more serious than when the character of the forty-seven year old Maude unexpectedly became pregnant and had to decide whether or not to have an abortion.

You want me to novelize what?


Who at Random House had acquired the book rights to this show—which ran as a two-parter in order to properly develop its sensitive subject matter—I do not know. When the double episode itself ran, it generated instant controversy, immediately generating 7,000 negative letters to CBS. To this day I’d like to know who bought the book rights and why. Perhaps they thought the controversy would be enough to automatically sell lots of copies of a novelization. Possibly someone believed that the subject matter deserved a wider audience. Maybe whoever acquired the property happened to be someone who simply loved the show. In any event, the script and the project was passed around to a number of writers in the hope that they could make something of it. Apparently none could. Not even big-name writers such as Terry Southern (Candy) or Buck Henry.

Eventually, it ended up in my lap.

I’ve always relished a challenge. I was familiar with the show because it was on my regular watch list. But as with Dark Star, there was no action, no shoot-’em-up scenes, no neighborhood murder, no earthquake, volcano, or hurricane. No life-in-the-balance existential dialogue with an earnestly perplexed intelligent bomb. Just a woman and her husband confronted with the kind of decision that no one anticipates but which all too often comprises a component of that irritating, interfering load of inexplicable bewilderment we call Real Life.

You know what? Writing the book was fun. Not fun because the story was fun, which despite the requisite comedic interjections remained utterly serious at heart, but because it provided an opportunity for me to do something completely different from what I had been writing. There was nothing to work with in Maude’s Dilemma save regular folks populating a small cast. I was immensely proud of the finished effort, and even prouder when the completed manuscript was accepted and approved by Ballantine/Random House.



It never saw publication. As far as I know, despite company approval, the manuscript never even made it as far as print proofs.

The manuscript sits, with all my other manuscripts, in the Special Collections of the Hayden Library at Arizona State University, in Tempe, Arizona. Fodder for student papers and nothing more. When I was told the book was being cancelled, it was hugely disappointing. I never learned why publication had been denied. Much later, someone told me that Norman Lear, who had final approval, decided against having any book version of the show see the light of day. If that was what happened, the decision was certainly his. But a lot of thought, care, and concern went into that novelization, and I still feel it is a shame no one except a few editors and students have ever been able to read it.

It remains the only one of my novelizations not to see the glint of light off a reader’s glasses.







CHAPTER 4

THE STAR TREK LOGS (1974-1978)

Kids’ shows. C’mon, now. Who would want to read prose adaptations of kids’ shows? And not just kid shows, but cheaply made Saturday morning cartoons. Where is the deluge of book versions of My Little Pony and Ducktales and Ren and Stimpy?

Okay, maybe novelizations of the first two might eke out a few sales to starry-eyed kiddies, but there definitely needn’t be book-length versions of that last one. But wouldn’t it be fun to put the English language to the test? Who knows what the future may bring? Now that Disney owns Star Wars, one could in a drowsy (or stoned) moment imagine a Ducktales/ Star Wars mash-up. All centered on one overarching critical question:

Does Scrooge McDuck adhere to the Dark Side, or not?

But I wander.

I’d grown up watching Saturday morning cartoons and considered myself something of an animation buff. I knew, casually, Robert (Bob) and Jodye Clampett from encountering them at Los Angeles area SF conventions. I remember clear as yesterday when Bob first showed the few seconds of surviving animation footage (most of which had been lost in a garage fire) from his attempt to sell Warner on doing a full-length animated adaptation of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s John Carter of Mars books. I’d met the great Tex Avery. I revered the work of Warner Bros, and MGM and Fleischer’s cartoon units. As a child, I can still recall being fascinated by the endless parade of old B&W cartoons local TV stations used to fill out their Saturday broadcast schedules. Farmer Alfalfa, Felix the Cat, and Out of the Inkwell silents from the 1920s, moving on to Bosko the Talking Kid and the rambunctious Merrie Melodies. To my great juvenile delight, once in a while an occasional Disney cartoon would make an appearance.

I even enjoyed certain limited animation efforts. I always looked forward with unabashed anticipation to each new episode of Crusader Rabbit, the inaugural effort of the great Jay Ward and the first animated show produced specifically for television. Rocky and Bullwinkle is basically Crusader Rabbit with a flying squirrel and a moose substituting for a rabbit and a tiger. Ward’s wit and wordplay took the place of the full animation he couldn’t afford. He refined his efforts with such later luminous creations as George of the Jungle and Fractured Fairy Tales. The latter was exquisitely narrated by the wonderful character actor Edward Everett Horton, whose ranch in the west San Fernando Valley my family used to pass every time we drove out to Zuma Beach.

Brilliantly directed, written, and produced as these shows were, they had no difficulty standing out among a glut of cheapshot animation void of intelligence. Much of the latter was churned out by Hanna-Barbera Productions. Having done beautifully animated work for MGM and won an Oscar for one of their Tom and Jerry cartoons (Cat Concerto), William Hanna and Joseph Barbera saw the writing in the ledgers and began cutting costs, and corners, to accommodate the newly developing television markets. Their resultant interchangeable product reads like a compendium of early children’s television animation. Or perhaps a better word is dirge.

Yogi Bear, The Jetsons, The Flinstones, Huckleberry Hound, Quick Draw Mcgraw, The Magilla Gorilla Show, Peter Potamus— I didn’t give a damn how many awards these essentially identical shows won. As soon as I encountered an animated show where a character jumped up into the air, spun its feet around fast enough so that they blurred, and then whooshed offstage, I knew I was watching crap and changed the channel. I’ve no doubt these Xeroxed offerings entertained millions of children. I just wasn’t one of them. As far as I was concerned, the writing on such shows ran the gamut from lame to insulting, with animation one step removed from Clutch Cargo, where only the characters’ mouths were animated while everything else on screen remained as motionless as if it had been lifted from the Sunday newspaper funnies.

Falling somewhere between the aforementioned dreck and the work of the geniuses at Warner’s termite terrace lay the work of Filmation Studios. Without delving into the history of this particular entity, suffice to say that Filmation produced two seasons of Saturday morning shows based on the original Star Trek television series, utilizing nearly all the original cast for the voice work and a number of the writers from the original series as well. So while the animation could often be suspect, the voice acting and the writing was nearly always a cut above that commonly employed for Saturday morning animation work.



I had watched some of the shows and enjoyed them, but found it hard to get past my need to see full animation, dreaming as I always was of Fleischer’s remarkable Superman cartoons of the early 1940s. When the two-season run of Filmation-produced episodes ended, so did my interest in its brief resurrection of Star Trek. Until one day there came a call from my agent, Virginia Kidd.

According to Virginia, Ballantine Books (with the science fiction and fantasy line now renamed Del Rey Books after Lester and Judy-Lynn) had acquired the rights to do book versions of the Saturday morning cartoons. Was this a task I was willing to tackle?

Unlike with Luana and Dark Star, where I didn’t know what I was getting into, I had seen enough of the animated Star Trek to have some idea of the kind of material I was going to have to work with. Yes, they were cartoons, but that didn’t bother me. From a young lifetime of enjoying and studying animated films, I knew that, as with any medium, in the end it was the writing that mattered. Exasperatingly, in the case of the animated Trek, the writing was, well, all over the literary map. There were episodes that had been written by practitioners of real science fiction (David Gerrold, Larry Niven, Dorothy Fontana) and others that had been scripted by folks who had worked on the original live-action Star Trek. Among the remainder, however, the quality of everything from the dialogue to the plots to the science varied considerably.

Despite knowing that certain episodes were less than stellar contributions to the science-fictional oeuvre, I wasn’t overly concerned. After all, hadn’t I fixed an entire pile of steaming pasta with Luana? Even bad Star Trek was still, at heart, Star Trek. The science I could repair. The dialogue I could fix. The plots—some of the plots would simply have to be treated like compost. Crap at the beginning, but useful following careful tending.

The real problem and one that couldn’t be avoided was that these were half-hour television episodes. That meant that excluding commercials each show consisted of roughly twenty minutes of actual running time. Twenty minutes of running time translates into approximately twenty minutes of teleplay. That’s what each episode would give me to work with. Twenty pages of script.

It was while writing the novelization of Dark Star that I had come to the conclusion that in order to get a proper novel-length manuscript out of a film script, the ratio would have to be, at minimum, approximately three pages of finished prose, double-spaced approximately 12 pt. font, to one page of screenplay. The printed screenplay for Dark Star was much shorter than what I had hoped to have at my disposal and therefore required the injection of correspondingly more original material. In other words, I had worked out that a typical 120-page script should give me 360 pages of rough draft, or about 77,000 words. Subsequent polishing would increase the manuscript to anywhere from 85-100,000 words of finished prose, depending on the needs of the publisher and the inspiration provided by the original material.

Utilizing this formula, twenty pages of animated screenplay would produce 60-75 pages of final draft. An appropriate novel would require six times that much wordage.

It couldn’t be done. There were twenty-two episodes of the show, and as young and energetic as I was and despite what I had managed to accomplish with Luana, I did not see myself being up to writing twenty-two essentially original Star Trek books. Especially in the time frame I had been given.

There was nothing for it but to call Judy-Lynn and tell her so. Her response surprised me.

“Do them however you want,” she said airily.

I remember being suffused with a combination of relief and uncertainty. Also a touch of wariness. You had to be careful around Judy-Lynn. Commit to a project and she’d hold you to it. She had a smile like a Parisian dancer and a grip like a pitbull.

“You mean that?” I replied hesitantly. “I can adapt them any way I see fit?”

“Sure. Get what you can out of them.”

I’d already concocted a line of approach, without ever believing it might actually be accepted. “I’m thinking of expanding each story to novella length. I think I can do that. And I’ll tie the three stories comprising each book together as best I can. The result won’t read like a novel, but I think it will at least make sense.”



“Sounds okay. Go to it.”

So I did. Relieved of the need to try to get 75,000 words out of a twenty-page teleplay, I was able to settle down and enjoy the process. One of the pleasures of adapting the animated show was that the scripts occasionally featured a pair of ongoing new characters: Enterprise crewmembers who could be portrayed as more truly extraterrestrial than the usual live-action Star Trek rubber-facemask aliens. Left to my own devices I would have written a great deal more about these two potentially fascinating characters: M’ress and Arex. But I was as always restricted by the need to follow the existing plots, even as I did my best to expand upon them.

As I turned in one completed manuscript after another, I did get to throw in bits and pieces of things I would have liked to have seen in Star Trek that didn’t make it into either the live-action or animated series. As an example, I managed to get a Christmas tree onto the Enterprise and have a love-smitten ensign good-naturedly chase Uhura around it. Probably he’d imbibed too much Thetan eggnog, but still definitely a violation of Star Fleet protocol that wouldn’t have been allowed on the live action show. And there’s no retrograde #metoo movement affecting early Star Trek. My excuse is that back then we were all in love with Nichelle Nichols, even when she was animated. I know guys who are now grown men who used to watch the live-action show just to listen to her say, “Flailing frequencies open, Captain.” I wonder if anyone has that as their cell phone ringtone.

I also had the opportunity to come up with a name for the entire book series. The titles of the individual episodes appeared within the novelizations themselves, but Del Rey had to have something to put on the covers. Without utilizing the names of the episodes, the book series also needed some form of identification to distinguish it from the James Blish adaptations of the live-action show. Since each of the television episodes had opened with Wiliam Shatner reciting an entry from the Captain’s log, I thought identifying each volume similarly would be the easiest way to go. Del Rey agreed, and that’s how the series came to be known as the Star Trek Logs.

For the covers, the original printings of the Logs used artwork from the show. While this kept the cost of cover art down and allowed buyers to immediately identify the Logs, Filmation’s artwork reflected the limited animation techniques that were common to the industry at that time. This was especially true of the bare-bones renditions of the characters themselves. Full animation of the Enterprise crew in anything resembling Disney style would have made the cost of producing the show prohibitive. While Judy-Lynn and her art directors preferred to feature the leading characters from a story on the covers of Del Rey books, the simple line art and flat colors employed for the faces of the Filmation Enterprise crew rendered them more childish than the stories in which they were featured. Therefore, instead of the crew, many of the Logs used background art from the shows on the cover. Backgrounds tended to be more detailed and refined than the characters themselves, and while not exactly Frazetta-ish, less juvenile in appearance. I personally found this aesthetic compromise barely more than adequate, but it didn’t seem to matter to the fans who bought the books.

The cover for Log Five, featuring an intimidating alien sea creature, was a bit of a departure. Sufficiently taken with it to inquire if a cel might be available for purchase, I contacted Filmation directly.

“No, we’re not releasing any of the cels from the show for private sale. At least, not for now,” I was told. “That piece was of course drawn by one of our artists, Robert Kline, and we possibly could put you in touch with him.”

Kline…Robert Kline. Bob Kline?

From the eighth grade through graduation from high school, one Bob Kline had been one of my closer friends. We shared the same interest in science fiction, fantasy, films, history, and much else. The Robert Kline I knew had been doing near-professional quality artwork since the ninth grade. Could it possibly be the same Bob Kline?

Turned out that it was. Small world indeed. We got together briefly, and reminisced, and chatted about how strange and wonderful life could be that each of us had ended up doing something creative that we loved. I haven’t communicated with Bob in a long, long time, but I do know that he eventually fulfilled his original schoolboy dream of going to work for Disney. It’s funny how things sometimes work out, even when manifested as early as junior high school.

It was while I was working on Orphan Star, the real sequel to The Tar-Aiym Krang, and finishing up Log Six that I received a call from Judy-Lynn. She sounded slightly frantic, which surprised me. A woman with an iron will, she was usually always in complete control of her emotions. I once sat in a chair in a plush office at Paramount watching in silent awe as she methodically dissected the arguments of a haughty studio lawyer who insisted that Del Rey couldn’t have the book rights to the animated Star Trek show because all book rights throughout the universe forever had been sold to Bantam. He sat behind a huge desk of dark wood, his hands steepled, while Judy-Lynn all but disappeared into an enormous high-backed chair opposite him. Because Judy-Lynn was an achondroplastic dwarf. A bit over three feet tall, her legs came nowhere near reaching the floor whenever she was forced to sit down in a normal-size chair.




It was a beautiful thing to see as she took Paramount’s smug solicitor apart like a piece of fried chicken. His self-assured smile shrank as fast as the submarine in Fantastic Voyage.

But now, on this call, she sounded all but beside herself.

I felt a moment of concern. As it developed, I did indeed need to worry, but not for the reasons I initially imagined. Not one for small talk during business hours, much less while on the phone, she got right to the point.

“The Logs. There are only four episodes left to adapt. You have to get one book out of each of them?

I’d always been straight with Judy-Lynn, and I wasn’t about to equivocate now. I took a deep breath.

“I told you right when we started this project that I couldn’t do that. It can’t be done. There’s no way I can get a full-length novel out of a twenty-page cartoon script.”

“You have to do it! The books are selling like crazy! You have to get four more out of the remaining four episodes so we can have four more books.”

I deliberated. Judy-Lynn was a hard woman to say no to. But what could I do? Then the project that had started it all came to mind. Luana.

“I suppose I could do what I’ve been doing and then extrapolate, somehow, from there. Turn a single episode into a novella, and then write original material for the remaining two-thirds of the book.”

“That’s fine! That’ll work. Do whatever you have to do, but one book per remaining episode. I know you can do it.” End of call.

What the hell had I just committed myself to? You idiot! You just agreed to do something you’ve already said you couldn’t do. Times four. Furthermore, Star Trek Log Seven was due in—uh oh.

Other than thinking I might do something along the lines of Luana, I had no idea how to proceed. Why, I hadn’t so much as contemplated the notion of doing original Star Trek material since that two-parter I had written on spec as a grad student at UCLA. Now I had to….

Wait a minute.

Rising from my desk and going over to my file cabinet (for you young’ns, a “file cabinet” was a distinct piece of office furniture designed to store reams of paperwork mostly useless and soon to be forgotten but patently too valuable to throw away), I dug through the battered Pendafiex files until I found the two-part screenplay I had submitted to Norway Productions back in 1968. Attached to it was the letter I had received back with it saying, “This is nice. Please resubmit for consideration for our fourth season.” Of course, there was no fourth season, which as you can imagine was more than a little disheartening at the time.

Now, however, that rejection would prove balm to my needs. I had a 120-page teleplay I could cannibalize. While I would rather have seen the story I had written filmed as part of the series, when rewritten and expanded it proved to be perfectly suitable to fill the last two-thirds of Star Trek Log Seven. No one at Del Rey or anywhere else assumed it was anything but original material written specifically for that volume.

But I still had three Logs left to go and no more providential fall-back material lurking in the depths of my file cabinet. So I buckled down and began feverishly conjuring strictly original prose that I thought might fit together, at least marginally, with the remaining stories.

Providentially, I had left the two stories written by actual science fiction writers for last. Adapting and expanding upon David Gerrold’s BEM was as straightforward as I thought it would be, but Larry Niven’s script for The Slaver Weapon presented me not so much with a writing problem as it did with something of an ethical conundrum.

For the script, Larry had adapted elements from his own independent Known Space universe, specifically from a story called “The Soft Weapon.” This meant that for the first time in the course of writing the Logs I would not only be adapting someone else’s teleplay but rewriting the printed work (albeit in a different form) of a colleague. This is where an understanding of Hollywood contracts helped in making my final decision.

When you sell the film or television rights to a property, be it a short story, an original screenplay, a theatrical play, or your Uncle Frobisher’s reminiscences of his year hunting seals with the Tlingit, Hollywood will attempt to purchase (as mentioned previously) all rights to the property throughout the universe until the End of Time (possibly longer). Negotiating the terms of such contracts is where entertainment lawyers and agents earn their keep. Rare is the writer who sells a property and retains any control whatsoever over what happens to it once the checks are deposited in the relevant accounts. I reckon Stephen King can do it sometimes.

It is akin to selling a house in which you’ve lived for fifty years, improved, mowed the grass, pruned the trees, and fixed that crumbling fireplace. Sell it, and the buyer has the right to cut down the trees, rip out the fireplace, pave over the grass, and paint the whole thing puce. It is not yours anymore. That is the mentally and emotionally safest way to approach the sale of your work to film or television. Unless it is inscribed in blood in the contract that you actually retain a scintilla of creative control, or unless you are on board in some other capacity on the project such as director or producer, your baby is no longer your own. It has been fully and legally adopted, and the adoptive parents have moved to Mars.

So I went ahead and did what I was contracted to do with The Slaver Weapon, knowing that an intelligent chap like Niven surely knew what he was doing when he made the sale and did the work. I treated the story with the same respect I do everything I novelize, and was glad I had saved it for last.

Subsequent to their original publication, the ten Star Trek Logs have gone through more print formats and editions than I can track, including an apparently unauthorized edition by a mysterious outfit called Aeolian Press.

You know you’ve done a good job when you have been pirated in hardcover.









CHAPTER 5

STAR WARS (1976)

“Do you know who George Lucas is?”

It was Judy-Lynn on the phone again. In reply to such questions I usually have to pause and think a moment. Not this time.

“Sure! He did American Graffiti, and a pretty clever, low-budget science fiction film called (this did take me a moment, to make sure I got the numeration right) THX-1138.”

“That’s him. He’s doing another science fiction film. Bigger budget this time. I’ve bought the book rights. I know you’re occupied with your own work and the Logs, but do you think you could squeeze in another novelization?”

I was so busy that for the first time in my career I actually did have to give her request a moment’s consideration. In a twinkling, life-important decisions are made, and Fate permits no do-overs.

“Well, I haven’t seen THX yet. Only heard good things about it. But I really liked American Graffiti. Who knows? Maybe this’ll be a good film, too. Yeah, I’ll do it.”

“Okay, but they want to meet with you first and give their approval. I’ll set up a meeting with the relevant people and get back to you with the details.”

Approval? Why would I have to be approved by the film-makers? Wasn’t the fact that the Star Trek Logs were going great guns good enough? Maybe I should just call Judy-Lynn back and tell her I changed my mind. Of course, knowing Judy-Lynn, that would not go down so well. Once again, I had hastily committed myself to weeks of overwork. When would I ever learn to take my time and think things through before agreeing to some unknown, probably unadventurous project?

Well, nothing to do about it now. I had agreed. I was stuck. So I made myself forget all about it and went back to work. Besides, there was a reasonable chance nothing would come of it anyway. Knowing the film business, just because several someones said they were making a movie was no guarantee it would get finished, and if finished, have a theatrical release.

Not long after, I was told to meet with Lucas’s lawyer, Tom Pollock. Pollock (later to become chairman of Universal) had his office about eight floors up in an office building near the Sunset Strip. This was six floors higher than the office for the distributor of Luana had been, plus there was an elevator, so I was immediately impressed. Pollock and I chatted briefly. I think an allusion was made to my novel Icerigger as being somewhat in the same spirit as the film Lucas was making. In any event, I guess I succeeded in convincing Pollock that I was competent and experienced at turning a film into a book and that I would not, say, make any of the characters into axe murderers or child molesters. And if in the screenplay they happened to be axe murders and/or child molesters, I would still do the best I could by the characters.

I was provided with a copy of the script to read. This I did in increasing surety that at least half of what was on the page would never, as depicted in the screenplay, actually make it onto the screen. But if it did, if it did, I decided it might amount to something more than just a fun film to watch on a lazy Saturday afternoon in a theater. You certainly couldn’t predict any potential box office success from the absurdly ambitious script. I reckoned that given enough luck and a halfway decent critical review here and there, it might make a little money.
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A day and time was then chosen for me to go out to where the crew was shooting the effects sequences for the film.



Having been formed by Lucas in May of 1975, today’s mighty effects house Industrial Light and Magic was then located in a rented warehouse in Van Nuys, California. I knew exactly where it was, because two blocks down the road on Kester Street was a rockhound shop I used to frequent when I was a high school student buying examples for my modest collection. Having one day to make a decision on shelf space for books or for rocks, it was the rock collection, alas, that went. I still remember my favorite specimen: enargite crystals on pyrite with chalcopyrite. But my incipient career in geology had long since fallen by the wayside.

So it was that on a bright and sunny Southern California day, I headed over to meet with George Lucas.

I found the place easily enough. I had to park across the street, though, because the parking/loading area in front of the warehouse was completely filled with big pieces of plywood laid atop simple hammered-together sawhorses. Spread out on and covering most of the plywood were long pieces of white plastic that had been built up in three-dimensions with squares, rectangles, miniature guns, and a long deep groove down the middle of each of them. These were, of course, the miniature sections for the trench run at the end of the film. They took up such a large space they had to be moved outside the building and set up in the parking area. When I arrived I of course had no idea what they were for. Seemed like a waste of good parking spaces at the time.

Once inside I announced myself, only to be told that Lucas was busy and would see me as soon as he could. Meanwhile, I was free to wander around and have a look. I was admonished not to take any pictures. No problem there, I told them. I didn’t have a camera with me. Besides, what was there to waste film on? I hadn’t seen anything but a bunch of cobbled-together plastic junk.

The large outer room was a busy place. Craftspeople sat at long tables building spaceships and such out of cannibalized plastic model kits. It was very much like tenth grade shop class, only with a much higher level of competence. The south wall was filled, from one end to the other and from floor to ceiling, with model kits of warships, planes, and vehicles (I remember that Revell kits were particularly prominent). As I mooched about, killing time, another young guy must have noticed me wandering aimlessly and beckoned me to the far side of the room.

“Hey, want to see something interesting?”

Being there to see as many interesting, or at least story-relevant somethings as possible, I acceded. In another, darker room my escort halted before the most complex camera setup I had ever seen in my life. I recognized a lens, a handle, and that was about it. It occurred to me I ought to introduce myself.

“I’m Alan Foster. I’m writing the book version of the film.”

“Hi, I’m John Dykstra.” No father gazed upon his newborn with more pride than my new acquaintance did his camera system. “I built this. It’s the first computer-controlled camera in Hollywood. Want to see what we do with it?”

Nodding (hey, I had nothing else to do until George showed up) I was escorted into another room, where a large disc-shaped spaceship model (the original Millennium Falcon) was mounted on a gimbaled post in front of a wall-sized sheet of green material. Dykstra enthusiastically explained how it all worked. I listened politely, wondering where Lucas was and thereby missing out on a detailed explanation of what turned out to be an important piece of technical filmmaking history. Sometimes when you focus too hard, you miss noteworthy things on the periphery of your life.

Eventually Lucas appeared, we shook hands, and he proceeded to show me around. I was more than a little dumb-founded that he had any time for me at all, knowing that what I was doing was working on an ancillary product while he was doubtless operating under the usual immense and unrelenting pressure that is incurred by a director when making a film. At the time, I had no idea how much pressure. As he showed me around, enthusing over this or that (here’s the Death Star about the size of a basketball, etc.), I thought to myself, “This guy’s a fan! He’s making a film about something he loves.”

Maybe, just maybe….

In the course of my brief tour, I tried to make small talk. There wasn’t much time for it, but I gave it a shot.

“I was wondering, George: if the film, uh, doesn’t do real well, will you be all right?

He smiled understandingly. “I have enough money from American Graffiti. I’ll be okay.”

“What if it’s a big success?”

He reflected a moment. “I’d like to make small, experimental films.”

Decades later, in the course of an interview on, I believe, CBS, the program’s interviewer asked him what he wanted to do when he was finished with Star Wars. “I’d like to make small, experimental films,” was his reply.

Consistent, that Lucas guy. He just keeps getting distracted.

Shyness in such matters not being a quality for which I am noted, I said, “It’s a great story and I hope you can get it all up on the screen, but—I think you’ve got too many stars in it. ‘Star Wars’ ‘Death Star,’ (Luke) ‘Starkiller’—too many ‘stars’.”

“Um.”That was his only comment in response. But he had listened to me. That’s such a rare quality in Hollywood that I was more than a little shocked. “Want to stay and watch some dailies?” His enthusiasm was infectious.

Having seen the models and in particular the very beautiful Falcon, sticking around to watch dailies was a no-brainer.

Before the dailies ran in the warehouse screening area, an older gentleman I did not recognize showed up. Lucas was with him, so I asked one of the techs if he knew the visitor’s identity.

“You don’t know?” My interlocutor nodded toward the two men. “That’s Saul Bass.”

Dang. Among other innovations, Saul Bass revolutionized the look of movie titles, most notably with those he designed for the Frank Sinatra-starring film about drug addiction, The Man With the Golden Arm. He also won the 1968 Academy Award for Documentary short subject with his film Why Man Creates. Here was a true Hollywood legend, chatting amiably with George.



Of course, I was too polite to interrupt his interaction with Lucas and introduce myself, much less join in the conversation.

They ran the dailies, which consisted mostly of TIE fighters making passes at the Falcon, with very rough sfx added to show that everyone was shooting at everyone else. Afterwards, I could hear Bass complimenting Lucas on the work. George was beaming, but as for myself I was too busy trying to process what I had just seen. Even in the absence of finished sfx, color balancing, music, and sound of any kind, I had just seen a scene ripped from the pages of Planet Stories magazine brought to life on screen in a wholly believable manner.

Perhaps, I thought to myself, they can pull this off.

Before I left I wanted to say goodbye to Lucas, and to thank him for the time he had allotted me. But he was busy.

Forty-five years later, he’s still busy.

I went home, poured over the script yet again, committed to memory the dozen or so pre-production paintings by Ralph McQuarrie and the few shots that had been made available for me to see, wrote the novelization, and started in on the original sequel novel (Splinter of the Mind’s Eye) that was part of the same contract. Release of the film was still six months or so in the future. Though I never saw much other footage while I was writing the book, I tried my best to develop the characters, backgrounds, and story based on the imagery that had been provided.

As for the performers, at least I knew what most of them looked like. Harrison Ford I remembered from American Graffiti. I would have liked to have chatted with him about making furniture. I didn’t know Carrie Fisher, who turned out to be a writer who acted rather than an actress who wrote and so was also a scribe, but I would have been happy to talk to her about the phone book. Mark Hamill I later met, if I recall correctly, working his way through the comics in the sales room at the 34th World Science Fiction Convention in Kansas City. We spoke very briefly and didn’t meet again until we shared a limo ride from the airport to the convention hotel at a subsequent Dragoncon in Atlanta. Anthony Daniels, Peter Mayhew, and Kenny Baker I did not encounter until much later.

