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ROBERT SILVERBERG: MASTER OF HORROR

When you think of Hugo and Nebula Award-winning author Robert Silverberg, you most probably think, “Master of Science Fiction”.

Or, perhaps, considering his 1980 novel Lord Valentine’s Castle and the other books and stories in the author’s “Majipoor” series, you may consider him a “Master of Fantasy”.

However, it is probably highly unlikely that most people would ever consider Bob to be a “Master of Horror”...

And yet, there was a time—in the late 1950s—when Robert Silverberg was churning out all kinds of fiction at a prolific rate: science fiction, crime fiction, men’s adventure fiction, softcore porn and, yes, even horror fiction!

The mid-to-late 1950s were an exciting time to be an author, with numerous different types of magazines on the newsstands, and Bob was more than happy to take advantage of the opportunities these varied markets provided him.
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Robert Silverberg was born in Brooklyn, New York City, in January 1935. During his early teenage years he started submitting stories to the declining science fiction pulp market and even had some letters of comment published in the readers’ columns of such magazines as A. Merritt’s Fantasy Magazine, Super Science Stories, Fantastic Adventures and Famous Fantastic Mysteries in the early 1950s.

Having contributed some early fiction to a few fanzines, he made his first professional sale (‘The Silent Colony’) to the October 1954 issue of Robert A.W. Lowndes’ Future Science Fiction, appearing in print for the first time alongside such relative newcomers as Philip K. Dick, Algis Budrys and Marion Zimmer Bradley.

His first novel, Revolt on Alpha C, appeared the following year and he won his first Hugo Award in 1956, for “Most Promising New Author”. 

By then, he was turning out an estimated million words a year. This often meant that he would have more than one story in a particular issue of a magazine, necessitating the use of various pseudonyms. By his own count, he would routinely publish five stories a month, and he had eighty stories appear in 1958 alone.

By the mid-1950s the pulps had all but disappeared, and they were quickly replaced by the smaller digest magazines and the burgeoning pocket-book industry. Bob made sure that he contributed to as many of these new markets as he possibly could.
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Many of the stories published in Robert Silverberg’s Monsters and Things have never been reprinted before. Although they are drawn from a wide variety of titles, such as the men’s magazine Adam, the science fiction digest Fantastic and the short-lived (and incredibly rare) monster magazines Monster Parade and Monsters and Things, the majority first appeared in the digest-sized Super-Science Fiction, edited by W.W. Scott for Headline Publications Inc.

Bob and his friend Harlan Ellison—who was also just starting out at the time and living in the same uptown Manhattan apartment building—were already selling crime fiction to Scott for two of his other magazines, and soon the pair were dominating the pages of Super-Science Fiction under a bewildering number of pen-names to hide their identities and the fact that several of the stories in each issue were being written by the same author.

Although a few of the tales in this collection originally appeared under the author’s own by-line, the majority were credited to such pseudonyms as “Alex Merriman”, “Charles D. Hammer”, “Dan Malcolm”, “Eric Rodman”, “Richard F. Watson”, “David Challon”, “Hall Thornton”, “Ralph Burke”, “Dirk Clinton” and “Richard Stark”.

Science fiction titles had dominated the magazine market in the 1950s, but towards the end of the decade—thanks to a resurgence in the popularity of horror movies driven by the sale of Universal’s “Shock Theater” packages to television and the launch of such magazines as Forrest J Ackerman’s Famous Monsters of Filmland—that boom was quickly coming to an end. 

Recognising this change in public taste, coupled with a near-collapse in newsstand magazine distribution, Scott billed the April 1959 issue of Super-Science Fiction as a “SPECIAL MONSTER ISSUE!” with Bob’s pseudonymous novelettes ‘Mournful Monster’ and ‘Vampires from Outer Space’ predominantly splashed over Ed “Emsh” Emshwiller’s suitably monstrous cover painting. The following three issues carried further colourful banners proclaiming “SECOND MONSTER ISSUE” (the almost obligatory exclamation mark being curiously omitted), “THIRD MONSTER ISSUE!” and “WEIRD MONSTER ISSUE!”. Unfortunately, the change came too late to save the magazine, and after four years and eighteen issues the title folded with its October 1959 edition. Ironically, these four “Monster” issues of Super-Science Fiction are now the most desirable amongst collectors.
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In the following pages you will find vampires, werewolves, ghouls, mad scientists and, yes, monsters and things—both alien and terrestrial. I have selected these twenty-seven stories because I not only thought they were entertaining, but perhaps more importantly, that they deserved to be rescued from obscurity.

Bob Silverberg would be the first to admit that most of them are not amongst his finest work—they were invariably written quickly and for the money (even at a payment rate of just two cents a word)—but he has also acknowledged that they were not only helpful to his evolution towards becoming an award-winning author, but they were also fun to do.

The chances are that most of the tales in this collection will be unfamiliar to the reader, and I hope that you will accept and enjoy them in the spirit that they were originally written.

And maybe, just maybe, after you have finished reading this book, you will also come to think of Robert Silverberg as not only being a “Master of Science Fiction” or a “Master of Fantasy”, but also a “Master of Horror”, along with all his many other accomplishments.

—Stephen Jones

London, England

December 2022 
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LITTLE MONSTERS

1958 was a bad year for all the science-fiction magazines. Their sales had been dropping ever since the peak year of 1953, when an all-time record thirty-nine different titles were published (and helped to kill each other off by overcrowding the newsstands.) By 1958 only six or seven were left. That was the year that the American News Company, the main magazine distributor, abruptly went out of business, taking with it a lot of magazines that it had been financing through advances against earnings. And the continued boom in paperback publishing was squeezing the surviving all-fiction magazines into a marginal existence. 

This created a big problem for me, because I had set myself up as a science-fiction writer after my graduation from college, and science fiction was nearly all that I had been writing ever since, and suddenly the markets on which I depended had pretty much all disappeared.

Oh, the science-fiction magazines! How I loved those gaudy pulps! From the age of thirteen on, I would run to the newsstand and buy the latest issue of Thrilling Wonder Stories or Amazing Stories or Astounding Science Fiction and read it from cover to cover and back again, not comprehending everything I was reading, but loving it all. When I grow up, I told myself, I will write for these magazines.

Reader, that’s exactly what happened.

I wrote my first science-fiction story in my early teens, and then wrote some more, and sent them to the editors of my favourite magazines, and by the time I was fifteen or so the editors were sending me encouraging letters, and within a few years they were sending cheques. I was pretty much a full-time science fiction writer by my third year of college, attending classes, more or less, by day, and then ducking into a telephone booth, changing into my superhero costume, and emerging as Captain Science Fiction to write stories half the night long. 

