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  For my mother, Adrienne Adams Doyle, without whom I would never have passed through that mysterious door into Maine.




  INTRODUCTION




  
I           Musings on Maine and the Roots of Modern Science Fiction and Fantasy




  by Noreen Doyle




  

    “Every boy has his first book; I mean to say, one book among all others which in early youth first fascinates his imagination, and at once excites and satisfies the desires of his mind. To me this first book was the ‘Sketch-Book’ of Washington Irving . . . Whenever I open the pages of the ‘Sketch-Book,’ I open also that mysterious door which leads back into the haunted chambers of youth.”




    —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1859


  




  Washington Irving was a New York writer, but what Longfellow glimpsed through that mysterious door of Irving’s prose was the haunted chambers of a youth Longfellow had spent in Maine.




  Of course, no Mainer looks only back toward the past. As much as we cherish our heritage and traditions, our state motto is, after all, Dirigo (“I Lead”). Take the case of Frank Andrew Munsey (1854–1925). Born in Mercer, he became a frustrated telegraph office manager in Augusta who wanted “the future . . . and with it the big world.” After considering railroads, steel, and banking, Munsey forged his future in publishing.




  He emigrated from Augusta to New York City in 1882 with his editorial ideas in tow. Persevering through a series of financial crises, Munsey founded a weekly paper that evolved into a monthly called The Argosy. Starting in 1896, he printed it in magazine format on inexpensive wood-pulp paper: through Yankee frugality, Munsey invented the pulp magazine.




  Periodicals had been publishing science fiction, fantasy, and horror since long before Munsey arrived on the scene, but the real flowering of genre short fiction occurred within the pulps of the twentieth century. Although not “science fiction magazines” as such, The Argosy and Munsey’s other periodicals did present readers with all manner of speculative fiction. Perhaps most famously, Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan was born in Munsey’s All-Story. Rival publications followed Munsey’s lead into the pulp fiction market. Names of magazines and authors still well-known today debuted in the ensuing decades: Weird Tales, Amazing Stories, Astounding, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction; Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clark, Robert Heinlein, Philip K. Dick, and others. Science fiction’s Golden Age and its giants emerged from the foundation of Munsey’s economizing innovation.




  These authors owed a sort of second-hand debt to yet another Mainer, novelist and critic John Neal (1793–1876). In 1829, Neal praised a book entitled Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane and Minor Poems. The young poet called Neal’s review “the very first words of encouragement I ever remember to have heard.” And so it was thanks to the Portland native that Edgar Allan Poe gained footing for his success—and the genre gained one of its most important founding fathers.




  Although Neal himself is largely forgotten, his literary theory laid the groundwork for authors from Longfellow to Mark Twain and countless others besides. Neal’s own novels and short fiction cannot be called fantasy, but they were highly Gothic and he clearly appreciated Poe’s fantastical imagination. Neal advocated the use of American—especially New England—characters and settings to form the basis of a genuinely American literary tradition.




  So Neal might have approved of the twenty-one speculative fiction writers assembled here, each one inspired by Maine and its people. (And Munsey might have published them, too, given the chance.) Both two-time Maine governor Edward Kent and the incomparable Missouri writer Mark Twain give us nineteenth-century views of future Maines, while Elizabeth Hand’s Nebula Award-winning story and Daniel Hatch’s tale afford us post-9/11 glimpses of days to come. Edgar Pangborn, whose first fiction appeared during the Golden Age, leads us deep into the primeval Maine forest. Maine’s towering contribution to modern fiction, Stephen King, drives us down nearly forgotten (but unforgettable) backwoods roads. In Gardner Dozois’s strange Skowhegan, Jack Chalker’s interdimensional maritime ferry crossings, and other writers’ lakes, woods, and towns, the reader will encounter just a few of Maine’s many haunted chambers.




  But first an account—a true account—by Henry David Thoreau will carry us over the threshold of that mysterious door:




  
II         Two Excerpts from “Ktaadn”




  by Henry David Thoreau




  Ktaadn, whose name is an Indian word signifying highest land, was first ascended by white men in 1804. It was visited by Professor J. W. Bailey of West Point in 1836; by Dr. Charles T. Jackson, the State Geologist, in 1837; and by two young men from Boston in 1845. All these have given accounts of their expeditions. Since I was there, two or three other parties have made the excursion, and told their stories. Besides these, very few, even among backwoodsmen and hunters, have ever climbed it, and it will be a long time before the tide of fashionable travel sets that way. The mountainous region of the State of Maine stretches from near the White Mountains, northeasterly one hundred and sixty miles, to the head of the Aroostook River, and is about sixty miles wide. The wild or unsettled portion is far more extensive. So that some hours only of travel in this direction will carry the curious to the verge of a primitive forest, more interesting, perhaps, on all accounts, than they would reach by going a thousand miles westward.




  Perhaps I most fully realized that this was primeval, untamed, and forever untameable Nature, or whatever else men call it, while coming down this part of the mountain. We were passing over “Burnt Lands,” burnt by lightning, perchance, though they showed no recent marks of fire, hardly so much as a charred stump, but looked rather like a natural pasture for the moose and deer, exceedingly wild and desolate, with occasional strips of timber crossing them, and low poplars springing up, and patches of blueberries here and there. I found myself traversing them familiarly, like some pasture run to waste, or partially reclaimed by man; but when I reflected what man, what brother or sister or kinsman of our race made it and claimed it, I expected the proprietor to rise up and dispute my passage. It is difficult to conceive of a region uninhabited by man. We habitually presume his presence and influence everywhere. And yet we have not seen pure Nature, unless we have seen her thus vast and dread and inhuman, though in the midst of cities. Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful. I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers had made there, the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no man’s garden, but the unhandselled globe. It was not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland, nor lea, nor arable, nor wasteland. It was the fresh and natural surface of the planet Earth, as it was made for ever and ever,—to be the dwelling of man, we say,—so Nature made it, and man may use it if he can. Man was not to be associated with it. It was Matter, vast, terrific,—not his Mother Earth that we have heard of, not for him to tread on, or be buried in,—no, it were being too familiar even to let his bones lie there,—the home, this, of Necessity and Fate. There was there felt the presence of a force not bound to be kind to man. It was a place for heathenism and superstitious rites,—to be inhabited by men nearer of kin to the rocks and to wild animals than we.




  We walked over it with a certain awe, stopping, from time to time, to pick the blueberries which grew there, and had a smart and spicy taste. Perchance where our wild pines stand, and leaves lie on their forest floor, in Concord, there were once reapers, and husbandmen planted grain; but here not even the surface had been scarred by man, but it was a specimen of what God saw fit to make this world. What is it to be admitted to a museum, to see a myriad of particular things, compared with being shown some star’s surface, some hard matter in its home! I stand in awe of my body, this matter to which I am bound has become so strange to me. I fear not spirits, ghosts, of which I am one,—that my body might,—but I fear bodies, I tremble to meet them. What is this Titan that has possession of me? Talk of mysteries!—Think of our life in nature,—daily to be shown matter, to come in contact with it, — rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! The solid earth! the actual world! the common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? where are we?