I would have loved to have talked film with Alec Guinness, particularly about his previous science fiction film, the brilliant British satire The Man in the White Suit. As I mentioned earlier, the screenwriter of that film had been a guest speaker in one of my graduate screenwriting classes at UCLA. If you haven’t seen The Man in the White Suit, you owe it to yourself to rent or watch for a copy.

I also would have loved to have found out if his co-star in the film, the British actress Joan Greenwood, was as alluring in person as she was on the screen. Greenwood had a voice like warm honey. For someone who starred in black and white British films of the 1950s, I found her irresistible. I wondered if Obi-Wan did, too.

Following the completion of Splinter of the Mind’s Eye and still well before the release of the film itself, I participated in a meeting at Lucasfilm’s office, which at that time was situated in a rented old bungalow on the Universal Studios backlot. I believe the building and its neighbors might have been pre-war (that’s WWII). The room in which I met with Lucas, producer Gary Kurtz, and PR/promotions chief Charles (Charlie) Lippincott had a homey feel entirely out of keeping with the rest of the studio surroundings. I wouldn’t have been surprised to have seen a wood fire burning gaily in a back fireplace.

The meeting went on for about an hour and involved details of the novelization and Splinter. Pronouncing himself pleased with the first tome, Lucas then declared that he was assigning me a half percent royalty on the book. I didn’t know he controlled the royalties (I didn’t know he controlled a great deal more than that), so I was more than a little surprised.

When a writer contracts to do a “work for hire” such as a novelization, they are sometimes offered the option of taking a flat fee with no royalties, or an advance against royalties. In the case of the latter, say that the advance is $10,000 against 5%. The book sells for $20. 5% of $20 is a buck. At that rate, the book must sell ten thousand copies to make back its advance. Following the sale of the ten thousandth copy, the royalty then begins to accrue to the author: one dollar per book sold. If the book never sells ten thousand copies, the author still gets to keep the full amount of the advance.
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On occasion, the author will opt for the alternative: a larger flat fee upfront but with no royalty. As an example, when I was set to do the novelization of Krull, after reading the script I immediately opted for the choice of the larger flat fee. If you’ve seen the film, you will know why.

“You don’t have to do that, George,” I told him. “I’m happy with the contract I signed.”

“No, you did a good job. I want you to have it.”

I thanked him and shrugged mentally. Half a percent against the advance. What could that amount to?

Ah, we of little faith. Also little knowledge of accounting. As if to further confirm my stunning lack of prescience, after Lucas and Kurtz had left, Lippincott drew me over to a far corner of the room and proceeded to open a door to an irregularly shaped storage area located beneath stairs that went up to the second floor. The storage area was piled high with promotional material for the premiere of the film: program books, t-shirts, posters, buttons, and more.

“You want any of this?” Charlie asked me.

I gave it all a quick glance. Now that the meeting was over, I was in a big hurry to go—somewhere. Somewhere important. Somewhere so important that I’ve long since forgotten where it was.

“Naw. Thanks, though. What would I want with any of this?” I hesitated, not wanting to offend Lippincott. “Okay, maybe I’ll take a t-shirt.”

“Sure you don’t want a program book, or something?”

“No thanks. I already have too much stuff.”


As it developed, I didn’t have too much stuff, but by then it was too, too late.

While Lucas was perfectly happy with the novelization of the film, he did want a couple of changes to Splinter. Among the few restrictions that had been placed on me in the writing of the sequel novel were that I could not use the character of Han Solo because Harrison Ford had not yet agreed to the relevant contractual details allowing for the use of his likeness in ancillary material. For me, no Han Solo essentially meant no Chewbacca, which is why the pair do not appear in the book. Other than that I could write pretty much whatever I wanted, bearing in mind that nothing in the story was to blatantly contradict what was in the film.

Furthermore, the story had to be filmable on a low budget, the notion being that if the film was not a roaring success but also not an abject failure, George would be able to shoot a sequel utilizing as many costumes, props, and backgrounds from the first film as possible. That is why I set the story on a fog-shrouded planet, and often underground. Cheaper-to-film backgrounds. The novel also opened with a complex battle in space, which is what forces Luke and Leia down onto the planet Mimban. Lucas had me excise that. Not because there was anything wrong with it storywise, but because it would have been expensive to film. So Splinter of the Mind’s Eye essentially opens with what originally was Chapter II.

Subsequent to the film’s overwhelming success, budget considerations for a sequel were no longer a factor and George could film whatever he wished (although the mounted attack by massed Wookies astride ostrich-like creatures that he once spoke of fondly never made it to the screen). I always thought Splinter would have made a nice, small movie-for-TV set right between episodes IV and V, but I understand why, thematically, it fell by the wayside. Would’ve topped the holiday special, though.



I was back working on the Star Trek Logs when my wife and I received an invitation to attend a cast and crew screening of the finished film. A cast and crew screening is where people from different departments who work on a film (wardrobe, special effects, sound, the actors themselves, the dog wrangler if there is one) finally get to see it all put together to form a completed movie. At the time, we were living in the resort town of Big Bear Lake, about an hour and a half drive from downtown Hollywood. Arriving there at midday, we made our way to the rented theater (it might have been the Egyptian) on Hollywood Blvd., declared our personas to the person manning the entrance, and found some good center seats. Having arrived early, I looked for someone to talk to, and while JoAnn held our places I walked to the back of the theater to chat with Gary Kurtz. We bantered some inconsequentialities and then I opined….



“Y’know what would be fun? If you opened up with Duck Dodgers in the 24½ Century.”

Duck Dodgers is a classic science fiction cartoon by the master of Warner Bros. short animation, Chuck Jones. It features Daffy Duck as the eponymous character, Porky Pig (in skin-tight “Gray Lensman” suit) as the “eager young space cadet” (that is a title as much as it is a description), and Marvin the Martian and his dog as their comedic foils. As well as being entertaining in its own right, it is a hilarious spot-on satire of the science fiction genre.

Gary mumbled something along the lines of “Um-hum” and the conversation continued, briefly, until he politely excused himself to attend to other business. I returned to my seat, whereupon JoAnn leaned over and whispered tersely to me, “Look behind you.”

“What?”

“Look…behind…you.”

What the hell? Giving a mental shrug, I complied, to find myself momentarily gazing back at an unprepossessing guy with shoulder-length curly black hair who looked like he had somehow managed to wander in from one of Hollywood Boulevard’s more seamy side streets. A crewmember, I supposed. I turned back to JoAnn.

“So?”

Tighter whispering. “Don’t you know who that is?”

I sneaked another quick glance. “No.”

“That’s Alice Cooper.”

“Who’s Alice Cooper?” I replied blithely.

You have to understand that I was raised in a household where I can never recall my father listening to music. Of any kind, whatsoever. On the other parental hand, one of my earliest and most enjoyable musical moments was sitting in our living room in our house in Van Nuys listening to my mother play the entire piano score version of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue on our baby Steinway grand. When I got a bit older, I wore out the grooves in the one 78 rpm album we had of classical music: Toscanini conducting Beethoven’s Fifth. Seeing Disney’s Fantasia at an early age cemented my love of classical music, which continues to this day.



So Alice Cooper? I had no idea. What did he play? Viola?

But JoAnn, who knew more then about blues, country, and popular music than I would ever forget (although I’ve become quite the fan of metal), proceeded to enlighten me as to the identity of the somewhat disreputable looking fellow seated behind us.

“Say something to him,” she whispered.

I was taken aback. “Me? What am I going to say to him? I don’t know the guy. You want to say something to him, you say it.”

“I can’t,” she protested nervously. “You talk to him.”

“What am I supposed to say?” So I thought a moment, turned, and said cheerily, “Wouldn’t it be great if they showed Duck Dodgers in the 24½ Century before they show the film?”

Cooper, who had been quiet and thoughtful and alone, immediately brightened and replied, “Oh, you like old Warner Bros. cartoons too?”

We proceeded to spend the next ten minutes or so happily swapping stories of watching animation on TV, discussing our favorites, and debating the respective merits of Clampett, Jones, Avery, and Freleng. Whereupon the lights dimmed and I turned back to face the screen. The curtains parted (yes, curtains), the screen illuminated, and….

Up popped the Warner animation logo, followed by a pristine print of—yup. Duck Dodgers in the 24½ Century.

Kurtz had sandbagged me.

Plainly, he and George had hit on the idea as a way of relieving the tension in the audience, most of whom had worked on the film and were seeing the completed opus for the first time. A good deal of laughter ensued; Daffy, Porky, and Marvin did their job. The screen grew dark, dark, and blam! We were hit with John Williams’ opening fanfare, followed by that iconic opening with the blockade runner being pursued by the now totemic star destroyer. Everyone sat raptly watching as the film unspooled. I think there was a lot of cheering as the end credits rolled, but I’m not sure. I was too gobsmacked by what I had seen. There was much excited chatter and sharing of congratulations as people filed out of the theater and back into the bright Southern California sunshine.

On the way to where we had parked, JoAnn promptly rammed her right elbow into my ribs. Startled and wincing slightly, I eyed her in confusion.

“What was that for?

She glared at me. “You spent ten minutes talking to Alice Cooper and all you could talk about was a bunch of old cartoons?”

I felt gingerly of my left side. “I told you you should have talked to him.” Yes, I loved the film, and my wife loved the film and everybody in the cast and crew screening loved the film, but what about the movie-going public? What would they think?

I made it a point to attend to the first public presentation, a ten a.m. showing at that same Grauman’s Chinese Theater on Hollywood Blvd. where not long before, John Carpenter and I had sat discussing our future over chocolate shakes. Having already seen the film, I sat in the back of the theater so I could watch the audience reaction along with the picture. When the fanfare blasted out and the intro crawl started up, there were whoops and hollers. When they faded to the background starfield, the audience quieted. When the blockade runner appeared there were cheers, and when it was followed by the rumbling manifestation of the Imperial Star Destroyer, people actually stood up and applauded. I have never seen an audience do that, before or since.

That’s when I knew the film would be, not just a success, but something special. If you know your business, sometimes you can predict success. You can never predict special. At least, not Star Wars kind of special.

And to further confirm my lack of prescience, I failed to buy any of the relevant stock. As if any proof was needed that science fiction writers have a bad record when it comes to predicting the future.

But in the case of Star Wars, I had plenty of company.









CHAPTER 6

ALIEN (1979)

Between the success of the book versions of Star Wars and the ten-volume Star Trek Log series, word seemed to have percolated through the publishing industry that in addition to writing original work, I was someone who could take a screenplay and not much else and produce something readable, and in a very short period of time. Something that on occasion could not only serve as collateral advertising and an ancillary product enabling the studio to pick up a few extra bucks, but could even act as a supplement to the film itself. Remember, this was still in the days before DVDs and director’s cuts. If fans of a particular film wanted more of it, they had far fewer options with which to sate their escalating desires than they do today.

In any event and for whatever reason, after doing novelizations exclusively for Del Rey, Warner Books came calling with an offer to do the book version of an upcoming film called Alien. Like nearly everyone else, I knew nothing about it beyond the fact that Ridley Scott was directing and Sigourney Weaver was starring. I readily accepted, looking forward to having the usual several months in which to write the book.

When the contract details were finally revealed, the deadline for handing in the completed, finished manuscript turned out to be all of six weeks away.

Six weeks? All right, then. Warner wanted to set a challenge? I decided I would take it as a real challenge. So even though I had that much specified time, I set to work to see just how quickly I could fulfill the demands spelled out by the publisher. Three weeks later and an unknown number of pounds lighter, I sent in the manuscript, and it was accepted. It was published with very few revisions, all done in the proofs.

Being able to write rapidly (and coherently) is an especially valuable skill to have with regard to scribing novelizations. It is not a matter of showing off but a requirement of the trade. This because studios rarely give the publishers who have purchased the book rights to a film enough real-world time in which to receive a manuscript, ask for necessary revisions, proof it, copyedit it, print and bind it, and get it to bookstores somewhere around the time the film is released. With ebooks this is no longer as critical as it used to be, but for print editions the amount of time between when a novelization manuscript is turned in and when a publisher can send it to press remains acute.

I didn’t set out to be a particularly fast writer. It’s just the way I happen to write. Plenty of other writers, both in and outside of the field of science fiction and fantasy, were faster. Among colleagues, Robert Silverberg and Isaac Asimov come immediately to mind. The fact that they were able to write swiftly in no way impacted the quality of their work: it’s just the way they wrote. Theodore Sturgeon, on the other hand, would write nothing for weeks, sometimes months at a time. Then he would lock himself in a room, mainline coffee, and not emerge until he had written something worthwhile. James Michener (Hawaii) would take two years to do a book: one to do the research, which he committed to 4 x 6 index cards, and a second to do the actual writing. Joseph Heller (Catch-22) took many years between books.

Romance writers in particular can really churn out the wordage, regardless of what one thinks of the quality of the prose of Barbara Cartland, Danielle Steele, and their counterparts. While not especially common, speed writing is not as rare as you might think. Many successful writers for the old pulp magazines of the 1930s and 40s learned to crank out story after story because they were paid strictly by the word.

Robert E. Howard was the creator of Conan the Barbarian, King Kull, Breckenridge Elkins, and a host of other popular testosterone-pumped pulp-era heroes. I’ve seen his typewriter. It reposes in his modest home in Cross Plains, Texas, which is now a very fine small museum devoted to his life and work. Standing beside the device itself, it is difficult to imagine how someone could turn out so much popular red-blooded material in so many different genres (fantasy, western, detective, oriental exoticism) on such a primitive hunk of metal.

Reaching still farther back into the mists of literary history, we encounter truly prolific writers such as Balzac and Dumas, both of whom wrote tens of thousands of words of fiction with nothing more than messy ink and stiff quill pens at their disposal. It seems unbelievable to us today, living as we do in a world of words facilitated by computers and spellcheckers and dictation that turns voice into print. Yet even the protean efforts of Balzac and Dumas pale beside unnamed scribes who entered their work on papyrus and before that, chiseled it one symbol at a time into mud and clay tablets.

My first stories and novels and novelizations were pounded out on a Smith-Corona portable electric typewriter, which at the time I considered a major step up from the manual machines on which I had learned to type. But to correct a mistake in your manuscript you had to stop what you were writing, thereby bringing the creative process to a brutal halt, take your hands away from the typewriter keys, pick up and open a small black-and-white bottle, remove from it the tiny brush it contained (which was very similar to the kind of minibrush that is used to apply nail polish), and smear over the error on the paper with a chemical substance called Liquid Paper, all the while striving not to drip any into the sensitive innards of your machine. Liquid Paper was essentially a thin white paint that, when it dried sufficiently, could be typed over with the correct letter/word/sentence. Then you had to wait in a rictus of frustration, trying desperately to hang onto the fast-fading fragments of the Great Idea you had just conjured, while this alchemical fluid slowly dried to a consistency approaching that of the White Cliffs of Dover, after which you could (hopefully) type directly onto it and over your mistake. While slow and clumsy and gooey, it was a huge step up from the ancient process of blotting out misapplied ink.

Later, using money earned from sales of Icerigger, I purchased and for many years wrote on what was then the industry standard for professional writing: an IBM correcting Selectric. In addition to black ink, this typewriter incorporated a separate narrow ribbon on which was spooled a dry equivalent of Liquid Paper. If you typed an error, you hit a key that automatically backspaced over it and covered it with the transferable white on the correcting ribbon, then continued typing.



Surely, I thought at the time, it would be decades before technology would be able to improve on such an elegant system.

When the first home computers equipped with word processing software appeared on the market, I ignored them for years. For one thing, they were slow and prohibitively expensive. Besides, what did I need with a computer? I was not doing calculus and I was not doing graphics: I was just writing. Rapid advances in the technology eventually wore me down.

The key (no pun intended) was when I found out that I could correct any word, such as the name of a character or place, throughout an entire manuscript by simply using something called the Search and Replace function. Realizing how just this one capability would speed things up, I broke down and bought a Zenith laptop. It had a white-on-black “print quality” screen. As antediluvian as that seems now, it was a big deal at a time when green and amber-hued monitors were still quite common. I believe the Zenith had 2 mb of memory. That’s megabytes, not gigabytes. Portable storage was on 5 ¼-inch floppy disks—one slot provided.

Today I work on an Apple iMac with a screen as big as the TV we used to have in our den, and one with infinitely sharper resolution.

What is ironic is that in the early 1970s I used to dictate most of my rough drafts. A typist would transcribe them, and from that I would write the final, polished draft. Modern computers allow me to essentially get an extra draft out of the writing process. Typing turned out to be the most useful course I took in high school. When I acquired the Zenith, I stopped dictating and started writing directly on the computer. Now there is excellent dictation software capable of transcribing itself. I could talk story into a small handheld device, plug it into the computer, and my spoken rough draft would appear on the monitor. But I have been typing directly for so many years now that I see no reason to change. It is nice to know, though, that if my fingers are ever crippled by arthritis, or nibbled off by a shark, or I swing an axe the wrong way, I will still be able to create worlds and characters and stories.

The chief issue with writing the novelization of Alien was not the limited time frame, however. It had to do with the supplementary materials that were provided for my use. Or rather, those that weren’t provided.

Upon receiving a copy of the screenplay I promptly opened the envelope and perused the credits on the front cover. Director: Ridley Scott. Screenplay: Dan O’Bannon. Story: Dan O’Bannon and—Ronald Shusett.

I did a double-take. Ronald Shusett? Ronnie Shusett?

I did some quick research. The same Ronald Shusett was also listed as the executive producer. I only knew one Ronald Shusett.

In the theater arts department at UCLA, one hall featured a large board on which students and interlopers posted notes and notices related to all three departments: theater, film, and television. These frequently took the form of requests for performers, carpenters and painters to help construct sets, camera assistants and operators, general gofers (to “go for” stuff), would-be gaffers to help with electrical work, energetic and clever youngsters interested in working on rudimentary special effects, even animal handlers.

Occasionally, there would be requests to help with writing.

Payment for services rendered generally consisted of food (usually pizza or Chinese take-out) and effusive thanks on the part of those working on incipient student or low-budget plays, films, or TV productions. But for those striving to get into the business, there was always the promise of a credit. At least a day or two of work here and there that could be used to pad out a resume.

One such note invited a writer to work on a couple of screenplays. On spec (speculation), of course. I took the bait. I was fast, I had time, and nothing ventured, nothing gained. I was intrigued by the fact that the note declared that the author of said missive had acquired options on a couple of Robert Bloch short stories and needed someone to turn them into professional film scripts.

Hoping one day to become a producer and/or writer, the young entrepreneur in question had somehow scraped together that option money, but wasn’t quite up to morphing the stories into full-length screenplays. I called him up, we got together, did some story sessioning, and I went off and wrote the pair of scripts. Unsurprisingly, that was the end of it. I got in some screenwriting practice, and while ABC Films expressed an interest in doing one of the scripts as a movie-for-TV, Bloch’s agents wanted too much money (maybe they thought Hitchcock was behind it all). My budding producer friend went back to sleeping on his mother’s couch on her apartment off Hollywood Blvd.

I don’t think Mrs. Shusett was disappointed with the way her son’s efforts to become a producer/writer eventually turned out.

Apparently, Ron was participating in an Alien production meeting at Shepperton Studios near London when someone casually mentioned that a writer had been hired to turn the film’s screenplay into a book. I reckon his shock at hearing my name was pretty much the same as mine on seeing his name on the front of the Alien screenplay that had been sent to me.

Pulling myself back from that particular bulletin board and my time as a graduate student at UCLA, I eagerly plumbed the depths of the large envelope that had contained the script. I was delighted to find copies of some pre-production artwork as well as a few stills, primarily of the actors. When embarking on a novelization, images of the principal performers are critical to the process lest the writer describe the six-foot-two Caucasian male lead as a two-foot-four Asian lesbian dwarf.

These little details matter to readers.

Unique and disturbing both in its subject matter and technique, the pre-production art drew me right in. There was an alien ship whose appearance was, unlike as is usually the case with Hollywood SF films, truly extraterrestrial in appearance. There were people in bulky spacesuits and imagery of an uninviting, hostile alien landscape. As is often the case with such supplementary film material I had no idea who had executed the art. I later learned that I was not alone in my ignorance. There were very few who were familiar with the artist’s work save for a limited number of aficionados of especially esoteric and disturbing contemporary European art. Even among such admirers of the bizarre and unsettling, only a handful would have recognized the work of H.R. Giger. The artwork was strange, disquieting, and very appropriately alien. I read quickly through the screenplay. On reaching the last page, I frowned, hesitated, and went back through the supplied visual material again. More slowly this time. There was something missing. Something important. Just an oversight, surely. Whoever had gathered the materials for my use and reference had simply forgotten to include a particular drawing, a sketch, or a photo or two. Such an omission could be expected when compiling a hasty mailing.

The next step was to contact the relevant studio, Twentieth Century Fox. Making contact, I patiently explained that whoever had put together the package of reference materials for me had left out one very essential visual. I’d gone through the envelope of materials several times and search as I might, I could not find a photo or drawing of the alien itself, not in any of its several scripted manifestations.

Expecting some delay, I was surprised when the explanation came immediately. There had been no mistake, I was told. The alien’s appearance was a very, very closely guarded secret. In fact, keeping it secret was considered to be a key to the film’s anticipated success.

Of course, certainly I understand, I replied. But, you see—I tried to explain gently while digging my fingernails into the palm of my left hand as my unleashed id raced about inside my brain, shrieking like a raving manifestation etched by Harry Clarke—I’m writing the book version of the film. I have to know what the alien looks like.

Terribly sorry, my Fox contact informed me nonchalantly. We’re not releasing pictures of the alien. Not to anyone. Closely guarded secret, you know.

But, I persisted, on the verge of screaming aloud, how am I supposed to describe the eponymous alien in the book if I don’t have any idea what it looks like?

We’re sure you can do it from the script. Bye.

I slowly put down the phone. What was I supposed to do now? The movie was called Alien. It features a malicious, rampaging alien, in several stages of its accelerated development and I had no idea what any of them looked like. What on (or off) Earth was I supposed to describe? What about the dramatic chestburster scene? What was exploding through John Hurt’s sternum? What did it resemble—cat, dog, wolf, lizard, sentient frankfurter? I could describe John Hurt reasonably well, but that wasn’t going to cut it. No quantity of unbridled blood and guts, no matter how lovingly described, would replace the infant alien itself. Not in the readers’ mind.

I found myself thinking back to Lovecraft. While there are plenty of explicit descriptions of monsters in his fiction, there is also a surfeit of allusions to gibbering amorphous horrors from the depths of the insane protagonist’s nethermost cognitive regions. In other words, the actual, specific horrific architecture of the monster is left up to the reader’s imagination.

With that notion as my somewhat shaky literary foundation, I set to work, gibbering a bit myself at the unreasonableness of what I was being asked to do. As a direct consequence of Fox’s corporate paranoia, when you read Alien, there is no description of the alien. Throughout the book the creature remains a looming, threatening presence, not necessarily amorphous but without any detailed depiction.

It is not easy to write a book when you haven’t the slightest idea what your principle protagonist looks like.

As the film was being rolled out, a private screening was held for a group of invited teachers and professors at that year’s American Booksellers Association gathering in Los Angeles. As an invitee, I enjoyed the opportunity to wander around and meet other authors whom I knew only from reputation or from reading their works. As for the showing, I sat in the screening room for about half an hour and then, having already seen the film and having lived with it for long enough, exited to the deserted hallway outside in search of a water fountain. That was where I came upon another wanderer, clad all in black, looking a bit lost.

H.R. Giger.

By this time I had seen pictures of everything, from his original designs for the alien, to the boomerang-like alien spacecraft, to the wonderful skeletized alien pilot known as the space jockey, to pictures of a gloomy-visaged Giger himself. I had bought an oversized and dreadfully bound book of his art called Necronomicon, named after the famous imaginary book of unspeakable horrors created by Lovecraft. Showcasing the full range of Giger’s talent, the artwork within Necronomicon was even more unsettling than what he had invoked for Alien. The airbrush technique employed to create it was as astonishing as it was unnerving. People confess that while they know that staring at a bad car wreck is a terrible thing, they can’t stop doing it. Gazing at Giger’s art is like viewing a bad car wreck full of children from inside the wreck. Not only can you not take your eyes off it, you can’t even close them. You realize that you are looking at something distinctive, created with a mastery of technique—but your cerebrospinal fluid feels polluted.



While his art tapped into something dark and unpleasant buried insufficiently deep in the subconscious, in person Giger was anything but threatening. Comparatively short and of medium build, with a roundish face, he looked more like a nervous grocer afraid of selling you a bad cut of pork than Satan’s portraitist. His all-black attire was fitting, I supposed, even if it smacked of a contrived affectation. I was surprised he didn’t carry a skull-topped cane to complete the outfit. We were the only two people in the cavernous hallway outside the screening room, from which muffled, gratifying screams told us that the audience of supposedly sophisticated viewers was reacting like a bunch of terrified teenagers. Any incognito representatives from Fox must have been pleased.

Clumsily unlimbering my imperfect German, I greeted him and introduced myself. His pleasure at finding someone to talk to in his own language was palpable. We chatted for a bit, me asking if the title of his art book did indeed derive from Lovecraft. Not just the title, apparently, but much else. It turned out that, artbook title aside, he was a huge Lovecraft fan. This gave us, in a linguistically limited way, something in common to discuss. After a brief and amiable exchange encompassing Lovecraft’s work, art, and film, he excused himself and disappeared down a side corridor while I returned to the floor of the main exhibition hall to continue perusing books and meeting fellow authors.

It is a genuine shame Giger was never given the opportunity to work on a cinematic adaptation of Lovecraft’s work. If left alone to design sets and costumes and sfx as he envisioned them, I believe the result would have been so frightening that people would have paid to get out of the theater.









CHAPTER 7

THE BLACK HOLE (1980)

An understanding of the science in commercial science fiction films typically fluctuates between the mediocre and the abysmal. The traditional cinematic tropes of guns and chases and explosions are implicit. Science not so much. This isn’t to say that every SF opus that comes out of the film factories needs Neil deGrasse Tyson as an advisor, or that the next mini-series you’re going to see on HBO or the Syfy channel or Netflix has to be a straightforward, inflexible adaptation of Olaf Stapeldon’s Last and First Men. But a rudimentary knowledge of and respect for the science referenced within the film should be a minimum requirement for development within the genre.

This is why sometimes the best bona fide science fiction films are made on smaller budgets. Subject to less studio scrutiny and oversight by people whose principal daily involvement with science consists of making sure that their breakfast muffin and coffee is heated to just the right temperature, and who do not understand the basic difference in content between Tolkien and Asimov, the makers of nontentpole pictures can often slip in some actual science fiction among the guns and chases and explosions. In recent times, I would offer up as examples the films Pitch Black, Moon, District 9, and a little further back, the estimable Dark City. Also the movie-for-TV adaptations of Zenna Henderson’s The People (starring Kim Darby and William Shatner. Executive producer, none other than Francis Ford Coppola) and Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Lathe of Heaven.

The late Roger Ebert, the only important film critic who I think actually read science fiction, put Dark City on his ten best films of the year list when it came out in 1998. A fortuitous coming together of diverse talents, Dark City slipped under the radar not only of many critics and reviewers, but of fans of science fiction films themselves. Try making a science fiction film today on a low budget that would star Kiefer Sutherland, William Hurt, and Jennifer Connolly.

This lack of understanding of the genre plus a need to relegate relevant science to the background to salve studio executives’ insecurity are surely major reasons why Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End, which was under option from the time it was first published (by no less than Arthur P. Jacobs, of Planet of the Apes fame), took more than sixty years to be filmed. Doing so required not only a new venue (the television mini-series), but enthusiastic proponents who had actually grown up with science fiction.

