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INTRODUCTION,
by John Betancourt

Harlan Ellison was one of the funniest people I have ever known. He was a master storyteller in person, whether at an intimate dinner or in front of crowds of hundreds at a convention. Like any good comedian, he never let the truth stand in the way of a laugh—I still remember his tale of sending a dead gopher to a publisher (along with a recipe for gopher stew from Anne McCaffrey’s cook, Cooking Out of This World) in an attempt to recover the rights to one of his old books. He had his audience laughing hysterically. 

I didn’t have the heart to point out that the “gophers” in the recipe were a type of turtle, so it was a turtle soup recipe. I had just republished Cooking Out of This World and knew its contents intimately from proofreading hundreds of recipes. Including the gopher recipe.

If you never encountered Harlan in person, though, you might not realize he was anything but deadly serious. His best and most famous fiction has a true bite to it and demands to be taken seriously. News stories tended to emphasize the causes he felt passionate about, such as the Equal Rights Amendment. Even his more most comic nonfiction tended toward the biting and satiric rather than laugh-out-loud, Dave Barry style comedy.

Turn back the dial to the days he was getting started as a writer in the 1950s, though, and you’ll find some surprising work, such as “The Annals of Aardvark,” a rather silly fantasy we published recently. (I can see it starting with the line, “An aarvark, and elephant, and two Valkyries walk into a bar...”) 

Toward the end of the 1950s, Harlan was gaining traction as a fantastist, and his stories were appearing regularly in many magazines. One of his serious efforts, “Biddy and the Silver Man,” appeared in 1957 in Fantastic magazine under the pseudonym “E.K. Jarvis.”

Enjoy.
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BIDDY AND THE SILVER MAN,
by Harlan Ellison

It was a typical blazing Arizona day. Pitiless sun distorting the desert and making Sage Bend look like a toy town off in the distance. Sage Bend and the surrounding desert were bone-dry, furnace-hot, and generally depressing, but there were compensations. Buck liked it and Biddy liked it because it was a country where a small crippled girl and a tiny burro could go almost anywhere they pleased without danger.
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