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Mr. Mottle had his problems, but he was chiefly concerned over the fact that they might not be his problems, after all. If his thoughts couldn't be tamed, that is, there might be a lot of people with no problems at alt, ever!
 
-
 
              "Just relax," said Dr. Forth-by. "Try not to think of things."
 
              Mr. Mottle threw himself back on the couch and shut his eyes.
 
              "What sort of things would be best, Doctor?" he asked briskly.
 
              "I don't believe I understand ..." began Dr. Forthby.
 
              "Not to think of, you know," explained his visitor.
 
              "But my dear sir! I want you to think of nothing; nothing whatever."
 
              Mr. Mottle's face took on a dubious expression. He screwed his eyes tighter and wrinkled his forehead in obvious effort.
 
              The psychiatrist sighed. "I'm afraid you don't quite get the idea," he said patiently. "I want you to relax, to sweep all thought from your mind."
 
              "Can I use sawdust?" Mr. Mottle's voice was hopeful.
 
              Dr. Forthby's was not. He had had a hard day. "Sawdust?" he said. "Sawdust!"
 
              "It would be easier to sweep out something definite like that. Cleaners always use sawdust. But I won't, if you'd rather not. Anything I can make a picture of will do instead—clouds, doorsills, cauliflower—I don't care. But then, perhaps you don't like cauliflower either. Lots of people don't."
 
              Dr. Forthby gave a noticeable start. He stroked the back of his head as though brushing away some unrevealed impulse.
 
              "Really, Mister—ah—Mister Mottle. Now try to be a good patient. Just relax. Don't think at all. It's quite easy."
 
              "But it isn't—not for me," complained Mr. Mottle. "It would be if you'd only give me something definite to picture. You see, I know exactly how to sweep a picture from my mind."
 
              The doctor hesitated and asked patiently, "How do you do that?"
 
              His visitor eagerly explained: "I just go pouff! and they vanish. Like the figures set up in a computator, you know, when you press the clearing lever."
 
              He stopped, stared at the doctor's amused expression, frowned, and then said belligerently: "You don't believe me, do you? Well, I can! Any picture at all—except an idiosyncrasy, perhaps. I was never rude enough to try that, but I could if I wanted to."
 
              Dr. Forthby, looking for something upon which to start a more professional conversation, was torn still further adrift from familiar moorings, but maintained polite interest.
 
              "Idiosyncrasy?" he repeated.
 
              "A person having one, I mean, of course. Almost everybody does. Mr. Weardon, my boss, can't think without pulling the lobe of his ear." Mr., Mottle shut his eyes. "I can see him now," he continued, "pulling away ... no, he's stopped. He's just staring at me ... staring as if he was afraid, perhaps."
 
              "Think of something else," suggested the doctor hastily.
 
              "Somebody else, you mean. Things don't have idiosyncrasies, doctor.. How about the man at the corner grocery—will he do? He keeps rubbing the counter with the palm of his hand while he talks. There it is now—rubbing. I suppose I could make him vanish if you want me to." Mr. Mottle screwed his eyes still tighter and puffed out his cheeks. Then he hesitated, let his breath go again with a great sigh, and opened his eyes.
 
              "I haven't the heart, Dr. Forthby. He stopped rubbing and looked so frightened, standing there behind his counter. You'll have to suggest something else I'm afraid—something besides sawdust or cauliflower, of course."
 
              Dr. Forthby said, "Dear me!" and shook his head. He picked up his notebook and in a firm hand wrote "MOTTLE" at the top of a page.
 
              "Mr. Mottle," he said impressively, "we simply must not continue like this. Relax any way you please. It doesn't matter—I say it does not matter what you think about. Now, just when did you first notice that your friends seemed to avoid you?"
 
              "Before I came here to the city. The last month I worked with Dr. Alsop he had begun looking queerly at me. I can't think why. I had been there for years; why, when I started with him it was still called the Manhattan Project."
 
              "You worked on atomic research? I see."
 
              "Up to three months ago. Oh, not one of the important jobs. I'm just a glorified bookkeeper, really. I do statistics now for Mr. Weardon—insurance statistics. You know, checking rates against average losses from accidents; automobiles, step-ladders, bathtubs—that sort of thing."
 
              "Yes, yes. But your previous work; did it subject you to actual radiation at any time?"
 
              "How did you know that? It shouldn't have, but one day the Geiger inspector found our whole office was hot—probably had been for a week or more. We had to move to a new building and have the furniture tested piece by piece. It was something spilled on the rug. But that was years ago; Dr. Alsop was normal until just recently."
 