The Black Hole is an example of what happens when a studio doesn’t look beyond the box office results of “similar” movies to see what makes a science fiction film successful.

I don’t know what Walt Disney’s personal feelings were toward written science fiction (20,000 Leagues Under the Sea excepted), but I think I do have some idea of how he felt about science. Not just because the original Disneyland contained a Tomorrowland, but because some of the best early television shows dealing with serious space exploration appeared on his TV show, the Wonderful World of Disney. I watched the Man in Space and Mars and Beyond episodes every time they were rerun, until I could all but recite the narration. These shows featured highly effective use of limited animation, by the way, lest you think the employment of that technique was limited to Saturday morning cartoons from Hanna-Barbera and others.

I have no idea how the process that resulted in the green-lighting of The Black Hole went down at Disney, which at the time was operating under an executive regime that might best be described as disorderly, but the most likely explanation is that since Star Wars made a pot of money, and Close Encounters of the Third Kind made a pot of money, and Alien scared up a pot of money, the powers-that-be at Disney at that time thought they should make a big budget science fiction film, sit back, and effortlessly rake in the relevant bucks.

One of the first pieces of advice an artist, be they writer, painter, sculptor, composer, or whatever, is usually given is “Do what you love.”

Unfortunately for The Black Hole, it did not appear that anyone at Disney loved science fiction, with the notable exception of the father and son team of matte artists Harrison and Peter Ellenshaw. As a consequence, their work and John Barry’s score are the highlights of the film. The story is not, nor is much else.

I shouldn’t concern myself with such matters. Not my job. I’m hired to turn the screenplay into a book, nothing more. But as a fan and as someone who has read and loved SF my entire life I can’t keep my mouth shut, whether I’m peripherally involved with the project as a novelizer, or not at all.



I spent a day on the set in Burbank while they were shooting a complex sequence that coincidentally involved explosions and chases, if not guns. While I was there I purposefully said nothing about the script, on which I was already at work expanding. Perhaps I should have opened my mouth. It wouldn’t have been the first time I had commented on something that was technically none of my business. Nor would it be the last. I am diplomatic, but I am not shy.

In retrospect, I should have offered my opinion. Popcorn costs money, and I hate to see it wasted.

As I worked my way deeper into the adaptation of the manuscript I had no choice but to try to correct or adjust what I saw as errors of science so egregious that they went beyond the realm of artistic freedom. Much to my surprise I was largely left alone to do so. As an example, there is a scene where a giant flaming meteor strikes the ship on which the film takes place (the USS Cygnus, America apparently having come to dominate future interstellar travel). To quote the British SF writer Eric Frank Russell, said meteor is traveling at the characteristic speed of pffft and is large enough to destroy all of Manhattan while simultaneously rendering urban New Jersey more uninhabitable than it already is. But upon striking the Cygnus, this blazing ball of rock is stopped from proceeding on its way by an interior wall of the ship, whereupon it rolls down the center of the vessel like a giant flaming bowling ball as several of the film’s protagonists flee faster than a hungry Usain Bolt in the opposite direction in a desperate attempt to escape it.




1) Upon striking any central part of the Cygnus, a much, much smaller fragment of interstellar debris would have reduced the ship to a rapidly expanding ball of pulverized wreckage.

2) If for some inexplicable reason it didn’t instantly obliterate the ship, the hole the meteor would make would result in all the atmosphere inside the ship immediately being sucked out into space while taking those on board with it.

3) In the absence of atmosphere, there would be no flames outside the ship. Any resulting from the collision would result in little more than a puff of light.

There is more in the litany of events that violate every known law of physics and chemistry, but see the film for yourself and enjoy them.

Then there is the matter of the movie’s conclusion. I basically was able to concoct one myself, since from the beginning it was apparent that the folks making the film had no idea how to end it. Though the story itself is pulpier than an overripe mango, it appears they were aiming for something 2001-ish trippy. The result was…again, see for yourself. I did what I could with what I had been given, bearing in mind what the filmmakers were trying to accomplish, while striving simultaneously to remind readers that the story was, after all, called The Black Hole.

After turning in the manuscript and for no other reason than fannish self-gratification, I drew up a list of seventy short suggestions for things that I thought could be fixed, cheaply, in post production. I passed this along to my go-between at Disney and thought no more about it. Once the film came out it was apparent that exactly none of my suggestions had been adopted. In truth, I had expected nothing more. Perhaps I shouldn’t have added to the list the caveat that, if anyone who read it wished corroboration of my suggestions, they should go have a sit-down talk with the graduate physics class at Burbank High School. Note that in mentioning this I was only being truthful, not snarky. Although I see how it might have been taken that way.

Years later I happened to run into my intermediary.

“Remember that list of suggestions I put together about The Black Hole? I guess nobody saw them.”

“Oh no,” he replied. “They had a meeting about it. There was a lot of yelling.”

I couldn’t have cared less about the yelling. But on reflection I do know what might have helped consideration of my ideas. I should have asked for money.

Nothing will get you eyed with greater suspicion in Hollywood than offering to do something for free.









CHAPTER 8

CLASH OF THE TITANS (1981)

In the matter of making motion pictures, some names are simply magic. D.W. Griffith. Cecil B. DeMille. David Lean. Orson Welles. Steven Spielberg. Ray Harryhausen.

Since you are reading this tome, I don’t have to explain why Ray Harryhausen is included in that list. The master of stop-motion animation, he all but rewrote the book on how to utilize the technique to produce modestly-budgeted films that evoked more sense-of-wonder than pictures costing many times as much. Just the titles of his films elicit mistyeyed memories from those who remember when his stopmotion work constituted state of the art special effects. The 7th Voyage of Sinbad. Mysterious Island. Jason and the Argonauts. The Valley of Gwangi. All the legacy of a time before computer graphics made everything and anything on a screen seem possible. But there remains, even to this day, a tactility to Ray’s work that cannot yet be duplicated in the guts of any machine, no matter how soft its ware.

In some ways, Clash of the Titans was an exception to Ray’s films, not least because of its cast. Accustomed to producing films with folks like Kerwin Matthew and John Philip Law as the stars, he now found himself having to weave his magic around a cast that included Lawrence Olivier, Maggie Smith, Burgess Meredith, Ursula Andress, Siân Phillips, Claire Bloom, and lest anyone overlook her, the great Flora Robson.

Not that any of this likely mattered to Harryhausen. As usual, he was all about the sfx. The trouble was, Clash had to struggle to appeal to audiences who had now been exposed to the more technologically advanced special effects of Star Wars and Close Encounters. Though Ray’s contribution was crafted as painstakingly as ever, no one knew better than he that his methodical, armature-and-clay, time-consuming style of stop-motion was a technique whose time was passing. Clash was his last full-fledged feature.

At least he was given one more opportunity to express his life-long affection for Greek mythology. I’d always loved the tales of the gods and goddesses myself and was delighted with the opportunity to write about them. I still remember with amusement the verbal and logical contortions my eleventh-grade English teacher was forced to employ in order to cope with the fact that so many of those stories were centered on sex and violence. In the realm of novelizations, Clash was my first real break from science fiction (that sad progenitor Luana excepted). I launched into a first reading of the screenplay in the hope that I would see some of the wondrous tales of bygone Greece that I had enjoyed in my youth depicted on screen.

Well, sorta.

While Harryhausen adored Greek mythology, he was not above fiddling with a legend here and there the better to fit his cinematic preferences. He was producing entertainment for a general theater audience; not doing documentaries on Bullfinch. In Greek mythology, the monster that sought the beauteous Andromeda was Cetus, usually depicted in Greek art as a serpent-like fish. It was not the (or a) Kraken. Unlike the creature in the film, which is wholly a product of Harryhausen’s imagination, the Kraken is more properly identified as a giant cephalopod such as a squid or octopus. The Charon of mythology, unlike the one who pops up frequently in old Gary Larson cartoons, is a straightforward ferryman conveying dead people across the River Styx. In Clash, Harryhausen’s Cerberus, the terrifying giant threeheaded canine that guards the entrance to the Underworld, comes up a head short.



Most conspicuously, there is the mechanical helper owl, Bubo. Harryhausen took a lot of flack from people insisting that Bubo was created solely for the film (he appears nowhere in Greek mythology) strictly as an attempt to try to capitalize on the then-craze for cute mechanical helpers (see: R2D2). I quite liked the appeal of Bubo and was willing to cut Ray some slack for his inclusion, but then I’m a sucker for automatons with a sense of humor.

Additionally, non-organics look a lot more realistic than humans and other animals when rendered in stop-motion. As examples, look at the battling skeletons in Jason and the Argonauts or the multiple sword-wielding Kali in The Golden Voyage of Sinhad. Talos, the bronze giant in The 7th Voyage of Sinbad, remains my favorite among all of Harryhausen’s creations, although as a dinosaur buff I’ll always have a soft spot for the allosaurus Gwangi.

While I was working on the novelization we had a meeting at the studio. I can’t remember who else was present because all I wanted to do (since Ray wasn’t there) was talk with Charles Schneer, Harryhausen’s long-time producer. Most specifically, I wanted to know….

“Why doesn’t Ray do something besides Greek mythology? I know that plenty of fans besides myself would love to see him do something with Lovecraft. Doesn’t he know Lovecraft?”

“Oh, sure,” Schneer replied. “Actually, he really likes Lovecraft. Hell, I love Lovecraft! I’ve tried repeatedly to get him to do something else.” Schneer sighed. “But all he wants to do is Greek and Roman mythology.”





[image: image]




So unlike in the novelizations of science fiction films, in Clash I was able to, insofar as it did not directly conflict with anything in the screenplay, adjust the mythology in line with what we know from the ancient texts. While readers and filmgoers might not notice, or care, I like to think there are one or two instructors of Greek myths for whom the original texts are sacrosanct and who are grateful for the effort. Just as there is a physicist or astronomer or chemist who appreciates the small changes I was allowed to make even when they in no way altered the action on screen.

With all that in mind, go watch Flora Robson (one of the Stygian witches in Clash) act up a storm as Queen Elizabeth, toying with Errol Flynn in one of the greatest pirate movies of all time, The Sea Hawk (accompanied by perhaps the greatest pirate movie score ever written, by Erich Wolfgang Korngold).









CHAPTER 9

OUTLAND (1981)

Warner must have been reasonably pleased with my work on Clash of the Titans, because I was subsequently offered the opportunity to do the novelization of an upcoming science fiction film written and directed by Peter Hyams.

Hyams, Hyams, what did I know that name from? Oddly enough, it wasn’t from Capricorn One, which I had not seen and which could, marginally, qualify as SF, but from the very nice film Hanover Street. Which, again oddly enough and while not remotely science fiction, did happen to star Harrison Ford. Hyams would go on to confirm a life-long love of science fiction by directing such films as 2010 (the sequel to 2001: A Space Odyssey) and, perhaps more tellingly, an adaptation of Ray Bradbury’s famous short story A Sound of Thunder.

As I read through the script and perused the usual meager assortment of stills and drawings, it began to dawn on me that the film was essentially a retelling of High Noon set in space. Specifically, in a mining colony on Io, one of Jupiter’s moons. Thanks to NASA’s travelin’ long-distance robots, we know that Io is one of the last solid bodies in the solar system where we’d be likely to try to establish anything permanent, due to what might drolly be described as the mildly inhospitable nature of its surface. Ignoring the demoralizing reality posed by that awkward science fiction film buzzkill known as Real Science, one reason Outlcmd surely was set there was because it allows for some genuinely stunning shots of Jupiter looming above. To put it another way, given that there are an estimated 400 active volcanoes on what is not a particularly large moon and that sulfur boils on its surface at 500 degrees, Io probably wasn’t the most scientifically judicious place to establish a permanent mining colony. But it does for sure present the set designer with an interesting color scheme.

The cast was equally as colorful and impressive as Io itself—Sean Connery, Frances Sternhagen, James Sikking, John Ratzenberger (Cliffie! Every Pixar film!), and Peter Boyle in a notably non-comedic role.

Work on the novelization proceeded in a fairly straight-forward manner, much like the story itself. No aliens, no blasters, no starships: an attempt to do something gritty and down-to-Earth off-Earth. Interestingly, Sternhagen’s physician character is named “Dr. Lazarus.” There must be something about that name that especially intrigues makers of science fiction films. Note particularly Alan Rickman as the fictional “Dr. Lazarus” in the excellent science fiction satire Galaxy Quest.

That’s the only connection I’m going to give you between Outland and Galaxy Quest.

There is a lot of dialogue in Outland, and a lot of people walking down corridors, climbing ladders, and traveling in elevators. Also dying in elevators. Though it is a police procedural set in an alien, incredibly hostile environment, Connery’s workmanlike cop would not be out of place in New York or L.A. After awhile and excepting for the occasional exterior sfx shot, you almost forget that you are watching a science fiction film. That is not a knock. It is a credit to Hyams’s skills that he makes it all as believable as he does.



Until the end, when that old Hollywood bugaboo Science rears its exasperating head once again.



I am not going to digress into an explanation of the film’s problems with gravity, trying to draw liquid blood from a long-dead body, what exposure to lack of air and a constant deluge of deadly radiation (from Jupiter) are likely to do to a human body, or a lot more. I have already done that with The Black Hole. Yet I can’t avoid pointing out that the last kind of weapon you would want to shoot off in a sealed off-world environment is a projectile weapon of any kind. Because it projects. It makes holes in things. I can see adapting some sort of modern riot control device like a taser. But not a sawed-off shotgun. Use of such a weapon in a sealed atmosphere enclosure is not conducive to the long-term health of anyone in the vicinity of its discharge, including the wielder.

It stuck with me long enough that I confronted Hyams about it when I ran into him at a World Science-Fiction Convention in Anaheim. He kind of hemmed and hawed, but the end result was that he wanted those shots, and therefore science would have to take a back seat to the cinematic virtues of that particular off-world chase scene. Seems to me I’ve heard that directorial defense somewhere before.

But if you can get past that, it’s fun watching Connery and Sternhagen trade quips and Boyle lord it over an alien moon without cracking jokes. Truly, it was a pleasure to have the opportunity to put words in the mouths of three such fine actors.

I may be the only person on Earth who has done the same (put words in his mouth) for Charles Barkley, but that tale belongs in a different book.









CHAPTER 10

THE THING (1982)

Employing just a few personal connections (someone once said “six”), it’s believed that everyone is somehow linked to everyone else. Gives a different meaning to the old saying “six degrees of separation.” This is said to hold true even if the association is not through one’s own family or Kevin Bacon. Even if the consequent relationship is entirely unintentional.

I had gone and accepted the task of novelizing the Universal Pictures remake (retake is more like it, so different are they) of the film The Thing From Another World. The Thing from Another World is an RKO release from 1951, based on the novella Who Goes There? by John W. Campbell. The same famed writer/editor who first published my work, in the form of the short story “With Friends Like These” (Analog magazine; June, 1971). I thus found myself in the curious position of rewriting the screenplay rewrite of one of my first editor’s stories.

Not only that, but the new film was directed by John Carpenter, whose career had moved along a bit since we discussed filmmaking, writing, and Dark Star over chocolate milkshakes late one night on Hollywood Blvd.

And if that isn’t a sufficient demonstration of asymmetric connectivity for you, consider that among a notable cast that featured Kurt Russell, Keith David, Wilford Brimley, T.K Carter, and Richard Masur there was the actor Richard Dysart, who until his passing was married to the noted California artist Kathryn Jacobi, who was my date for grad night at Grant High School in Van Nuys, California.

Six connections, indeed.

Bill Lancaster, the screenwriter, had his own contacts, some of which undoubtedly helped him (father: Burt Lancaster) and some which did not (polio). Born almost a year to the day after I was, he succumbed way too early at the age of 49. I like to think, as I do of all of the original scriptwriters whose work I am asked to novelize, that before his untimely passing he might have had a chance to read and hopefully enjoy the book, and what I did with his screenplay. I like to think that Campbell would have approved of what I did with the reimagining of his original story, too.

Attracting far more attention than the story, be it the original or reimagined version, were the film’s practical and controversial sfx. Executed (pun very intended) by Rob Bottin, they could not have been duplicated in a computer even if rendered as the best contemporary CGI. I know that the gore and horror wouldn’t have bothered Campbell, who used to relax by watching wrestling on TV. Nor did the effects bother me or inhibit my transcription of the screenplay. But they did turn off and even shock a fair number of film reviewers, who ought to have been able to look past such superficialities to see what the film was really about: fear, paranoia, and isolation.

The thematic similarities to Carpenter’s Dark Star are inescapable.



Interestingly, while both Outland and The Thing rely for much of their power on the tension and apprehension induced in people trapped in enclosed spaces, The Thing conveys this far more powerfully even though it is set on Earth (Antarctica) while Outland takes place on a moon of Jupiter. The workers in both films morph from depending on each other to fearing changes in each other. In one film such changes are chemically-induced, while in the other they are alien-induced. Both films do their best to continuously ratchet up the suspense.



One reason the paranoia and fear is much more intense in the The Thing is because Outland can draw upon a large reservoir of cinematically expendable mine workers and support staff whereas after its introductory scenes The Thing has to get cracking with only a dozen characters. Before long there are eleven, then ten, and so on. Whereas in Outland the reduction in the number of afflicted is incidental to the plot.

When I say there are a dozen characters in The Thing, fans of the film may wish to chortle a knowing ah-ha. Restrain yourselves: I’m not forgetting the sled dogs, but while exploring a character’s thoughts in a novelization is a necessity, it generally has to be restricted to those who possess a recognizable human intelligence. Elsewhere lies unintentional laughter. So I left the thoughts of the equally imperiled canines to themselves.

I did entertain the notion of entering into the thoughts of the Thing itself, but since the screenplay leaves those entirely to the viewer’s imagination, I felt compelled to do likewise in the book. This is one example of how a novelizer, while seeking to expand upon the original screenplay, sometimes has to hold back from inserting an element that would work perfectly well in a book but does not appear at any time in the film itself. My principal reason for not exploring the thoughts of the Thing was not because I couldn’t make it work as an element of the story, but because I could not gift the creature with an intelligence (not even a dog’s level of intelligence) that was not at least hinted at in the movie. Had I done so, the inconsistency with the film would have been unjustifiable.

While the audience is likely to assume that the Thing was the pilot of the alien ship buried in the ice, that’s not necessarily true. There could be a dozen dead alien intelligences inside the ship, all killed by the same parasitic malevolence that attacks the staff at the Antarctic station. I chose to leave it at that and to let the reader draw their own preferred explanation. Supplying the creature with thoughts would not necessarily contradict its manifestations in the film, but it would preclude the reader from reaching their own conclusions. Where possible, I prefer never to come between the reader and their own imagination.

In addition to Carpenter’s direction, the highlight of the film is certainly Bottin’s sfx, which in their design and skill of execution can only be described as Boschian. My concern was how to transmute Bottin’s visuals to paper without having to use the words “blood” and “gore” so frequently that I risked wearing out the “O” key on my Selectric. It is not guts and goo that makes the effects and their appearance in the film so effective. It is their alienness. Bottin’s effects are the chestburster scene from Alien writ large, but over and over again in the same picture. As a consequence, some audience members grew numb, and word of mouth (except among those who understood what Bottin and Carpenter were trying to do) hurt the film badly at the box office. Today The Thing is regarded by cinephiles as something of a classic.

Restricted to the use of words and in the absence of declamatory visuals, I did my best to convey the mistrust, suspicion, and rising fear of the characters, imprisoned as they were in their hostile, inescapable environment, as intimately as I could. Since I was working from an earlier version of the script, a number of things differ in the book from how they appeared in the final release of the film. Most significant among these is the ending. My understanding is that Carpenter wanted to shoot the same ending I was given, but that it would have proven too expensive. That is one nice thing about writing a novelization: you have an unlimited budget. I’m glad that Bill Lancaster’s original ending is preserved, if only in book form.

Wait for a couple of dark mid-winter nights, with the wind howling outside and the snow flying, turn the lights down low, and read The Thing out loud. Then turn out all the lights and go up to bed. Leave the window curtains open.

Sweet dreams.









CHAPTER 11

KRULL (1983)

When I am asked, as I frequently am at conventions and seminars and writing classes, to define the difference between science fiction and fantasy, I reply that science fiction is the literature of the possible and fantasy is the literature of the impossible. If your spaceship is powered by a djinn, the story is fantasy. If your castle is constructed by robots, it is science fiction. They are two very different animals, and if you try to combine them in one tale you usually end up with the literary equivalent of one of Rob Bottin’s outrages from The Thing.

This distinction seems to have utterly escaped the well-meaning folks who made Krull.

This is an expensive, beautifully made film. Unfortunately, when the two high points are the hero’s weapon (as opposed to the hero) and the score, turning it into a novel makes for a long day’s work. Unable to transmute James Horner’s marvelous Wrath of Khanish music into words, I was reduced to working with the screenplay and the usual paucity of stills from the film. This was one time when, in the absence of supporting visuals, I would have been completely lost.

An evil beast (cunningly called “The Beast”) lands his interstellar-travel-capable fortress on a medieval-age world, and sends out his slayers (called “Slayers”) to abduct a princess about to be wed to a prince. Why? Well, that’s what characters called “The Beast” do. Right from the beginning I didn’t see much of a future for the pair. In fact, Princess Lyssa has so little to do in the story, and does so little in the film, that if her character was eliminated from the movie entirely, you wouldn’t miss her. What drives the plot is the need for the good guys to destroy The Beast. Given the princess’s importunate vapidity and the number of lives required to preserve it, I personally would have cut my losses and let The Beast have her. Chances are that in a month or two she would have bored him to death anyway. It is sad when a movie princess does not even rise to the level of a spin-off toy. After reading the screenplay and seeing the film, one could do worse than question The Beast’s taste in alt-species females.

Making this by-the-numbers quest story work for the reader wasn’t too hard. Making it interesting for me, as a writer, was much more difficult. Making it make sense was impossible, so like the “science” in Star Wars I simply acceded to the nonsense right from the start and let fly the florid adjectives without worrying overmuch about where they might land.

Never mind why The Beast is from a completely different species than the Slayers. “Species” is one of those awkward scientific terms that tends to gum up the works in films like this. After all, it’s a fantasy film, right? Except with a giant spaceship, and bad guys who can teleport. Watching it, I found myself wondering why The Beast’s noncoms didn’t just teleport a clutch of Slayers to the princess’s bedroom, bundle her up, and teleport back to the ship? For that matter, why not just land your unnecessarily Brobdingnagian starship in the castle courtyard and squash a big chunk of your potential opposition before they have any idea what’s going on?



Because if you do that, my dear bemused reader, you gots no film. Much better simply to pick up the idiot plot and run with it. Which I, as the author of the novelization, was similarly compelled to do. I can assure you from experience that typing with one hand while holding one’s nose with the other is a feat of gymnastics on the Olympic level.



And as long as we are on the subject, why are the evil aliens’ starships in these films always absurdly gigantic? The inescapable conclusion is that there must be some alien tech version of World Wide Wrestling.

Hands down, my favorite sequence has to be the big fight at the good guys’ castle, where they engage the attacking Slayers in some good ol’ traditional hack and slash. Whereupon the Slayers, either bored or anxious that the Director will yell “cut!” at any moment, promptly flip their Slayer slasher slicers around and shoot laser beams out of the other end. Aside from the all-too obvious bemusement as to why they don’t just attack this way in the first place (not sporting, perhaps. After all, this is a British film), I do wonder about the efficacy of a weapon whose most lethal aperture is frequently pointed at the user. Best not to hit the wrong button at an inappropriate time.

If nothing else, the viewer these days can keep an eye out for Robbie Coltrane (of Harry Potter fame) and in a small role, a young Liam Neeson.

There’s a bumbling wizard, a rag-tag collection of helpful bandits (bandits in these movies are always the good guys: where’s John Cleese’s Robin Hood when you need him?), an aged wizard, a crystal spider (best sfx in the film, even if the idea did hearken back to 1940’s The Thief of Bagdad), the aforementioned beautiful if extraordinarily vapid princess—it’s all very by the numbers. When writing the book, I did my best to avoid counting.





CHAPTER 12

THE LAST STARFIGHTER (1984)

I had nine books come out in 1984. Three science fiction novels, two fantasy novels, three novelizations, and a short story collection. JoAnn looked at me one day and said, “You’re killing yourself to make the money to do the things you want to do that you won’t be able to do because you’re killing yourself.” Lotta common sense she’s got, does my wife. So I made a private pact with myself that I would make an effort to slow down and smell the roses, prickly pear, daisies, hollyhock, poppies, and assorted unidentified wildflowers that brightened the landscape around our new home in Prescott, Arizona. What was the point of living in a beautiful part of the world if all I did was tunnel vision in on an infinite stream of 20lb. white paper?

The following year I deliberately cut my production down to three. With the universe exhibiting its characteristic indifference to the plebeian affairs of human beings, everything worked out fine, and in taking some of the pressure off myself, I probably extended my lifespan. I was never like Isaac Asimov, author of hundreds of books, whose idea of a vacation was to lock himself in a room and do some more writing.

But my resolution to slow down before I incurred the delights of carpal tunnel syndrome still lay a bit in the future. In the meantime we got trouble, yes trouble, right here on the Star League frontier….

I’m sorry, but I am unable to watch Robert Preston in anything without hearing him sing that song from The Music Man. Not even when he’s acting up a storm in the film Junior Bonner, which by coincidence was filmed right here in Prescott. In The Last Starfighter he’s playing not Harold Hill but a bit of an interplanetary con man cumrecruiter named Centauri (I always love how aliens adopt terrestrial based nomenclature for themselves and for everything around them). He is after the one “starfighter” in the immediate galactic vicinity who is quick enough and sharp enough to maybe defeat Xur and the Kodan Armada. I do wonder if Xur is a progenitor of Lurr, Ruler of the Planet Omicron Persei 8, of the late and much lamented Futurama.

Where science-fictional names are concerned, Hollywood films tend to suffer from a dearth of invention. George Lucas never gets credit for the character names in his films.

Apparently pleased with the job I did on The Thing, Berkley Books came calling again with an offer to do the novelization of what I was told would be a modestly-budgeted science fiction film. Initially, I was not thrilled. Except for Preston and the great character actor Dan O’Herlihy, I didn’t recognize any of the names of those involved. Not the director, Nick Castle, not the writer, Jonathan Betuel: nobody. Furthermore, not only the male and female leads but the premise itself seemed, well, juvenile. The plot in a nutshell: arcade-style video game is secretly used to try to locate/recruit interstellar shooter with best hand-to-eye coordination but without his knowledge, etc.



When such games first began to dot the malls of America, I played many of them, and dropped a lot of quarters into a lot of slots hoping to win what? Pride? High score? While an immensely entertaining way to kill a few hours, character development in such games extended no further than disgruntled apes heaving wooden barrels at vaulting plumbers. Certainly there was nothing like a storyline to be found in such mindless, albeit addictive, repetition. Plainly, there was nothing that a humble, small picture like The Last Starfighter could add to a premise built around arcade gaming that would make it worth watching.

My initial skepticism aside, as it turned out there were a great many worthwhile such things. Embracing its limited budget (approximately $15 million), the film brought out the best in its similarly unassuming cast. When you don’t have tons of cash to throw at a film (see: Krull), you have no choice but to focus on story and character. The teenagers in the film act like actual teenagers. The aliens act like well, they’re fun, and nobody takes them too seriously, and if the SF aspects of the story are a bit corny (when will Hollywood ever realize how big space really is, and that any “barrier” you build in it is easily defeated through the simple astrophysical maneuver known as going-around?), well, it is all with the spirit of the film.

The moment I began reading I was immediately taken with the character of Alex, the youthful main protagonist. He has no superpowers. He is not part alien or part cyborg. It is not implied that he starts out carrying the weight of the galaxy on his shoulders. He’s just a kid in a trailer park who likes to play video games, and is very good at them. Maybe because there’s nothing else to do in a trailer park except play video games. That, and joust awkwardly but charmingly with a girlfriend, played warmly and well by Catherine Mary Stewart.