  LONGTOOTH




  

    Edgar Pangborn

  




  My word is good. How can I prove it? Born in Darkfield, wasn’t I? Stayed away thirty more years after college, but when I returned I was still Ben Dane, one of the Darkfield Danes, Judge Marcus Dane’s eldest. And they knew my word was good. My wife died and I sickened of all cities; then my bachelor brother Sam died, too, who’d lived all his life here in Darkfield, running his one-man law office over in Lohman—our nearest metropolis, population 6437. A fast coronary at fifty; I had loved him. Helen gone, then Sam—I wound up my unimportances and came home, inheriting Sam’s housekeeper Adelaide Simmons, her grim stability and celestial cooking. Nostalgia for Maine is a serious matter, late in life: I had to yield. I expected a gradual drift into my childless old age playing correspondence chess, translating a few of the classics. I thought I could take for granted the continued respect of my neighbors. I say my word is good.




  I will remember again the middle of March a few years ago, the snow skimming out of an afternoon sky as dry as the bottom of an old aluminum pot. Harp Ryder’s back road had been plowed since the last snowfall; I supposed Bolt-Bucket could make the mile and a half in to his farm and out again before we got caught. Harp had asked me to get him a book if I was making a trip to Boston, any goddamn book that told about Eskimos, and I had one for him, De Poncins’ Kabloona. I saw the midget devils of white running crazy down a huge slope of wind, and recalled hearing at the Darkfield News Bureau, otherwise Cleve’s General Store, somebody mentioning a forecast of the worst blizzard in forty years. Joe Cleve, who won’t permit a radio in the store because it pesters his ulcers, inquired of his Grand Inquisitor who dwells ten yards behind your right shoulder: “Why’s it always got to be the worst in so-and-so many years, that going to help anybody?” The Bureau was still analyzing this difficult inquiry when I left, with my cigarettes and as much as I could remember of Adelaide’s grocery list after leaving it on the dining table. It wasn’t yet three when I turned in on Harp’s back road, and a gust slammed at Bolt-Bucket like death with a shovel.




  I tried to win momentum for the rise to the high ground, swerved to avoid an idiot rabbit and hit instead a patch of snow-hidden melt-and-freeze, skidding to a full stop from which nothing would extract us but a tow.




  I was fifty-seven that year, my wind bad from too much smoking and my heart (I now know) no stronger than Sam’s. I quit cursing—gradually, to avoid sudden actions—and tucked Kabloona under my parka. I would walk the remaining mile to Ryder’s, stay just long enough to leave the book, say hello, and phone for a tow; then, since Harp never owned a car and never would, I could walk back and meet the truck.




  If Leda Ryder knew how to drive, it didn’t matter much after she married Harp. They farmed it, back in there, in almost the manner of Harp’s ancestors in Jefferson’s time. Harp did keep his two hundred laying hens by methods that were considered modern before the poor wretches got condemned to batteries, but his other enterprises came closer to antiquity. In his big kitchen garden he let one small patch of weeds fool themselves for an inch or two, so he’d have it to work at: they survived nowhere else. A few cows, a team, four acres for market crops, and a small dog, Droopy, whose grandmother had made it somehow with a dachshund. Droopy’s only menace in obese old age was a wheezing bark. The Ryders must have grown nearly all vital necessities except chewing tobacco and once in a while a new dress for Leda. Harp could snub the twentieth century, and I doubt if Leda was consulted about it in spite of his obsessive devotion for her. She was almost thirty years younger and yes, he should not have married her. Other side up just as scratchy: she should not have married him, but she did.




  Harp was a dinosaur perhaps, but I grew up with him, he a year the younger. We swam, fished, helled around together. And when I returned to Darkfield growing old, he was one of the few who acted glad to see me, so far as you can trust what you read in a face like a granite promontory. Maybe twice a week Harp Ryder smiled.




  I pushed on up the ridge, and noticed a going-and-coming set of wide tire tracks already blurred with snow. That would be the egg truck I had passed a quarter-hour since on the main road. Whenever the west wind at my back lulled, I could swing around and enjoy one of my favorite prospects of birch and hemlock lowland. From Ryder’s Ridge there’s no sign of Darkfield two miles southwest except one church spire. On clear days you glimpse Bald Mountain and his two big brothers, more than twenty miles west of us.




  The snow was thickening. It brought relief and pleasure to see the black shingles of Harp’s barn and the roof of his Cape Codder. Foreshortened, so that it looked snug against the barn; actually house and barn were connected by a two-story shed fifteen feet wide and forty feet long—woodshed below, hen loft above. The Ryders’ sunrise-facing bedroom window was set only three feet above the eaves of that shed roof. They truly went to bed with the chickens. I shouted, for Harp was about to close the big shed door. He held it for me. I ran, and the storm ran after me. The west wind was bouncing off the barn; eddies howled at us. The temperature had tumbled ten degrees since I left Darkfield. The thermometer by the shed door read fifteen degrees, and I knew I’d been a damn fool. As I helped Harp fight the shed door closed, I thought I heard Leda, crying.




  A swift confused impression. The wind was exploring new ranges of passion, the big door squawked, and Harp was asking: “Ca’ break down?” I do still think I heard Leda wail. If so, it ended as we got the door latched and Harp drew a newly fitted two-by-four bar across it. I couldn’t understand that: the old latch was surely proof against any wind short of a hurricane.




  “Bolt-Bucket never breaks down. Ought to get one, Harp—lots of company. All she did was go in the ditch.”




  “You might see her again come spring.” His hens were scratching overhead, not yet scared by the storm. Harp’s eyes were small gray glitters of trouble. “Ben, you figure a man’s getting old at fifty-six?”




  “No.” My bones (getting old) ached for the warmth of his kitchen-dining-living-everything room, not for sad philosophy. “Use your phone, okay?”




  “If the wires ain’t down,” he said, not moving, a man beaten on by other storms. “Them loafers didn’t cut none of the overhand branches all summer. I told ’em of course, I told ’em how it would be. . .I meant, Ben, old enough to get dumb fancies?” My face may have told him I thought he was brooding about himself with a young wife. He frowned, annoyed that I hadn’t taken his meaning. “I meant, seeing things. Things that can’t be so, but—”




  “We can all do some of that at any age, Harp.”




  That remark was a stupid brush-off, a stone for bread, because I was cold, impatient, wanted in. Harp had always a tense one-way sensitivity. His face chilled. “Well, come in, warm up. Leda ain’t feeling too good. Getting a cold or something.”




  When she came downstairs and made me welcome, her eyes were reddened. I don’t think the wind made that noise. Droopy waddled from her basket behind the stove to snuff my feet and give me my usual low passing mark.




  Leda never had it easy there, young and passionate with scant mental resources. She was twenty-eight that year, looking tall because she carried her firm body handsomely. Some of the sullenness in her big mouth and lucid gray eyes was sexual challenge, some pure discontent. I liked Leda; her nature was not one for animosity or meanness. Before her marriage the Darkfield News Bureau used to declare with its customary scrupulous fairness that Leda had been covered by every goddamn thing in pants within thirty miles. For once the Bureau may have spoken a grain of truth in the malice, for Leda did have the smoldering power that draws men without word or gesture. After her abrupt marriage to Harp—Sam told me all this: I wasn’t living in Darkfield then and hadn’t met her—the garbage-gossip went hastily underground: enraging Harp Ryder was never healthy.




  The phone wires weren’t down, yet. While I waited for the garage to answer, Harp said, “Ben, I can’t let you walk back in that. Stay over, huh?”