By the time I was nineteen I discovered that I could write quickly and efficiently and that the editors would buy whatever I wrote. I sold stories to the bottom rungs of pulp-adventure fiction magazines and to the more cerebral upper-level ones with equal facility. The adventure magazines usually paid a cent a word and the fancier ones three times as much, which meant that I turned out the pulp stuff just as fast as I could type, and did a little more revising for the stories aimed for top-bracket magazines like Galaxy and Astounding. 

A twenty-page story for Astounding would earn me $150, and sixty years ago that was a lot of money, enough to pay for a month’s rent on a very fine Manhattan apartment.

In June of 1956 I got my college degree, I married my college girlfriend a couple of months later, and launched myself that summer as a full-time writer. Thus writing became my job straight out of college. I had not wanted any other sort of employment, and I made no attempt to find one. But I was not going to be supported by indulgent parents, nor did I have a trust fund that some thoughtful ancestor had established for me. My livelihood would have to be generated by my typewriter. 

My wife had a decently paying job, yes, so I can’t say I was completely on my own, but we could hardly have lived on her earnings alone if my writing had failed to bring in an income. Rent had to be paid; furniture for our new apartment had to be bought; the pantry had to be stocked with food; whatever medical expenses we might have came out of our own chequebooks, not out of any medical insurance plan, since such things were rarities then, especially for self-employed writers. Telephone bills, electricity, the cost of typewriter ribbons and typing paper, a haircut now and then, movie tickets, restaurants, subway fares (even back then it was madness to own a car in Manhattan), the occasional new pair of shoes—well, writers have expenses just like everyone else. What they don’t have is regular paycheques.

Since what I had chosen for myself was the next-to-impossible task of earning my living as a full-time science-fiction writer in an era when only two American publishers were regularly issuing science-fiction novels and their total output was something like three or four titles a month, and the upheaval in magazine distribution had reduced the thirty or so science-fiction magazines of 1953 to a mere handful of wobbly survivors, I had a tough job ahead. 

All of the greatest writers in science fiction—Alfred Bester, Isaac Asimov, Theodore Sturgeon, James Blish, Fritz Leiber, and a good many others—were in their primes and competing for the few available slots in the magazines that remained. I was a precociously skilled craftsman, and my stories all found ready markets, but there just weren’t enough science-fiction markets to absorb what I wrote, and though the magazines I wrote for paid very well, I had to sell them plenty of stories to cover the expenses of my new adult life. I wrote plenty of stories, all right. I wrote quickly, very quickly indeed, sometimes three or four stories a week. But I saw at once that I would have to look outside science fiction for much of my livelihood, because there simply weren’t enough magazines left to absorb my vast output of work.

So I wrote all sorts of other things. I wrote Western stories, I wrote sports stories, I wrote vivid pseudo-fact articles about my adventures fighting giant crabs in the Caribbean or sinister Bedouins in the Sahara, and much, much more, a wildly varied output that amazes even me when I think about it now, sixty years later.

Coming straight out of college as I was, without any day job to see me through times of thin inspiration or editorial rejection and having no significant savings to draw on, there was no other option. I didn’t want to dilute my energies by putting in eight hours at some mundane job and trying to write science fiction in the evenings, as so many of my well-known colleagues did. I wanted to be a writer, not a public-relations man or a bookkeeper or a shoe salesman. But I wasn’t of the sort of temperament that encouraged me to starve for the sake of my art, either. I have never been much into asceticism. I loved science fiction and yearned to write it as well as those of my predecessors whose work had given me such delight as a reader, but there was time to be an artist later, I reasoned: right now, if I wanted to make a go of it as a writer, I had to write whatever editors would be willing to pay me for. 

One of the science-fiction editors with whom I had struck up a good working relationship right at the start of my career was Larry T. Shaw, a quiet, intelligent man who had been a science-fiction fan himself and a shrewd critic of the genre. After a brief stint editing a hot-rod magazine, he had become associate editor of one of the best SF magazines of the day, IF. He and I met at my first science-fiction convention in Philadelphia in September 1953, and we took an immediate liking to each other. I was then just on the threshold of my writing career, and he gave me some useful, encouraging advice. 

By the summer of 1955, Larry had left IF to become the editor of another new magazine, Infinity Science Fiction. I quickly sold him a story, then another, and from then on was a regular contributor both to Infinity and to its companion, the lively space-opera magazine Science Fiction Adventurers, which I wrote practically single-handedly. For a couple of years I merrily sold him story after story, but both magazines were swept up in the general publishing cataclysm of 1958 and disappeared—two of my best markets gone overnight.

Against this gloomy background a sudden upsurge of fiction about monsters provided one commercial bright spot—one of those nitwit publishing phenomena, much like the vampire and zombie craze of fifty years later. 

In the late 1950s a magazine called Famous Monsters of Filmland, which specialised in photo-essays on classic Hollywood horror movies of the “Frankenstein” and “Wolf Man” sort, had shot up instantly to a huge circulation. The publisher of Larry Shaw’s science-fiction magazines, desperately trying to find something that worked, experimented with converting the magazines to vehicles for horror fiction. And since I had been Larry’s most dependable contributor for the past two years, he invited me to do stories for the new magazines, Monster Parade and Monsters and Things.

Which I did, most copiously, all through 1958, with stories under various pen names in just about every issue. A fair sampling of them is reprinted here. I had never been much of a fan of horror fiction, but in dire straits I was as adaptable a pro as any writer, and I turned out to have a knack for the stuff, and even found it fun to write. I kept Larry happy for the brief time that the monster-mag fad survived. (I think Monster Parade lasted six issues and Monsters and Things two or three, but by 1959 they, too were gone. Famous Monsters of Filmland went on and on, but it seemed that what the monster fans wanted was photo-essays about the movies, not horror fiction.)

My career in monster fiction did not end when Shaw’s two monster mags folded, though. During the short-lived boom in science fiction in 1956 and 1957 I had also been an active writer for a new magazine called Super-Science Fiction, edited by a cagey old pro named W.W. Scott. Scott—“Scottie,” Harlan Ellison called him, though he preferred to be called “Bill”—was a short, cheerfully cantankerous guy who would have fit right into a 1930s Hollywood movie about old-time newspapermen, which was what I think he had been before he drifted into magazine editing. His employer was a company called Crestwood Publishing Company, the main activity of which was producing slick men’s magazines with names like True Men and Man’s Life.

Scottie was the one-man fiction-magazine department, with a tiny office of his own, a room just about big enough for a desk, a bookcase and a shelf for holding recently submitted manuscripts. To Harlan and myself—and we both were barely past twenty-one—he looked to be seventy or eighty years old, but probably he was fifty-five or thereabouts. His voice was a high-pitched cackle; he had a full set of top and bottom dentures, which he didn’t always bother to wear; and I never saw him without his green eyeshade, which evidently he regarded as an essential part of the editorial costume. He freely admitted to us that he knew next to nothing about science fiction and cared even less, and invited us to bring him as much material as we could manage.