Over the years I’d seen a great many science fiction films, but never one that began in such ordinary circumstances. A few years later I wrote an SF novel (Glory Lane, 1987) that opened in a bowling alley. I did so only because I’d never encountered a science fiction story that started in a bowling alley. Sometimes the best way to quickly engage an audience is through the ordinary but unfamiliar. Everyone knows what a trailer park is, but how many are familiar with the trappings? How many have grown up in such a place? I suspect that for most folks, a trailer park is as alien an environment as any they have lived in. And I really enjoy exploring alien environments.

Notwithstanding the film’s modest ambitions, it is now a matter of some historical importance that The Last Starfighter was the first movie to heavily utilize computer graphics in a science-fictional setting. While the CGI in the film looks flat and simplistic compared to what ILM or Pixar can do today, they hold up surprisingly well, and even fit the arcade game aesthetic of the movie. Hard to believe that a 1980s era Cray supercomputer had to be employed to render the results, when nowadays anyone can turn out better sfx on a laptop equipped with the appropriate software.

It all harkens back to why character and plot are so important, no matter how many millions a filmmaker has to throw at the special effects. Ultimately, and regardless of the subject material, a successful story is not about spectacle: it’s about Luke and Leia and Frodo and Samwise, and whether or not we come to care about them. All the rest is just window dressing. Once you’ve seen the window dressing, you’ve seen it. If you return to the same story, be it on a screen or in a book, it’s to remake the acquaintance of the characters.

I had an easy time writing about Alex and his alien friends and the folks down at the trailer park, not because the plot they were involved in was remarkable but because Betuel made me care about them. I did not have to invent emotions because they are present on the screen and amplified by Castle’s direction. Even Alex’s robot doppelgänger, who is put in the trailer park to sub for Alex while he is away saving the galaxy, is an interesting creation (there is some amusing byplay between it and Maggie, Alex’s girlfriend). It would have been easier simply to blast off with Alex and forget about the folks back home, but the story doesn’t do that. As someone who can obsess a bit over such details as not abandoning characters once they have been introduced, it pleased me no end to see them attended to in the continuing storyline.


It is always a pleasure to expand on likeable characters. So much so that (for awhile, at least) I managed to put aside my usual disquiet where the science is concerned. Except for that barrier in space, which managed to turn my stomach. Yet again Hollywood subjects us to that whole space-is-really-big issue. There is a defensive barrier way out there and—it is laid out in a straight line. Because why go over or under or around something when you can just run straight into it. But this time I let it slide. Not that I had much choice, since it was in the film.

As it turned out, the only lingering hitch I had with The Last Starfighter had nothing to do with the plot, but with a prop.

At a convention, a fan came up to me and explained that his father had worked on the picture, specifically on the props, and as an admirer of my work he wanted to gift me something. This turned out to be a maquette for the evil Xur’s personal weapon. Made of a heavy industrial plastic, it was equipped with the same sharp edges seen in the film. As you must realize by now because Hollywood is relentless in substantiating it for you, when it comes to personal weaponry, alien civilizations in command of advanced technology tend to prefer edged weapons and clubs.

For many years I kept it in my study alongside my other invaluable memorabilia (or as the great George Carlin more properly defined it, “stuff”). Eventually I had to make some room, so I put it down in the garage. Not long thereafter I bought my first new car in eleven years. The second day I had the car, I was plugging it in. Not yet used to the long charging cord, I managed to get it wrapped around the maquette and pulled it over onto the car.

I believe I am the only owner in the country of an automobile that has suffered damage from the personal armament of Xur, Commander of the Kodan Armada.









CHAPTER 13

STARMAN (1984)

It was many years after writing the novelization of Starman that I had the opportunity at a convention to meet the more winsome of its two stars, Karen Allen. She was as charming in person as she appears on screen. First encounters are especially awkward to manage at conventions, because each person has meetings to make, signings to do, friends to find. I don’t remember what we talked about (Me: I like your work. Her: I don’t know you, but hi.). What I didn’t know at the time was that an appropriate ice-breaker and subject for further conversation would have been knitting or weaving. In 2003, Ms. Allen started a weaving business, Karen Allen Fiber Arts, and in my travels I’ve come across some interesting applications of jute and sisal and such. Had I known at the time of our unexpected meeting about her interest and business we probably could have conversed more than we did in spite of all those meetings and signings and such. Ah well.

Starman proved to be something unexpected. Very different from the kind of work with which John Carpenter (yes, Carpenter again) is usually associated. Despite a long list of successful, distinctive films including Escape from New York, Big Trouble in Little China, The Fog, the trendsetting Halloween, and of course, The Thing, I don’t believe that John has, with the exception of a modest legion of dedicated admirers, received his proper due from the industry. I personally think that the first half of The Fog achieves more of a true Lovecraftian atmosphere than any of the films to date that are actually based on the sage of Providence’s work. Some day there will be graduate film seminars devoted to John’s work and appropriate recognition, perhaps in the form of a Lifetime Achievement award, will be forthcoming. Posthumously, most likely. Sadly, that’s all-too-often the way such recognition arrives. I can’t help but think of poor demised Philip K. Dick, cashing $1500 checks for novels and stories whose film and television adaptations earn hundreds of millions.

While some Carpenterish action worms its way into the picture as the military chases the two protagonists, it is very subdued. There are no pyrotechnic shoot-em-ups, no hair-standing-up-on-the-back-of-the-neck frights, no violent dismemberings or decapitations. More than any of his other films save Dark Star, Starman shows Carpenter’s love of real science fiction. It’s a love story between a human and an alien, and a mildly tragic one at that. Nobody dies, but fear is followed by curiosity, then trust, finally love, and then bitter-sweet parting. The limited but effective sfx are by Industrial Light and Magic, now all grown-up, acronymed as ILM, and long removed from that rented warehouse on Kester St.

As I have mentioned, in the absence of action a novelizer has nowhere to go save inside the characters’ heads in an effort to merge with their thoughts and emotions. In this respect, as regards a film like Starman, I’m actually in a more privileged creative position than the director or the actors.



A similar challenging developmental situation, Dark Star involved four guys stuck on a spaceship having to deal with an interminable amount of boredom. In contrast, Starman is about two people getting to know one another. I don’t recall the international box office grosses, but I have a feeling it might have done particularly well in places like France.

Jeff Bridges, in a role for which he was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actor (losing to F. Murray Abraham for the latter’s stylish performance as Salieri in the much more heavily promoted film adaptation of the stage hit Amadeus), plays an alien forced into a crash landing on Earth. To conceal his presence and survive while trying to reach a geographical point where he can safely be rescued by his people, he assumes the shape of the first human he sees. This happens to be a photograph of Jenny Hayden’s (Allen) late husband. As one can imagine, much fear and confusion results when Allen’s character encounters the alien in the seemingly resurrected form of her deceased spouse.

The entire movie could have taken place in Hayden’s home, developing a First Contact story of a very quiet and intimate nature (we’re back in French cinematic territory again). We still experience those interactions in the film, except they occur under the pressure of a less than two-hour running time and the almost stereotypically inimical military types. In order to get rescued by his kind, Bridge’s alien has to get from Wisconsin to Meteor Crater, Arizona. Why aliens who can build giant globular starships capable of interstellar search-and-rescue operations can’t manage a pickup outside Eau Claire instead of northern Arizona is another one of those bits of bemusing SF movie science best left unexplored. On the other hand, with apologies to the good citizens of Eau Claire, it has to be admitted that Meteor Crater is somewhat more photogenic.

So the military, their activities dogged by a much more sensible scientist played by the always excellent Charles Martin Smith, pursues our two protagonists across the country, until the arrival (at the last-minute, natch) of the Starman’s alien brethren saves him, and the day. While leaving Hayden pregnant and on course to give birth to a supplementary TV series.

Anyone who has read my original science fiction knows that I love writing for and about aliens. It’s a delight to explore different cultures, different languages, different biologies. Hollywood films rarely offer the opportunity to delve deeply into their alien characters. These are usually little more than human actors stuffed into rubber masks and hands. They move like humans, act like humans, and respond like humans. Enemy Mine, with Louis Gossett Jr. turning in a performance not dissimilar to that of Bridges, comes to mind. In much of the book adaptation of Starman and in the absence of visuals involving human limbs and facial expressions I was able to explore the thoughts and motivations of the alien character in far more depth than two hours of screen time would allow. I was able to not just watch an alien, as in the theater, but to inhabit one.

Once Hayden overcomes her initial fears at finding herself in the company of a non-human and the fact that the shape it has assumed is a dead ringer for her deceased husband, she grows first interested and then sympathetic toward its/his plight. And then, in spite of herself, she finds herself falling in love with him/it. The gentle, kindhearted relationship that springs up between them, even though Bridges never forgets that he’s playing an alien, is openly replicated the following year in Ron Howard’s film Cocoon. One of the story elements that makes this work so well is the fact that Bridge’s alien is cut off from his advanced technology and other than being a shapeshifter (very different from the shapeshifting creature in The Thing) has no special powers. Not only is he dependent on Hayden for his continued survival, that dependence increases as the story advances.

Watching the film (and perhaps reading the book), one is drawn in deeply enough by their relationship to inevitably find oneself wondering how they, the viewer or reader, might react should they find themselves in a similar situation. It’s easy to know how to respond to hostile aliens trying to take over the world, or infect us with some disease, or instruct we poor primitives in how to lift ourselves up out of the tribal muck. But what happens when it is the alien that is in trouble, and sympathetic, and in need of our help? Starman has been compared to an adult version of E.T.: The Extraterrestrial. It’s a nice change from the aliens-are-out-to-get-us trope.


When writing, the mood of the writer (of this writer, anyway) invariably reflects whatever subject matter he happens to be dealing with. In that regard, I can say without hesitation that the time spent writing the book version of Starman was a good deal more tranquil than it was when I was writing, say, Alien.

I thought Starman was a charming film. Furthermore, how often do you get to see an honest science fiction film that focuses on personal relationships and for the most part eschews flashy special effects? A great deal of written SF is like that with individuals and their emotions and thoughts taking precedence over explosions and starships. In fact, sometimes good SF stories are about the emotions and thoughts percolating through explosions and starships.

And aliens. How infrequently science fiction films make the effort to explore the thoughts and feelings of aliens. After seeing Starman I wondered if Louis Gossett Jr. had seen it too, and deigned to utilize some of Jeff Bridge’s alien movements and mannerisms the following year when he portrayed an alien in the film Enemy Mine.

Anyone who reads or watches science fiction has a vested interest in realistic aliens. That doesn’t mean sticking a human in a rubber suit and having them act more or less human, complete with human mannerisms, gestures, and reactions. It’s just something that’s so outside the purview of commercial filmmaking that when you encounter it in a film like Arrival you want to leap from your seat and do a little dance. With every science fiction film or TV show I watch I am forever hoping for a realistic alien or two. One showing alien emotions and reactions.

Sometimes it seems that the old Hollywood saw needs to be amended to “Dying is easy, comedy is hard, aliens are impossible.” It’s not impossible to do realistic aliens, as Arrival shows. Convincing a studio that realistic aliens will sell box office tickets—that’s harder than comedy.








CHAPTER 14

SHADOWKEEP (1984)

As video games became more complex and the computing power that was available to their designers became cheaper and faster, simple games like Pong rapidly fell by the arcade wayside. Like any other player I had my favorites. Space Invaders drove me nuts. Centipede was a big favorite, perhaps because I’ve always been deeply interested in arthropods. Donkey Kong eventually became a game of choice, maybe because the eponymous simian actually displayed something resembling tangible reactions to his surroundings.

As an example of a game that drew increasingly on very minimal animation but was a step up from Pong, my wife owns the only console version of the arcade game Frogs I’ve ever seen. No, not Frogger. Frogs. Contained within a green and white cabinet was a black and white monitor that weighed only slightly less than a Volkswagen. Surrounding it was dimensional painted-on-board artwork most nearly resembling rejects from Walt Kelly’s comic strip Pogo. A simple joystick allowed the user to manipulate the frog’s tongue to catch insects moving across the monitor screen. A true antique now, as primitive in comparison to a contemporary video game as a wind-up telephone is to a versatile cell phone.

From these initial humble exercises in pixilated creature consumption sprang the first games to embrace story as well as action. Entire seriously researched, intricately analytical histories have been written of their origins, from the first cackled “waka-waka” up to the virtually cinematic, complex iterations that are so common and time-consuming today.

Standing out from the rest of its quarter-devouring brethren was a game called Dragon’s Lair. Featuring full Disneyeseque hand-drawn animation by Don Bluth Productions (The Secret of Nimb, The Land Before Time), it was breathtakingly beautiful compared to its competitors. But the arcade game had problems. Once a player memorized the game’s moves, there was no need to play it again. And the laserdisc-based technology had a disconcerting habit of causing the animation to stutter. Also to break, and it was expensive to fix.

Despite these problems, the game had made a lot of money. Bluth had the notion of making a sequel featuring the same characters, or even a feature-length film. I was brought in to help with a possible story, meeting with both Don and Gary Goldman.

Since the lead character, Dirk the Daring, didn’t speak throughout the entire video game (Douglas Fairbanks Sr. would have been proud), I had the idea of putting him, at the beginning of the new game/film, under a curse that rendered him mute. Simultaneously, the same magic would inadvertently give all the animals around him the power of speech. The result would be a hero who had to communicate in gestures while his often frustrated animal helpers did all the talking. Round about February of 1984 I submitted the full film treatment for Dragon’s Lair—The Ring of Truth to Bluth and Goldman. I thought it could be ground-breaking.


[image: images]


It didn’t fly.

Meanwhile, among the earliest progenitors of the true role-playing game that is so familiar to us now was a fantasy opus called Shadowkeep, put out by a company first known as Trillium and subsequently as Tellarium, a subsidiary of Spinnaker Software. It featured actual characters (well, character tropes, anyway), a pseudo-legend quest-tale of sorts, and some of the first graphics for a home computer to advance beyond the repetitious gymnastics of its quarter-devouring arcade cousins. The primary platform for gameplay was the TRS-80 home computer, though the game could also be utilized on other machines.

Tellarium put out a number of such games (eight in total, I think) under the Spinnaker umbrella, but the others were based on pre-existing fiction by such luminaries as Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clarke, and Michael Crichton. Shadowkeep was unique in that the story was composed especially for the game. Being written specifically as a computer game, it was also exceptional in having (unlike Dragon’s Lair, for example) a non-linear story structure. The player could wander off in different directions and have different experiences, something taken for granted in modern role-playing games but a ground-breaking innovation at the time.

Essentially a quest to find the tools that will allow the protagonist to enter a castle, survive various threats therein, and recover the magical Ankh stolen from the Temple of Life by the Evil One, the plot represented a breakthrough in role-playing games that were just beginning to emerge from the shadow of their louder, more colorful, but far less worthy arcade predecessors. Someone at Warner Books thought that as long as Spinnaker was having success adopting stories by such as Bradbury and Clarke, perhaps a novel based on an original game might find some sales in-between those that were based on already published works.

Could I make something of this, I was asked?

Maybe, I replied. I added that I could not recall seeing any novelizations of any original computer games in my local bookstores.

That is because, I was informed, there weren’t any. Nobody had done one—yet. Assuming I accepted the assignment, Shadowkeep would probably be the first.

While it was certainly an intriguing proposition, a nagging thought bubbled up and persisted: why hadn’t there been any novelizations of original computer games? Possibly because no publisher had thought to try one? Or could there be—other reasons?

I contemplated what I had been given: the basics of the “story.” Evil One, lots of dangers along the way, interesting devices and objects of power, a labyrinth, a mysterious castle, plus, it wasn’t Krull. Why not give it a try? It’s always intriguing to do something for the first time. All the ingredients for a successful plot seemed to be there, and it was unarguably straightforward fantasy. No awkward science fiction intrusions in the storyline. Accepting, I told Warner I’d get right on it.

I was promptly sent a copy of the game, which since I didn’t own a TRS-80 or any other home computer I could not play, and a full breakdown of the storyline together with images of some of the graphics. The latter were pretty basic, but then I was not expecting fantasy artwork in the style of, say, Arthur Rackham or Maxfield Parrish. I would make do with the fundamentals. If there was a poorly rendered image of a magic sword present in the game, there was nothing to prevent me from treating it, in literary fashion, as would a medieval armorer. Jewels here, gold damascening there, add a hilt, some enameled inlay, and I could, on the printed page, turn a clumsy collage of pixels into something inspired by Fabergé. I was feeling pretty good about the project.

It was about that time it dawned on me that in novelizing the game I couldn’t novelize the game. At this early stage in the development of role-playing games, some came with “cheat books”: detailed descriptions of how to play, and win, the game. Where companies were loath to provide such options, top-flight players would run successfully through the game play, then subsequently compile their own cheat books and offer them for sale. The more of the “plot” that I read, the more it became increasingly obvious that if I wrote a novel that accurately followed the story of the game from beginning to end, what I would end up writing would be nothing more than an elaborate cheat book.

Somehow I did not think the folks at Tellarium, who had not included nor authorized a cheat book for Shadowkeep, would like that.

In sauntering down the jungle path, marveling at the colorful foliage and eying the chattering wildlife, I had inadvertently stepped right into a neatly camouflaged pit trap. Or some less fragrant euphemism. As I struggled to set to work with the materials I had been given, I now understood at least one reason why no publisher to date had put out a novel based on an original computer game.

You would have to make a book based on the game’s story without somehow giving away the game.

Let’s say that your hero finds a locked box. The box contains an important game piece that will help advance you on your quest. A sword, a magic amulet, a bottle of Chanel No.5: the nature of the object itself doesn’t matter. It is only important to the game. The hero must open a series of latches on the box in a specific order and then turn the key left-right in a prescribed sequence.


How do you describe that within a novel without giving away the steps that will allow the reader to duplicate them while playing the game itself? And without contradicting the actual game play? I couldn’t substitute a jar for the box, alter the number or kind of latches, or change the order in which the key was turned.

I found myself confronted by a literary and logical conundrum of increasingly troubling proportions.

On top of that, the “characters” in the game turned out to be essentially just ciphers, some with even less personality and description than the aforementioned barrel-chucking, plumber-hating ape. For Shadowkeep’s characters to work and to hold a reader’s attention in a proper novel, I pretty much had to create all of them from scratch. A brief, isolated description referring to a character only as “the wizard” is a long way from the word picture Tolkien gives us of Gandalf. To put it another way, there’s not a single character in Shadowkeep the game as well developed as Shadowfax the horse.

On the other hand, since all the characters in the game were essentially a blank slate, it was unlikely (I hoped) that anyone from Tellarium would come back at me with something like, “This isn’t the Evil One we’ve been looking for.” Despite the pressure, I actually derived a certain amount of pleasure from turning the game’s ciphers into real folks. They were not Tolkien, but then I didn’t have decades in which to expound upon them, and I think they turned out to be more than serviceable at propelling the story forward while simultaneously engaging the readers’ attention.

In the course of writing the book, describing the game without describing the game did manage to give me more than one headache, however. I frequently had to resort to the device of simple avoidance. I could have gone ahead and simply followed the game play. No one at Warner or Trillium told me I couldn’t. Novel as cheat book. But I felt that in addition to taking the easy way out, that would have been unfair to the reader who was expecting a readable novel and not a game instruction add-on.

Consider that hypothetical locked chest. Instead of having the hero go through the motions outlined in the game, I would say something like, “He worked the latches until they opened, whereupon he fiddled with the key until finally he heard a click.” So the hero still has to get the latches open and utilize the key: I just don’t say precisely how. There was no way to avoid telling the reader what they had to do next: recover the magic sword from within. That was critical to advancing the story. But as I progressed through the role-playing I found that I could do so without giving away too much in the way of specifics.

I do not know how the book sold, but I have readers who come across it and compliment me on a decent, original fantasy novel, not realizing the truly meagre nature of its source material. It was a job, I tell you, involving far more mental stress than I could have anticipated, and I vowed never to voluntarily step into such fictional quicksand ever again. It was a promise I managed to keep if only for another dozen years.








CHAPTER 15

PALE RIDER (1985)

To this day I don’t know why Warner chose me to novelize this notable Clint Eastwood film. I had never written a western, unless one counts the early Mad Amos Malone tales. All I can think of is that the folks in New York were more than happy with the previous novelization work I had been doing for them—my Spellsinger series of fantasy novels was doing very well indeed for the imprint—and they had nobody else they felt comfortable entrusting with the task.

A more important question to ask is why? Why do a novelization of a western movie in the first place? We’re not talking about the sales of Louis L’Amour books, upon which numerous films were based, or the enduring popularity of the works of Max Brand or Zane Gray. All of which is, of course, completely different from taking an original film and making it into a book. Rightly or wrongly, those are three of the writers whose vast body of work I felt Pale Rider would be compared to—and would be competing against for sales in the westerns section of every bookstore.

While a wide variety of films have been novelized, the one genre whose novelizations consistently sell is fantasy and science fiction. Not original detective films, not contemporary stories, not war movies: f&sf. Where a novelization of a film featuring bedroom goings-on in Connecticut will fall by the wayside, even if the film itself proves successful and wins multiple awards, a decent novelization of even a crappy science fiction film is guaranteed to sell copies to fans. Which is why publishers keep putting them out.

Westerns, not so much.

Yet as I made my way through the screenplay by Michael Butler and Dennis Shryack, there were hints here and there that this might be a horse of a different color (sadly, said equine is not a character in the movie). Specifically, while on the surface Pale Rider might appear to be just one in a long line of standard westerns, it might just be tinged with fantasy. Interestingly, the fantasy western (or weird western, as it is currently more commonly known) has become something of a fairly popular literary sub-genre unto itself. There’s not much of it up on the screen (Cowboys and Aliens doesn’t qualify, Jonah Hex does), but that may change. When I was handed the Pale Rider project I had already begun delving into that interesting sub-genre myself, with the Mad Amos Malone stories.

These rambunctious tall tales got their start almost as soon as we moved into our home in Arizona. In our very western Americana-oriented den, which is decorated with memorabilia from my wife’s Texas homestead (a stringent observation from Ellie, my sweet mother-in-law, to her daughter: “Why do you want all that junk on the walls?”), there is a set of stairs leading to a second floor landing. Midway across the landing is a door to the only second-floor room. Beyond the door the landing continues onward to finally dead-end against the far wall. The result is a lot of open, empty, pseudo-mezzanine space.


“We need something up there,” I was saying to JoAnn one day not long after we had settled in, adding half-jokingly, “Maybe a stuffed bear or something.”

“How about a dragon?” she replied without hesitation.

I looked at her. “Don’t be silly. There were no dragons in the old west.”

“How do you know?” she shot back.

And that was the genesis of the first Mad Amos Malone story, Wu-Ling’s Folly. A quick anecdote for those of you hopeful writers who are always asking where story ideas come from. Check your den.

Equally quick plug: The Complete Mad Amos Malone, a collection of all the Mad Amos tales, is available in assorted formats.

The fantasy element in Pale Rider is never spelled out directly. Clint Eastwood never waves a wand in somebody’s face. To me, this is the film’s greatest achievement. It would have been a simple matter to say from the very beginning whether or not the character Eastwood plays, known simply as “Preacher,” is an accomplished gunfighter turned cleric, a man of God who happens to be good with a gun, or something considerably less corporeal. Whether he is an angry stranger seeking revenge or an avenging angel for real? The film never says, and therefore does something few films do anymore. It leaves the audience to make up its own mind. The ambiguity that surrounds the true identity of the Preacher prevents the viewer from getting comfortable with the character. Never being quite sure who or what he is maintains the audience’s attention. Look away, go out for popcorn, and you might miss a defining moment.

I loved it. More than anything else, it reminded me of Steven Spielberg’s first film, a TV-movie adaptation of Richard Matheson’s short story Duel, in which a lone driver out in the country is menaced by an increasingly malevolent 18-wheeler. In the course of the original cut of the film, for TV, we never see any evidence that there’s a driver in the truck. At the time, I thought it was one of the best pieces of contemporary fantasy I’d ever seen on television, and told Matheson so. Not showing the driver and thus leaving the audience to wonder if there is anyone in the truck or if it is pursuing Weaver’s character of its own malicious mechanical volition was ingenious, following in a long line of similar stories of machines gone amuck of which the most notable predecessor was perhaps Theodore Sturgeon’s story “Kill-dozer” (Astounding, November 1944).

“Oh,” Matheson told me, “I always thought there was someone in the truck.”

I was crushed. Sure enough, when the extended version of the movie became available, there is at least one shot of booted legs climbing into the truck’s cab, though we never see the driver’s face.

Okay, so that was the author’s intended vision. One can’t argue with that. But despite my respect for Richard and his work, I still like my memory better. Killer truck drivers are not uncommon in fiction. Sentient killer trucks, less so.

Pale Rider preserves the uncertainty that Duel abjures. Not only does it maintain the mystery of the Preacher’s true nature throughout, it allows those around him to display their own uncertainties toward the character and through them, that of the audience. I did everything I could to sustain this central enigma throughout the book.

I delighted in writing in a different genre, in the opportunity to describe and detail elements of the old west familiar to me not only from viewing decades of western film, but from traveling around that part of the world. As far as unexpected connections go, there was Richard Dysart again, this time playing the evil mine owner. Also the wonderful Richard Kiel as Club. In later years I had the opportunity to meet and chat briefly with Dick Kiel, forever famous among science fiction fans for appearing as the principal alien in the Twilight Zone adaptation of Damon Knight’s short story “To Serve Man” (“It’s a cookbook!”). The preponderance of moviegoers likely know him better as Jaws, from the James Bond films. A better actor than he was given credit for, the massive 7’2” Kiel was never going to get to play Willy Wonka. Or the lead in Romeo and Juliet. For better or worse, he was stuck playing what in movie casting parlance is called a “big.” But on occasion he actually was allowed to act, and Pale Rider gave him some opportunities.


It’s just a marvelous film, whose central character’s real nature remains a mystery all the way to (especially to) the ending. Having saved the poor miners, their meager claims, the local environment, and disposed of all the bad guys, the Preacher rides off toward the horizon and disappears. Does he fade out cinematically or theologically? Once again, it is left to the audience to decide. It’s a finish that’s easier to show on screen than explain on a printed page, and I worked hard to get it as close as I could in the book to its visual equivalent.

When doing novelizations (especially if they are of good films), I always hope one day to meet the participants, whether they be the actors, the director, or the folks who sew the costumes. And sometimes, even the writers. They all have interesting stories to tell and, by and large, are very nice people working in an industry notorious for turning out disagreeable personalities. I’ve met plenty of both, and I’m happy to say that in number, the former exceed the latter. The latter tend, unfortunately, to be the ones who garner the bulk of the publicity and the rewards, while the good folks are left to toil quietly behind the scenes, striving to do their jobs and contribute to the making of the best picture possible.

Clint Eastwood is famed for being both a skilled actor and director, a professional focused on attending to the business at hand who doesn’t lightly tolerate prima donnas. It is an approach that shines especially brightly in Pale Rider.








CHAPTER 16

ALIENS (1986)

How do you make a sequel to one of the greatest of all modern science fiction films? By taking the same vehicle down a different path. Alien was all about atmosphere and shock. While utilizing the same cinematic background and subject matter, Aliens is about action. Coupled with the usual excellent James Horner score, it’s a propulsive couple of hours in which you dare not leave your theater seat for fear of missing something not only important to the story, but downright adrenaline-churning.

With so much going on up on the screen, adapting Aliens presented a much easier novelization task than did its ground-breaking predecessor. Whenever I tired of describing a character’s thoughts or emotions, there was plenty of action and interesting backgrounds that begged for detailed description. Not to mention that among all the new sets, technology, and devices, this time around I actually knew what the alien, or in this case aliens, looked like.

As usual, I was troubled by some of the science, but a lot of that was of necessity carried forward from the first film. At least this time I didn’t have to ignore the lack of explanation for artificial gravity, since Aliens takes place primarily on a planetary surface instead of out in interstellar space aboard a starship-freighter like the preceding film’s Nostromo. There were also no more dangling, clanking chains to have to rationalize (why would there be hanging chains inside a spaceship? Hasn’t the securing of cargo advanced beyond the 13th century?). No more people crawling through ductwork (no service robots?). In Aliens you just point and shoot, and I’m not referring to the camera work.