-
 
              "What exactly did he do then?"
 
              "Nothing in particular. He began to look strangely at me mornings when I came to the office. He'd give just a frightened sort of nod, without smiling. So I'd hang Up my hat and go to my desk. Then after awhile he'd suddenly start to act perfectly all right again for the rest of the day. Next day, likely as not, it would all begin again."
 
              "Didn't you ever ask what was the matter?"
 
              "One day I did. I'd taken some papers home to work on and when I came in next morning I went right to his desk. He shrank away, so I slapped them down in front of him and said, 'Look here, Dr. Alsop, is there something the matter with my face?' and he put out his hand to touch the papers, as if he had to force himself to do it. But when he touched them, he gave a gasp of relief and said, 'Why there's nothing the matter with your face, nothing at all, my dear fellow—no indeed!' talking fast and looking embarrassed."
 
              "Were the papers something important?"
 
              "No. He didn't even read them until later. No, it was the actual touch that seemed to reassure him, as if he hadn't believed the papers were real—though that's silly, isn't it? ... But how about Mr. Weardon? How about the groceryman? How about all my friends here?"
 
              "He had been exposed to radiation too, you said?"
 
              "Of course; we were in the same office ... Oh, I see. You think it may have done something to him."
 
              "We know very little about the effect of atomic radiation on the human brain, Mr. Mottle."
 
              "Hm. These people seem to behave much the same way as your Dr. Alsop, do they? Tell me about one of them. Tell everything just the way it happened."
 
              "Well, there was Anne ..." Mr. Mottle hesitated, t "She slapped my face," he said in a hurried mutter.
 
              "Did she say why?" asked the doctor, scribbling rapidly in his notebook.
 
              "She said I was a miserable peeping-Tom. Doctor, I hadn't been near her for a week. We had a date to go to the movies together Saturday afternoon. When I called for her she opened the door, said that, slapped my face, and slammed the door shut again. That's all I know about it."
 
              "You had not seen her for a week before that, eh?" said Dr. Forthby, looking doubtful.
 
              Mr. Mottle blushed. "Well," he said, "not to really see her. I had pictured her once or twice in my mind. The night before, I remember, I was sitting with my eyes shut, just dreaming you know ..."
 
              "And?"
 
              "Oh ... she had been getting undressed for bed, so I apologized and opened my eyes again quick."
 
              "Where were you? In your own room?"
 
              Mr. Mottle looked at him somberly and nodded. "I'd been reading. It was late. I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes for two seconds—that was all. Do you suppose she saw me, Doctor, when I saw her? All my friends—they're afraid of something you know. It sounds crazy, but do you suppose they're afraid I'm not really there, sometimes?"
 
              "I'm not sure of your exact meaning."
 
              "Well," Mr. Mottle cleared his throat. "Look here. If they saw me every time I shut my eyes to picture them, mightn't they mix up the real and the visionary?"
 
              "But surely, Mr. Mottle, they can't see a vision of yours, you know. A vision is something that exists only in the mind of the person who has it. It cannot possibly be broadcast to others. There must be some other explanation for all this."
 
              "I don't pretend to explain it, Doctor. I just wonder, that's all. You say yourself you don't know all the effects of atomic radiation on people's minds."
 
              "How did you come to leave Dr. Alsop?" asked the doctor.
 
              "Well, the personnel director wouldn't give any reason, but I wasn't the only one they let go about that time. They only gave me a week's notice, though they did disgorge two months' salary. Dr. Alsop was away that week, but he couldn't have done anything for me if he'd been there."
 
              "Did you see him again?"
 
              "No, I never did. I left a goodbye note, of course; and he answered it saying how sorry he was and all that." Mr. Mottle closed his eyes. "I can picture him now, scratching his chin with one finger and staring at me the way he used to. His eyes ... they're afraid, that's what I think. He's grown a little heavier in the past few months."
 
              "You see very vivid pictures of people, don't you?"
 
              "Just as if I stood right beside them," answered Mr. Mottle.
 
              Dr. Forthby looked at him thoughtfully. "Are you still seeing Dr. Alsop?"
 
              "No. I'm seeing you now," was the answer. "You-have a peculiar way of rubbing the back of your head with your left hand—did you know?"
 
-
 
              Dr. Forthby quickly brought his hand to the desk and peered doubtfully at Mr. Mottle's tightly closed eyes. He was silent a moment, then he pursed his lips and nodded to himself.
 