  I didn’t want to. It meant extra work and inconvenience for Leda, and I was ancient enough to crave my known safe burrow. But I felt Harp wanted me to stay for his own sake. I asked Jim Short at the garage to go ahead with Bolt-Bucket if I wasn’t there to meet him. Jim roared: “Know what it’s doing right now?”




  “Little spit of snow, looks like.”




  “Jesus!” He covered the mouthpiece imperfectly. I heard his enthusiastic voice ring through cold-iron echoes: “Hey, old Ben’s got that thing into the ditch again! Ain’t that something. . .? Listen, Ben, I can’t make no promises. Got both tow trucks out already. You better stop over and praise the Lord you got that far.”




  “Okay,” I said. “It wasn’t much of a ditch.”




  Leda fed us coffee. She kept glancing toward the landing at the foot of the stairs where a night-darkness already prevailed. A closed-in stairway slanted down at a never-used front door; beyond that landing was the other ground floor room—parlor, spare, guest room—where I would sleep. I don’t know what Leda expected to encounter in that shadow. Once when a chunk of firewood made an odd noise in the range, her lips clamped shut on a scream.




  The coffee warmed me. By that time the weather left no loophole for argument. Not yet 3:30, but west and north were lost in furious black. Through the hissing white flood I could just see the front of the barn forty feet away. “Nobody’s going no place into that,” Harp said. His little house shuddered, enforcing the words. “Led,’ you don’t look too brisk. Get you some rest.”




  “I better see to the spare room for Ben.”




  Neither spoke with much tenderness, but it glowed openly in him when she turned her back. Then some other need bent his granite face out of its normal seams. His whole gaunt body leaning forward tried to help him talk. “You wouldn’t figure me for a man’d go off his rocker?” he asked.




  “Of course not. What’s biting, Harp?”




  “There’s something in the woods, got no right to be there.” To me that came as a letdown of relief: I would not have to listen to another’s marriage problems. “I wish, b’ Jesus Christ, it would hit somebody else once, so I could say what I know and not be laughed at all to hell. I ain’t one for dumb fancies.”




  You walked on eggs with Harp. He might decide any minute that I was laughing. “Tell me,” I said. “If anything’s out there now it must feel a mite chilly.”




  “Ayah.” He went to the north window, looking out where we knew the road lay under the white confusion. Harp’s land sloped down on the other side of the road to the edge of a mighty evergreen forest. Mount Katahdin stands more than fifty miles north and a little east of us. We live in a withering, shrinking world, but you could still set out from Harp’s farm and, except for the occasional country road and the rivers—not many large ones—you could stay in deep forest all the way to the tundra, or Alaska. Harp said, “This kind of weather is when it comes.”




  He sank into his beat-up kitchen armchair and reached for Kabloona. He had barely glanced at the book while Leda was with us. “Funny name.”




  “Kabloona’s an Eskimo word for white man.”




  “He done these pictures . . .? Be they good, Ben?”




  “I like ’em. Photographs in the back.”




  “Oh.” He turned the pages hastily for those, but studied only the ones that showed the strong Eskimo faces, and his interest faded. Whatever he wanted was not here. “These people, be they—civilized?”




  “In their own way, sure.”




  “Ayah, this guy looks like he could find his way in the woods.”




  “Likely the one thing he couldn’t do, Harp. They never see a tree unless they come south, and they hate to do that. Anything below the Arctic is too warm.”




  “That a fact . . .? Well, it’s a nice book. How much was it?” I’d found it second-hand; he paid me to the exact penny. “I’ll be glad to read it.” He never would. It would end up on the shelf in the parlor with the Bible, an old almanac, a Longfellow, until some day this place went up for auction and nobody remembered Harp’s way of living.




  “What’s this all about, Harp?”




  “Oh . . . I was hearing things in the woods, back last summer. I’d think, fox, then I’d know it wasn’t. Make your hair stand right on end. Lost a cow, last August, from the north pasture acrost the rud. Section of board fence tore out. I mean, Ben, the two top boards was pulled out from the nail holes. No hammer marks.”




  “Bear?”




  “Only track I found looked like bear except too small. You know a bear wouldn’t pull it out, Ben.”




  “Cow slamming into it, panicked by something?”




  He remained patient with me. “Ben, would I build a cow pasture fence nailing the crosspieces from the outside? Cow hit it with all her weight she might bust it, sure. And kill herself doing it, be blood and hair all over the split boards, and she’d be there, not a mile and a half away into the woods. Happened during a big thunderstorm. I figured it had to be somebody with a spite ag’inst me, maybe some son of a bitch wanting the prop’ty, trying to scare me off that’s lived here all my life and my family before me. But that don’t make sense. I found the cow a week later, what was left. Way into the woods. The head and the bones. Hide tore up and flang around. Any person dressing off a beef, he’ll cut whatever he wants and take off with it. He don’t sit down and chaw the meat off the bones, b’ Jesus Christ. He don’t tear the thighbone out of the joint . . . All right, maybe bear. But no bear did that job on that fence and then driv old Nell a mile and a half into the woods to kill her. Nice little jersey, clever’s a kitten. Leda used to make over her, like she don’t usually do with the stock . . . I’ve looked plenty in the woods since then, never turned up anything. Once and again I did smell something. Fishy, like bear-smell but—different.”




  “But Harp, with snow on the ground—”




  “Now you’ll really call me crazy. When the weather is clear, I ain’t once found his prints. I hear him then, at night, but I go out by daylight where I think the sound was, there’s no trail. Just the usual snow tracks. I know. He lives in the trees and don’t come down except when it’s storming, I got to believe that. Because then he does come, Ben, when the weather’s like now, like right now. And old Ned and Jerry out in the stable go wild, and sometimes we hear his noise under the window. I shine my flashlight through the glass—never catch sight of him. I go out with the ten-gauge if there’s any light to see by, and there’s prints around the house—holes filling up with snow. By morning there’ll be maybe some marks left, and they’ll lead off to the north woods, but under the trees you won’t find it. So he gets up in the branches and travels thataway?. . . Just once I have seen him, Ben. Last October. I better tell you one other thing fast. A day or so after I found what was left of old Nell, I lost six roaster chickens. I made over a couple box stalls, maybe you remember, so the birds could be out on range and roost in the barn at night. Good doors, and I always locked ’em. Two in the morning, Ned and Jerry go crazy, I got out through the barn into the stable, and they was spooked, Ned trying to kick his way out. I got ’em quiet, looked all over the stable—loft, harness room, everywhere. Not a thing. Dead quiet night, no moon. It had to be something the horses smelled. I come back into the barn, and found one of the chicken-pen doors open—tore out from the lock. Chicken thief would bring along something to pry with—wouldn’t he be a Christly idjut if he didn’t . . .? Took six birds, six nice eight-pound roasters, and left the heads on the floor—bitten off.”




  “Harp—some lunatic. People can go insane that way. There are old stories—”




  “Been trying to believe that. Would a man live the winter out there? Twenty below zero?”




  “Maybe a cave—animal skins.”




  “I’ve boarded up the whole back of the barn. Done the same with the hen-loft windows—two-by-fours with four-inch spikes driv slant-wise. They be twelve feet off the ground, and he ain’t come for’ em, not yet . . . . So after that happened I sent for Sheriff Robart. Son of a bitch happens to live in Darkfield, you’d think he might’ve took an interest.”