What I most enjoyed while writing the book was having the opportunity to work again with the marvelous character of Ellen Ripley, and to do what I could to tie the sequel story directly into that of the previous film. Alien/Aliens was beginning to feel like an epic. I had no idea where it might go (no one did, back then). My hope was for an explanation of the space jockey, his species, and how his/her/its ship came to be carrying a load of super-dangerous alien eggs. That’s what fans of the first film wanted to see. Instead, Aliens gave the audience something else, but an exciting something else. I reckon that at this point I’ll never get to write my take on the space jockey, but then, it’s not my universe. Dan O’Bannon is gone and so is H.R. Giger, but at least their horrors live after them pretty much as they intended.

One bit of science in Aliens troubled me enough to want to talk to the writer/director about it. Which is how I found myself on the phone with James Cameron.

“Jim, about that sequence at the end, where Ripley blows the cargo bay door and the alien queen is sucked out of the ship? A sudden breach that big would not only quickly draw all the air out of the ship, leaving Ripley with nothing to breathe, but I don’t think she or anyone else could hold onto a ladder against that kind of pull.”


“I know that,” Cameron replied, “but I wanted that shot.”

Replay: the inappropriate shotguns from Outland.

This is something I have heard from directors throughout my long acquaintance with science fiction film. For better or worse, the opportunity to do a good shot overrides the possibility of bad science every time. It’s the nature of the beast. And that dramatic final confrontation in Aliens is a good shot: the audience, the great majority of which doesn’t care and doesn’t give two hoots about the science involved, all but cheers aloud when Ripley disposes of the alien queen. It’s the emotional reaction the director was reaching for.

I understand. I really do. But try as I might, I can’t ever manage to overlook science in favor of a visual. My brain always tells me there has to be a way to do the same scene without violating known physics. In certain films there have to be exceptions. Scientific gimmies, such as faster-than-light starship drives and the aforementioned artificial gravity. But from the time of Luana and its unrealistic jungles and natives, it’s a concern that has caused me no end of angst in the course of writing one novelization after another.


It would be useful both for the writing process and my blood pressure if I could turn off the part of my brain that is hooked on real science, but I just can’t do it. All I can do is grit my teeth and plow ahead, even if such situations generate a pain both in the butt and the head.

It was a while after the book came out that a fan managed to get in touch with me. In pre-email, pre-Twitter days, this often required the composing and sending of something called a “letter.” He inquired, rather indignantly, why in the novelization I had removed all the swear words that had been present in the film. My reaction, I’m afraid, was something less than eloquent.

“Huh?”

I dug out one of my copies. After they are published, I never read any of my own books. I know the plot and how the story is going to turn out and I would rather read something by somebody else.

Sure enough, the back-and-forth chatter of Aliens’ tough, gritty space marines had been bowdlerized. I couldn’t believe what I was reading. And—those words, those unjustifiable excisions and substitutions—they had my name behind them. I mean, what the hell? They’re space marines.

Worst of all, Ripley’s signature challenge to the alien queen in the final fight is changed from “Get away from her, you bitch!” to “Get away from her!”

Now then: for the record, nobody asked my opinion about these changes. Doubtless because the editorial vermin in charge suspected quite rightly that I would have objected. Strenuously, loudly, and employing some of the same words that had been sanitized out of the manuscript. It was all done without my knowledge, folks. Without even so much as a courtesy call to let me know what was intended. I’m glad readers like the book, but it is not all that it should have been, and the homogenized outcome is an insult both to myself and to Cameron. Upon my single sputtering inquiry to Warner as to why this had been done, I was given some lame explanation that somebody, somewhere (on Mars? In another dimension?) thought deleting the swearing might make the book more “approachable” for younger readers.

Right. Like there was anything in the film or the book manuscript that kids don’t hear everyday on the street or in school. Like mom and dad are gonna buy Aliens for their ten-year old’s vacation reading anyway.

In publishing, no one can hear you scream.








CHAPTER 17

ALIEN NATION (1988)

Combined genres, or crossovers as they’re more commonly known, can be a successful as well as an enjoyable way of drawing readers or viewers to your work who might otherwise ignore it (not fantasy with science fiction!). I’ve already discussed the weird western; aficionados of the traditional American western who might never pick up a fantasy story might find pleasure in perusing something like Pale Rider or the Mad Amos Malone tales. More common and also more effective is the combining of science fiction with mystery/detective fiction. No less a science fiction eminence than Isaac Asimov lent his prolific typewriter to this hybrid genre, in books such as The Caves of Steel and The Naked Sun that featured the robot detective R. (for “robot”) Daneel Olivaw working closely with a human partner.

The human/robot detective partnership has been something of a deep well for Hollywood. An obvious next step, then, would be for a human detective or cop to have an alien partner. That is the conceit behind Alien Nation and the subsequent television series that sprang from the film.

A huge alien vessel crash-lands on Earth and dumps a thousand or so very humanoid aliens among us. As they strive to integrate into human society, these beings, who were categorized as lower-caste laborers among their own species, face jealousy (they’re physically stronger and quicker than humans) and, essentially, racial discrimination. Any similarity to the excellent and much more recent film District 9 is, of course, purely coincidental.

The film is helped immensely by the fact that the human/alien buddy cops are played by James Caan and Mandy (“My name is Inigo Montoya”) Patinkin. It is hurt by the fact that the alien Newcomers are simply ordinary folks in splotched bald headpieces. A little more alienness could only have helped. An extra finger here and there, some antennae—something. It is hard to see a character as alien when their design and makeup is surpassed by the efforts of college students doing cosplay.

On the other hand, it must be admitted that the fact that the Newcomers can have intercourse with humans adds a definite frisson to their interactions that would be missing if they resembled, say, cephalopods (pace Galaxy Quest). In a two-hour film those dramatic possibilities are unnecessary, but they proved critical to the limited success of the television series and related specials.

There are killings, and a dangerous drug, and the usual buddy cop verbal by-play between the initially prejudiced and suspicious detective Sykes (Caan) and the alien partner forced on him (Patinkin), but all I could think while expanding the screenplay into the book was how many lost opportunities it offered to explore an alien culture. Bits and pieces were tossed in, such as the amusing fact that the Newcomers can get stinking drunk on sour milk, but the need to move the evil drug plot forward prevented very much in the way of such exploration. Having a good deal more time to explore such aspects of Newcomer society, I tried to add what I could in the book. The characters in the film are nicely drawn, the setting is intriguing enough, but as science fiction it never really came alive for me. Even while watching the film in the theater, my mind kept drifting from the semi-generic plot to all the missed opportunities.


I really need to get off this planet more often.








CHAPTER 18

ALIEN 3 (1992)

Sure! Of course I would be glad to do the book version of Alien 3, I responded when Warner once again came calling. Not only would I do it, I was looking forward to continuing the saga of Ellen Ripley and her increasingly intimate interactions with our favorite dentition-challenged, egg-laying arthropods. I would be able to write again about the survivors from Aliens like Hicks and Newt, and depending on the script, develop and expand deeper and more profound relationships between the three characters. It was going to be a pleasure to be able to link a new film with its iconic predecessors. In spite of the usual pressure of work I was going to have fun!

That’s not quite how it turned out.

I had followed rumblings in the entertainment media that all was not well with the production—with the script more so than the shooting. I already knew that William Gibson’s screenplay had been rejected, aware that a radical notion like having an actual science fiction writer author a screenplay for a science fiction film had an android’s chance on the Nostromo of being greenlighted by a major studio. Hyenas guard their food, and don’t take kindly to interlopers who try to beg off a piece of the kill.

I shrugged most of it off. Entertainment magazines and columns thrive on the slightest of such gossipings, devouring rumors and tidbits of information from “reputable sources” only to regurgitate them as gossip. I admit to being somewhat concerned, but not to the point of losing any sleep over it. After all, this was the Alien franchise. The last thing Fox would do is allow anyone to screw it up.

I was given the usual stills and a copy of the script and set to work, beginning as usual by reading straight through the screenplay. As I read, and as the mindless, meandering inanity attempting to pass itself off as a coherent plot percolated inescapably into my brain, my spirits fell. Right from the beginning. The indomitable Corporal Hicks of Aliens is DOA. Literally. So much for any opportunities to expand upon his stimulating character, any potential maturing relationship with Ripley, or anything else that might have added some common sense and human emotion to the storyline.

Exploring a potential relationship with Newt was not an issue, either, because the brave little girl, the ultimate survivor from the preceding picture, also starts the film out dead. Then she is autopsied, an abomination that was even worse in the original cut. As I forced myself to turn the pages of the script one theme did become dominant. This was not a story of the aliens, or the Space Jockey, or Ellen Ripley, or anything else. No, the theme was gore and more gore, blood and death, a nihilistic parade of kill, kill, kill that gradually became a science fictional liturgy sufficient to make the evil guru in Gunga Din look like Gandhi.

After I finally managed to work my way to the end of the screenplay I could only sit back and think, what the hell? I mean, what are they thinking? If this is what they intend to do with the franchise, why not just hire Dario Argento to write and direct and be done with it?


If I felt a certain proprietary stance toward the story, it was not only because I had done the novels of the preceding two films but because I also held close the memories of working with Ronald Shusett and Dan O’Bannon. This was, in the final analysis, their baby, and it was being abused. Killing Newt was an obscenity. Filming an autopsy on a child, and a heroic child at that, is an obscenity compounded. Killing off the character of Hicks before the film was scarcely started was simply a way of not having to pay the actor Michael Biehn, much less deal with an invention from another film.

Saddest of all, all the great multiplicity of changes amount to nothing. When reading over the ending I was reminded of nothing so much as the conclusion to The Black Hole, where the filmmakers likewise had no idea what to do or how to do it.

Out of this bucket of slop I had to bring forth a readable novel.

I’ve always enjoyed a challenge, and no matter what the circumstances a good craftsman never does less than his best. So with heavy heart and benumbed mind I set to work.

The first thing I did was fix the repulsive business of Newt and Hicks being killed off. I was compelled to do this not only because their deaths were unnecessary, but because they crippled the plot. If Hicks lives, the audience can take heart in the thought that they may get to see this very congenial character later. If not in this particular cinematic iteration, then in a future sequel. As for Newt. Killing off Newt removes a major, if not the major, reason for Ripley to keep fighting to stay alive. She is battling not as much for her weary, exhausted self as she is for the sake of the little girl whose life she has already saved. This relationship and character motivation seemed to me such an obviously important story element that to this day I cannot understand why it wasn’t realized at the time the film was made.

So, neither character appears in the film. Obviously, I could not just have them wandering around, complicating and contradicting the existing storyline. What I did was write that their hypersleep capsules had been impaired. That they had been corrupted just enough to keep the humans contained within alive and asleep, but with the relevant instrumentation and equipment too damaged to risk opening the capsules and reviving them. In this way I was able to put off their hypothetical resurrection from hypersleep to a future story. This way, Ripley retains her motivation to fight, to preserve Newt’s life, and Hicks survives as well. All without seriously impacting the general storyline, insofar as one existed.

Next problem: what to do with a planet populated by men so violent, so evil, that they are condemned to spend the rest of their lives on an otherworldly hellhole? The prisoners on the world of Alien 3 were supposed to be the worst of the worst. Repugnant examples of the male gender who have, among other things, not seen a woman in years. Men whose average testosterone reading likely hovered around the one thousand mark.

Naturally, one of the first things a revived Ripley does is go to the mess hall to sit down and have lunch and a chat with them.

It does not matter, because their sole purpose in the film is to serve as alien chow. With one possible exception (the character of Dance), none of them have the personality of a stoned wombat anyway. So I determinedly set about carefully crafting individual personae for all of them, as well as backgrounds, and motivations. You know—writing characterization. Unlike the film, I was (as usual) able to get inside their heads and show what they were thinking. Even the wicked have thoughts and feelings, and I took my time exploring and developing these in between repetitive scenes where their characters are ripped apart.

As much as I could without directly contradicting anything in the screenplay, I also tried to do my usual job of fixing some of the science. For example, there is a scene where two of the inmates sit atop a pile of used batteries, sorting through them to try and find some containing enough remaining juice to power their flashlights. Batteries. Flashlights. Hundreds of years in the future, the D-cell is apparently still the power source of choice. For flashlights. With—bulbs.

It dismays me that so many science fiction films are incapable of imagining even a realistic near tomorrow. Maybe The Fifth Element does not present an accurate view of New York centuries in the future, but at least when he starts a film, Luc Besson has a vision somewhat based on reality. Not every SF film has to be 2001: A Space Odyssey or Interstellar, but a little thoughtful and informed speculation can go a long way toward enhancing the believability of the future in which the tale takes place. Bad science, stupid science, can take an audience out of any science fiction film, no matter how good the story. Just because audiences can be generous and forgiving where the science is concerned does not mean that filmmakers should abuse their tolerance.

I think that is an important reason why the film version of John Carter (of Mars) was doomed to failure. It is one thing to set a civilization on a world in a far-off solar system. Or in a galaxy a long time ago and far, far away, as George Lucas realized. No one can contradict many of the assertions in your film because no one has been there. But every kid over the age of eight knows exactly what Mars looks like because we have cute little robot rovers poking into every corner of the Red Planet and the pictures they send back are easily accessible on your cell phone (how’s that for science fiction?). So every prospective ticket-buyer for a film set on Mars knows that Mars looks like Yuma. Knows that there are no water-filled canals, no six-armed Martians, no thoats, no gravity-defying Victorian-style warships. Knows that there is nothing but sand and rock, without so much as a single growling ATV in sight.

You cannot fool kids with this stuff anymore, never mind adults. Short of finding life in a subsurface ocean somewhere like Enceladus, or life-forms we have yet to imagine in the methane lakes of Titan, the planets and moons of our solar system are probably dead zones. Mars is starting to feel as comfortable as the alien environment next door, and the asteroid belt and the big moons of Jupiter and Saturn will be next. As someone who has written science fiction for almost half a century there is one thing I can predict: we will not be shining light on their unfamiliar surfaces with D-cell powered flashlights.

When I typed “The End” on the last page of the manuscript of the Alien 3 adaptation I was more than nominally proud of the work I had done. Fixing the science where and when I could, saving Newt and Hicks albeit leaving them in hypersleep/suspended animation, and providing all those cipher-like prisoners with real thoughts and memories and emotions. Explaining why they had been condemned to such a horrific existence. I looked forward with considerable eagerness to the reaction of both my editor and readers.

As it developed, that anticipation was quashed as thoroughly as were the characters of Hicks and Newt.

Via Warner Books, I received a letter from Walter Hill, one of the film’s writer/producers. In sum it said, “You can’t do this. The novelization must follow the film exactly. We think it will make for a much better book (emphasis mine).”

In essence, I was being told to throw out nearly everything new I had added. Put back the bad science. Get rid of all the backgrounds I had created for the otherwise ill-defined prisoners. Let Hicks and Newt die. Etc., usw., ad nauseum.


Most of the folks working on large-scale films understand that they cannot set the lights, cannot build the sets, cannot do the special effects or sew the costumes or produce or direct or act or wrangle the dogs—but everybody thinks they can write. The next time you shell out your hard-earned shekels to see a science fiction production and emerge from the theater mumbling under your breath, “That was crap. My cousin Shelly can write better than that,” there is a decent chance cousin Shelly possibly can.

A novelization is, as previously explained, a work for hire. If you are a house painter and you suggest a nice range of subdued earth-tones for the exterior of a brand-new custom manse, maybe with some nice, understated umber trim, and the owner insists on chartreuse with pink polka dots, you either paint it chartreuse with pink polka dots or you turn down the job. Having already accepted the task of novelizing what was at best a problematic script, it would have been exceedingly unprofessional of me to engage in a heated argument with those who, in a roundabout way, were responsible for my employment.

Having no choice in the matter, I did as requested. Alien 3 was not my story, it was not my property, and neither my experience as a writer nor my enthusiasm as a fan of the franchise would be sufficient to dissuade those in charge from altering their decision. The result was a novel containing two obscenities that make zero story sense, a prison full of ill-defined nonentities, and a great deal of blood and gore, topped by a coda whose pretentiousness is an exercise in cinematic vapidity. Or as my aged Eastern European grandmother would have said in her gently accented English, “Feh!”

More than anything else, certainly more than for myself, I felt sorry for the fans of the series. I would also have felt sorry for Sigourney Weaver, who had invested so much in the emblematic character of Ellen Ripley. But then, I did not see and only heard about the check she received for her participation. I can only hope that it compensated for the disquiet she surely must have felt at what had been done to a character seminal to her career.

On the other hand, she did subsequently agree to appear in Alien Resurrection.

Speaking of Alien Resurrection, when it reared its uncertain head I was not unexpectedly asked to do the applicable novelization. I declined immediately, fearing a repeat of my demoralizing experience with its lamentable predecessor. The task was eventually handed to a colleague, the author Ann Crispin. One day I received a missive from Ann. It was short and to the point, and while I felt for her, it only confirmed the earlier decision I had made from my gut as well as my experience.

“Why didn’t you warn me?”








CHAPTER 19

THE DIG (1996)

Four years passed before I did another novelization. Maybe it was being whispered around that I had started to become difficult (i.e., I was standing up for what I thought was right for the book and for the readers). Maybe the appropriate project simply was not being sent my way. It didn’t matter. I was happily spinning novels and short stories. I turned down a number of offers to do spin-offs and juveniles within several franchises. I am not really fond of doing spin-offs, although if it is related to a film or project I already have a relationship with I am willing to take the plunge.

Although a writer has much more creative freedom in writing a spin-off as opposed to a novelization, you are effectively authoring an original piece of work that ultimately does not belong to you. Consider the Transformers novel The Veiled Threat, whose story took place between the first two Transformers films. Or The Approaching Storm, which utilizes a character seen only briefly in episode one of Star Wars, The Phantom Menace, as the basis for an original story that takes place between it and episode two, Attack of the Clones.

More personally satisfying were two novels, Dinotopia Lost and The Hand of Dinotopia. These were both set in artist/writer James Gurney’s wonderful land of Dinotopia, where humans co-exist on an undiscovered continent with dinosaurs and prehistoric mammals who instead of dying out, developed intelligence.

As a boy who had tried to possess every rubber dinosaur that was ever produced, I could not pass up the opportunity to write about dinos. Thanks to Jim, an old friend who prior to achieving an enormous success with the Dinotopia books had, among a multitude of other projects, done covers for half a dozen of my novels, I was given the chance to write a couple of my own Jurassic Park-ish stories. I was also able to include pirates.

Dinosaurs and pirates. If that doesn’t whet your interest, you no longer have an iota of kid left in you.

As far as the lull in novelizations was concerned, something finally came along that piqued my interest. This in spite of the fact that I had told myself I would never do anything like it ever again.

It came from Warner Books, which after the Alien 3 debacle somewhat surprised me. On the other hand, in the publishing and film industries four years is an eternity. Heads of studios and editors change positions and employers at a speed only slightly below that of light. Certainly there was no suggestion in the offer of any lingering enmity on the part of the publisher. Perhaps, quietly and behind the scenes, some folks at Warner had actually agreed with me regarding my response to Alien 3, but having contracted to do that book, found themselves equally trapped by the right of final approval held by the studio. What could they have in mind now?



[image: images]


Would I be interested in novelizing a computer game?

Oh, Mordor, not another one of those! I had promised myself never to go near such a project again. I remembered all too well the stress of having to novelize a story without being able to novelize the story without really having a story to novelize in the first place.

The story idea behind the game, I was told, originated with Steven Spielberg and was to be issued by LucasArts, a division of—you remember. That guy who made the little science fiction film no studio wanted to touch? The one who wanted to make small, experimental films?

I frowned. LucasArts’ involvement I could understand, but since when did Spielberg involve himself with computer games? Remember, this is the mid-90s, and while maturing, computer games were still a long way from the kind of intricate exercises in visuals and story that enthrall gamers today. On the other hand, by 1995 home video games had come a long way from the simple graphics and rudimentary gameplay of Shadowkeep.

What’s the game about? I inquired warily. Not the genre—the subject matter. I expected to be told it was a standard fantasy quest, or a sci-fi shoot-em-up in space.

Archeology, was the reply. Archeology, and science fiction. With science.

I was hooked in spite of myself. Even though I knew better, even though I remembered from my experience writing Shadowkeep what I was getting myself into, I was sufficiently intrigued to commit. The involvement of Spielberg and LucasArts promised that if nothing else, the game would have a quality foundation combined with serious production values. While I still had no idea of the game story specifics, given LucasArts’ involvement I felt they had to extend beyond “Pick up this magic amulet and touch it to the metal plate in the doorway.”

Sure enough, when I was provided with a copy of the game itself and supplemental material, it was evident that more than casual thought and artistry was going into its production. Awkwardly, though, while the graphics still consisted primarily of traditional two-dimensional artwork, the blossoming field of CGI was already beginning to spread its binary wings. Buried within the game’s dominant 2-D graphics are bits and pieces of primitive CGI. Caught in a period of technological transition, the game’s designers and builders were plainly struggling to keep the game’s visuals up to speed with the latest developments in the field. While not ineffective, the graphical consequences are aesthetically choppy.

I suspect that given a choice, LucasArts would have preferred to have redone the entire game with computer graphics. But The Dig had already been in development for some time. Any game will reach a point where those behind it will be reluctant, for reasons financial or otherwise, to embark on a complete makeover. The days when someone like Walt Disney could throw out the first twenty minutes of Pinocchio and tell his animators to start over, or reshoot the entire fight with the giant squid in 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea at night instead of during the day, were long over. So visually, the final release of The Dig was an uneasy combination of the old and the new.

None of which impacted my job. The story was the same story, whether depicted in the game in 2-D or computer animation.

And what do you know, there was an actual story. One that featured not marines wielding hundred-pound weapons in each hand in defiance of the laws of gravity, or swords the size of small imported vehicles, or women clad in less armor than would safely protect a blitzed chipmunk, but scientists. Doing science. Yes, there was drama, and yes, there was a mystery to be solved. But there were also interesting artifacts both old and new and something resembling real science fiction. For a literary analog, think Frederik Pohl’s Heechee stories. The narrative was also populated by real, if not yet fully developed, human beings instead of mere symbols. Unlike with Shadowkeep, this time I had something to work with and build upon besides gameplay instructions and fog.

A certain amount of the drama in the book version of The Dig is forced for the sake of story. Rather more suspension of disbelief than usual is required among regular readers of science fiction to get through some of the plot points. This is the unavoidable consequence of working, not with a plot developed for a novel, but for a computer game. Even though there was a good deal more to work with than there had been with Shadowkeep, the same basic issues that cropped up when writing the earlier book are inescapably also present in The Dig. At heart it is still a point-and-click game that has to be expanded upon and described without giving away the gameplay. In other words, as it was with Shadowkeep, the adaptation could not devolve into a cheat book.

The Dig proved easier to write than Shadowkeep because the advancements in computer games allowed for much more in the way of background action as well as character development. Even though most of it was still rendered in 2-D, the richer graphics gave me more to describe. Not to mention that the underlying storyline was far more to my liking. While science fiction is harder to write than fantasy, it forces you to pay more attention to detail. In a fantasy like Shadowkeep, you can use a magic amulet to open a sealed container because the amulet is “magic.” It doesn’t work that way in SF. At least, it does not if the writer cares about what they are doing. When story mechanisms and devices of any kind are involved, some description of how those mechanisms and devices function is in order. Even if the device is alien in origin, the writer is expected to provide something in the way of a rational explanation for what is happening. The difference between a straightforward original novel and the book version of a game is that, of course, you have to do so without telling the reader exactly how to operate the mechanism in question.

Admiring the computer games of today and imagining those of the future, I can only envy the writers of their related novels and spin-offs the detailed storylines and far more fully developed characters that enrich such games, which now have plots and visuals that nearly mimic those of actual movies. In a very short period of time video gaming has come a long way from Shadowkeep and The Dig.

Along with Dark Star, those two were the two most difficult adaptations for me to write, but at least no one ever asked me to novelize Leisure Suit Larry.







CHAPTER 20

THE CHRONICLES OF RIDDICK (2004)

The year 2000 saw the release of the film Pitch Black. It turned out to be as unexpected a surprise as Dark City: a successful attempt to do real science fiction on a modest budget. As is usually the case with all such projects, yet again the science is far from precise. But there is at least an attempt to avoid waving magic wands when some kind of scientific explanation can be substituted. There may be problems with the astrophysics in the film, but kudos are due to all involved for trying to render realistically a world located in a system with three suns. The eclipse that takes place and forms a critical plot point works very well visually even if not astronomically.

Anyway, as is typical of all good films and not just science fiction, the story is centered not on the science or the carnivorous local ecology but on the emerging relationships between the characters. They do not come into the story toting a lot of background, which was fine with me because it left me able to fabricate some of my own.

Key among the cast is a “dangerous convict” by the name of Richard B. Riddick. I love the fact that the character, played by a soon-to-be star Vin Diesel, has such an ordinary first name. This is good writing because it runs entirely counter to what one would expect in a film like Pitch Black. A typical Hollywood script would be more likely to go with “Rocker Riddick,” or “Crusher Riddick,” or “Stone Riddick” or something similar. Instead, it is just “Richard,” no different from the guys you hang out with at the gym. The contrast between the ordinary name and the extraordinary character is perfect. This delightful disparity is not really utilized in the picture—the other characters are not continually referring to “Richard.” But I love it just the same.

As the plot progresses, Riddick evolves from convict to anti-hero. He can see in the dark; a handy albeit deux ex machina trait when the planet on which the survivors of a crash landing find themselves is about to enter into a dangerous extended period of eclipse. Dangerous because it allows indigenous flying predators that only come out during periods of darkness to zoom about eating anything that moves.

While the film was successful it was the the persona of Riddick, as portrayed by a laconic, charismatic Diesel, that lingered in moviegoers’ minds. As played with considerable élan by the still relatively unknown Diesel and as efficiently directed by David Twohy, it was decided there was something in the character that could serve as the foundation on which to construct a much more expansive imaginary universe. Universal bought in, and the result was The Chronicles of Riddick. With quadruple the budget of Pitch Black and a much more impressive roster of supporting performers including Thandie Newton, Colm Feore, Karl Urban, and above all, Judi Dench, all the ingredients were in place to do something substantial and meaningful with the character of Riddick.

There is plenty of action in the film, some truly interesting design elements, especially with regard to the bad guys, the Necromongers, and a genuine attempt to establish a wider imaginary universe (hence the use of the word “chronicles” in the title). Unfortunately, the film’s box office prospects were crippled by a creative decision from which the character of Riddick, if not the plot, is unable to escape.

The story is really, really depressing.

When your central character is a murderous convict whose principal motivation is self-preservation, something of an upside needs to be added if the story is not to be a complete downer. But aside from the morally ambivalent Riddick, there is really no one to root for. The bad guys, the Necromongers, essentially worship death. If they were a metal band there would be no problem, but in this case you either join them or you get killed. Think a whole society based on the more debased principles of the Nazi SS or, if you prefer something more recent, like Daesh (ISIS, ISIL).

Which is not to say that our death-worshipers aren’t, in their own morbid fashion, interesting characters with their own personal issues, competing political factions, ambitions and even loves. It is just that every aspect of their society is so unremittingly gloomy that after a very short time spent in their company you are desperate for a hint of sunshine. Reflecting the tenor of the Necromongers, even the color palette of the film matches their mood.

While writing the book I found myself longing desperately for something upbeat: a line of dialogue, a trace of a genuine smile—even a Necromongerish attempt at a dirty joke.

There isn’t much of anything one could call hopeful with the exception of two scenes that help to redeem the main character. While there is undeniable pictorial interest in watching Riddick chop up his opponents, it is a bit like watching a heavily conflicted Batman mow down Gotham City’s underworld. After a while, no matter how challenging the situations from which he escapes or how cleverly he manages them, such scenes rapidly devolve into an exercise in tactics devoid of any binding emotion.