It was like being handed the key to Fort Knox. Two cents a word, for all the stories we could write! I brought him my first submission in late June of 1956—‘Collecting Team’, I called it, but Scottie turned out to be a compulsive title-changer, and when he published it as the lead story in the first issue he called it ‘Catch ’Em All Alive’. Okay. Two cents a word, whatever the title. 

From then on, until the magazine began to die in 1959, I was his key contributor, sometimes with three or four stories in each issue under various pseudonyms. It was fun while it lasted, but the malaise that was afflicting all but the most successful fiction magazines was hurting Super-Science too. Scottie knew about the monster magazines and concluded that the only way to save his magazine was to convert it to a book of monster stories. Also, unaware that the monster thing was already on its way out, he called me in and let me know that all material purchased thenceforth would have to have some monster angle in it. 

I didn’t find that difficult, since most of the stories I was doing for him were space adventures featuring fearsome alien beings, and I would simply need to make the aliens a little bigger and more fearsome.

Strangely, Scottie didn’t change the title of the magazine. This was odd, because the presence of “Science” in it wasn’t something likely to appeal to horror fans. Instead he plastered the words “SPECIAL MONSTER ISSUE!” in big yellow letters above the name of the magazine on the April 1959 issue, commissioned a painting that featured a gigantic and notably hideous creature sweeping a couple of space-suited humans up in its claws, and re-titled every story in inventory to give it a monster-oriented twist: ‘The Huge and Hideous Beasts’, for example, or ‘The Abominable Creature’. (His gift for the utterly flat-footed title may have stood him in good stead here.)

The lead story for the issue was one that I had been writing in July 1958, just as the change in policy went into effect. Evidently, I found it necessary to restructure the story midway through for the sake of “monsterising” it, because on my frayed and tattered carbon copy of the manuscript I find a pencilled note in my own handwriting indicating a switch in the plot as of page 26: 

They are continuing along when they see a huge monster looming ahead. They lie low, but the monster pursues them. They hear it crackling along behind them. They trap it, but it claws its way out of the trap and comes at them. 

Whatever non-monster denouement I might originally have had in mind is lost forever in the mists of time.

I turned the story in with the title I had originally given it, ‘Five Against the Jungle’, a nice old-fashioned pulp title which of course was not right for the revamped Super-Science, so Scottie changed it to ‘Mournful Monster’. By so doing, he gave away, to some extent, the fact that it wasn’t really a horror story—that the monster, while appropriately monstrous, was actually a sympathetic figure. But so, after all, was Frankenstein’s monster, and that didn’t harm the commercial appeal of the movie. The prime subtext of the whole monster genre, I decided, must really be existential alienation.

Three of the five stories in Super-Science Fiction’s glorious “SPECIAL MONSTER ISSUE!” of April 1959, were my work: ‘Mournful Monster’, which was the lead novelette, ‘Vampires from Outer Space’, the second lead, and a short called ‘A Cry for Help’ by-lined “Eric Rodman”. The other two stories in the issue were by writers no one had heard of before or has heard of since, because the SF agents did not happen to have much of a pool of monster stories on hand to provide, and Scottie had to turn to some of the regular contributors to his crime pulps to fill the need.

That was the way it went for the rest of the magazine’s life: I wrote most of the monster stories and unknown writers filled in around me. The June 1959 number was the glamorous “SECOND MONSTER ISSUE”, to which I contributed ‘The Day the Monsters Broke Loose’ and ‘Beasts of Nightmare Horror’, though other hands than mine were responsible for ‘Creatures of Green Slime’ and ‘Terror of the Undead Corpses’.” 

August 1959 was the gaudy “THIRD MONSTER ISSUE!”, with no less than four pseudonymous Silverberg offerings (‘Monsters That Once Were Men’, ‘Planet of the Angry Giants’, ‘The Horror in the Attic’ and ‘Which was the Monster?’). Then Scottie stopped numbering them: the October 1959 issue, with three more of mine, was labelled simply “WEIRD MONSTER ISSUE!” (They were ‘The Loathsome Beasts’ as by “Dan Malcolm”, ‘The Insidious Invaders’ by “Eric Rodman” and ‘The Monsters Came by Night’ by “Charles D. Hammer”). The Robert Silverberg by-line was seen only once in the four monster issues.

But the jig was up. The day I turned those three stories in, in March of 1959, Scottie sadly notified me that he would need no more science fiction stories from me after that. The publisher had decreed that Super-Science was done for.

I would miss it. It had supported me in grand style for three years, the income from it would be hard to replace. But also it had been tremendous fun writing those stories. 

During that period from the summer of 1956 through to the winter of 1959, while turning out my light-hearted excursions into Super-Science, I had simultaneously been working in a more ambitious mode for such rather more sophisticated science fiction publications as Anthony Boucher’s The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Horace Gold’s Galaxy and John W. Campbell’s Astounding Science Fiction, for I did not want to be stereotyped as nothing more than a purveyor of pulp-action fiction.

But though as a reader I admired the work of such top-flight SF writers as Theodore Sturgeon, Henry Kuttner, Fritz Leiber, Robert A. Heinlein and Isaac Asimov, and yearned to be ranked among their number, I had always had a sneaky fondness for the pulpier side of science fiction as exemplified by such magazines as Amazing Stories, Planet Stories and Thrilling Wonder Stories. And so when the chance came to write a bunch of creepy-crawly monster tales for Larry Shaw or a slew of fast-paced action stories for W.W. Scott’s Super-Science Fiction, I jumped for it eagerly.

Certainly, I have no regrets over having written those reams and reams of monster stories back in the 1950s. The more of them I wrote, the greater my technical facility as a writer became, something that would stand me in good stead later on. They provided me, also, with the economic stability that a young married man just out of college had to have.

It was fun while it lasted, all right. And what fun it has been now, many decades later, to look at these stories of long ago and relive for a moment a bit of that long-vanished era of my career.

—Robert Silverberg

Oakland, California

July 2022
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"And here's the Man from Mars,” the sideshow barker said ringingly. “Brought to this planet at fantastic expense, kept alive only through day-and-night care by a team of skilled scientists travelling with this circus.”

Davy Kilbourne felt his mouth sag open. He turned to Les Barclay. “Jeez, look at that! From Mars, yet!”

“You fall for that stuff, Davy?” From the vantage-point of his fourteen years, Les could play cynic well. “Why, that’s just a fake suit.”

“Don’t believe it,” Davy said vehemently. At twelve, he was anxious to appear wise, but just as hopeful of seeing a real Martian.