              "Did you ever wonder, Mr. Mottle, if perhaps all the people are all in a conspiracy to deceive you? That everything you are permitted to see and hear is just pretense and as soon as you have gone away everyone talks about you and plans what to do next?"
 
              'His patient sat up, wide-eyed. "How terrible!" he exclaimed. "When did you begin to feel that way, Doctor?"
 
              Dr. Forthby laughed a little uncomfortably. "We are discussing your case, not mine. I have no such ideas myself."
 
              "Then how," pointed out Mr. Mottle shrewdly, "how did you know exactly what it felt like."
 
              The doctor pounced. "Then that is an exact description?"
 
              Mr. Mottle looked solicitous. "All I know is your description seemed exact—precise if you prefer that word. Are you sure you don't feel ... but there, I'm the patient, not you, of course."
 
              Dr. Forthby breathed heavily and seemed to be discouraged.
 
              "We simply must find some way to bring all this down to real life, Mr. Mottle," he said at last. "You have a very strong imagination indeed, but you surely realize the difference between pictures in your mind and real flesh-and-blood people. You must realize there is something abnormal about these visions of yours. Of course you do; that's why you are here asking me to help you. Now I notice that you have a strong mental resistance against ... poufflng ... the vision of a living person. I want you to picture some acquaintance and pouff him—here and now, please. I believe in facing fancy with fact, Mr. Mottle."
 
              Obediently,' Mr. Mottle shut his eyes. There was a minute of silence. Then he said: "Hello, Dr. Alsop! I never got back to say good-bye properly. I want ... the fact is, my doctor wants ... excuse me a minute, please, I'll be right back."
 
              He opened his eyes reproachfully upon Dr. Forthby and whispered urgently; "Look here, I just can't do it, Doctor."
 
              Dr. Forthby leaned forward impressively. "I suggest there is no need of preliminary conversation with your mental image of this Dr. Alsop."
 
              "Mental image? Yes, I suppose that's all he is." Mr. Mottle looked dubiously around the office and once again closed his eyes. He screwed his face into a determined appearance, gulped, blushed, puffed out his cheeks and said, "Pouff!"
 
              Sudden dismay struck his countenance. Eyes still shut, he leaped to his feet sending the chair crashing to the floor.
 
              "Good Lord! I didn't mean to hurt you, sir ... I didn't know it would knock you over. I hope you're not badly hurt, Dr. Alsop? There ... you can get back to your feet, anyway ... don't look at me that way, please! I didn't mean it, I tell you! Keep away ... Keep off me!" His voice rose to a shout; his arm, palm out warded an imaginary blow.
 
              Dr. Forthby stepped briskly over to his side and rested one hand gently on his shoulder. Mr. Mottle opened his eyes.
 
              "It's all right," said the doctor. "Only the two of us here in my office. Let me set this chair upright so you can sit down."
 
              Mr. Mottle said: "I hope you know what you're doing, doctor."
 
              Dr. Forthby looked as if he hoped so too, but was silent. He sat down at his desk and picked up his pencil to write the word "mania" on the pad, but added a questionmark after it.
 
              Mr. Mottle said: "I might have killed him, you know!" He was silent for awhile, frowning. His face brightened.
 
              "Say! If I could kill Dr. Alsop, I could kill anybody I liked—didn't like, I mean of course. Why, if I'd realized my powers in time I could have stopped the war. I could have pouffed out Hitler himself! I'm a secret weapon, that's what I am. I ought to go down to Washington and get put on the Army payroll. Thank goodness you were here all the time, Doctor. They'd never believe me at all if I didn't have you to back up my word about what happened."
 
              Dr. Forthby's pencil scratched out the questionmark. He "answered slowly:
 
              "All I saw was you sitting in your chair, until you jumped out of it. All I heard was you talking, Mr. Mottle. All I know is what you tell me. You are the one who has this ... this gift ... not me."
 
              "That's so. But—oh well, you could phone Dr. Alsop's office couldn't you?" His face fell. "I wish you hadn't made me pouff him. He didn't like me too much before that, but now—you should have seen' the way he glared at me. He'd have killed me if he could! Still, it was a sort of accident. You didn't know what would happen. He got to his feet right away, so he couldn't have been badly hurt. Why don't you phone him? Or shall I?"
 
              "If he denied everything, would it convince you that it was all your imagination?"
 
              "But why would he deny it? It happened!"
 
-
 
              Dr. Forthby shook his head impatiently. "Will you admit that you might have imagined it all?"
 
              "Well ... of course ... I might."
 