The most conspicuous example shows Riddick saving a girl named Jack from incipient incineration on the surface of the prison planet Crematoria. Never mind that the temperature shown on a local thermometer for the sunward-facing surface of Crematoria would immediately result in boiling off every sniff of atmosphere from the planet’s surface. Despite the bad science we are treated to the old hero-swings-on-a-rope trope (hey, it’s in Star Wars, too), but it works effectively here because of the science involved—even if the science is based on a flawed premise. As usual, most of the audience will not know or care about the pertinent physics.

Much more important to me, and as far as I am concerned the basis for any deeper exploration of Riddick’s character (at least in the book), is actually a very short sequence in the film. In the movie it is over and done quickly and without comment which for me only enhances its effectiveness in giving us a look inside Riddick’s mind, however brief. As the Necromongers wreak havoc and destruction on the world of Helion Prime, Riddick finds himself looking to escape. On the streets of the crumbling, burning capital city he espies an abandoned little girl. After a moment’s hesitation he interrupts his attempt to flee and risks his life in order to take her to safety. That action, however, is not what made the scene, and for me began to make Riddick into a truly interesting character.

It is that he saves the girl even though she is not the particular little girl, Ziza, that he thought she was.

I do not know if the scene was written that way, with a kind of purposeful indifference on Riddick’s part. I do not know if it was part of the screenplay from the beginning or a last-minute insertion. All I do know is that Riddick’s decision at that moment, to save a child he does not know and who isn’t important to the further development of the story, as opposed to continuing to focus on saving himself, serves to permanently fix the moral ambiguity of the character in the viewer’s mind. We appreciate that Riddick is the nominal hero. Even if he is deliberately an anti-hero. Certainly he is no Hannibal Lecter. But his inner conflict in this one sequence is enough to leave a viewer (and reader) wondering if he just might really be somebody we can root for instead of simply a diffident figure to follow around as he advances the plot. That nebulous uncertainty leaves room for all manner of complex character development. For a writer, it’s gold.

I could not play on it repeatedly in the novel, of course. There was a movie story that needed to be followed, and as you know by now I am not allowed to wander too far away from what appears on screen. But it allowed me to play with the character in ways that would not have been possible had Riddick simply been portrayed as your standard tough guy who has been wronged by the local law.

In the midst of pounding away at the book, I got a call from Del Rey.

“Universal would like you to go up to Vancouver (where the film was being shot) to spend a couple of days visiting the production. They’ll take care of expenses, of course.”

I sighed and replied as tactfully as I could. “I’d rather not go. I’ve been on enough movie sets, and it’s kind of like sleeping out overnight to attend the Rose Parade in person. One time is fun; after that it’s just cold. On a set it’s two hours of prep work to shoot thirty seconds of footage. Not really interesting.”

Del Rey was persistent. “Universal really would like you to go. They say that by seeing what’s going on and actually being there, it’ll make for a better book.”

I tried again. “It’s just that the manuscript is coming along really well, and I hate to interrupt the work. Let me think a minute.”

All that traveling just to spend two days on a movie location, not to mention that it would interrupt the flow of my writing. It would be inconvenient, but still—it was two days in Vancouver, Canada, not Vladivostok. I gave in.

“Okay, I’ll do it.”

“Great! We’ll notify Universal and get your flights and hotel set up.”

The flight was not strenuous, the Vancouver airport charming, and the hotel was pleasant enough. After arriving I had some free time to walk around downtown, peek in the stores, and get in some brisk aerobics work dodging the indigenous flock of panhandling addicts.

The studio had arranged for me to meet that evening with David Twohy, the writer-director of Chronicles. Evening stretched into night, and we finally managed to connect in the hotel restaurant. I could not recall previously having engaged in a formal midnight supper, but by that time I was so hungry that the location of the hands on the restaurant clock had ceased to be an issue. While peeved by the delay I was not a bit surprised and had early on prepared myself to disregard it. As I said, I had been on movie sets before, and Chronicles was a major production. I was quite prepared for Twohy to send his regrets, thereby allowing me to go directly to sleep. Especially since I was very well aware that I was not involved in any way with the film but with an ancillary product. But he eventually showed (directors have to eat, too, albeit often poorly and on the run) and we managed between mouthfuls of food to chat semi-coherently.

Being the rather straightforward person I had morphed into from my shy, retiring youth, I promptly launched into a discussion of the script while volunteering a flurry of (unasked-for) personal opinions. Twohy listened politely while wolfing down his much delayed meal, the latter plainly and understandably being of more importance than anything this visitor from Arizona that the studio had foisted on him had to say. We spoke of this and that, and both of us being pretty exhausted (he more than I), went our separate ways. For completists, I do not recall if we had dessert.

The following morning I was picked up and driven out to Vancouver Film Studios. Not knowing what to expect, I was more than a little surprised at the scale of the complex, which at the time was the largest film production facility in North America outside of Los Angeles. The sprawling collection of buildings, some designed expressly to facilitate shooting film, others adapted for the purpose, was a hive of activity, with props being moved, racks of costumes shuttling back and forth to various sets, gaffers loaded down with loops of cable and other gear, performers in and out of costume and makeup, and craftsmen all engaged in animated conversation. The general bustle and sense of purpose was no different in numbers and energy from what one would encounter while strolling around Universal, Warner, Paramount, Disney, or any other major Hollywood studio with an active production schedule.

I was shown some of the physical sets, which were impressive and correlated nicely with how I was describing them in the book, spoke with several of the techs, and was then unexpectedly taken to make-up. Someone had decided that one of the best ways for me to get the full flavor of the film was for me to be in it. Following my time in the make-up chair my escort and I paid a visit to wardrobe where I was suitably garbed in a street person’s cap and robe, after which I was guided to one of the smaller buildings. There a very efficient, pleasant lady proceeded to finish transforming me into a not entirely hygenic citizen of the capital city of Hosnian Prime, which unbeknownst to its perambulating denizens was soon to be taken over by the invading Necromongers. When all was ready, I was hustled off to the relevant set.

In the film, the leader of the Necromongers, the Lord Marshal (Colm Feore) has gathered representatives of the still defiant locals to present his terms: surrender and join with him and his cult, or be obliterated. He then performs a suitable Evil Act (I do not want to spoil the film for those of you who may not have seen it by detailing the act in question) thereby eliciting a collective gasp of horrified amazement from the crowd. I am one of the crowd, doing my best to look horrified and amazed.

While the shot was being set up, the extra standing next to me introduced himself and murmured, “When Feore does his thing, kneel down.”

“What? Why?”

My newfound friend smiled knowledgeably. “If we do something different, something that stands out a little but not too much, we might get a close-up out of it. Kneel down, and I’ll put my hand on your shoulder.”

Ah, the wiles of actors. Why not, I thought? I didn’t personally care one whit about whether or not I appeared in a close-up, but trying to make anything resembling a living while working as a film and TV extra is tough. So for the sake of the guy standing next to me, I complied. We repeated our little mini-play through a couple of takes: I kneeling down with my mouth open in awe, him resting his hand on my shoulder to steady himself. Think of it as an episode of Where’s Foster? I am in that crowd scene, if you can find me. Not that I would ever let appearing in a huge, amorphous crowd scene go to my head. Next up: Macbeth. Or maybe a mayonnaise commercial, dressed as a tomato.

When the film was released, there was no close-up, in spite of it having received a modicum of favorable attention at the time. I have reason to believe that may have to do with something other than my highly debatable skills as a thespian, or those of my momentary companion.

Either way, I’ll stick to writing, thank you.

My initial concerns notwithstanding, it had proven to be an interesting day, rendered far less boring than I had anticipated by the trips to wardrobe, make-up, and being on the set. The following morning offered up more of the same, only with me being allowed to wander about on my own. That is what I was doing when a gofer intercepted me and, a bit out of breath, said, “Vin wants to see you.”

That would be the star of the film and one of its producers, Vin Diesel.

I have spent a fair amount of time in the company of actors. Some, like William Shatner, are good conversationalists because they have interests outside acting and the business of film and television. Some prefer to chatter non-stop about themselves whilst you are expected to listen in worshipful silence while contributing only the occasional genuflection. I had no idea which kind Diesel was, but I was not optimistic. However, I had no other appointments, which meant no other excuses, so I figured I might as well be polite and get it over with.

We traipsed across the lot until we reached a large trailer/mobile home, which I was informed was being utilized as Diesel’s production office. “He’s on the set. Working. He’ll be here soon.” My escort strove to be encouraging prior to scooting off on another errand. “Just wait inside.”

I took a deep breath, hiked up the portable metal stairs, and let myself in. Little could I have imagined the surprise that awaited me.

The office was occupied by a couple of clerical types intent on their own decidedly unglamorous tasks. One of them looked up and welcomed me and offered me something to drink, but I hardly heard her. I was too busy staring at the far wall of the trailer.

It was entirely covered with posters of Frank Frazetta artwork. Regrettably, I did not see one of Luana, but that hardly mattered. I had heard that Diesel was an avid Dungeons and Dragons gameplayer, but that had hardly prepared me for this unexpected discovery.

By Grabthar’s hammer, I thought to myself, this guy is a fan.

By which I meant, of course, a fan of fantasy and science fiction. I did not even have to ask him: his choice of office wallpaper answered the question.

A short while (and some enjoyable pick-up basketball involving the pavement outside, a portable hoop, and a member of Diesel’s crew) later, I was conducted to the RV that served as his mobile living quarters. Diesel appeared looking as if he hadn’t broken a sweat and we introduced ourselves. He was open, amiable, and if he had not been in the middle of starring in and co-producing a massive motion picture, I think we might have hung out the rest of the afternoon talking fantasy, SF, film, and weight lifting.

Before too much time had passed, and after I assured him that the adaptation was coming along just fine, he pulled out a copy of the script.

“Would you mind if I asked your opinion on a couple of things?”

I shrugged. “Ask away. Just be aware that I always give my honest opinion any time I’m asked a question.”

I forget exactly what he asked me about the screenplay, but we were at it for at least twenty minutes. Pretty much each time he asked a question and I gave my response, he would break out in a broad smile and say enthusiastically, “That’s exactly what I was thinking!” or “That’s just how I see it!”

I was pleased that, where the story was concerned, we were on the same wavelength, even though I had nothing to do with the film and he was far too busy to have anything to do with the book. We parted, I believe, as friends, not to mention as fellow fans of the same genres. Later that day, on the same set where I had previously given my mute and tasteful non-performance, I watched him work through the intricate choreography of a fight scene with an actor-opponent only slightly smaller than the orcas cavorting in the waters offshore of Vancouver, and reckoned not for the first time that I had been right in gravitating toward writing as opposed to acting. Other than the possibility of incurring carpal tunnel syndrome or the ire of some fan enraged over an adverse description of a favorite character, the likelihood of suffering serious bodily harm was decidedly less while sitting in front of a computer monitor.

I flew home, went back to work, and the more pleasant than expected weekend in British Columbia faded rapidly from my thoughts.

When the phone in my study rang not long thereafter, I expected only the usual brief interruption. Someone advising me of an imminent FedEx delivery, maybe, or perhaps my agent, or someone with a writing proposal.

“Yes, hello?”

“Is this Alan Foster? The writer?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“My name is (redacted here since the roll call of such subspecies is unworthy of additional unnecessary embellishment and rapidly tends toward the boring and repetitious anyway). I am the vice-president of (also boring and repetitious) at Universal. You are not,” he continued in what he doubtless presumed to be his best Voice of Doom, but which fell several octaves short of James Earl Jones, “to have any further contact with anyone connected with the film production of The Chronicles of Riddick. You are not to talk to anyone connected with The Chronicles of Riddick. You are not to discuss anything, or any matter, connected to the film The Chronicles of Riddick’”

And he hung up. Before I could respond with so much as a baffled, “Say what?”

No explanation. No exploration of causation. What in the hell, I thought, had that all been about? I am sure the call was meant to intimidate, as well as instruct, but in delivering his sanctimonious pontification the goober on the line failed to realize a factor of critical importance.

I don’t work in the motion picture business.

I was therefore not beholden to anyone at any studio for my next job. For any job. Even if this self-annointed paragon of self-importance wielded enough clout (and he did not, as time and circumstance have repeatedly proven) to shut me out of the novelization game, I would cruise along happily turning out my own original work.

I was mad enough to consider calling back, using last-number redial. And then I thought: why? How could I muster an argument against a presumed offense that had not even been identified? Assuming that some kind of offense had occurred. Plainly, someone was unhappy with something I had done. But what? Certainly I had sensed no evidence of anything untoward in the course of my visit to Vancouver. Maybe I should have stayed for dessert with Twohy.

Had the call come from someone at my publisher, that would have been different. I would have wracked my brain in search of a possible reason for such a schoolyard call-out. But it had come from someone I did not know, had never heard of, and likely would not come into contact with ever again. Besides, I had a book to finish. Nothing had been said about my stopping work on the project. It would not have mattered anyway. Anything along those lines would have to come from Del Rey. My contract was with them, not with Universal.

At that point more puzzled than peeved by the call, I went back to work and soon forgot about it.

A while later, Diesel called my study, just wanting to chat. I considered telling him about the phone call from the Seventh Circle, but saw no reason to do so. We had a pleasant conversation, and I have heard no more from him since. Probably because he became a bit busy with some minor ongoing franchise called Fast and Furious, as well as other projects.

It was not until after I had finished the adaptation and turned it in that I had the opportunity to talk to someone involved with the film, in the course of which I mentioned the peculiar phone call.

“To this day I can’t imagine what provoked it,” I told my friend.

His response was immediate. “I bet I know. I can’t confirm this, but apparently there were some disagreements on the set between Twohy and Diesel over how to proceed with a couple of scenes, and Diesel would say something like, ‘Well the author of the book agrees with me on this’.”

Ah. At last I had something of an explanation.

William McCutchen is a producer with a long history of successful projects in film and television. He is also a huge and knowledgeable fan of science fiction and has had a number of my own books under option for years. Beyond that, we are good friends who can talk for hours on film, television, SF, world travel, and much more. When I told him the tale of the irate phone call and its possible explanation as we sat in the Cheesecake Factory restaurant in West L.A., he eyed me with astonishment.

“You did what?”

A bit taken aback by the vehemence of his response, I said, “I was asked my opinion and I gave it. I would have done the same had anyone asked me similar questions. I’m that way with respect to every project I’ve ever been involved with.”

Bill looked at me evenly. “Don’t you understand? That was a nine-figure production for Universal. One of their biggest pictures of the year. On a production that size, time is everything. Each day’s shooting costs a small fortune. The producer, the director, the crew they have no time to spend on disagreements between the main talent. It doesn’t matter who’s right or wrong; there’s no time for it.”

I sat back and contemplated the slice of partially consumed cheesecake that beckoned from the plate set before me. It took no part in the conversation.

“It’s a free country,” I finally replied, “and if someone asks my opinion on something, I’m gong to give it.”

Bill nodded, his face flushed with the wisdom that comes from a lifetime of working in an industry that eats reality and excretes dreams.

“If I had been the director and I’d had a gun, I would’ve shot you on the spot.”

That’s a metaphor, of course. Right, Bill? Right?

I told them not to send me up there.








Chapter 21

TRANSFORMERS (2007)

After a lifetime spent on the periphery of the film business, I consider myself reasonably adept at predicting box office successes and failures, especially if the film in question is science fiction or fantasy. But there are times when I find myself at a loss to make a reasonable presumption either way, especially if I am not overly familiar with the movie’s source material. So it was with Transformers.

It was evident that as far as Del Rey was concerned, my experience in writing successful novelizations outweighed my lack of knowledge concerning the details of the Transformers’ universe. Not that I was entirely unaware of its existence. The weakly animated but successful Transformers television shows were almost as hard to ignore as the profusion of toys on which they were based. Expressly among pre-teen boys it certainly proved to be a successful formula: cars meet intelligent alien robots.

Despite my unfamiliarity with the minutiae of the Transformers’ universe I was not worried about adapting the screenplay into novel form. My only concern was that, not being intimately versed in the Transformers’ universe, would I be able to do justice to fans of the original material? I always worry when I am being asked to parse someone else’s holy writ.

I had already been exposed to the Transformers through having been asked to do a rewrite on an original novel that was to serve as a precursor to the film. Ghosts of Yesterday served not only to introduce readers old and new to the latest reincarnation of their favorite Rubik’s cars, but to immerse me in their background and personalities. It was in the latter that I found a most welcome writerly salvation. What stood out to me in revising Ghosts, and subsequently in the screenplay for the first Transformers film, was that their universe is not about alien robots that can physically morph themselves into snazzy iterations of Detroit steel so much as it is about personalities in conflict. It was at heart the same old goodguy, bad-guy storylines, only with a veneer of rust.

If all the Transformers were on the same side, no matter which side that happened to be, what you would have is just another alien incursion story. What you have instead is a long-running ongoing epic featuring highly evolved mechanical intelligences that are continuously forced to deal with their own internal politics and their own individual personality disorders. Their physical appearances notwithstanding, they are far from being welded together (according to bylaw 10-286 of the Author’s Guild, I am allowed one lousy pun per chapter).

As for the human characters in the film, their presence is not really necessary to advance the plot. They serve primarily as figures for the audience to identify with. Certainly the filmmakers thought it was critical to have Shia LeBouf’s character present in order to act as a go-between ’twixt humans and Transformers, and Megan Fox in the critical role of girl mechanic bending over engine compartments in short shorts as requirements for the film to succeed. I am not alone in this opinion. Given the volume of commentary I subsequently received on the subject, the real fans of the Transformers would have been perfectly content to go see a film that featured only Transformers. No question but that would make for an interesting movie-going experience. No humans present whatsoever.


To those who say such a film would die at the box office, I recommend watching the first twenty minutes of Wall-E. Whether it is oil or blood flowing through your characters, in the end the success of a story lives or dies by how good the story is and how relatable its protagonists are.

The success of Transformers, be they rendered in old animation or new CGI, speaks to the popularity of the mechanized characters and the ingenuity of those who created them. Writing about them and not the human characters was what made writing the book enjoyable for me. I did not much care for the antics of wacky teenagers even when I was a teenager. I was ignominiously, even relentlessly, un-wacky. I lived in books, not in beer. The passage of time has not altered that perspective. But intelligent robots? From Maria of Metropolis to Robby of Forbidden Planet? Count me in. That the Transformers are intelligent alien robots only added to my interest.

There are those who hold the opinion that in too many instances, the Transformers act all too human. Asked to offer an assessment of them, Isaac Asimov would simply have given a doleful shake of his head, scratched at his monolithic sideburns, and muttered something unflattering under his breath. In order to enjoy Transformers you have to give their alien origin a pass. Just as you have to gloss over their ability to speedily convert themselves from bipedal alien robots into an amazingly varied assortment of terrestrial transport. Not only automobiles, but trucks, tanks, planes, and, presumably, a city bus.

One aspect of writing the adaptation that I particularly enjoyed was trying to keep their personalities aligned with their chosen Earthly form. Optimus Prime naturally plays well as a big, tough diesel truck, Bumblebee as a touch youthful and flighty, and so on. While in the film their Transformer personas did not always match up to their terrestrial doppelgängers, I did my best to try and ensure that they did so in the book. Sometimes I had to let my preferred configurations slide because I could not contractually contradict the portrayals that were in the film.

Something else: just because the intended audience for a film, or for that matter for a book, may skew young, does not mean you talk down to it. That’s something else I got from Carl Barks’s Uncle Scrooge comics. Kids are frequently much brighter and far more attuned to reality than adults realize. Disrespected youngsters will ignore or disparage whatever you are doing, while the smart ones will bless you for it. Even if they do not understand everything you are writing, they will rush to look it up. While I take care to moderate the vocabulary I use in a book like Transformers, I refuse to purposely dumb it down. I would far rather prod a kid into looking up a word as opposed to overly simplifying it. And the word always fits the scene: I never throw one in just to show that I know how to use a thesaurus.

In striving to keep the focus as much as possible on the Transformers, their individual internal conflicts, and the running tale of the war between the Autobots and the Decepticons, I think I gave fans of the original series what they most wanted—which was as much of the Transformers themselves as possible. It’s a simple matter to describe a giant alien robot bashing up buildings. It is quite another to show what he is thinking while doing it, and to make those thoughts, as opposed to the action, feel—real.








Chapter 22

TERMINATOR: SALVATION (2009)

There are film series that, because of the possibilities inherent in their basic premise, have the capability of enduring for a long time. Star Wars, Star Trek, and Jurassic Park come immediately to mind. Others appear to lend themselves to one cinematic outing and one only, such as Dark Star (it is hard to do a sequel when everybody in the original film dies). That does not prevent filmmakers and studios from trying to extend the longevity of each and every property if they think there is still money to be squeezed from even marginally related storylines.

The Terminator franchise is a case in point. Most conspicuously, it tends to founder on the issues inherent in time travel, and I am not even going to touch on the problems created by paradoxes. I have only ever written one original time travel story myself, and that was enough to wean me off the sub-genre. If someone, in this case the evil mechanical progeny of Skynet, can just go back a little further in time in each new episode and render a previous unsuccessful attempt to Kill All Humans (as Bender and a certain ancient video game would say) irrelevant, after awhile the exercise just becomes repetitive, predictable, and pointless. Carried to its logical extreme, if you can manipulate time travel and want to get rid of humans, why not just go back to, oh, 3,000,000 B.C. and kill off all the Lucys and their relatives? Why waste time futzing around trying to eliminate a semi-modern civilization like our own?

Of course, logic and reason never stopped a movie from getting made, so we continue to be threatened with an endless succession of mind-numbing Terminator films. Maybe that is the machines’ real method of exterminating us: dulling our thought processes with increasingly stupid movies to the point where we are unable to mount an intelligent resistance.

Actual extinction aside, unless someone decides to terminate the series by sending suitably equipped humans into the past to eliminate Skynet, the potential for future entries in the cycle remains open. When studio etymology is invoked, “potential” will trump “logic” and “reason” every time.

Despite apparently inexhaustible studio enthusiasm for movies with the word Terminator in the title, as the series goes on it becomes more and more difficult to conjure storylines involving time travel that do not bump into each other, much less find a rationale for repeating essentially the same plot: evil machines come back in time to kill us all. This is a conundrum that infects a good deal of Terminator: Salvation. Unavoidably aware of the problem, the filmmakers kept trying to fix it on the fly. Given the cost and theoretically rigorous production schedules of major Hollywood films (see: The Chronicles of Riddick), anything that interrupts or slows shooting is costly. That is why smart filmmakers try not to start production until such problems have been ironed out well in advance (see: The Black Hole). It is infinitely easier and cheaper to fix something in pre-production than to do so once shooting has begun.


Unfortunately, one change after another kept cropping up in the course of the making of Terminator: Salvation. If the writer of an official novelization so chooses, he or she can ignore the ripening insanity that is attendant upon the debating and finalizing of such changes. You receive your script and your visuals and from those you write your draft, turn it in, cash the on-acceptance check, and move on to your next project. Alas, I am unable to do that. Not because it isn’t legal and not because it is required that I keep the adaptation current with all the reported changes.

It is because, as mentioned previously, I am also a fan.

Also—the book has my name on it. So ethically if not legally, I am trapped. In addition, the desperate pleas of equally ensnared editors can be heart-rending.

This quietly frantic editorial intercession occurred several times in the course of writing the book version of Terminator: Salvation. Each and every time, I complied with the request: partly for the sake of the editorial staff, more so for the sake of all those readers with furrowed brows as they tried to resolve what they were reading with what they had viewed—they nagged at my scribe’s soul. I salved my abused conscience with the knowledge that I had done the best I possibly could by all concerned, from publisher to purchaser.

After making all these unrequired changes there finally came the day when I was informed, by an editor fortunately separated from myself by a continent and an ocean, that the filmmakers had made still one or two additional last-minute alterations to the picture and even though I had persevered through all their previous hiccups, would it be possible, just possible, to include these absolutely for certain last final changes in the manuscript of the book? And could I turn them in, just maybe, by the end of the week?

Sighing heavily and muttering one or two impolite imprecations under my breath, I asked to see the one or two ultimate changes and I would see what I could do.

They were massive.

Not only that, they extended throughout the length and breadth of the film. Substantial changes included scenes that were critical to the development of certain characters throughout the story (and therefore the book). The ending had been redone. A minor but important character had almost disappeared. As I considered how to accommodate all this, it slowly became apparent that there was only one way to include them all without ending up with a story that made no sense from beginning to end.

So over the course of the next two days I ate little, waved in passing at my ever-patient wife, drank a lot of caffeinated iced tea, and rewrote the whole book. By this I do not mean that I changed every word. The compulsory rewrite was not that extreme (though it came close). I started on page one and worked my way through to the last page. It was the only conceivable way I could make sure a line of dialogue spoken on page 86 made sense if alluded to by the same character on page 323.

By the time I finally finished I felt I had done all I possibly could to make lucid what had become a cinematic puzzle box (shake up the contents and see what tumbles out, visually and story-wise). If Skynet wants to kill us off, it won’t need heavily armed gimlet-eyed humanoid robots who all look as if they have just emerged from your local auto detailing shop. All it will have to do is keep asking us to interminably revise our daily schedules, and then at the end, insist we rearrange everything we have laboriously planned and begin all over again, leaving no time for coffee and thereby driving us progressively daft.

I got a lot of personal satisfaction from the work I did on Terminator: Salvation. I also lost weight.








Chapter 23

TRANSFORMERS: REVENGE OF THE FALLEN (2009)

The novelization of Transformers did well. Well enough that I was asked, given the inescapable interval between the first film and its green-lighted sequel, to write an original novel that would bridge the time and storylines between the two films. Somewhat to my surprise, I found myself looking forward to the assignment. Although as I mentioned earlier I was initially less than intimately familiar with the Transformers universe, in the course of writing the novelization and viewing the actual film, I had developed a real fondness for the characters. For the robots, anyway. Their human counterparts I found mostly unmemorable. But then, both in my personal life as well as in my writing I have always gravitated toward the different, the outcast, the alien. I did not see myself sitting down for a long comfortable evening with the Witwickys. But Optimus and Bumblebee and the rest of the gear-grinding gang: that’s an encounter I would look forward to.

Now I had a chance, albeit only in print and in the context of whatever plot I chose to concoct, to do exactly that. Additionally, I felt that freed from the constraints of having to follow a screenplay, I could bring to life some more than casually interesting human characters with whom they could interact.

This spin-off effort became the original novel Transformers: The Veiled Threat. Adding to the fun, I was able to set the story in locations I had actually visited. Putting the Transformers in Africa, for example, allowed me to draw upon my own personal experiences instead of simply those that were devised to facilitate a script. After finishing the manuscript and having it accepted, I immediately took on the task of adapting Transformers 2.

A lot has already been said about the numerous miscalculations that appear in the finished film: optics, continuity, props, visible camera shadows, clunky dialogue, uneven characterizations, mismatched animation, and a good deal more that unfortunately crop up again and again. Fortunately, when writing an adaptation I can ignore a substantial number of such mistakes. If the shadow of a camera or sound equipment appears in a shot, I obviously do not have to write it in. More egregious errors, such as one showing the character of Sam appearing in a battle sequence bloodied, his clothes torn, his face and exposed skin streaked with dirt, while his female companion (Mikela) who has just suffered the same sequence of events looks as if she is ready for a Cosmo cover shoot, can be glossed over in the book simply by not describing her in detail in the scene.

To give another example, if buildings from other cities seem to magically materialize in Shanghai, that is not a problem for me because I am only describing the immediate environment in which the action is taking place, not the whole city. The film may show the entire metropolis and its stitched-together CGI’d cityscape, but the book would gain nothing from a lengthy description of the location building by building.


When such sloppiness extends to actual dialogue, the writer of the book is confronted with something much more difficult to avoid. If you leave out the offending chatter altogether, knowledgeable viewers of the film who are reading the book version will wonder what happened to the missing words. If you change it, they will be struck by the mismatch. I find that further explication is the best solution. That way, the dialogue from the film remains in the book, but can be expanded upon, rationalized, tweaked, and otherwise subjected to a good old-fashioned splash of those two old Hollywood bugaboos, logic and reason.