The creature on the platform, real or not, was certainly convincing. It was contained in a tank of some clear, viscous fluid. Green-skinned, small and wiry, with four jointed legs and a tangle of boneless tentacles in place of arms, the Martian stared forward at the crowd before it. Its eyes—it had just two—were round and lidless; deep, they seemed filled with loneliness and longing for home.

“He looks unhappy,” Davy said.

Les snorted. “You’d be too, if you had to wear an outfit like that on a hot day.”

The barker flourished his arms in the air for silence. “Ladies and gentlemen! You’ve seen our Man from Mars—now, who’ll pay two bits, the fourth part of a dollar, to step inside this tent and see the rest of our interstellar menagerie? Twenty-five cents, good people, for a view at the strangest denizens of the galaxy! Step right this way, if you please.”

Davy fumbled in his pockets and pulled out a quarter. He looked at it soulfully; it was all that there was left of his allowance for the week, and it was only Wednesday. Then he glanced up at the Martian again, and at the beckoning flap of the menagerie tent.

“You goin’ in there?” Les asked.

Davy nodded eagerly. “Sure! Don’t you want to see—”

“Yeah, yeah. Interstellar denizens.” Les chuckled. “You really eat all that junk up, don’t you? Look here—how come the government don’t say anything, if there’s Men from Mars on Earth? We can’t even go to the Moon yet.”

A momentary doubt flickered across Davy’s face. Then he shook his head. “It’s only a quarter, Les.”

Something appeared at the tent flap—something tall and angular, with grainy red skin. It was visible for a second, then moved back into the shadows. Davy’s eyes widened.

“Come on—I’m going in there. You?”

He stared at the older boy, who tried unsuccessfully to conceal his own curiosity. After a minute, Les dug down and produced a quarter too.

“Two tickets, please.”

The tent was bigger than it seemed from the outside, and had a strange, alien smell about it. The two boys stood at the entrance, looking around.

There were a dozen exhibits, each in its own cage.

“Over here,” Davy said. “Man from Jupiter.”

They stared. The Man from Jupiter was a monstrous slug, round and featureless, that lay still, its vast slimy sides moving up and down slowly. Every few minutes it emitted a deep grunt and quivered.

The barker came over to them. “Straight from the Solar System’s biggest planet,” he said. His voice was rich and full; he was a good barker, Davy thought. “Our collecting team suffered four casualties getting him.”

“He’s pretty big himself,” Davy said.

“Fifteen feet in circumference. He could swallow you in one gulp. His mouth’s on the other side. We feed him a live cow every Sunday.”

“What’s that over there?” Les asked.

“He’s from Saturn. A spider man.”

It was the red-skinned creature that had poked its grotesque face through the tent-flaps before. It was moving around, uncaged. Tall, shambling, with four jointed arms about an inch in diameter. It wasn’t pretty.

“How come you let him move around?” Davy asked.

“They’re harmless, and they enjoy the company,” the barker said.

Les nudged Davy and jerked his head in the direction of the spider man. The Saturnian was surreptitiously slipping one of his bony arms inside someone’s pocket.

“That’s why they let him walk around,” Les whispered. “He’s a trained pickpocket! These guys are just crooks!”

Davy blinked in surprise as the spider man extracted a wallet and deftly tucked it in the folds of his voluminous robe. “Maybe they are,” he whispered back. “But they’re real, all the same.”

Les grinned and moved on. The next exhibit was a Venusian. It swam in a tank of dark green liquid, and resembled a horned octopus. It moved in slow, dignified circles, staring at the gaping sideshow customers with sedate majesty. Davy tried to picture the world from which the creature had come. Suddenly, goosepimples crept down his neck as he thought of the amazing wonderland of space and the strange planets that lay out there, waiting for Man to reach them.

Or had Man reached them? It was funny, Davy thought, that no one knew about it. Evidently these circus people had gone to the planets—why had nobody else?

He shrugged and kept moving. There was a native of Pluto, squatting malevolently on a block of ice. It was all horns and bristles, and was kept behind thick bars. There was a jellyfish-like thing from Uranus, and a strange-looking furry beast hailing from Neptune.

Finally the long summer’s day came to its end.

“Suppertime,” Les said matter-of-factly. “We better get going or we won’t get fed.”

“But—”

“You remember what happened the last time you came home late,” Les reminded him. “You want to get tarred again?”

Davy didn’t. Reluctantly, he left the Big Top, passed over the circus grounds, and started up the street toward home.

––––––––
[image: ]


At supper, Davy’s father remarked, “Well, we’ve finally got those fakers chased out of town.”

“Which fakers, Dad?”

“Why, that carnival, of course. That phoney circus with the Men from Mars. I suspected all along that they were just pickpockets and thieves, but we got the goods on them today. Seems Police Chief Harkins was there, and the Man from Saturn grabbed his wallet. That was all they needed. Judge Lewis issued a court order, and they’re clearing out tomorrow at dawn. Today was the last day for them.”

Davy was silent. He stared unhappily at his soup. So the circus was going, eh? And he’d been hoping to squeeze a quarter from his bank upstairs and go back for another look at the other-world beings.

Now he would never get the chance. The circus would move on, and they’d never come back to Hoytsville. Angrily, he kicked the leg of the kitchen table—not hard enough for his father to notice, but hard enough to express some anger.

“And where were you today, Davy?” his mother asked. “You and Les were out from dawn to dusk.”

“Why, we were—” He stopped. Suddenly he didn’t want to talk about the circus at all. “We went down to the picnic grounds. We had a swim and played ball. It was a real good day.”

“That’s odd—your hair’s not wet at all.”

“Oh—the sun was hot. We came out early and dried off playing ball.”

“I see,” his mother said. But she didn’t seem convinced.

When bedtime came, Davy’s feeling of dejection still had not left him. He made his goodnights and traipsed off to his bedroom, hating Police Chief Harkins and Judge Lewis and all the other people who had driven the circus away. He hated the whole town—the whole dull Earthbound town.

He gasped. He knew what he wanted.

He could get away—away from these tiresome people, away from this dreary town.

What of it if the circus people were just phoneys and pickpockets? That was the life, Davy thought happily.

And if the men from other worlds happened to be real—

That didn’t matter. He knew where he wanted to go, what he wanted to do.

Silently, he climbed out of bed and slipped back into his clothes. He made a little bundle—his baseball mitt, his toothbrush, an extra pair of socks. The night was cool, so he put a jacket on.

Then he slipped down the back way, through the silent kitchen, out into the alley. He broke into a run, moving as fast as his short legs could go.
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The circus was chaotic. Men were everywhere, taking down the trapezes, pulling the concession booths apart, lowering the tents. An elephant stood patiently to one side; the spidery Man from Saturn was wandering around the scene, but otherwise none of the other-world creatures were to be found.

