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The little man was quite a practical joker. He had a killer-diller of an answer when asked about that trunk label.
 
-
 
              There were six of us in the stuffy compartment of the old-fashioned railroad coach. The compartment was one of those five-seats-a-side affairs dating back a couple of decades, and the coach itself was a lumbering monstrosity of the kind that occasionally gets exhumed to relieve abnormal pressure on rolling stock.
 
              Opposite me sat a fat man named Joe. I knew that was his name because he was so addressed by the slightly less fat man squatting at his side. The latter's name was Al. The opposing corner of the same seat was occupied by a traveling salesman with weary but calculating eyes. Facing him, at the other end of my own seat, was a young couple married just long enough to converse without cooing.
 
              For the last seventy miles Joe and Al had analyzed the political situation in reverberating undertones and with sweaty morbidity. The salesman had divided his attention between their conversation, a dog-eared copy of the Heating Engineer's Manual, and the young couple's amateurish impression of marital old-timers.
 
              With many rumbles and several jolts the long train snaked its way through a grid of maybe fifty criss-crossing lines. Air hissed under the coaches as they came to a stop. Joe and Al fell silent. We could hear doors banging and slamming as people got out and others got in.
 
              "Manhanigan," said the salesman, rubbing condensation from his window and peering through. "And it's raining like the very devil."
 
              Then the door to our compartment was suddenly jerked open and a little man scrambled in. Carefully, he closed the door behind him, beamed upon us all, selected a seat on the side opposite me, halfway between Al and the drummer.
 
              "Some downpour," he remarked, mopping rain from his face with a large, purple handkerchief. "Beautiful!" He beamed again, and sighed ecstatically. "All that water!"
 
              In the usual way, all eyes examined the newcomer. He was a new factor in our idle hour, a fresh circumstance to relieve our boredom. Erect and amiable, his small feet set together on the floor, he sat nursing his bag on his lap and tolerated our scrutiny.
 
              He had a plump, clean-shaven face surrounding a puckish mouth. His hair was iron-gray, rather long, very curly. His torso was small, slightly paunchy, and his legs were just long enough to reach the floor. Only his eyes were remarkable: they were very alert, very much alive.
 
              "Train's rather late, folks," he said, brightly.
 
              "We're running twelve minutes behind schedule," the salesman informed. "There's trouble higher up the line." He leaned sidewise, tried to look discreetly at the little man's bag.
 
              "Too bad," said the little man. "Promptitude is one essential of efficiency."
 
              "And what," asked the salesman, grinning, "might be the others?"
 
              "Energy, foresight and imagination," responded the little man, complacently. He smiled paternally upon the young couple, who immediately resumed their interest in each other.
 
              The salesman subsided, riffled the pages of his book. Joe ceased his rumblings at Al, said, "Huh?" and stared across his companion's stomach toward the newly arrived oracle. The little man shifted his sociable beam to me.
 
-
 
              It was then I noticed his bag. The salesman was still sneaking looks at it. An unusual bag. It was cylindrical in shape, with a handle in the middle of its length, and it seemed to be made of a very exotic type of snakeskin. There wasn't any visible opening, nor anything that looked like a lock. I could just glimpse a brilliantly colored sticker on the end nearest the salesman.
 
              After a couple of minutes, I lost interest, rubbed the window, watched the rain-drenched scenery as it rushed past at sixty miles an hour. We covered thirty miles before my attention returned. Al and Joe were now silent, sunk into a coma of porcine rumination. But the salesman was studying the imperturbable little man with furtive intensity, and the newlyweds also had their eyes upon him.
 
              Following the young couple's gaze, I found they were looking at the bag. Its owner had turned it around in his lap so that its end now faced us. We could see the sticker plainly. It looked lurid. A printed piece of glossy paper about six inches by four, in brilliant colors, it depicted an enormous building resembling a great pink pyramid set with a thousand windows. A bold line of wavy print ran underneath. The print looked like Arabic.
 
              "How long," asked the little man, "will it take to Farburg?"
 
              "About another ten minutes," I told him. He seemed anxious to converse. My eyes returned to the bag.
 
              "Thank you very much," he responded, with extreme politeness. His smile was all-embracing.
 
              Funny thing, that adornment on his bag. I'd been around plenty in my time, and had collected labels, tags and stickers all the way from Leopoldsville to Tongatabu—but I'd never seen one like the one he'd got. Neither had I ever encountered script of the sort printed under his picture. What was it, Persian, Sanscrit, Arabic or Bashi-Bazouk?
 
              The salesman displayed more enterprise than any of us. Cocking an inquisitive eye, he said:
 
              "Stranger around these parts?"
 