  “Do any good?”




  Harp laughed. He did that by holding my stare, making no sound, moving no muscle except for a disturbance at the eye corners. A New England art; maybe it came over on the Mayflower. “Robart, he come by, after a while. I showed him that door. I showed him them chicken heads. Told him how I’d been spending my nights out there on my ass, with the ten-gauge.” Harp rose to unload tobacco juice into the range fire; he has a theory it purifies the air. “Ben, I might’ve showed him them chicken heads a shade close to his nose. By the time he got here, see, they wasn’t all that fresh. He made out he’d look around and let me know. Mid-September. Ain’t seen him since.”




  “Might’ve figured he wouldn’t be welcome?”




  “Why, he’d be welcome as shit on a tablecloth.”




  “You spoke of—seeing it, Harp?”




  “Could call it seeing . . . All right. It was during them Indian summer days—remember? Like June except them pretty colors, smell of windfalls—God, I like that, I like October. I’d gone down to the slope acrost the rud where I mended my fence after losing old Nell. Just leaning there, guess I was tired. Late afternoon, sky pinking up. You know how the fence cuts acrost the slope to my east wood lot. I’ve let the bushes grow free—lot of elder, other stuff the birds come for. I was looking down toward that little break between the north woods and my wood lot, where a bit of old growed-up pasture shows through. Pretty spot. Painter fella come by a few years ago and done a picture of it, said the place looked like a coro, dunno what the hell that is, he didn’t say.”




  I pushed at his brown study. “You saw it there?”




  “No. Off to my right in them elder bushes. Fifty feet from me, I guess. By God I didn’t turn my head. I got it with the tail of my eye and turned the other way as if I meant to walk back to the rod. Made like busy with something in the grass, come wandering back to the fence some nearer. He stayed for me, a brownish patch in them bushes by the big yellow birch. Near the height of a man. No gun with me, not even a stick . . . Big shoulders, couldn’t see his goddamn feet. He don’t stand more’n five feet tall. His hands, if he’s got real ones, hung out of my sight in a tangle of elder branches. He’s got brown fur, Ben, reddy-brown fur all over him. His face too, his head, his big thick neck. There’s a shine to fur in sunlight, you can’t be mistook. So—I did look at him direct. Tried to act like I still didn’t see him, but he knowed. He melted back and got the birch between him and me. Not a sound.” And then Harp was listening for Leda upstairs. He went on softly: “Ayah, I ran back for a gun, and searched the woods, for all the good it did me. You’ll want to know about his face. I ain’t told Led’ all this part. See, she’s scared, I don’t want to make it no worse, I just said it was some animal that snuck off before I could see it good. A big face, Ben. Head real human except it sticks out too much around the jaw. Not much nose—open spots in the fur. Ben, the—the teeth! I seen his mouth drop open and he pulled up one side of his lip to show me them stabbing things. I’ve seen as big as that on a full-growed bear. That’s what I’ll hear, I ever try to tell this. They’ll say I seen a bear. Now I shot my first bear when I was sixteen and Pa took me over toward Jackman. I’ve got me one maybe every other year since then. I know ’em, all their ways. But that’s what I’ll hear if I tell the story.”




  I am a frustrated naturalist, loaded with assorted facts. I know there aren’t any monkeys or apes that could stand our winters except maybe the harmless Himalayan langur. No such beast as Harp described lived anywhere on the planet. It didn’t help. Harp was honest; he was rational; he wanted reasonable explanation as much as I did. Harp wasn’t the village atheist for nothing. I said, “I guess you will, Harp. People mostly won’t take the—unusual.”




  “Maybe you’ll hear him tonight, Ben.”




  Leda came downstairs, and heard part of that. “He’s been telling you, Ben. What do you think?”




  “I don’t know what to think.”




  “Led’, I thought, if I imitate that noise for him—”




  “No!” She had brought some mending and she was about to sit down with it, but froze as if threatened by attack. “I couldn’t stand it, Harp. And—it might bring them.”




  “Them?” Harp chuckled uneasily. “I don’t guess I could do it that good he’d come for it.”




  “Don’t do it, Harp!”




  “All right, hon.” Her eyes were closed, her head drooping back. “Don’t get nerved up so.”




  I started wondering whether a man still seeming sane could dream up such a horror for the unconscious purpose of tormenting a woman too young for him, a woman he could never imagine he owned. If he told her a fox bark wasn’t right for a fox, she’d believe him. I said, “We shouldn’t talk about it if it upsets her.”




  He glanced at me like a man floating up from under water. Leda said in a small, aching voice: “I wish to God we could move to Boston.”




  The granite face closed in defensiveness. “Led’, we been over all that. Nothing is going to drive me off of my land. I got no time for the city at my age. What the Jesus would I do? Night watchman? Sweep out somebody’s back room, b’ Jesus Christ? Savings’d be gone in no time. We been all over it. We ain’t moving nowhere.”




  “I could find work.” For Harp of course that was the worst thing she could have said. She probably knew it from his stricken silence. She said clumsily, “I forgot something upstairs.” She snatched up her mending and she was gone.




  We talked no more of it the rest of the day. I followed through the milking and other chores, lending a hand where I could, and we made everything as secure as we could against storm and other enemies. The long-toothed furry thing was the spectral guest at dinner, but we cut him, on Leda’s account, or so we pretended. Supper would have been awkward anyway. They weren’t in the habit of putting up guests, and Leda was a rather deadly cook because she cared nothing about it. A Darkfield girl, I suppose she had the usual twentieth-century mishmash of television dreams until some impulse or maybe false signs of pregnancy tricked her into marrying a man out of the nineteenth. We had venison treated like beef and overdone vegetables. I don’t like venison even when it’s treated right.




  At six Harp turned on his battery radio and sat stone-faced through the day’s bad news and the weather forecast—“a blizzard which may prove the worst in forty-two years. Since 3:00 P.M., eighteen inches have fallen at Bangor, twenty-one at Boston. Precipitation is not expected to end until tomorrow. Winds will increase during the night with gusts up to seventy miles per hour.” Harp shut it off, with finality. On other evenings I had spent there he let Leda play it after supper only kind of soft, so there had been a continuous muted bleat and blatter all evening. Tonight Harp meant to listen for other sounds. Leda washed the dishes, said an early good night, and fled upstairs.




  Harp didn’t talk, except as politeness obliged him to answer some blah of mine. We sat and listened to the snow and the lunatic wind. A hour of it was enough for me; I said I was beat and wanted to turn in early. Harp saw me to my bed in the parlor and placed a new chunk of rock maple in the pot-bellied stove. He produced a difficult granite smile, maybe using up his allowance for the week, and pulled out a bottle from a cabinet that had stood for many years below a parlor print—George Washington, I think, concluding a treaty with some offbeat sufferer from hepatitis who may have been General Cornwallis if the latter had two left feet. The bottle contained a brand of rye that Harp sincerely believed to be drinkable, having charred his gullet forty-odd years trying to prove it. While my throat, healed Harp said, “Shouldn’t’ve bothered you with all this crap, Ben. Hope it ain’t going to spoil your sleep.” He got me his spare flashlight, then let me be, and closed the door.