Davy moved determinedly through the busy grounds, stepping over cables and around trucks. Finally he found the man he was looking for.

The barker was busy directing the handling of a couple of animal cages. He brushed Davy away impatiently, but the boy continued to tug at his sleeve.

Finally the barker turned. “What do you want, boy?” he asked, in his rich, resonant voice.

“You leaving tonight?”

“That’s right, kid. We’re pulling up stakes.”

“I heard about it. Too bad, mister.”

“Yeah—isn’t it? Why don’t you go home and go to bed, now? We’ve got a lot of work before morning.”

“That when you’re leaving?” Davy asked. “Morning?”

“First thing in the morning. We’ll be out of here by 7:00 a.m. Go away now, huh?”

Davy stepped back and watched the barker in silence for a moment more. Then, deepening his voice to make it sound more impressive, he said, “You think you got room for another hand?”

“No,” the barker said without turning around. “We’ve got plenty. Go away.”

“But—you sure? Sure you can’t use somebody extra? Like me, for instance?”

The sideshow man was silent for a moment. Then he turned, frowning, and stared down at Davy. The silence seemed to last forever. Finally he said, “You know, maybe we can. Sure—we can use you.”

“You mean that?”

The barker nodded. “Sure. You’ve got the circus way about you. You can come along with us.”

Davy was too delighted to be able to say anything. He grinned nervously and gulped. Visions of big cities—Detroit, Chicago, maybe even New York—opened out before him. A lifetime with the circus!

“Gosh,” he said. “Thanks, mister.”

“Nothing of it, son.”

“And where’s the next stop? Where’s the circus heading from here? Chicago? Texas, maybe?”

The barker smiled, showing bright white teeth. “Mars,” he said.
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Sometime later, Davy awoke.

There was a crowd around him, and he smelled the familiar smells of the circus. I must have been asleep, he thought. I missed the whole trip.

The barker had said they were going to Mars. That was silly, of course. But where were they?

He looked around—

And felt cold chills wriggle down the middle of his back.

There were the familiar other-world men. The Man from Jupiter pulsated hideously in his vat, the Man from Venus still swam with dignity. They were all there—all except the Man from Mars. Davy didn’t see him, the first time around.

Then he looked through the open flap of the tent, and he did see him. He was standing just in front of the tent, on the outside. And Davy was on the inside, with the other-world creatures.

Davy peered a little further through the tent flap and looked at the audience. It was a good crowd outside, there on the sandy, windswept reddish ground. They were all small and wiry, with tangled boneless tentacles.

The one on the platform was speaking, and his voice was that of the barker’s, deep and resonant. What he was saying was impossible gibberish, in a strange and alien language. But Davy knew suddenly what he was saying.

He was saying, “Step right up, ladies and gents. Put your money on the line and enter this tent. Within, you’ll see the wonders of the Galaxy—including a genuine, real-live Man from Earth, the only one in captivity. Step right up, folks—step right up!”
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THE WEREWOLF GAMBIT
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Sometime after the fifth martini, when the barkeep was mixing them eight or nine to one and the little heap of discarded olives in the ashtray was beginning to look untidy and Keller felt his nerves starting to fray in frustration, he said: “You should see what happens when the moon is full.”

The bored girl across the table yawned delicately. “What happens to the moon or to you, darling?”

“To me. I turn into a wolf.”

“Of course,” she said. “You don’t even need a full moon for that.”

Keller frowned, flicked ashes from his cigarette, fitfully sipped his drink. This evening had long since begun to look like a blank—a dead, useless, wasted blank evening. He hadn’t communicated his purposes at all. Lora, sitting at the other end of the table as if there were a wall between them, was all glitter and polish, and had a marvellous way of consuming a man’s money during the course of an evening—but Keller was having serious regrets about having offered to take her out. The evening’s investment promised to have no returns whatsoever.

The werewolf gambit was the finale. Keller thought of it as a wry jest, an ultimate variation on the customary etchings, a desperate tactic he was employing as a final sardonic gesture toward seduction before he abandoned the night’s quest. 

“You don’t understand,” he said quietly. “Je suis un loup-garou. A lycanthrope. Bristles and fangs, gleaming yellow eyes. You know?”

The waxen mask of Lora’s pale face seemed to show animation for the first time that evening. “You’re sure you haven’t had too many drinks, darling?”

“Quite on the contrary; if I’d had too many, I assure you I’d be raging on all fours up and down the cabaret this very moment. I’ve got myself quite thoroughly under control, though. I won’t begin to change until...until...”

Arched eyebrows flickered. “When, dear?”

“In my flat. Later tonight, perhaps.” He leaned backward, craned his neck to peer through the clinging lace of the curtains. A bright shaft of moonlight sparkled against the window. “Yes...tonight is the beginning. It lasts three nights. I feel it stirring within me now.”

Hastily, he finished his drink. The bartender glanced inquiringly at him, but Keller signalled quickly with his left index finger that the evening’s drinking was over. His campaign would stand or fall on what had already been consumed. Keller saw no reason to expend further cash in what looked like a fruitless pursuit. Besides, Lora’s thirst was immense; alcohol didn’t seem to satisfy it at all.

The girl leaned forward. Her clinging wrap fell away from her pale throat, creating a delightful view. “I suppose it takes five martinis to extract these confidences, darling. If you had told me earlier...”

“Yes?”

“We could have skipped that dreadful play. We could have gone straight to your place.”

“What?” For the first time within his adult memory, Keller’s self-composure utterly deserted him.

“I’m terribly interested in things like this,” Lora said. “Loup-garou! How fascinating!” Seizing his hand with a passion she had failed to show all evening, she said, “Would it be asking too much...for you to show me?”

I’ll be eternally cursed, Keller thought in quiet wonderment. How To Get A Girl To Your Apartment, he thought. Technique 101a: The Werewolf Gambit.

It had been only a joke to cap a wasted evening, and abruptly it had transformed a remote, passionless girl into a keenly curious and receptive woman. Someday I must write my memoirs, Keller thought, as he paid the cheque. If only to tell about this!
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“Be it ever so humble,” Keller said, throwing open the door to his apartment.

Lora stepped inside and uttered a little gasp of delight. “It’s a lovely room,” she said. “A little austere, but lovely!”

“I like it,” said Keller. “I’ve lived here three years.” 

“It’s in marvellous taste,” she exclaimed enthusiastically, looking around at the panelled walls, the ceiling-high ebony bookcase laden with Keller’s extensive library, the kidney-shaped swirl of the dark coffee-table, the low bulk of the phonograph-tape recorder sprawling along the far wall. She slipped lightly out of her evening jacket; Keller hung it in the hall closet and tiptoed happily into the little kitchen.