Although there is much that is wrong with Revenge of the Fallen the sequences that drew the most ire were not, storywise, the most flawed. That opprobrium was reserved for two minor Autobot characters named Mudflap and Skids. Sometimes regarded as otherworldly analogs of a certain Jar Jar Binks, the jive-talking, goofy, I don’-know-nothin’-’bout-birthin’ robots duo might as well, in some quarters, have been named Stepin’ and Fetchit.

When failure extends to the entire character (pace Jar Jar), it can prove very difficult to clean it up. Having highly evolved alien robotic life-forms confess, for example, that they “Don’t do much reading” (presumably they would spend the bulk of their time on Cybertron break-dancing and playing b-ball) conflicts more than a little with their other supposedly advanced abilities. As an example of a fix, in the book I was able to explain that while they could read basic Cybertronian quite well, the language of the Primes (hieroglyphs of which prompted the “reading” comment) was unfamiliar to them. An alternate (unused) explanation might be that, like the alien invaders in the film Independence Day, Mudflap and Skids also employ the Windows operating system.

There was so much more that demanded attention. Inaccuracies involving culture, geography, science: a never-ending stream of errors that were frustrating and of varying difficulty to rectify. They did not much matter to those viewing the film, which was loud, fast-moving, and flush with fascinating visuals. It is different when you are reading a book. Inconsequentialities that flash by on a giant screen tend to arrest your eyeballs and tickle your brain when transmuted into print.


The young Qatari boy Mahfouz is shown living in a village of mud huts and begging American soldiers for food. Awash in petrodollars, Qatar also has the third-largest reserves of natural gas in the world. A Qatari (or as depicted in the film, a Bedouin Qatari) youth would be more apt to wander the depicted U.S. Air Force base handing out free cans of caviar to deprived American soldiers than he would likely be hanging around begging for chocolate.

In the film, Maggie uses a floppy disc to transfer data. Considering the year when the film was supposed to take place, floppy discs would already have gone the way of the quill pen.

After the Decepticons knock out all other forms of communication, radios are utilized. All radios from the time the movie was made up to the present day utilize the same electromagnetic spectrum as the other communications described in the film, and so would also have proven themselves equally useless.

A touch of one button is enough to release the imprisoned evil Decepticon leader Megatron. If it was up to me, I would have made his resurrection a lot more difficult. Something along the lines of the multilevel security that makes launching a nuclear missile difficult (manifold codes to enter, possible key to be turned, personal Presidential authorization required, etc.).

But what grated on me most of all, and what proved the most difficult problem to repair within the novel, was the film’s mind-boggling ignorance of Middle Eastern geography. Egypt and Jordan do not share a border, as shown in the film, because there is this other country called Israel in between them. You cannot see Jordan from the pyramids of Egypt. And so on, and on. The disparity in locations was massive and beyond irritating. The fact that this did not appear to affect the box office was as expected as it was disheartening. Nobody involved with the movie seemed to care, which is how big budget science fiction films inadvertently contribute to the continuing dumbing down of the film-going population at large and of young people in particular.

The picture made buckets of money, both in theaters and on DVD. If that proves anything, it only serves to confirm yet again that given enough CGI action, a certain segment of the movie-going public will watch anything, no matter how little sense is made by the plot, characters, and dialogue. Yet in the final analysis that in itself is not what really bothers me, both as a writer and as fan.

What truly irritates me is that one can have a script where the plot, characters, and dialogue make sense, where the science, cultural references, and geography are at least realistic if not 100% accurate, and that this approach is no more expensive or less effective from a cinematic standpoint than a film that blithely ignores it all.

Who knows? You might even end up with a better film that makes yet more money. All you, as the producer or screenwriter, have to do is want to do it.








Chapter 24

STAR TREK (2009)

And so, yea and verily, thirty years after bringing the Star Trek Log series to a close with Log 10, and after writing the treatment for Star Trek: The Motion Picture (and being shut out of any opportunity to work on the screenplay itself), I found myself charged with adapting into novel form Star Trek: A Different Motion Picture. Viewers and fans can say what they like about the work of J.J. Abrams, but being entrusted with trying to reboot one of the most beloved franchises in television history is not a task I would personally care to undertake. The responsibility—to fans, to the studio, and to the corporation behind the effort—had to be crushing.

I was as nervous as anyone prior to reading the screenplay I was given to adapt. Not only because I was worried that the script might not live up to the seething anticipation of millions of fans, but because Paramount initially declined to let me see the script. That’s right: I was originally expected to write the novelization without having a copy of the script. I took to calling the project Luana’s ghost.

But, I was told, I could read the screenplay. If I came to Los Angeles, and sat in an office at Paramount, behind locked doors (to protect the script, not me), and did not stray. Pondering all this, I wondered if an armed guard would be assigned to follow me when I had to go the bathroom, and if the room in which I was expected to do the reading would be lockable only from the outside. And soundproofed, in case overbearing script supervisors had to remonstrate with me while cracking their knuckles and gazing threateningly at dangling participles.

While I simmered quietly, I left it to the publisher, Simon & Schuster, to patiently explain that while my memory might be considered pretty good in some quarters, it was not Asimovian and not up to memorizing an entire 120-page screenplay, and that at times it is necessary for the writer of the novelization to have to refer back to pages already processed. This is vital to ensure, for example, that if Scotty guzzles a certain favorite brand of Scotch in chapter III, he finishes off the same bottle in chapter XV. Or that Uhura’s makeup is consistent throughout. Or that non-Enterprise characters are not misnamed from one sequence to the next.

There was resistance from the studio, but thankfully it was not Alien all over again. I would, after all, be allowed to have a copy of the script. But I would have to come to Los Angeles and pick it up in person. That is what the internet has done to Fedex, UPS, and the post office. If something private is intercepted and goes missing for one day, it is all over the internet by the next morning.

There was an unexpected extra included, however. In addition to picking up a copy of the screenplay, during my brief visit to Los Diablos (sorry, Los Angeles), I would be treated to a showing of the nearly completed film. To a writer of novelizations this is a form of manna, as it enables one to not only fully grasp the flow of the story but to note (even in passing, even in haste) useful details of set design, costume choices, color schemes, backgrounds, and much more that is not spelled out directly in the screenplay. As a bonus, the version I would see would not be in Italian.

As soon as I was able to free myself from domestic responsibilities I betook myself to greater L.A., and thence to Paramount, where decades before I had watched Judy-Lynn del Rey verbally dismember a corporate lawyer. Subsequently I presented myself to the representatives of J.J. Abrams’s production company, Bad Robot, where that afternoon the principal topic of conversation revolved not around the hugely expensive and presumably time-sensitive production but the quality of a batch of chocolate chip cookies from David’s of New York. Although I consider myself something of a gourmand where chocolate chip cookies are concerned, and wondered why everyone was not furiously engaged in work directly related to the production, I demurred from volunteering my opinion, accepted the offer of cookies, and munched away quietly.

Under no illusions as to whether or not things would happen on time, and rapidly becoming cookie-sated, I was more than a bit relieved when I was finally called in to see the film. The new performers essaying younger editions of the classic characters were spot on (though I thought Simon Pegg’s Scotty could have been dialed down a bit). The usual wince-inducing travesties of science were present in abundance, but I kept my opinions to myself, knowing that I would try to fix them in the book as best I could. I was presented with and signed off on my copy of the screenplay, with the understanding that if I lost it, something appropriately Cthulhuian would personally pay me a visit to show me the error of my ways, and was Arizona-bound to get to work.

On the way out of the screening, I found my path blocked by a Paramount rep who had the lateral moves to play linebacker for the Rams. As soon as he was convinced that he had me hemmed in and unable to escape, he asked me what I thought of the film. I should have said, evincing appropriate thoughtfulness and sophistication, “It’s a fine movie and I think it’s going to be very popular.” What I said was, “That picture is going to make a lot of money.” On the plus side, I don’t think he was disappointed with my response.

One great advantage, of course, is that unlike in the case of the majority of novelizations I had done thus far, with Star Trek I was working with well-known, long-established characters in a familiar setting. Younger this time around, but otherwise still very much the same personas. In the case of one surprise appearance, exactly the same. New performers brought fresh energy to their iconic roles, which helped not only to drive the narrative forward but to paper over sequences that would have drawn deeper and less sympathetic scrutiny had they been played by the original actors.

My biggest problem with the story was—well, I’ve already made my feelings about time travel known. There was nothing in the rebooted Star Trek to change that opinion. As with so many time travel stories, if you go back far enough in time and take your timeline’s advanced technology with you, you can do pretty much whatever you wish. In this case, save the world of the character Nero from being destroyed. If you do that, there is neither need nor reason to destroy Vulcan. But then you have no movie.

As the writer of the adaptation you have to ignore such flagrant violations of logic, take a deep breath, and just get on with it. Even if it means showing Spock, isolated on a planet not in Vulcan’s system and many parsecs distant, gazing up into the sky to witness in person the destruction of his far-off home world. Even if it means showing a hostile vessel (Nero’s mining ship) that is so much bigger than the Enterprise that it makes no sense and reduces the comparison to absurdity. The latter was easier to fix than the former: I asserted that Nero’s tiny group was on a ship that was essentially a fully automated mining base. One gets tired of seeing gigantic starships crewed by twenty or thirty individuals, be they human or alien in origin. Even when such ships are mostly, and nonsensically, hollow inside, as in Independence Day and, for that matter, the extended version of Close Encounters of the Third Kind. I mean, really: what is the rationale behind enclosing vast empty spaces and sending them across empty space? That was an issue we did not have with Star Trek: The Motion Picture. In that case, the alien V’ger was the starship.

The best thing about writing the novel of the reboot was that no one bothered me. I was left alone to do my job. Having seen the film even in an unfinished state allowed me to get a lot of the details right that I normally would have had to gloss over. I composed and submitted my usual raft of “helpful” suggestions and they ended up in their usual place: nowhere. Some I felt compelled to mention even knowing that it was most likely too late to do anything with them even if someone connected with the production found them worthwhile. Like the ludicrousness both from an economic and engineering standpoint of building interstellar starships on the ground instead of in orbit (“But I want that shot!”). Other bits of ungainliness had long since been grandfathered into Star Trek and I could not have changed them even if I had been able to do so. Putting the headquarters of all of Starfleet in one of the most earthquake-prone places on planet Earth, for example. If you have to stick it in the U.S., southern Arizona or New Mexico would make more sense. But the site of Starfleet headquarters is something that is part of Star Trek history, engraved in stone, and really cannot be changed.

I felt nothing but pleasure writing for the old Star Trek crew, albeit a more youthful version. Even the unassuming changes that had been made to the characters were a delight to play with. For example, Kirk and Spock not exactly being the best of friends at the beginning of the story. Exploring McCoy’s aversion to space travel and his very human personal history, which includes an avaricious ex-wife and the salient fact that he is from the American South. Coupling Scott’s brilliance as an engineer with his propensity to imbibe. Kirk’s overconfidence. Spock’s need to constantly prove himself as a consequence of his mixed heritage. There was, and remains, a lot there to explore, and I can only hope that future installments in the ongoing series succeed in remembering that while not deferring always to endless gunplay.

As for the science in the film, sometimes when writing certain adaptations I feel like an imprisoned antique clockmaker, shackled to his workbench and condemned to keep resetting the same clock mechanisms over and over because the owners of the clocks in question are too lazy to wind them.

Of all the suggestions I made regarding the script and the film, the one for which I pushed most energetically would also have been the one easiest to do. In the course of discussing the advances he has made in working with transwarp transporters, Scott mentions that he tested one of his ideas on “Admiral Archer’s prize beagle. Which was—a mistake.” Implying that said beagle (whose name was Porthos, for those trufans who are already mentally checking on me) never arrived at his intended destination. That did not mean the ported pooch was necessarily dead. Perhaps just delayed in transit. Something akin to being on the Washington D.C. metro system.

Cackling faintly to myself, I proposed that following the last of the film’s credits, which took some time to unspool, the audience would find itself confronted by a silent, empty transporter room on board the Enterprise. The transporter would, of its own accord, whine to life and promptly expel the missing beagle, who would stumble slightly, shake his ears, and trot off in search of the nearest Carithian milkbone none the worse for the experience. Or for a protein nib, as Scott would have said it. I thought it would have been a wonderful way to conclude the picture, and a charming bonus for anyone willing to torture themselves sit through every credit from the caterer to the teamsters responsible for carrying the trash away from the sets. Alas, like all the rest of my suggestions, it came to naught.

Come to think of it, you could use that amusing canine scenario to end any future entry in the franchise and it would still make perfect sense. Fans would adore it (leastwise, the ones I’ve described it to have said as much). All you need is a background shot of any Enterprise transporter room and some desktop sfx. Consider it for a future ST film, Paramount. You could even give the compact, self-contained coda its own name. Call it The Voyage of the Space Beagle.

It gets my vote.








Chapter 25

STAR TREK INTO DARKNESS (2013)

I have said how despite the indifference to science that was exhibited throughout the film, I thoroughly enjoyed writing the book version of the rebooted Star Trek. As this satisfaction was due largely to the skill with which the familiar characters had been presented in their more youthful guise, I was delighted to have the opportunity to work with them again in the adaptation of the next film. The assignment, however, came with a bit of additional baggage that forced me more than ever to be careful what I said about the picture to curious friends and cunning interviewers. The greater secrecy was related, of course, to the identity of the character played by Benedict Cumberbatch. The unbelievable amount of time and energy devoted by fans in trying to solve this mystery prior to the film’s release only served to confirm the continuing appeal of the franchise.

Having re-established my professional credentials with Paramount and Bad Robot via my novelization of the preceding film (despite having done this kind of work for decades, studios are continually looking for reassurance), I found myself gifted, for possibly the first time in my career, with a surplus instead of a paucity of supporting materials. Not only was I given access to an ample quantity of stills and production drawings, this time I did not have to beg for a copy of of the screenplay. Better still, I was invited (again) to view the film.

The cut I watched in Santa Monica, California, was relatively complete except for the final rendering of the sfx. It is interesting to view a film in which large areas of a shot consist of blank, gray, geometric shapes. Nevertheless, it was a great help to me at that point in the writing, and I was able to leave the screening with a much better sense of the pace and scale of the film. The visit also came with a touch of déjà vu, since as a young man I had lived down by the famed Santa Monica pier and within bicycling distance of the Bad Robot screening room. I was watching a new film in an old neighborhood.

But tech advances were not through with me. Not only did I get to view an unfinished but very watchable version of the film, I was offered the opportunity to have it on tap and available for viewing at home. Studio concerns involving security and paranoia uncertainty had previously prevented this, but the necessary technology was now available to make it possible. The same hi-tech software that had permitted stills to safely be sent to my home computer was utilized to give me access to the actual movie—broken down into smaller segments as an added security measure.

For the very first time I was able to write an adaptation while being able to view, pause, rewind, freeze-frame, and fast forward the film itself. Right half of the computer screen for the manuscript, the other side for the film, with the screenplay propped up on a stand off to the left as always. If there was an issue with this new setup, it was that I was enjoying watching the film so much that I occasionally forgot I was supposed to be simultaneously transforming it into a novel.

They even let me fix some of the science.

As always, I realize that as far as the filmmakers are concerned, these technological slips are of minor concern. Usually they do not impact the basic plot (though sometimes they are important to the way it plays out) or the interaction between the characters. But by this time, with more than a century of science fiction film behind us, it should be possible to make science fiction films where the science is more than just a conveniently descriptive word that aids in identifying the film’s genre. Furthermore, as I have stated before, it is no more costly to the production to employ correct science, or at least reasonable speculation, than it is to do something that blatantly contradicts known natural law. Oftentimes utilizing real science can be even more effective cinematically than employing that familiar off-the-periodic-table element known as handwavium. Or more compactly, woo.

In Star Trek Into Darkness, consider the escape of the bad guy, Khan, after he has finished shooting up Federation fleet headquarters in San Francisco. In the film, he just arrives in his small jumpship and starts blasting away. In the book, the headquarters building is defended by automated weaponry that he initially has to disable. While that is a small alteration to the sequence, adding believability to the story is one of the things a good adaptation must always try to do. In this particular sequence, no matter how peaceful a future Earth might be in the Star Trek universe, it is hard to envision it having an equivalent of the Pentagon that is essentially undefended.

Following his ferocious assault, Khan disappears from his damaged craft before it crashes to the ground. We later learn that his seemingly inexplicable escape has been made possible by the utilization of a portable transwarp device—the particulars of which are the result of work by Chief Engineer Scott—to port himself to Qo’nos, the capital world of the Klingons. Given that the device shown in the film is about the size of a home vacuum cleaner, I thought this was asking a bit too much of the laws of physics, even in a science fiction story. No, scratch that: especially in a science fiction story. In addition, the nature of the transfer itself brought up other problems. Here is how I dealt with it.

“Obviously no matter how advanced its tech, a unit small enough to fit on a jumpship wouldn’t have the power to transport anyone much further than orbit. Under Mr. Scott’s probing the device gave up a whole sequence of numbers and coordinates. Ericssen (not yet identified as Khan) transported to an automated cargo station. Before anyone on a nearby inhabited monitoring station could think to question what he was doing there he had accessed its heavy-load transporter to continue on his way. According to Mr. Scott, that transporter was employed to relay him to an unmanned vessel in orbit around the moon. Subsequent inspection revealed that another unauthorized transwarp device had been emplaced on it and wired into the empty ship’s engine. A device powerful enough, if its entire energy output was compiled and utilized for a single massive burst, to send someone willing to take the risk of attenuated physical dissemination and consequent serious injury to a single destination anywhere in this galactic region. The effort burned out the device, but a record of the attempt was retained.” He paused. “Mathematically, at least, it appears to have been successful.”

“Very clever” Spock could not keep from commenting. “It would take an exceptionally robust human to survive such a radical transporting. Even a Vulcan would be stressed. But if successful the perpetrator would be safe. Burning itself out with the effort, the transwarp device could not be used by anyone to follow.”

1) Scott does not just fire up a backup log for the device and read out “Destination: Qo’nos.” There are complex calculations involved. An engineer has to do some engineering.

2) As the small device plainly (unless a genie is involved) does not have enough power to transport anything across hundreds of light-years, Ericssen/Khan uses it to send himself to an automated cargo station. Why automated? Because if it is a manned station, chances are good his unexpected arrival, via unknown and unidentifiable means, would be challenged. Short of time and not wanting to slow the story down with too much exposition, I do not provide an explanation of how he survives his brief moment on a station that, being automated, would not need to be pressurized. Being Khan, he could probably have held his breath.

3) Since an automated cargo station would be constantly monitored, his presence is detected by those responsible for overseeing such monitoring, but he is gone before the anomaly created by his brief presence can be properly analyzed.

4) A cargo station would be equipped with a much more robust transporter system (since it might need to, um, transport cargo). Khan uses that transporter to port himself to an “unmanned vessel in orbit around the moon.”

5) Having worked out his flight plan in detail, as befitting an enhanced human, Khan has previously outfitted this empty ship with another (size and power deliberately left undescribed) transwarp device. Now having ship power (as opposed to vacuum cleaner power) at his disposal, Khan employs it to fling his disseminated self all the way to Qo’nos. How he is reassembled there I have to leave to the reader’s imagination. Maybe Scott’s transwarp system allows for detecting distant transporter stations that are still functional. More likely, Khan presumably would have researched his destination before mailing himself to it.

6) The amount of energy required to accomplish his transfer is enormous, thus burning out at least part of the relay system after one use. This has the added benefit, storywise, of explaining why no one else, including Kirk, Spock, et al., can use the same system to follow Khan.

7) Since they have no way of physically confirming if Khan survived the journey, I simply say that according to the relevant mathematics, it was hypothetically viable. A little doubt is always a good thing to plant in readers’ minds.

8) Having Spock observe that it would take a very robust individual to survive such a passage helps to foreshadow the revelation that Ericssen is Khan while re-emphasizing why Kirk et al. could not follow utilizing the same procedure even if part of the relay setup had not destructed. Mentioning that it would be a difficult journey even for a Vulcan also re-emphasizes in the reader’s mind that Vulcans are stronger than humans.

All of this is my way of showing how one goes about fixing bad science in an SF film while incidentally improving the storyline. It would have taken only a line or two of dialogue between Kirk, Spock, and Scott to successfully instill it in the minds of the movie-going audience. Doing science in science fiction right, whether in film, TV, or prose, requires considerably more effort than merely substituting handwavium two for handwavium one. Here’s another example.


Kirk needs to talk to Scott. Scott is on Earth. Kirk is on the Enterprise, hundreds of light-years away. So Kirk dials Scott up. On Scott’s phone.

Now, I know that instantaneous communication is grandfathered into Star Trek, Star Wars, and a host of other SF films. I accept that. What I could not consent to was the idea that Kirk could make a direct Enterprise-to-San Francisco phone call. Even calling San Francisco from Hyderabad requires the use of a science fiction invention: the communications satellite. What I finally decided was: what worked for Khan works for Kirk. In the book, the call to Scott goes via a relay system. Note that in this case I do not have to describe the point-to-point jumps. Unlike with Khan’s escape from Earth, such a detailed description is not necessary to advance or to rationalize the story because, well, it is a Starfleet relay system and in this instance that is all that needs to be said.

Of course, given contemporary electronics and engineering and our primitive understanding of physics, such a communications relay system is also impossible. What is important is emphasizing that Kirk’s communication is made via relays and is not a point-to-point dial-up call. Because I intentionally don’t list the number of relay stations involved, the reader can fill in whatever number they like. But at least there is a system, an attempt to provide an underlying rationale for the science behind the communication. It is not pure handwavium. And all it took to validate it in the book was a single line referencing relays.

Then we have the critical matter of utilizing Khan’s blood to save Kirk, who is dying from radiation poisoning. In the film, Spock fights Khan, defeats him, and they bring the bad guy with the super blood back to the ship so that McCoy can do a blood draw and inject some of it into Kirk. As shown in the film this invariably raises all kinds of questions in the minds of viewers. In the book, I handled it thusly:


As he (McCoy) closed the communication he found Carol gazing at him intently. “What about bringing one of the other members of Khan’s crew out ofcryosleep? Even if they don’t revive properly it’s not their opinions we need.”

McCoy looked toward the prone form of Kirk lying motionless on the gurney where he continued to be prepped and monitored by the team of medical technicians.

“Too risky. I think this might work with Khan. I don’t know how much alike he and his crew are and I don’t have time to find out. If there’s even the slightest unresolved difference between them then we’ll be doing nothing but wasting our time and what little, if any, Jim has left.”He shook his head in dismay. “It’s Khan or nothing.”



Dr. McCoy’s assistant quite correctly suggests drawing blood from one of Khan’s fellow superfolk who are already on board and in malleable cryosleep. Superior physician-scientist that he is, McCoy hypothesizes that even a slight difference between Khan’s blood and that of his colleagues might render a transfusion useless. It is presumably assumed that Khan’s blood will make a match with any human blood type. Quite an assumption, but hey—we’ve only got two hours of screen time to work with. Since they do not have time to try the blood of one of Khan’s associates, and since it might prove ineffective or worse, McCoy’s explanation not only rationalizes why they need Khan’s blood specifically, but adds additional tension and suspense to the fight between Khan and Spock.

I don’t mean to give the impression that I am a fanatic about these things. I really am not. I understand that because of the need to appeal to a general as opposed to a more limited genre-specific audience, the approach to doing a large-scale science fiction film is different from writing a science fiction novel and that allowances have to be made accordingly. You need explosions, and sometimes you need fire (but not ships burning like Yule logs in, for example, the cinematic perversion of Heinlein’s Starship Troopers). An audience will not stand for long minutes of dead silence while ships dogfight in space. I know this because I witnessed an example of it.

With some friends, I saw 2001: A Space Odyssey the day it premiered in Los Angeles. In addition to the absence of the explanatory subtitles that were added later, the sequence where Bowman tries to rescue Poole after HAL has booted him out into space ran much longer, and despite that was devoid of anything on the soundtrack save Keir Dullea’s heavy breathing. Accurate science or not, before the sequence concluded, you, as an audience member, were ready to run screaming. Nobody did that (screaming was reserved for at least one theater-goer following the conclusion of the film), but after several minutes business at the snack bar increased exponentially.

So while a certain amount of handwavium is permissible, it is an alibi that should not be abused. Especially when doing the science right, or at least rationally, can actually result in a better film.

There are those who contend that by re-using the character of Khan from the earlier The Wrath of Khan, the makers of Star Trek Into Darkness were taking the lazy way out. I think enough variation was introduced into the story so that it stands on its own. Judging by the film’s box office take, so did plenty of filmgoers. I was elated to be given the freedom to fix and enhance in the book numerous aspects of the movie, and to have my own additions and interjections treated with respect even when they were rejected. I am often confronted by opportunities to make fun of what I am given to work with. To indulge a penchant for sarcasm to the utmost. I prefer to treat the source material, even source material with which I disagree for reasons of science, logic, plot, or characterization, with respect, and to offer suggestions rather than scorn while knowing that most if not all of them will be ignored. In my mind if not always in the novel I can and do fix everything.

That is one reason why I can freely debate and argue with readers over unavoidably illogical and foolish inclusions in an adaptation instead of having to run from them frantically searching for a place to hide. Everything in the book may not be clear, but my conscience is.








Chapter 26

THE FORCE AWAKENS (2015)

How did I feel when I was asked if I would be willing to do the book version of the The Force Awakens? Truthfully, I felt as if no time at all had passed since I had done the adaptation of the first Star Wars. Forty years had come and gone, but all the familiar characters and background remained fresh in my memory.

That did not prevent me from, like everyone else, worrying about what the film would be like. Despite having seen what J.J. Abrams had accomplished in revitalizing Star Trek, this was arguably a more significant project. Because unlike Star Trek, The Force Awakens was not a reboot but a continuation (people often confuse the two). Where, exactly, would the series and the storyline pick up? Which of the old characters would return and what would be their individual story arcs? How would they be integrated with new characters and new situations? Would The Force Awakens have true Star Wars staying power, or would it disappear in the blink of an eye? Of one thing I was certain: no matter how much I worried about such issues, there was a battery of executives at the Walt Disney corporation who were obsessing over them a lot more.

Then I got my copy of the script, and I stopped worrying.

It was chock full of good ol’ Star Wars: fun and adventure, exotic locales, a sprinkling of aliens with bad dentition, quick observations about the Force, interjections of real drama, great characters old and new, John Williams’ music, and state-of-the-art CGI mixed with too often overlooked and always welcome practical sfx. Zip-ee-do-dah, zip-ee-dee-ay, my oh my what a wonderful imaginary galaxy. As for the (*cough, cough*) science, well, it’s Star Wars. The handwavium is grandfathered in, all the way back to the first film. Not my responsibility. Nope. Just ignore it and…it…will…go…away….

Adapting science fiction films into book form would all be so much easier, so much less painful, if I could just turn that part of my brain off. Alas, all the software is integrated and installed on the same hard drive. For all I know, it probably chivvies me when I am asleep.

I loved the new characters of Rey and Finn—and Poe, though he gets less screen time, well before I saw the film. That made it easier to appreciate what Daisy Ridley, John Boyega, and Oscar Isaac did with their parts. Regarding Rey’s character, orphans garner immediate audience sympathy, as I knew when I wrote my first novel (whose orphan is still around, making waves in my own galaxy). In his fashion, the character of Finn becomes an orphan much like Rey. No wonder they bond almost immediately—though not as tightly as a rational reading of their characters would seem to suggest. Both visually and more importantly in spirit, the production harkens effectively back to the original space opera chi of the original films.

Writing the adaptation went smoothly right from the beginning. While the movie’s teasers open with things like X-wings skimming over water and hints of immense weaponry in play, I was able to open the novel with Princess Leia alone with her thoughts. Thinking about her missing brother, politics, the loss of her entire homeworld, and the burden that had been placed on her. I could hardly have begun the story on a more serious note. And I was allowed to do it.