  I heard him drop back into his kitchen armchair. Under too many covers, lamp out, I heard the cruel whisper of the snow. The stove muttered, a friend, making me a cocoon of living heat in a waste of outer cold. Later I heard Leda at the head of the stairs, her voice timid, tired, and sweet with invitation: “You comin’ up to bed, Harp?” The stairs creaked under him. Their door closed; presently she cried out in that desired pain that is brief release from trouble.




  I remembered something Adelaide Simmons had told me about this house, where I had not gone upstairs since Harp and I were boys. Adelaide, one of the very few women in Darkfield who never spoke unkindly of Leda, said that the tiny west room across from Harp’s and Leda’s bedroom was fixed up for a nursery, and Harp wouldn’t allow anything in there but baby furniture. Had been so since they were married seven years before.




  Another hour dragged on, in my exasperations of sleeplessness.




  Then I heard Longtooth.




  The noise came from the west side, beyond the snow-hidden vegetable garden. When it snatched me from the edge of sleep, I tried to think it was a fox barking, the ringing, metallic shriek the little red beast can belch dragon-like from his throat. But wide awake, I knew it had been much deeper, chestier. Horned owl? —no. A sound that belonged to ancient times when men relied on chipped stone weapons and had full reason to fear the dark.




  The cracks in the stove gave me firelight for groping back into my clothes. The wind had not calmed at all. I stumbled to the west window, buttoning up, and found it a white blank. Snow had drifted above the lower sash. On tiptoe I could just see over it. A light appeared, dimly illuminating the snowfield beyond. That would be coming from a lamp in the Ryders’ bedroom, shining through the nursery room and so out, weak and diffused, into the blizzard chaos.




  Yaaarrhh!




  Now it had drawn horribly near. From the north windows of the parlor I saw black nothing. Harp squeaked down to my door. “Wake, Ben?”




  “Yes. Come look at the west window.”




  He had left no light burning in the kitchen, and only a scant glow came down to the landing from the bedroom. He murmured behind me. “Ayah, snow’s up some. Must be over three feet on the level by now.”




  Yaaarrhh!




  The voice had shouted on the south side, the blinder side of the house, overlooked only by one kitchen window and a small one in the pantry where the hand pump stood. The view from the pantry window was mostly blocked by a great maple that overtopped the house. I heard the wind shrilling across the tree’s winter bones.




  “Ben, you want to git your boots on? Up to you—can’t ask it. I might have to go out.” Harp spoke in an undertone as if the beast might understand him through the tight walls.




  “Of course.” I got into my knee boots and caught up my parka as I followed him into the kitchen. A .30-caliber rifle and his heavy shotgun hung on deerhorn over the door to the woodshed. He found them in the dark.




  What courage I possessed that night came from being shamed into action, from fearing to show a poor face to an old friend in trouble. I went through the Normandy invasion. I have camped out alone, when I was younger and healthier, in our moose and bear country, and slept nicely. But that noise of Longtooth stole courage. It ached along the channel of the spine.




  I had the spare flashlight, but knew Harp didn’t want me to use it here. I could make out the furniture, and Harp reaching for the gun rack. He already had on his boots, fur cap, and mackinaw. “You take this’n,” he said, and put the ten-gauge in my hands. “Both barrels loaded. Ain’t my way to do that, ain’t right, but since this thing started—”




  Yaaarrhh!




  “Where’s he got to now?” Harp was by the south window. “Round this side?”




  “I thought so . . . Where’s Droopy?”




  Harp chuckled thinly. “Poor little shit! She come upstairs at the first sound of him and went under the bed. I told Led’ to stay upstairs. She’d want a light down here. Wouldn’t make sense.”




  Then, apparently from the east side of the hen-loft and high, booming off some resonating surface: Yaaarrhh!




  “He can’t! Jesus, that’s twelve foot off the ground!” But Harp plunged out into the shed, and I followed. “Keep your light on the floor, Ben.” He ran up the narrow stairway. “Don’t shine it on the birds, they’ll act up.”




  So far the chickens, stupid and virtually blind in the dark, were making only a peevish tut-tutting of alarm. But something was clinging to the outside of the barricaded east window, snarling, chattering teeth, pounding on the two-by-fours. With a fist?—it sounded like nothing else. Harp snapped, “Get your light on the window!” And he fired through the glass.




  We heard no outcry. Any noise outside was covered by the storm and the squawks of the hens scandalized by the shot. The glass was dirty from their continual disturbance of the litter; I couldn’t see through it. The bullet had drilled the pane without shattering it, and passed between the two-by-fours, but the beast could have dropped before he fired. “I got to go out there. You stay, Ben.” Back in the kitchen he exchanged rifle for shotgun. “Might not have no chance to aim. You remember this piece, don’t y’?—eight in the clip.”




  “I remember it.”




  “Good. Keep your ears open.” Harp ran out through the door that gave on a small paved area by the woodshed. To get around under the east loft window he would have to push through the snow behind the barn, since he had blocked all the rear openings. He could have circled the house instead, but only by bucking the west wind and fighting deeper drifts. I saw his big shadow melt out of sight.




  Leda’s voice quavered down to me: “He—get it?”




  “Don’t know. He’s gone to see. Sit tight. . .”




  I heard that infernal bark once again before Harp returned, and again it sounded high off the ground; it must have come from the big maple. And then moments later—I was still trying to pierce the dark, watching for Harp—a vast smash of broken glass and wood, and the violent bang of the door upstairs. One small wheezing shriek cut short, and one scream such as no human being should ever hear. I can still hear it.




  I think I lost some seconds in shock. Then I was groping up the narrow stairway, clumsy with the rifle and flashlight. Wind roared at the opening of the kitchen door, and Harp was crowding past me, thrusting me aside. But I was close behind him when he flung the bedroom door open. The blast from the broken window that had slammed the door had also blown out the lamp. But our flashlights said at once that Leda was not there. Nothing was, nothing living.




  Droopy lay in a mess of glass splinters and broken window sash, dead from a crushed neck—something had stamped on her. The bedspread had been pulled almost to the window—maybe Leda’s hand had clenched on it. I saw blood on some of the glass fragments, and on the splintered sash, a patch of reddish fur.




  Harp ran back downstairs. I lingered a few seconds. The arrow of fear was deep in me, but at the moment it made me numb. My light touched up an ugly photograph on the wall, Harp’s mother at fifty or so, petrified and acid-faced before the camera, a puritan deity with shallow, haunted eyes. I remembered her.




  Harp had kicked over the traces when his father died, and quit going to church. Mrs. Ryder “disowned” him. The farm was his; she left him with it and went to live with a widowed sister in Lohman, and died soon, unreconciled. Harp lived on as a bachelor, crank, recluse, until his strange marriage in his fifties. Now here was Ma still watchful, pucker-faced, unforgiving. In my dullness of shock I thought: Oh, they probably always made love with the lights out.




  But now Leda wasn’t there.




  I hurried after Harp, who had left the kitchen door to bang in the wind. I got out there with rifle and flashlight, and over across the road I saw his torch. No other light, just his small gleam and mine.




  I knew as soon as I had forced myself beyond the corner of the house and into the fantastic embrace of the storm that I could never make it. The west wind ground needles into my face. The snow was up beyond the middle of my thighs. With weak lungs and maybe an imperfect heart, I could do nothing out here except die quickly to no purpose. In a moment Harp would be starting down the slope to the woods. His trail was already disappearing under my beam. I drove myself a little farther, and an instant’s lull in the storm allowed me to shout: “Harp! I can’t follow!”