              The psychiatrist nodded at the phone. "Dial his number. I'll speak to him."
 
              Mr. Mottle dialed. Dr. Forthby took the receiver.
 
              "Dr. Alsop's office? May I speak to Dr. Alsop please?"
 
              In the pause his pencil made a heavy line under the word on the pad before him. Then he turned to the phone. "My name is Forthby, Dr. Forthby. I am speaking for a patient of mine, a Mr. Mottle ... my address? It is 740 West 42nd Street, but why ... yes, Mr. Mottle is here with me now ..." The phone snarled a half minute and ceased with a loud click.
 
              Dr. Forthby turned to his patient with doubt on his face.
 
              "He seems to be a rather unreasonable man, Mr. Mottle. He says he is going to take steps immediately so that this continual persecution stops, whatever that means. I understood you to say you had not been near him for some months?"
 
              "He's furious at me. Well, I can't help that. I hope you're convinced now, Dr. Forthby., May I call Washington and tell the War Department about me? I suppose it's our duty as good citizens to do that, isn't it? I really ought to have an armed guard, I suppose. If the least inkling of all this were to leak out there'd be enemy agents after me for sure."
 
              Dr. Forthby looked convinced at last. His pencil wrote the word "dangerous" on the pad and he tore off the sheet to slip into the drawer of his desk before he answered.
 
              "I could get you in a safe place for a day or two, if you are worried. Perhaps it would be better in view of this extraordinary occurrence. Few places are safer than a private room in-the hospital, with an interne on guard. Then, with you safe, I could get in touch with Washington. I think they'd be more likely to believe me, rather than you."
 
              Mr. Mottle nodded. "Good," he said. "It is an extraordinary affair come to think of it. Perhaps your way would be best—I'd hardly believe it myself if I hadn't been through it all. Where is this hospital of yours?"
 
              "I'll go with you," said the doctor, getting to his feet.
 
              Mr. Mottle leaped suddenly from his chair and dodged behind it, staring with alarm at the right side of the room. He gripped the back of his chair defensively and nervously licked his lips. '
 
              Dr. Forthby's hand had reached toward the buzzer-button on his desk, but as Mr. Mottle seemed quiet for the moment, he relaxed, glanced around the empty office, and frowned.
 
              "What do you want?" Mr. Mottle whispered to the wall.
 
              He seemed to listen, and a startled expression spread over his features.
 
              "But Dr. Alsop," he protested, "I don't harry you. You've got it all wrong, sir! I like you! It's you that ..." he ceased talking and listened again. His lips tightened. He thrust his chin forward angrily.
 
              "All right, then," he snapped at last. "If that's the way you want it, you can blame yourself for what happens. I hardly pouffed you at all, before."
 
-
 
              More listening to the wall, while Dr. Forthby stood, cautious and alert.
 
              "Yes, damn it!" Mr. Mottle barked, as though in answer to something. "We'll have it out now, if you want. Dr. Forthby here will see fair play. Each man steps two paces forward and the doctor will give the signal to ... to fire, I suppose it is."
 
              He turned, cool and imperturbable all of a sudden.
 
              "If you will be so kind, sir, when we have taken our positions, count three slowly. Then drop your handkerchief."
 
              Mr. Mottle pulled back his shoulders into military straight-ness. He strode with dignity over to the wall behind him and turned. Then, watching the opposite wall, he took two slow paces forward, to stand waiting. After a moment's pause, he announced in a low voice, "We are ready, Dr. Forthby."
 
              Dr. Forthby glanced at the door that led out of the room, then at Mr. Mottle, who had buttoned his coat and was standing stiffly at attention.
 
              "Very well, if your ... if Dr. Alsop is ready ..." he gravely inspected the blank wall on his right for a measured moment and cleared his throat.
 
              "One."
 
              Mr. Mottle tensed. "Two."
 
              Mr. Mottle breathed in an enormous lungful of air. "Three."
 
              Mr. Mottle puffed out his cheeks, face purple, eyes bulging.
 
              The handkerchief fell to the carpet.
 
              "Pouff!" went Mr. Mottle.
 
-
 
              Dr. Forthby's jaw dropped. He stared swiftly at the door, still tightly shut, at the window, open an inch for air, at the unrevealing walls, the floor, the ceiling.
 
              Then he sank back into his seat with the look of a man whose whole civilization had come crashing about his head.
 
              There before him lay the handkerchief; there stood the empty chair in the middle of the room; there rested Mr. Mottle's hat on the small table near the door.
 
              But Mr. Mottle had vanished.
 
 
 
The End
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