“Drink?” he asked, a little tensely.

“No...thanks,” she said. She was at the bookcase, tugging at the ponderous red-bound volume that was his copy of Rites and Mysteries of Goesic Theurgy. “You have strange taste in books,” she said.

“Strange? Is it so strange for a werewolf to be reading Arthur Waite? Not at all.” He was determined to carry the joke along as far as he could.

She chuckled lightly. “Of course not. I apologise.”

He emerged from the kitchen with two oliveless martinis and set them down on the little inlaid end-table near her. As he moved toward the phonograph, he observed with professional pleasure that she had lifted one of the drinks to her lips. It was a rule he had long followed with great success in the past: If a girl you’ve brought to your apartment refuses a drink, bring one anyway. She’ll drink it.

“Putting on a record?” she asked, still busy at the bookcase.

“Vivaldi. It’s good music for late at night.”

He turned the volume low, and as if from a great distance there issued the bright sheen of violin music accompanied by the silvery tinkle of a tiny harpsichord. “There,” he said. “Just perfect.”

He glanced at his watch in the dim light of the one lamp. It was quarter to three. Barring unforeseen happenings, they should be safely bedded down before four-fifteen.

He crossed the room, reached agilely around her to snare his drink from the table, brushed the nape of her neck lightly with the tip of his nose as he straightened up. “Care to join me on yonder divan?” he asked, indicating the couch.

She smiled and nodded. Keller gave her his hand in formal fashion and escorted her to the couch. She kicked off her shoes and drew her knees up to her bosom, wrapping her arms around her kneecaps and letting her head droop broodingly.

“I’m not in the habit of visiting men’s apartments this late at night,” she remarked. “Or at any hour.”

“That’s obvious,” he said. “I can tell by the luminous purity of your eyes that—” He let his voice trail off, then tacked on the coda: “But there’s always a first time, of course.”

“Of course. About this affliction of yours, this lycanthropy—”

“Oh, that. We can talk about that later.” There would be plenty of time for explanations, he thought, in the morning. “Mind if I come a little closer? It’s cold in here, at this distance.”

Without waiting for her reply, he edged up next to her and slid one arm suavely around her bare, cool shoulders. It seemed to him that she quivered faintly at the contact, but he decided it was just his imagination.

“They say only virgins can ride unicorns,” he observed softly, letting his fingertips graze the lobe of her ear.

“There’s some truth in that,” she admitted, intercepting his hand neatly as it began to slide further down her shoulder. “Unicorns have an unerring way of telling, I hear.” 

“It’s too bad we’re not all unicorns.”

“Yes,” she said, sighing. “It’s too bad.”

Through the drawn blinds, a single beam of moonlight wandered and glistened momentarily against Keller’s onyx cufflink. “The moon is full,” she pointed out. “You must be fighting a terrible struggle within yourself. But we’re alone, now. You can change over, if you like.”

“Do you really want me to?”

“Unless it’s dangerous, of course. Can you control yourself when you’re—you’re changed?”

“I don’t know. I never really know what I do when I’m—changed.”

“Oh,” she said. “I’ll have to risk it, then. I must see it. Please? What are you waiting for?”

He fingered his suddenly sticky collar uneasily. The record ended: Vivaldi faded with an abrupt click and was replaced by a Schubert quartet. Moonbeams continued to pour into the room.

The girl was carrying the thing too far. “Let’s not talk about lycanthropy now, my lovely,” he whispered harshly. There had been enough talk of werewolvery; the time had come to forget the introductory gambit and get down to the main business of the evening.

He crushed up closely against her, and this time he sensed a definite shudder of repugnance as his body came in contact with hers. She was cool and distant, but permitted his caresses almost absently.

After a few moments, she wiggled away. “You promised to show me—”

Keller began to laugh, coldly at first and then almost hysterically. “Lora—darling—for a sophisticated girl, you’re incredibly gullible! Can’t you recognise a spoof when you fall for it?”

She drew back. “What do you mean?” she asked acidly.

“This werewolf business—did you really believe it?”

There was a stunned pause. Then: “I should have known you were lying. I could have told that you were no loup-garou...but yet I trusted you. I came up here to see—to see—”

The edge of a tear glittered brightly in the corner of one eye. She had the cheated look of a maiden wronged. Keller scowled; this evening was turning into the most unmitigated fiasco he had experienced since the age of sixteen. Determined to make one last try in a valiant attempt to recoup his honour and capture hers, he took her cold hands in his.

“Lora honey, I just did it because I love you so damn much!” The words nearly stuck in his throat, but he got them out with as much sincerity as he could muster. “I wanted you so bad I’d tell you anything. Just so long as you’d come up here. Just so I could be with you for a while. Do you understand? We can go home now...if you like.”

Her eyes pierced his. “You’re not a werewolf, then? It was all pretence?”

Exasperated, he said, “I’m not even a ghoul, darling. I’m disgustingly mortal...and disgustingly enamoured. You know that?”

“Of course I know that,” she said suddenly, moving closer to him. She seemed to grow warmer; to his astonishment, Keller realised that he was going to succeed after all. Her arms touched his shoulders, drew his face near hers.

Looking up into his eyes, she said, “You’re really not a werewolf?”

Her lips were only inches away, and triumph now seemed near. Smiling sadly, Keller shook his head. “It was all a game...a game men play some time. No, I confess I’m not and never have been a werewolf, darling. I hope I didn’t disappoint you too much. I’m not even a vamp—”

The sentence was never finished.

He felt the sudden hot sting of tiny needle-sharp fangs meeting in the flesh of his throat, and Lora’s passionate arms gripping him tightly, as she slaked her fearful, furious thirst.
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CALL ME ZOMBIE!

[image: ]


[image: ]

The troop-train let Phil Marsh off at Grand Central, and he stood in the midst of a jostling mob of his ex-buddies, wondering whether to call Marylin or not. She wasn’t expecting him until Friday; it was only Wednesday, now.

Someone nudged him. Harry Davenport. “Let’s go get a beer,” Davenport said. “Our first as civilians again.”

“No. My wife—”

“Your wife can wait. She isn’t figuring on having you come home till Friday, anyway. Give the gal a decent amount of time to say goodbye to her boyfriends, huh? What’s a few more minutes?”

Marsh scowled. “I don’t like jokes like that—”

“Jokes? Who knows?” Davenport said. “Strange are the ways of servicemen’s wives.”

Marsh heaved his duffel-bag higher on his shoulder and glared coldly at Davenport. He and Davenport had been drafted around the same time and had spent two years in the same outfit; still, Marsh felt he hardly knew the tall, hard-faced man at his side. And suddenly he didn’t want to know him any more. There was something about Davenport—

“So? You coming for a beer with me?”