  He heard. He cupped his mouth and yelled back: “Don’t try! Git back to the house! Telephone!” I waved to acknowledge the message and struggled back.




  I only just made it. Inside the kitchen doorway I fell flat, gun and flashlight clattering off somewhere, and there I stayed until I won back enough breath to keep myself living. My face and hands were ice-blocks, then fires. While I worked at the task of getting air into my body, one thought continued, an inner necessity: There must be a rational cause. I do not abandon the rational cause. At length I hauled myself up and stumbled to the telephone. The line was dead.




  I found the flashlight and reeled upstairs with it. I stepped past poor Droopy’s body and over the broken glass to look through the window space. I could see that snow had been pushed off the shed roof near the bedroom window; the house sheltered that area from the full drive of the west wind, so some evidence remained. I guessed that whatever came must have jumped to the house roof from the maple, then down to the shed roof, and then hurled itself through the closed window without regard for it as an obstacle. Losing a little blood and a little fur.




  I glanced around and could not find that fur now. Wind must have pushed it out of sight. I forced the door shut. Downstairs, I lit the table lamps in kitchen and parlor. Harp might need those beacons—if he came back. I refreshed the fires, and gave myself a dose of Harp’s horrible whisky. It was nearly one in the morning. If he never came back?




  It might be days before they could plow out the road. When the storm let up I could use Harp’s snowshoes, maybe. . . .




  Harp came back, at 1:20, bent and staggering. He let me support him to the armchair. When he could speak he said, “No trail. No trail.” He took the bottle from my hands and pulled on it. “Christ Jesus! What can I do? Ben . . .? I got to go to the village, get help. If they got any help to give.”




  “Do you have an extra pair of showshoes?”




  He stared toward me, battling confusion. “Hah? No, I ain’t. Better you stay anyhow. I’ll bring yours from your house if you want, if I can get there.” He drank again and slammed in the cork with the heel of his hand. “I’ll leave you the ten-gauge.”




  He got his snowshoes from a closet. I persuaded him to wait for coffee. Haste could accomplish nothing now; we could not say to each other that we knew Leda was dead. When he was ready to go, I stepped outside with him into the mad wind. “Anything you want me to do before you get back?” He tried to think about it.




  “I guess not, Ben . . . God, ain’t I lived right? No, that don’t make sense. God? That’s a laugh.” He swung away. Two or three great strides and the storm took him.




  That was about two o’clock. For four hours I was alone in the house. Warmth returned, with the bedroom door closed and fires working hard. I carried the kitchen lamp into the parlor, and then huddled in the nearly total dark of the kitchen with my back to the wall, watching all the windows, the ten-gauge near my hand, but I did not expect a return of the beast, and there was none.




  The night grew quieter, perhaps because the house was so drifted in that snow muted the sounds. I was cut off from the battle, buried alive.




  Harp would get back. The seasons would follow their natural way, and somehow we would learn what had happened to Leda. I supposed the beast would have to be something in the human pattern—mad, deformed, gone wild, but still human.




  After a time I wondered why we had heard no excitement in the stable. I forced myself to take up gun and flashlight and go look. I groped through the woodshed, big with the jumping shadows of Harp’s cordwood, and into the barn. The cows were peacefully drowsing. In the center alley I dared to send my weak beam swooping and glimmering through the ghastly distances of the hayloft. Quiet, just quiet; natural rustling of mice. Then to the stable, where Ned whickered and let me rub his brown cheeks, and Jerry rolled a humorous eye. I suppose no smell had reached them to touch off panic, and perhaps they had heard the barking often enough so that it no longer disturbed them. I went back to my post, and the hours crawled along a ridge between the pits of terror and exhaustion. Maybe I slept.




  No color of sunrise that day, but I felt paleness and change; even a blizzard will not hide the fact of day-shine. I breakfasted on bacon and eggs, fed the hens, forked down hay and carried water for the cows and horses. The one cow in milk, a jumpy Ayrshire, refused to concede that I meant to be useful. I’d done no milking since I was a boy, the knack was gone from my hands, and relief seemed less important to her than kicking over the pail; she was getting more amusement than discomfort out of it, so for the moment I let it go. I made myself busywork shoveling a clear space by the kitchen door. The wind was down, the snowfall persistent but almost peaceful. I pushed out beyond the house and learned that the stuff was up over my hips.




  Out of that, as I turned back, came Harp in his long, snowshoe stride, and down the road three others. I recognized Sheriff Robart, overfed but powerful; and Bill Hastings, wry and ageless, a cousin of Harp’s and one of his few friends; and last, Curt Davidson, perhaps a friend to Sheriff Robart but certainly not to Harp.




  I’d known Curt as a thick-witted loudmouth when he was a kid; growing to man’s years hadn’t done much for him. And when I saw him I thought, irrationally perhaps: Not good for our side. A kind of absurdity, and yet Harp and I were joined against the world simply because we had experienced together what others were going to call impossible, were going to interpret in harsh, even damnable ways; and no help for it.




  I saw the white thin blur of the sun, the strength of it growing. Nowhere in all the white expanse had the wind and the new snow allowed us any mark of the visitation in the night.




  *    *    *




  The men reached my cleared space and shook off snow. I opened the woodshed. Harp gave me one hopeless glance of inquiry and I shook my head.




  “Having a little trouble?” That was Robart, taking off his snowshoes.




  Harp ignored him. “I got to look after the chores.” I told him I’d done it except for that damn cow. “Oh, Bess, ayah, she’s nervy, I’ll see to her.” He gave me my snowshoes that he had strapped to his back. “Adelaide, she wanted to know about your groceries. Said I figured they was in the ca’.”




  “Good as an icebox,” says Robart, real friendly.




  Curt had to have his pleasures, too: “Ben, you sure you got hold of old Bess by the right end, where the tits was?” Curt giggles at his own jokes, so nobody else is obliged to. Bill Hastings spat in the snow.




  “Okay if I go in?” Robart asked. It wasn’t a simple inquiry: he was present officially and meant to have it known. Harp looked him up and down.




  “Nobody stopping you. Didn’t bring you here to stand around, I suppose.”




  “Harp,” said Robart pleasantly enough, “don’t give me a hard time. You come tell me certain things has happened, I got to look into it is all.” But Harp was already striding down the woodshed to the barn entrance. The others came into the house with me, and I put on water for fresh coffee. “Must be your ca’ down the rud a piece, Ben? Heard you kind of went into a ditch. All’s you can see now is a hump in the snow. Deep freeze might be good for her, likely you’ve tried everything else.” But I wasn’t feeling comic, and never had been on those terms with Robart. I grunted, and his face shed mirth as one slips off a sweater. “Okay, what’s the score? Harp’s gone and told me a story I couldn’t feed to the dogs, so what about it? Where’s Mrs. Ryder?”




  Davidson giggled again. It’s a nasty little sound to come out of all that beef. I don’t think Robart had much enthusiasm for him either, but it seems he had sworn in the fellow as a deputy before they set out. “Yes, sir,” said Curt, “that was really a story, that was.”




  “Where’s Mrs. Ryder?”