Then we meet Rey: another woman alone like Leia, plucky, surviving through skill and her own wits, on a desert world. Here was another opportunity for me to enter and explore a character’s thoughts right from the beginning. From there the story just raced onward, even though the locations and points of view in the film jumped rapidly and repeatedly back and forth. I had to smile when I learned that Max von Sydow would be playing the small role of Lor San Tekka because the casting reminded me so much of Lucas’s homage to a great actor in utilizing Alec Guinness.

There was ample room in the story to indulge in character development. Not enough time in a two-hour adventure film; plenty of time in a novel. I would have loved to have done more of it, and the book was criticized by some readers for not doing precisely that, but there was a problem and caution hovering over the project from the very beginning. It’s called canon.

When the original Star Wars went on to become not just a movie but a cultural phenomenon the impulse was, understandably, to profit from it. Large-scale motion pictures are not philanthropic enterprises. Among the burgeoning excess of ancillary products that encompassed everything from Star Wars toys to Star Wars breakfast cereal, there were also spin-off books. From the very beginning, Star Wars books were a publishing phenomenon. The first books gave rise to spin-offs that gave rise to spin-offs of their own. New characters, worlds, plots, entire subsidiary storylines systematically made their appearance. It was, in a word, chaotic, not so much growing as metastasizing. By the time anyone connected with what had become a global franchise considered making all or some of it canon, it was too late. There was simply too much of it. Having broken free of the confines of a single storyline, there was no reining in the explosion of material.

The solution? Nudge aside everything except the films themselves, begin afresh, and ride herd over everything down to the smallest detail from day one of the new installment. Doing so effectively would have need of more than fannish input, however enthusiastic and ready to assist the growing army of trufans might be. Appropriate supervision would require the attention of more than one or two people. Keeping everything canon and coherent, from new comic books employing subsidiary storylines to the images of peripheral characters on Japanese cereal boxes, was going to require a full-time, professional effort. The end result would, hopefully, allow future installments in the series to continue to make sense while simultaneously satisfying the insatiable appetite of its fans for a continuous stream of Star Wars material.

Foremost among such material would be, of necessity, the official novelizations of the actual films.

I have explicated this at some length to explain why Rey’s parentage is not identified in the book. Why we do not learn more about Finn’s background, or Poe’s, or who Maz Kanata might really be and what she might truly know? Who is Supreme Leader Snoke and what is his history? And so on. The reason for these omissions is not because I didn’t enjoy the prospect of providing answers to those questions. It’s actually twofold.

First, take canon. Anything I put in an official adaptation either becomes canon or has to be explained away later. Retconning is difficult, awkward, and rarely satisfying. So if I were to say, for example, that Rey has a mole on her left thigh, then for the rest of that character’s cinematic and literary life, Rey has to have a mole on her left thigh, unless it is somehow later explained. This puts an unnecessary dermatological burden on every writer of every future film, book, and comic installment.

What if I, as the author of the novelization, think the imposition of that mole is critical to the future of that individual’s character arc? If I feel strongly enough about it to put it in (or in this case, on) and it remains to become canon, then it cannot be ignored by those future writers who might find its presence not only extraneous but in contravention of what they planned to write. Or more importantly, film.

Second, supplying answers to questions inevitably introduces potential complications. Small they might be, but they are complications nonetheless. Say, for example, that while working on the screenplay for Episode XI, the screenwriters wish to introduce into the plot a situation that revolves around the fact that Rey has absolutely blemish-free skin, and that this somehow relates to a unique genetic factor in her origin. All well and good, except—there’s that mole, from the novelization of Episode VII. See the problem? Then what is the solution?

The solution is to try to keep integral but ancillary material such as the official adaptations of the films as wide-open and nonspecific as possible with regard to their content. This restriction compels the writer to draw back from inserting, for example, a couple of pages that might detail something like Finn’s longing for parents he never knew. With the added complication that he may be a clone. Or Poe’s memories of a battle in which friends were lost. This holds true also for returning characters from the preceding films. In the course of writing the novelization, I could provide C3PO with memories of his time as a protocol droid that took place even before the events described in the first film. Except such memories might lock into place a situation that writers might wish to develop for Episode XVI.

When all is said and done, when expanding a screenplay into a novel it comes down to how much development and expansion is enough and how much is too much. How far can I go in expanding satisfactorily on plot, characterization, and background to produce a full-length, readable book without giving away not only material that is yet to be developed, but material that has yet to be imagined?

Try writing a story while deliberately leaving out beguiling parts of the story you would dearly love to write.

Unexpectedly, while working on the manuscript I was asked to create and insert an entire sequence important to the plot that the film did not deal with, likely because including something akin to it in the film would have diverted the action away from the main storyline. This is very unusual and the first time I was asked to do something like it in an official adaptation. Sure enough, sharp-eyed viewers found themselves wondering what happened to Poe Dameron between the time he crash-landed the stolen TIE fighter on Jakku and the moment he abruptly reappeared, hale and hearty, at the Resistance base on the planet D’qar.

Given the freedom to develop the entire sequence from scratch, I could have done something completely off the wall. But as you know by now, that is not what you do in an adaptation. The cardinal rule is that anything you invent and insert cannot radically contradict the existing storyline. Since Poe crashed on Jakku, I made use of what was known of that desert world’s culture, focused as it is on scavenging and occasional banditry. I was allowed to introduce a new local character, the Koyan scavenger Naka lit, and devise some additional action that not only works well by itself, I think, but provides a useful opportunity to show off more of Poe’s piloting skills.

Regarding expansion, I was also able to include a scene from the screenplay in which Chewbacca gets to show what he can do without his trusty bowcaster. In fact, I believe Chewie has more to do and shows more range (as much range as a Wookie can) in The Force Awakens than in any of its predecessors. It was a delight to be able to write him as something more than just a special effect. Those who have read the book might remark especially on his exchange with a Resistance doctor engaged in bandaging his shoulder injury, and how and where near the end of the film he places Rey on the Falcon.

As with any good adaptation, there are plenty of small things the writer can add, to clarify as well as to expand. It pisses me off when certain readers (supposedly) go through a book in one sitting and then declare haughtily that it is nothing more than a retread of the screenplay. Of course they do not have the screenplay for comparison, but one supposes they have at least seen the film.

It is easy to miss interpositions like a line or two explaining why Rey can fly the Falcon, or how she knows how to fix complex machinery, or exactly what happens when Ren tries to push too far and too hard into her mind. Indifferent readers just replay the scene from the film in their head and assume that what they read in the book version is also up on the screen, when often it is very different.

As you can imagine, while I was laboring over the manuscript there was plenty of back and forth taking place between myself, the folks at Del Rey, and the Lucasfilm story group at Disney. Rarely did any of our discussions involve major plot points. This was not Alien 3 all over again. Most of what I was asked to edit out involved expansion of the character’s thoughts or dialogue because, as I’ve explained, while that might not compromise anything in the film, it could conceivably impact future developments. Occasionally the fan in me would argue as strenuously to retain something as would the writer, but in the end, it is that sometimes color-blind homeowner who decides what shade they want splattered across the front door. There lies an ultimate solution to such disputations, however. It is called: go and make your own film.

As always, Star Wars or not, I would volunteer suggestions regarding those inclusions of science that I thought could be improved. There is not a lot of leeway where the physics of such things as compact faster-than-light spacecraft, instantaneous two-way communication across interstellar distances, and light sabers are concerned. That is why Star Wars is often referred to as science-fantasy. That characterization notwithstanding and much to my surprise, they did allow my modification and explanation of the Starkiller base weapon to remain as I wrote it. It was a decision that gave me a good deal of gratification.

I spent what anyone else doubtless would have deemed an inordinate amount of time trying to come up with a planet based weapon that could destroy not only other planets, but entire solar systems. Just to make it even harder, such destruction had to take place in real time. I knew that the majority of theater-goers would just look at Starkiller base and think, “Hey, that’s a really big weapon. It doesn’t make any sense, but it’s Star Wars. Get on with it.” Whereupon they would resume arguing over whether the invented quote from the Journal of the Whills that opens the book refers to the gray jedi, one’s emotional balance, or if I should have used the English spelling “grey” just to stoke additional controversy. But as I have mentioned repeatedly, I cannot do that.

What amuses me to this day, while simultaneously lending support to those who say I should not waste time on such fripperies, were the number of reviewers and readers who thought the version of Starkiller base in the book was all made up. Or to put it another way, “It was just Star Wars.” For the elucidation of those who remember the sequence, “quintessence” is a hypothetical and particularly powerful form of phantom energy, which is itself a variety of dark energy, which comprises (theoretically as of this writing) about 66% to 76% of all the matter and energy in the universe. I thought finding a way to exploit this would be a good starting point for a planet-destroying superweapon.

Once I had a suitable source of energy, I needed something capable of utilizing it to blow up a planet. Use accumulated quintessence to generate a sphere of intensely dense stuff. Shoot the stuff into the center of a planet where there are a lot of gravitons milling about because of the presence of matter. Gravitons carry heat, which is normally carried off by the elysium. In that everyday situation you have what is called thermal equilibrium.

Unless you interfere with the free flow of elysium. Then your gravitons release all that heat, maybe 10 × 50 ergs. In about ten nanoseconds a typical nova releases 10 × 42 ergs. Plenty of energy to blow up even a big planet, maybe turn said planet nova, and just incidentally wipe out any annoying space fleets that happen to be drifting nearby.

But—how to get your ball of quintessence a quarter of the way or so across a galaxy (not ours, remember) in a few seconds of real time? Can it really aim your weapon through a black hole? For one thing, you cannot tell what you might hit. Therefore (drum roll, even if you can’t hear it in space), it is time for some handwavium called sub-hyperspace. Cannot use regular hyperspace (is this getting abstruse or what?) because it is already used by X-wings and TIE fighters and such. So instead of going across space, you use the power of Starkiller base to fold it. Like a piece of paper. That way point A (Starkiller base/weapon) becomes instantaneously congruent to point B (Hosnian System). Just do not ask me to do the math.

Yet despite the mind-numbing research, the majority of readers thought it was all handwavium. I blame the physics community for that. They need to talk to George Lucas about names. If you are gonna identify the major existing and theorized components of the universe with designations like quintessence and phantom energy and elysium, you have to expect a certain quantum of giggling from the general public. Not to mention the predictable response when you give the class of subatomic particles known as quarks “flavors” like up, down, charm, and strange. It’s physics by the Marx Brothers.

So then, why did I bother? If relevant real science is so complex, why go to all the trouble of trying to construct a fictional weapon that has even a token basis in actual physics? The bulk of the audience won’t care.

I do it because in that one respect I am not as interested in the bulk of the audience as I am in the one kid in a thousand who might read my description of the weapon at Starkiller Base and be intrigued by it. That one kid for whom it might be just fascinating enough to propel him or her to delve further into the details. For the couple of kids, maybe more if I am fortunate, who might be stimulated by my effort to peer deeper into real science, and go on to become physicists on their own, or biologists, or chemists, or gengineers (genetic engineers). As far as everybody else is concerned, if they want to brush it off as artless handwavium, so be it, as long as it does not inhibit their enjoyment of the story.

Also, the inclusion of the deeply researched description might give real scientists, like the folks at NASA or ESA or even ROSCOSMOS, sixty seconds of surcease from the daily frustration of having to deal with flat earthers and moon landing conspirators and science fiction films that have no difficulty tossing off comments about faster-than-light drives or intelligent aliens but never seem to get around to explaining how artificial gravity works.








Chapter27

ALIEN: COVENANT (2017)

I have already described how I left the Alien franchise under what might charitably be termed less than affable conditions. Diving with great white sharks was more soothing than dealing with the interventions while writing Alien 3. It did not matter anyway because there were to be no more Alien films.

But a funny thing happened. Something similar to what happened after the pioneering Star Trek TV series was cancelled. Fandom happened. Alien films might have gone away, but Alien fandom did not. It hung around, impregnating studio mailboxes with pleas for more films, the series content kept alive by the sometimes acidic commentary of those who could not get enough of one of the most alien aliens and likely the most terrifying one ever to appear on the big screen. Making the case for the return of the Alien to the cinema was an unending stream of, yes, successful spin-offs, in the form of novels and comics and toys, and for all I know, amorous poetry (fandom can be strange).

All this attention and pleading contributed to a revival of interest at Twentieth Century Fox, which still owned the rights to do films based on Shusett and O’Bannon’s creation. When the original film’s director, Ridley Scott, came on board, there was no stopping an Alien revivification.

Even though I had declined to do the novelization of Alien Resurrection, having done the adaptations of the first three films, an inquiry was made in my direction as to whether or not I would be interested in returning to the franchise to do the book version of the toothy traveler’s latest cinematic iteration.

I said no.

I was not interested in having anything to do with a studio or a franchise that had caused me more grief than any other adaptation work, or for that matter any other book, I had ever written. But folks persisted.

I was assured that the people behind Alien 3 were long gone. I was promised that no one from Alien 3 was involved with Alien: Covenant. A whole new group of filmmakers was behind the production. And—Ridley Scott was back.

I found myself conflicted. Of course a whole new group of people was behind the production. Changeover at studios happens more frequently than rattlesnakes molt. Names of those involved with the new film were mentioned, none of whom I recognized from Alien 3. Still, I was wary. Could I give it a go?

Oh well. Life is short. I rationalized my acceptance by telling myself that if nothing else, I could be true to my principal concern in such matters, which was doing right by the fans. If nothing else, with Scott involved I knew the film would be rife with atmosphere; something I would have the opportunity to convey on the page.

I yielded, and the screenplay was duly forthcoming. I was also given access, via the security system that was now in place, to reams of material sent directly to my work computer. I did not even have to plead. “Anything you want,” was the response to my requests. Anything within reason, naturally. Having access to stills not only of the performers but vehicles, weapons, and locations made the writing so much easier. It should ever be thus for anyone doing such work.

I wrote, I read, I progressed, and…unfortunate scenes began to rear their perturbing selves. By now you know how it works. I raise objections, make suggestions, and nobody cares. Expecting nothing less than exactly that response but ever hopeful after decades of plying the trade, I nodded, sighed, and sailed on.

Speaking of sails, solar sails scarcely work within the confines of a solar system and close to a star. Sails the size of Manhattan might power an interstellar craft the size of a Volkswagen. Press on. A mission to deliver thousands of sleeping, trusting colonists to a chosen new world is forsaken in favor of tracking a mysterious signal to an entirely different, unstudied world. Keep writing. An exploration team is sent down to the surface of said world with an eye toward learning something about the enigmatic signal. Without first checking for inimical life-forms, possible agents of infection, poisonous gases in the atmosphere, etc., from the safety of orbit, the team touches down, exits their landing craft, removes helmets, and starts wandering around. Egad. The landing team is subsequently attacked by dangerous life-forms, some of the crew are killed, and their craft is destroyed. Instead of putting the survival and well-being of the thousands of colonists whose lives are in their hands ahead of everything else (i.e., following orders), the crew on the main ship decides to chance trying to rescue their surviving crewmates, who all knew the risks when they chose to descend to the surface of a world about which absolutely nothing was known, and which has now proven hostile.

Ignore this and keep the plot staggering forward, or else the picture ends right there.

There is, naturally and not unexpectedly, lots more of the same willful blindness on the part of people who supposedly represent the best of their respective professions. Instead of keeping together to better combat the monstrous creatures that have already attacked them, the group splits up to explore an ominous alien structure. This is 1920s silent horror movie territory.

I heaved a lot of deep sighs while writing these scenes, doing my best to fix what was permitted while still hewing tight to the script. On the positive side, the landscape of the alien world was interesting, there were some intriguing new twists to the Alien’s biology, and the atmospherics I had expected from Scott were present in full. There were also the contrasting and fascinating characters of the twin androids David and Walter, beautifully portrayed in the film by Michael Fassbender. For that matter, all of the human characters were decently-drawn, largely sympathetic, and interesting to watch.

Naturally, they all had to die.

I hate having to write the deaths of pleasant, kindly individuals. Having noted that, I am no Pollyanna. Drama is often the taxi to tragedy. People necessarily die in fiction just as they do in real life. But when everybody dies, and messily, it takes a toll on the soul of the writer. I did not have that problem when writing Alien 3 because I was not allowed to properly develop the characters of those who perished. I did not have the problem when adapting Aliens because the central characters of Ripley, Newt, and Hicks survived. Also because it is expected that in a story centered on soldiers in combat, many of them will die.

But when everybody dies….

Not only was it hard for me to detail their deaths in Covenant, when I was asked to create a sequel that became a prequel, Alien: Origins, I had to focus on genial characters whose nasty eventual deaths I had already written in the preceding book.

In addition to fixing some of the errors of science in Covenant, I was also able to conclude the novel with an ending that was more ambiguous than the one in the film. Since further sequels were already in the discussion stage, including a direct one to Covenant, I felt it was my responsibility not to spell things out too precisely. If you are going to do a sequel it is always better to tease than to clarify. Discussion and debate profitably follow ambiguity.

Subsequent to the acceptance of the adaptation I was asked if I would be interested in doing an original sequel novel. After much discussion at Fox, this became a prequel instead of a sequel. Having already written a synopsis for a sequel, I was more than a little disappointed. Equally so for the fans, as my proposed follow-up revolved around what happened to Shaw and David immediately following the events in Prometheus.

As already mentioned, I am a fan as much as I am a writer. So I believe I have some idea of what other fans would like to see. Or read about.

Prequels are much more difficult to do than sequels (just ask George L.) because the audience already knows what is going to happen subsequently. Therefore the prequel cannot include anything that directly contradicts what comes after. I sadly set aside my synopsis for a sequel as discussions for what could or should be in a prequel commenced. By the time they had resolved, I was given a certain amount of free rein in concocting the story. On those efforts Fox laid only a single caveat.

No aliens.

When apprised of this singular constraint it is possible I, just for an instant, temporarily lost consciousness. I was being asked to write an Alien novel in which the Aliens were not present. Not a one. I could not even directly allude to them.

As you might expect, this imposed some rather awkward limitations on potential plots for an Alien novel.

Eventually, and after a good deal of back and forth with editorial at Titan Books as well as involved parties at Fox, I put together a couple of parallel plots involving incongruous anti-exploration Earthfirster extremists and the surviving elements of the now iconic Weyland-Yutani corporation, Peter Weyland having met his termination in….

Oops. Wrong franchise. Although given the way the film business works, I would not be at all surprised to see Aliens arriving on Earth to fight berserker robots from the future.

Break out the popcorn. And if you are ever so inclined and want more than a two-hour movie can provide, pick up the book. If nothing else, you can spend your money secure in the knowledge that it was written by a fellow fan.



EPILOGUE

I sam often asked if I will continue to do novelizations. My response? Sure—unless I stop being a fan of science fiction and fantasy films. Which in all likelihood, unless I retreat to a grotto somewhere and become therapist to Gollum, means I will never stop. Of course, publishers and studios might cease to ask me. I have no control over that. And I have acquired this insubordinate reputation for saying exactly what I think. But as long as they continue to ask me to collaborate, which is what a good adaptation is, with the screenwriters, I will continue to do so to the best to my fannish writerly ability.

I will keep making my suggestions (bad for my bank account: good for my soul), and continue trying to resolve the scientific and errors of logic I encounter, however futile those respective exertions may be. I would be abrogating my responsibility to the reader if I did not, even though it would be easier and less stressful to do and say nothing. My straightforwardness in such cases is usually ignored, but I have no choice.

If I am going to make what is essentially my own Director’s Cut, even if it is only a print version, I can only do the best that I can. Whether the screenplay is stellar or stupid. I honestly don’t know how to do anything else. I comfort myself with the knowledge that maybe, just maybe, that is one small reason why readers like my books.


AFTERNOTE

Those interested in gaining further insight into the process of novelizing screenplays and my work in general, who happen to find themselves in the vicinity of Phoenix, Arizona, can visit the Special Collections department of the Hayden Library at the University of Arizona-Tempe, to view the relevant originals. These include early rough drafts, finished manuscripts, screenplays both famous and unproduced, related material from the relevant films, correspondence, and more.




		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			The New York Times–bestselling author of more than one hundred ten books, Alan Dean Foster is one of the most prominent writers of modern science fiction. Born in New York City in 1946, he studied filmmaking at UCLA, but first found success in 1968 when a horror magazine published one of his short stories. In 1972 he wrote his first novel, The Tar-Aiym Krang, the first in his Pip and Flinx series featuring the Humanx Commonwealth, a universe he has explored in more than twenty-five books. He also created the Spellsinger series, numerous film novelizations, and the story for Star Trek: The Motion Picture. An avid world traveler, he lives with his family in Prescott, Arizona.

		

	

    
[image: image]




All rights reserved, including without limitation the right to reproduce this ebook or any portion thereof in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher.


Originally published in 2021 by Alan Dean Foster

Cover design by Amanda Shaffer

    Interior artwork courtesy of the author.

    ISBN: 978-1-5040-8508-3

This 2023 edition published by Open Road Integrated Media, Inc.

180 Maiden Lane

New York, NY 10038

www.openroadmedia.com

[image: image]


  
    ALAN DEAN FOSTER

    FROM OPEN ROAD MEDIA

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image] [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

    [image: image]

  

[image: Image]



Find a full list of our authors and titles at www.openroadmedia.com

FOLLOW US
@ OpenRoadMedia

[image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image]



OPS/images/Foster_1-5MomentOfMagician.jpg





OPS/images/Foster_1-2HourOfTheGate.jpg





OPS/images/Foster_ToTheVanishing.jpg
70 'I'Bﬁ
qanisEIe L
i oeAf L

e






OPS/images/Foster_DamnedTrilogy_Boxset.jpg
7L REY TORK ORES BSTSHLLING 46780

ALAN AN
FMBH

The Damned Trilogy





OPS/images/Foster_2Midworld.jpg
MID WOARLD

(LUK OEAN TOSTER
\ e





OPS/images/Foster_1-7TimeOfTransference.jpg





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		INTRODUCTION



		LUANA



		DARK STAR



		MAUDE’S DILEMMA



		THE STAR TREK LOGS



		STAR WARS



		ALIEN



		THE BLACK HOLE



		CLASH OF THE TITANS



		OUTLAND



		THE THING



		KRULL



		THE LAST STARFIGHTER



		STARMAN



		SHADOWKEEP



		PALE RIDER



		ALIENS



		ALIEN NATION



		ALIEN 3



		THE DIG



		THE CHRONICLES OF RIDDICK



		TRANSFORMERS



		TERMINATOR: SALVATION



		TRANSFORMERS 2



		STAR TREK



		STAR TREK INTO DARKNESS



		THE FORCE AWAKENS



		ALIEN: COVENANT



		EPILOGUE



    		AFTERNOTE



    		AUTHOR



		Copyright













OPS/images/Foster_1-3DayOfDissonance.jpg





OPS/images/Foster_IR1_Icerigger.jpg
lL'l:FllEE:Fl

..... g

4y
N 4

RS

ALIN DEAN FOSTER






OPS/images/Foster_2Cachalot.jpg
EAEHALD‘F






OPS/xhtml/signup.jpg
EARLY BIRD BOOKS

FRESH DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

Love To Read?

Love Great Sales?
Get fantastic deals on
bestselling ebooks delivered
to your inbox every day!

SIGN UP NOW

at EarlyBirdBooks.com






OPS/images/Foster_1-4BoxSet.jpg
THE SPELLSINGER
ADVE

VOLONE 08}
r '#hw.
A1

]

> m
ﬂﬁ’;fﬁ;‘ﬁﬁ

&

=





OPS/images/cover.jpg
DIRECTOR Y
SHOULD'UE
“SHOT Yol

Fle

ALAN I]El\N HSTER






OPS/images/Diana_Rigg_note.jpg
3 1& P

ngf\_t\:&s e am\f

ik gt

:acdol;fe’ik:\ e

er:%ai& awj‘i&

~ e : i

Convine e ﬂ:\\iﬁe\s \C:
was

Lin Gtz
7 o X






OPS/images/f0067-01.jpg





OPS/images/Foster_2VoyageToCity.jpg
VOYAGE
Y OF THE

b
UL O 05768





OPS/images/Foster_Predators.jpg
‘d«iiﬁii’
(il





OPS/xhtml/love.jpg
< EARLY BIRD BOOKS

FRESH DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

1

Love this book?

Choose another ebook
on us from a selection of
similar titles!

= Or -

Not loving this book?

No worries - choose another
ebook on us from a selection
of alternate titles!

CLAIM YOUR FREE EBOOK






OPS/images/f0075-01.jpg
s 8/9/16

Another galaxy, another time.
The 0ld Republic was the Republic of legend, greater than

distance or time. No need to note where or whence it w only

to know that...it was The Republic.
Once the Republic throve and grew, under the wise rule of

the Senate and the of the Jedi Knight But as often

happens when wealth and power pass beyond the admirable and attain
the awesome, then appear those evil ones who have greed to match
So it was with the -Republic at its height. Like the

greatest of trees, able to withstand any outside attack, the

not visible

Republic rotted from within though the danger wa
from outside.
Aided and abetted by restless, power-hungry individuals

within the government and the massive organs of commerce, the

ambitious Senator Palpatine caused himself to be elected President

of the Republic. He promised to reunite the disaffected among





OPS/images/Foster_1-1Spellsinger.jpg





OPS/images/f0151-01.jpg
BLUTR GROUP L.
12224 Ventura Boulevard, Studio City, California 91604 #(213) 5065440
e SRR

February 3, 1984

Virginia Kidd

538 Fast Harford Street

Milford, PA 18337

Dear Virginia:

Per your telephone conversation with Gary Goldman of January 31, 1984, we have

S0 far agreed to 8 fee for Alen Dean Foster In.the sount of Tventy-séven

thousand and five hundred dollars ($27,500.00), in_two or three installmen

for the novelzation of "bragons Lair.»  Also Included would be reyaltisttfrom

the book publishers of two percent (2%) out of the stabdsrd ten percent (105)
[~ royalty due the book own

After some preliminary story sessions with Don Bluth, the length of said novel
and due date will be determined, which we have discussed to be approximately
__sixty to ninety days. =
It is further understood and agreed that the $27,500.00 and the royalty fi
book sales is the only compensation due to Alan fean Foster. It is our intentmn
to work closely with Alan on the story development of "Dragon's Lair" novel
create simultaneously a working theatrical film treatment here "in-house” for
the production of an animated feature film.

Alan Dean will receive credit on the film for the novel.
We are Tooking forward to a fruitful relationsnip with Mr. Foster.

“Sincerely,

L.‘(Q(,; /—/ ) 5

Ffed Detuca Jr.
Exeriitive Vice President
General Counsel

T Fbigeo
ccr Don Bluth
Gary Goldnan
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Prescott, AZ 86304

Sean Clark

LucasArts Entertainment Company
P.0. Box 10307

San Rafael, CA 94912

Dear Mr. Foster:

Enclosed is the latest set of documents for The Dig, as well as a CD-ROM
with many of the graphi calxmsgesmbeusedmthegams ‘While some of
these are temporary or works in progress, you can get an idea of what we
have in mind. I have also included conceptual drawings of the various
creatures that inhabit the planet.

The back island/location. To view them, type GWS
at the com.mand lme from the CD drive. You can scroll the images (some
are larger than the screen) by using the arrow keys on the keyboard.

There are a few animations; again, works in progress. They can be viewed
by typing ANIPLAY at the command line from the CD drive. It takes a
while to load. Once it is up, you can use the Files menu to load any of the
files in the ANIMS directory. Then, press the double arrow (>>) on the
control panel to play the animation. The ESC key stops it.

So much for tencho DOS stuff, If you have any problems or questions,
please feel free to call or, if you have the capability, send e-mail. My phone
number is (415) 721-3326, and the e-mail address is spc@kerner.com. I
hope the writing goes well and I look forward to talking with you agnm

Sincerely,
= 7
LA
Sean Clark

Project Leader, The Dig
LucasArts Entertainment Company

ce: Allan Kausch, Licensing
enclosures
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