“The hell with a beer. I’m going home. I haven’t seen my wife in two years, and I can’t get home soon enough.”

Davenport’s cold eyes twinkled. “I’m warning you, you better call first. You never can tell what you’ll find if you come popping in on her like that!”

There wasn’t room in the crowd for Marsh to hit him. Angry, he shouldered his way through the mob, went past the cotton-candy booths and the newsstands, found fifteen cents in his pocket and bought a token. At least that hadn’t changed; they were talking about raising the fare to twenty cents, but they hadn’t.
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The new fluorescents made the IRT track incredibly bright and airy, though they showed up all the dirt. Marsh stood all the way into Brooklyn, got off at his old station, walked the familiar five-block walk to his house. It all looked pretty much the same, though he didn’t recognise any of the kids playing out in front.

He paused for a moment outside the house, fumbling through his civilian belongings for his house-key, still angered at what Davenport had said.

He knew Marylin better than that. Grinning in anticipation of her surprise, he ran up the stairs, jiggled the key into the lock, and opened the door.

“Hey! Guess who’s home, Marylin! I—” His voice died away.

She was standing in the middle of the floor, stock-still, eyes open, mouth gaping, looking very much like a department-store-dummy version of herself. Marsh had never seen anyone so dead-looking and yet so alive.

It was as if she had been turned off when he went away—and hadn’t been turned back on yet.

No more than a fraction of a second passed before she was awake and smiling warmly, but that fraction of a second was enough. Life flowed back into her; the change was apparent. But Marsh felt a cold chill as she skipped across the floor to wrap herself jubilantly around him.

“Phil! Phil! You said Friday, and it’s only Wednesday! Darling, I was going to have the place all fixed up to surprise you, with ribbons and streamers and things—but I guess this is a much better surprise—isn’t it?”

“Of course,” he said, without any warmth at all. His mind kept going back to the thing he’d seen when he opened the door—the puppet-Marylin who’d awakened into the real one when she realised he was watching her.

He couldn’t help thinking of Davenport’s warning—you never can tell what you’ll find if you come popping in on her like that. Maybe, Marsh thought, Davenport hadn’t been talking about possible infidelity. Maybe it was something uglier and deeper and more horrible than that.

Marylin’s hand brushed his cheek lightly. “I can’t believe you’re really back. My mind is sort of geared to Friday—I was counting the days and the hours and tomorrow I was going to start counting the minutes.”

“They processed us through quicker. That was all there was to it. The Friday discharges gained two days—and we even get paid for them!” Marsh tried to smile, but the thought of—that—dampened his light-headedness.

“You seem strange,” Marylin said. “Cold...almost frightened. Is there something wrong? Darling, two years...I hope they didn’t do anything to you!”

He jerked out of his strange mood with an effort. “No—it’s just being home, that’s all. And thinking.” He looked around. “The place is fixed up nice. You’ve been taking care of it for me.”

And it looks just the way it did when I went away. Complete to the cigarette-ashes in the ashtray, and the dishes in the sink.

Like a stage-set, he thought weirdly. Stage-sets don’t change unless someone changes them.

“There’s beer in the icebox,” Marylin said. “Your favourite brand. I was stocking up for Friday.”

“Let’s go have some, then. My throat feels pretty dry.”

He followed her into the kitchen. He was remembering something else, now—a long discussion he had had with Harry Davenport, a year or so back. He had forgotten about it. But now, as if triggered, it rose to the front of his mind.
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It wasn’t long after Basic, and they had been stationed in Germany on a do-nothing post where the chief activity was drinking the dark German beer (very tasty) and ogling the passing German fräuleins (very hefty).

Marsh and Davenport had had an afternoon to kill in Hamburg; they were serving as chauffeurs for some of the brass, and while the high-level conference went on across the street the chauffeurs were free to cool their heels until wanted.

They were in one of those German combination hotel-bars and pickup-joints, drinking authentic Bock beer and saying very little. Marsh hadn’t been in the Army long enough to be used to the idea of being separated from his wife, and he was lonely and not very talkative. Being with Davenport didn’t help; the big man always seemed half-a-million miles away and frosty as the top of Everest. Marsh knew hardly anything about him, despite constant contact with him.

But then a German girl came waddling along, the kind who looked to have grown fat and healthy on a diet of sauerbraten and beer. She was young—twenty-five or thereabouts—and might have been pretty with fifty less pounds aboard. Marsh stared broodingly at her. Her fat smiling face bore no sign of intelligence.

And after her came another, and another. Pleasant plump girls who seemed to be cut from a cookie-tin.

“Look at them,” he said. “Waddling along ten or twenty an hour, and all of them alike. Like so many puppets without strings, moving along a fixed path and not knowing what the hell for. Damn, I’m getting philosophical in my old age, huh?” He swilled down more of the dark, rich beer.

But Davenport looked at him, cold amusement in his face. “Maybe they are.”

“Huh? Are what?”

“Puppets. Like you said.”

Marsh shook his head in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s an old theory of mine. That most of the world’s people are golems—dummies, with no real life of their own. That just a few of us are really alive, and the rest of us just toys, playthings to give an appearance of reality to the world surrounding the real few.”

A gust of cold wind blew suddenly into the street-side café. Marsh shivered a little. “Dummies? Puppets?”

“Yeah. Why not?”

“Of course,” Marsh said, “We’re among the real people, you and me. Or else we would never be talking about it like this.”

Davenport chuckled. “I don’t know about you. But I’m real.”
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That conversation, nothing but a beery bit of time-passing speculation then, now took on a sharp-focussed immediacy.

Marylin was bustling around the kitchen, taking two cans of beer from the refrigerator, opening them (a little spray of beer frothed up at her, the way it always did), pouring them carefully, so as not to put heads on them, into the tall pilsener glasses Marsh had bought one day about three years before.

She looked real.

The freshness of her smile, the whiteness of her teeth, the trim little figure and the yellow-brown hair—

Real?

Or the work of an ingenious puppet-master?

Sweat beaded Marsh’s face. He said, “Marylin—when I came through the door a little while ago—I thought there was something funny about the way you looked.”

“Funny? Why, what could you mean?” She efficiently cleared away the empty beer cans and set Marsh’s drink on the table before him.

He groped for words, “I mean—you looked sort of vacant. Like an empty body someone had hung up to dry. I almost got the feeling you had been standing like that for two years, ever since I was drafted. That you’ve just been carefully designed as a toy for me. That you aren’t real at all, Marylin, Not really real.”

She looked searchingly at him. “Phil, let me touch your forehead. You must have caught something when you were overseas. Malaria, or something that affects the brain.”

He shook her hand away.

Maybe I am crazy, he thought. Brain-fever. This is no way to be talking to my wife ten minutes after coming home from Germany.