  “Not here,” I told him. “We think she’s dead.”




  He glowered, rubbing cold out of his hands. “Seen that window. Looks like the frame is smashed.”




  “Yes, from the outside. When Harp gets back you’d better look. I closed the door on that room and haven’t opened it. There’ll be more snow, but you’ll see about what we saw when we got up there.”




  “Let’s look right now,” said Curt.




  Bill Hastings said, “Curt, ain’t you a mite busy for a dep’ty? Mr. Dane said when Harp gets back.” Bill and I are friends; normally he wouldn’t mister me. I think he was trying to give me some flavor of authority.




  I acknowledged the alliance by asking: “You a deputy, too, Bill?” Giving him an opportunity to spit in the stove, replace the lid gently, and reply: “Shit no.”




  Harp returned and carried the milk pail to the pantry. Then he was looking us over. “Bill, I got to try the woods again. You want to come along?”




  “Sure, Harp. I didn’t bring no gun.”




  “Take my ten-gauge.”




  “Curt here’ll go along,” said Robart. “Real good man on snowshoes. Interested in wild life.”




  Harp said, “That’s funny, Robart. I guess that’s the funniest thing I heard since Cutler’s little girl fell under the tractor. You joining us, too?”




  “Fact is, Harp, I kind of pulled a muscle in my back coming up here. Not getting no younger neither. I believe I’ll just look around here a little. Trust you got no objection? To me looking around a little?”




  “Coffee’s dripped,” I said.




  “Thing of it is, if I’d’ve thought you had any objection, I’d’ve been obliged to get me a warrant.”




  “Thanks, Ben.” Harp gulped the coffee scalding. “Why, if looking around the house is the best you can do, Sher’f, I got no objection. Ben, I shouldn’t be keeping you away from your affairs, but would you stay? Kind of keep him company? Not that I got much in the house, but still—you know—”




  “I’ll stay.” I wished I could tell him to drop that manner; it only got him deeper in the mud.




  Robart handed Davidson his gun belt and holster. “Better have it, Curt, so to be in style.”




  Harp and Bill were outside getting on their snowshoes; I half heard some remark of Harp’s about the sheriff’s aching back. They took off. The snow had almost ceased. They passed out of sight down the slope to the north, and Curt went plowing after them. Behind me Robart said, “You’d think Harp believed it himself.”




  “That’s how it’s to be? You make us both liars before you’ve even done any looking?”




  “I got to try to make sense of it is all.” I followed him up to the bedroom. It was cruelly cold. He touched Droopy’s stiff corpse with his foot. “Hard to figure a man killing his own dog.”




  “We get nowhere with that kind of idea.”




  “Ben, you got to see this thing like it looks to other people. And keep out of my hair.”




  “That’s what scares me, Jack. Something unreasonable did happen, and Harp and I were the only ones to experience it—except Mrs. Ryder.”




  “You claim you saw this—animal?”




  “I didn’t say that. I heard her scream. When we got upstairs this room was the way you see it.” I looked around, and again couldn’t find that scrap of fur, but I spoke of it, and I give Robart credit for searching. He shook out the bedspread and blankets, examined the floor and the closet. He studied the window space, leaned out for a look at the house wall and the shed roof. His big feet avoided the broken glass, and he squatted for a long gaze at the pieces of window sash. Then he bore down on me, all policemen personified, a massive, rather intelligent, conventionally honest man with no patience for imagination, no time for any fact not already in the books. “Piece of fur, huh?” He made it sound as if I’d described a jabberwock with eyes of flame. “Okay, we’re done up here.” He motioned me downstairs—all policemen who’d ever faced a crowd’s dangerous stupidity with their own.




  As I retreated I said, “Hope you won’t be too busy to have a chemist test the blood on that sash.”




  “We’ll do that.” He made move-along motions with his slab hands. “Going to be a pleasure to do that little thing for you and your friend.”




  Then he searched the entire house, shed, barn, and stable. I had never before watched anyone on police business; I had to admire his zeal. I got involved in the farce of holding the flashlight for him while he rooted in the cellar. In the shed I suggested that if he wanted to restack twenty-odd cords of wood he’d better wait till Harp could help him; he wasn’t amused. He wasn’t happy in the barn loft, either. Shifting tons of hay to find a hypothetical corpse was not a one-man job. I knew he was capable of returning with a crew and machinery to do exactly that. And by his lights it was what he ought to do. Then we were back in the kitchen, Robart giving himself a manicure with his jackknife, and I down to my last cigarette, almost the last of my endurance.




  Robart was not unsubtle. I answered his questions as temperately as I could—even, for instance: “Wasn’t you a mite sweet on Leda yourself?” I didn’t answer any of them with flat silence; to do that right you need an accompanying act like spitting in the stove, and I’m not a chewer. From the north window he said: “Comin’ back. It figures.” They had been out a little over an hour.




  Harp stood by the stove with me to warm his hands. He spoke as if alone with me: “No trail, Ben.” What followed came in an undertone: “Ben, you told me about a friend of yours, scientist or something, professor—”




  “Professor Malcolm?” I remembered mentioning him to Harp a long while before; I was astonished at his recalling it. Johnny Malcolm is a professor of biology who has avoided too much specialization. Not a really close friend. Harp was watching me out of a granite despair as if he had asked me to appeal to some higher court. I thought of another acquaintance in Boston, too, whom I might consult—Dr. Kahn, a psychiatrist who had once seen my wife Helen through a difficult time . . . .




  “Harp,” said Robart, “I got to ask you a couple, three things. I sent word to Dick Hammond to get that god damn plow of his into this road as quick as he can. Believe he’ll try. Whiles we wait on him, we might’s well talk. You know I don’t like to get tough.”




  “Talk away,” said Harp, “only Ben here, he’s got to get home without waiting on no Dick Hammond.”




  “That a fact, Ben?”




  “Yes. I’ll keep in touch.”




  “Do that,” said Robart, dismissing me. As I left he was beginning a fresh manicure, and Harp waited rigidly for the ordeal to continue. I felt morbidly that I was abandoning him.




  Still—corpus delicti—nothing much more would happen until Leda Ryder was found. Then if her body were found dead by violence, with no acceptable evidence of Longtooth’s existence—well, what then?




  I don’t think Robart would have let me go if he’d known my first act would be to call Short’s brother Mike and ask him to drive me in to Lohman where I could get a bus for Boston.




  Johnny Malcolm said, “I can see this is distressing you, and you wouldn’t lie to me. But, Ben, as biology it won’t do. Ain’t no such animal. You know that.”




  He wasn’t being stuffy. We were having dinner at a quiet restaurant, and I had of course enjoyed the roast duckling too much. Johnny is a rock-ribbed beanpole who can eat like a walking famine with no regrets. “Suppose,” I said, “just for argument and because it’s not biologically inconceivable, that there’s a basis for the Yeti legend.”




  “Not inconceivable. I’ll give you that. So long as any poorly known corners of the world are left—the Himalayan uplands, jungles, tropic swamps, the tundra—legends will persist and some of them will have little gleams of truth. You know what I think about moon flights and all that?” He smiled; privately I was hearing Leda scream. “One of our strongest reasons for them, and for the bigger flights we’ll make if we don’t kill civilization first, is a hunt for new legends. We’ve used up our best ones, and that’s dangerous.”