              "Oh, quite!" assured the little man, very definitely.
 
              He was willing enough to talk, but he wasn't making the conversation. That sticker of his tantalized me. Where did they use writing of that sort, and what was the country where they had skyscrapers like pink pyramids?
 
              No harm in asking, anyway. I hated being thought unduly nosey— but he seemed far too easy-going to resent a question or two. The young couple were still staring fascinatedly at the label, the salesman was still fidgeting around in his attempts to examine it once more, and even Al and Joe were becoming conscious of the presence of something interesting. As the train hammered over a junction, the bag trembled on its owner's plump little knees. Colors shifted and flickered deep within the surface of the snake-skin.
 
-
 
              "I beg your pardon, Mr.—er—?"
 
              "Wisel," said the little man, looking supremely gratified. "My name is Wisel."
 
              "Thank you. Mine's Russell. I don't wish to appear impertinent, but that sticker you've got on your bag—"
 
              "Ah, yes, the sticker," he said. "An hotel label. You know how they slap them on. Quite decorative when you have a collection."
 
              "I'm curious concerning the building pictured on it."
 
              "Oh, that!" Everyone was sitting up by now. "That's the Red Range Hotel."
 
              "And the writing?" I persisted. "I must confess it's strange to me."
 
              He beamed, and said:
 
              "The writing is pure Comric, a streamlined script, what you might call a form of shorthand."
 
              "Really?" I mouthed, completely defeated. "Thanks!" I gave it up. In a way, I felt sorry I'd asked.
 
              He edged the bag around to a more comfortable position, still clinging to it tightly. Al and Joe now got a full view of the subject under discussion. The fat pair mooned at it unimaginatively. A strange silence pervaded the compartment and remained while the train snaked a bend and trundled into Farburg. I got up, struggled into my raincoat, made ready to depart. So did the little man.
 
              The salesman couldn't stand it any longer. His calculating eyes became desperate as the mysterious Wisel stood by the door, bag in one hand, waiting for the train to stop.
 
              "Say, mister, where in hell is the Red Range Hotel, and who in hell writes pure Comric?"
 
              The train stopped.
 
              "Mars and the Martians," said Wisel, calmly. Then he opened the door and stepped out.
 
              I got out right behind him, glanced back into the compartment. Al and Joe were glooming through the open door with slightly shocked expressions. Back of them, the drummer was leaning forward addressing the newlyweds with much bitterness.
 
              He was saying to them:
 
              "See that? He comes along with a gag and I bite! Doggone it, he walks in with a gag and I bite on it!"
 
-
 
              I caught up with the little man as he trotted swiftly toward the exit. He looked up and smiled as he saw me.
 
              "You don't believe it," he asserted, happily. "Neither does anyone else. It's handy, you know. Enables me to go places without overmuch bother."
 
              Hardly knowing what to make of him, I asked:
 
              "Where are you going?"
 
              "Looking around, looking around," he replied, airily. "Naturally, I wish to see all I can and learn all I can in the time that is available." He beamed up at me, his bag swinging in his hand. "D'you know, I was led to believe that I'd be hunted to death like a desert yoogar. But no! Not a soul believes anything, and that simplifies my task."
 
              "Brother," I said, "It sure is an awfully hard story to swallow." We slowed down as the exiting crowd reached the bottleneck of the barrier. I got out my ticket.
 
              He went in front of me. I was watching him closely, very closely. With the utmost nonchalance, he offered the waiting collector an empty hand. Casually, the collector took nothing out of the hand, snipped the piece of invisibility with his clippers, tossed it into a box. Then he took my ticket. I was still dazed when Wisel said: "So pleased to have met you! Farewell!" and scrambled into a waiting hack.
 
              My mind was in a whirl, mostly occupied with suspicions concerning my own sight. I looked at the hack, I looked at passers-by. He must have hypnotized that collector. There wasn't any other explanation.
 
              The taxi's engine started up just as I reached it. I stuck my head in the window, opened my mouth to say something, found myself staring straight into the ireful eyes of a white-haired, full bosomed old dowager. She stabbed me through raised lorgnettes.
 
              "Young man!" she snapped.
 
              "Sorry, lady," I apologized.
 
              Then the cab was off. I watched it purr down the ramp and into the street. Darn it, I'd seen Wisel get into that hack right under my very nose. He couldn't be a Martian—that was all baloney. And even if he was, he couldn't change himself at a moment's notice into a matronly old duck.
 
              He just couldn't.
 
              No, he couldn't.
 
              Couldn't he?
 
              Letting out a wild yell I rushed after that hack. Too late of course. Wisel or not, she'd been holding his bag.
 
 
 
The End
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