But Davenport’s mocking words bit into him, drifting back clear and sharp.

He sipped his beer.

“Phil—”

“Eh?”

“Those things you said a minute ago. You were kidding, weren’t you? It’s just some crazy thing, some joke you heard overseas. About being real.”

“Oh—yeah, sure. Sure, kid. Don’t listen to me too seriously. The sight of you makes me a little slaphappy, that’s all.”
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But he was thinking: If there’s just a few of us real ones and Marylin’s only a puppet, I ought to be able to turn her on and off whenever I felt like it. What good’s a toy you can’t turn on and off?

He thought about it a while. Turned it over six different ways in his mind, while Marylin carried away the empty beer glasses, washed them, moved around the kitchen tidying things up. She looked real, lovely, desirable. 

He decided to test it. 

“Marylin?”

“Yes, Phil?”

“Stop. Just stop. Freeze. I’m turning you off like the puppet you are. Pretend I never came back from the Army. Pretend you’re still frozen here, waiting for me.”

He expected her to giggle scornfully, or to get angry, or to react in any one of the ways Marylin would react to such a ridiculous request. But she didn’t do any of those things, though.

She froze.

One minute she was Marylin, smiling, breathing, lovingly grinning at him. A minute later she was the slack-jawed empty thing he had seen when he came in, rigid, vacant-eyed, drained of all life and personality and motion.

He walked up to the thing that had been his wife and gently touched her forehead. It was cold. The warmth that had been Marylin was just part of the illusion.

Illusion. He felt chilled.

“Come out of it,” he said hoarsely. “Wake up, Marylin. Unfreeze.”

It was as if a light-switch had been turned; she awoke, life flowing back into her.

“What was that you said, Phil? I’m afraid I didn’t quite hear yo—” 

“Freeze.”

She froze again. On, off. Flick, flick. Just a puppet.

Marsh walked to the window and looked outside. It was just an ordinary Brooklyn afternoon, kids coming home from school, a punch-ball game going on in the street, a young mother rocking her baby to sleep across the way where it was sunny, a policeman directing traffic at the big intersection up ahead.

He looked back at the empty Marylin. He wondered how much of the world was illusion, how much real. He wondered how he had stumbled into this nightmare.

I would have been better off if I never met that devil Davenport, he thought bitterly. He started me thinking about this. If I hadn’t started it I’d still be happy, still have Marylin. And the whole damned world.

Almost without knowing what he was doing, he slipped on a jacket that had hung in his closet two years, walked past the frozen Marylin-thing, past his abandoned duffel-bag, and out the door. He didn’t bother locking it.

He started down the stairs. A creaking sound came from below, and a fat figure rounded the balustrade on the second floor. Mrs. Giovanetti, the landlady.

Her round little eyes beamed as she caught sight of him. “Why, Mr. Marsh! You weren’t supposed to be back till Friday, and I was going to bake a cake for—”

“Freeze,” he said. “Turn yourself off.”

Mrs. Giovanetti seemed to slump into herself and stood lump-like on the stairs like a potato sack. Shuddering, Marsh walked around her and continued on down. He wished he had come back on Friday. If he hadn’t caught Marylin by surprise that way, this wouldn’t be happening.

––––––––
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He came out into the bright clean sunlight. A boy and a dog came by: the boy about eight, dirty-faced, the dog a wire-haired terrier that didn’t like being held on its leash.

“Hey, kid.”

“Yeah, mister?”

“I’m tired of you. Stop being alive.”

The boy became a statue of a boy. And the terrier stopped straining at the leash and froze, just like that, leaning forward with its tongue half-out.

Marsh kept going. 

The delivery boy bringing up the groceries—a pimple-faced teenager who was probably worrying about the draft himself. Marsh froze him, extracted the pseudo-life with a word.

The policeman waving the cars on became a blue-clad statue. The cars obediently stopped; Marsh stepped off the sidewalk and came over to the driver of the first car.

He was a balding man in his fifties. He leaned out the open window and Marsh froze him. A Buick behind them started to honk. Marsh made the honking stop.

A cold sort of numbness grew in him as he moved on down the block, heading toward the subway. His feet were taking him on; he had no idea of where he was going, or why. But it took just a word to drain life from the puppets he met.

At the corner newsstand, an old woman was sitting behind a stack of newspapers. Marsh put down a dime, picked up a paper, and froze her. He took back his dime. The newspaper had all the usual news, the crises and the Presidential statements, the UN debates and the baseball scores. The Dodgers were in third place, battling for second. The President was returning from his vacation, smiling, tanned, healthy-looking. 

“Is it all a game?” Marsh asked out loud. “Played out for my benefit only? Am I the only real one?”

It looked that way.

“What’s that, Mister?” a passing truck-driver asked. “You got troubles?”

Marsh froze him too.

He moved on...on through this world of stringless puppets that danced out their dramas for him. He wondered if it went on this way all over the world, or just where he was. He had been in Germany, seen the fräuleins and gulped the Bock beer. Was Germany frozen in pseudo-death now that he was in America? For that matter, did people freeze every time he looked the other way?

There wasn’t any way of finding that out, he thought. I’m the only one that’s real. In the whole damned world.

It was a shocking, numbing realisation.

He reached the subway; busy shoppers jostled past him as if they didn’t know he could stop them in their tracks with a word, or perhaps a thought or a sour look. Marsh scooped change out of his pockets and scowled when he saw he had no tokens. The line at the change-booth was ten or twelve people long.

But there was an easy solution. He moved up the line, freezing them as he went, and reached the front. The change-booth keeper was staring pop-eyed at him.

“You can freeze too,” Marsh said. He reached into the booth and took a token for himself. What did stealing fifteen cents matter now? What did anything matter?

It was like moving through a world of soap-bubbles that popped at his command.

The uptown express came along, crowded. Marsh stepped inside and rode silently to Manhattan, listening to the conversations going on all around him, to the flapping of mouths with no meaning intended. Bitterly he glanced from one face to another. Behind the flickering eyes, behind the faces and the smiles—nothing, he thought. Just emptiness.

The train arrived at Grand Central. Marsh stepped out, stuck his head back into the train, and said, “I’m tired of all of you. Stop!”

Conversation died away. Marsh left the train, conscious of the trail of demolition he was leaving behind him, knowing that none of it mattered at all.

It was funny, he thought, how your world could fall apart like this. Your nice, normal world, with a pretty wife and a house in Brooklyn and your army discharge papers in your pocket, becoming nothing but puppetry and illusion. Soap-bubbles.

He stepped out of the subway station at Madison and 42nd. Traffic whizzed by; busy people were heading home for dinner. The streets were jammed.

Marsh cupped his hands and yelled, “Anyone who can hear this, stop! I order you! Me!”

Within a radius of twenty feet or so, all
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