  “Why don’t we look at the countries inside us?” But Johnny wasn’t listening much.




  “Men can’t stand it not to have closed doors and a chance to push at them. Oh, about your Yeti—he might exist. Shaggy anthropoid able to endure severe cold, so rare and clever the explorers haven’t tripped over him yet. Wouldn’t have to be a carnivore to have big ugly canines—look at the baboons. But if he was active in a Himalayan winter, he’d have to be able to use meat, I think. Mind you, I don’t believe any of this, but you can have it as a biological not-impossible. How’d he get to Maine?”




  “Strayed? Tibet—Mongolia—Arctic ice.”




  “Maybe.” Johnny had begun to enjoy the hypothesis as something to play with during dinner. Soon he was helping along the brute’s passage across the continents, and having fun till I grumbled something about alternatives, extraterrestrials. He wouldn’t buy that, and got cross. Still hearing Leda scream, I assured him I wasn’t watching for little green men.




  “Ben, how much do you know about this—Harp?”




  “We grew up along different lines, but he’s a friend. Dinosaur, if you like, but a friend.”




  “Hardshell Maine bachelor picks up dizzy young wife—”




  “She’s not dizzy. Wasn’t. Sexy, but not dizzy.”




  “All right. Bachelor stewing in his own juices for years. Sure he didn’t get up on that roof himself?”




  “Nuts. Unless all my senses were more paralyzed than I think, there wasn’t time.”




  “Unless they were more paralyzed than you think.”




  “Come off it! I’m not senile yet . . . What’s he supposed to have done with her? Tossed her into the snow?”




  “Mph,” said Johnny, and finished his coffee. “All right. Some human freak with abnormal strength and the endurance to fossick around in a Maine blizzard stealing women. I liked the Yeti better. You say you suggested a madman to Ryder yourself. Pity if you had to come all the way here just so I could repeat your own guesswork. To make amends, want to take in a bawdy movie?”




  “Love it.”




  The following day Dr. Kahn made time to see me at the end of the afternoon, so polite and patient that I felt certain I was keeping him from his dinner. He seemed undecided whether to be concerned with the traumas of Harp Ryder’s history or those of mine. Mine were already somewhat known to him. “I wish you had time to talk all this out to me. You’ve given me a nice summary of what the physical events appear to have been, but—”




  “Doctor,” I said, “it happened. I heard the animal. The window was smashed—ask the sheriff. Leda Ryder did scream, and when Harp and I got up there together, the dog had been killed and Leda was gone.”




  “And yet, if it was all as clear as that, I wonder why you thought of consulting me at all, Ben. I wasn’t there. I’m just a headshrinker.”




  “I wanted . . . Is there any way a delusion could take hold of Harp and me, disturb our senses in the same way? Oh, just saying it makes it ridiculous.”




  Dr. Kahn smiled. “Let’s say, difficult.”




  “Is it possible Harp could have killed her, thrown her out through the window of the west bedroom—the snow must have drifted six feet or higher on that side—and then my mind distorted my time sense? So I might’ve stood there in the dark kitchen all the time it went on, a matter of minutes instead of seconds? Then he jumped down by the shed roof, came back into the house the normal way while I was stumbling upstairs? Oh, hell.”




  Dr. Kahn had drawn a diagram of the house from my description, and peered at it with placid interest. “Benign” was a word Helen had used for him. He said, “Such a distortion of the time sense would be unusual . . . Are you feeling guilty about anything?”




  “About standing there and doing nothing? I can’t seriously believe it was more than a few seconds. Anyway that would make Harp a monster out of a detective story. He’s not that. How could he count on me to freeze in panic? Absurd. I’d’ve heard the struggle, steps, the window of the west room going up. Could he have killed her and I known all about it at the time, even witnessed it, and then suffered amnesia for that one event?”




  He still looked so patient I wished I hadn’t come. “I won’t say any trick of the mind is impossible, but I might call that one highly improbable. Academically, however, considering your emotional involvement—”




  “I’m not emotionally involved!” I yelled that. He smiled, looking much more interested. 1 laughed at myself. That was better than poking him in the eye. “I’m upset, Doctor, because the whole thing goes against reason. If you start out knowing nobody’s going to believe you, it’s all messed up before you open your mouth.”




  He nodded kindly. He’s a good joe. I think he’d stopped listening for what 1 didn’t say long enough to hear a little of what I did say. “You’re not unstable, Ben. Don’t worry about amnesia. The explanation, perhaps some human intruder, will turn out to be within the human norm. The norm of possibility does include such things as lycanthropic delusions, maniacal behavior, and so on Your police up there will carry on a good search for the poor woman. They won’t overlook that snowdrift. Don’t underestimate them, and don’t worry about your own mind, Ben.”




  “Ever seen our Maine woods?”




  “No, I go away to the Cape.”




  “Try it some time. Take a patch of it, say about fifty miles by fifty, that’s twenty-five hundred square miles. Drop some eager policemen into it, tell ’em to hunt for something they never saw before and don’t want to see, that doesn’t want to be found.”




  “But if your beast is human, human beings leave traces. Bodies aren’t easy to hide, Ben.”




  “In those woods? A body taken by a carnivorous animal? Why not?” Well, our minds didn’t touch. I thanked him for his patience and got up. “The maniac responsible,” I said. “But whatever we call him, Doctor, he was there.”




  Mike Short picked me up at the Lohman bus station, and told me something of a ferment in Darkfield. I shouldn’t have been surprised. “They’re all scared, Mr. Dane. They want to hurt somebody.” Mike is Jim Short’s younger brother. He scrapes up a living with his taxi service and occasional odd jobs at the garage. There’s a droop in his shaggy ringlets, and I believe thirty is staring him in the face. “Like old Harp he wants to tell it like it happened and nobody buys. That’s sad, man. You been away what, three days? The fuzz was pissed off. You better connect with Mister Sheriff Robart like soon. He climbed all over my ass just for driving you to the bus that day, like I should’ve known you shouldn’t.”




  “I’ll pacify him. They haven’t found Mrs. Ryder?”




  Mike spat out the car window, which was rolled down for the mild air. “Old Harp he never got such a job of snow-shoveling done in all his days. By the c’munity, for free. No, they won’t find her.” In that there was plenty of I-want-to-be-asked, and something more, a hint of the mythology of Mike’s generation.




  “So what’s your opinion, Mike?”




  He maneuvered a fresh cigarette against the stub of the last and drove on through tiresome silence. The road was winding between ridged mountains of plowed, rotting snow. I had the window down on my side, too, for the genial afternoon sun, and imagined a tang of spring. At last Mike said, “You prob’ly don’t go along . . . Jim got your ca’ out, by the way. It’s at your place . . . Well, you’ll hear ’em talking it all to pieces. Some claim Harp’s telling the truth. Some say he killed her himself. They don’t say how he made her disappear. Ain’t heard any talk against you, Mr. Dane, nothing that counts. The sheriff’s peeved, but that’s just on account you took off without asking.” His vague, large eyes watched the melting landscape, the ambiguous messages of spring. “Well, I think, like, a demon took her, Mr. Dane. She was one of his own, see? You got to remember, I knew that chick. Okay, you can say it ain’t scientific, only there is a science to these things, I read a book about it. You can laugh if you want.”
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