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LOST! one small girl, alone, hungry, and afraid …

THE PROFESSOR — 

In a fit of vicious anger he killed Ritchie — the old prospector. He thought his crime had gone unnoticed, until he saw the glint of sun on glass, the glass of a toy telescope through which a small girl was staring … his shot at her missed, it caused her to run, blindly and fearfully, into the wilderness of the devilgut …

GIB SCOTT — 

He was the forester — he knew the devilgut and surrounding country like the back of his hand, he thought he could find the little girl and bring her back to camp, but he hadn’t reckoned with Big Ben, the killer puma, and McCurdy the escaped convict …

HANK THOREAU — 

He was the sheriff — his enemies preferred to call him a pompous ass, but they were mistaken. Thoreau was an opportunist, and Janie Cooper, the daughter of fabulously wealthy Matt Cooper, was lost in the mountains. Already he could read the headlines, “Sheriff Thoreau rescues lost Cooper child”.

BUT IN SPITE OF THE INTENSIVE
 SEARCH — IT WAS THE KILLER WHO
 FOUND HER FIRST …
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To

JANE AND NED





STAND anywhere in Southern California and you may see the mountains simply by turning your head. An ubiquitous backdrop, they hover over the narrow coastal plain, for ever separating it from the harsh desert to the east. Lacking water, they are not fertile, nor are they rich in precious minerals. Pioneers, pushing west, found them only a barrier and not a stopping-place. They crossed the ranges, sometimes with great hardship, and built their homes and their cities in the gentle valleys beyond. They did not linger. Neither did those who came after them. As a result, the mountains have scarcely felt a man’s imprint or been altered by his presence.

On the map it would appear otherwise. But maps are boastful. They show the highways by which man travels through the mountains or the air routes by which he flies above them. They give names to peaks and streams and valleys, and elevations above sea level and distances in miles. In doing this, maps foster the comforting illusion that the wilderness has been vanquished and that what Southern Californians call the “back country” differs from their individual back yards only in size. But it is just an illusion.

Take a man of the coastal plain, strip him of his car and road map, remove him from the paved highway — in some spots no farther than a hundred yards — and he will find himself in a world where he is as much a stranger as he would be in the middle of the Amazon or the Sahara. It can be a terrifying world of forbidding canyons and treacherous ridges, a criss-crossing up-and-down world of dead ends and awesome vastness, cruel and inhospitable. And man, though a more complex organism than the lower animals, does not possess their homing instinct or their adaptability. Detached from his well-ordered environment, he often becomes confused, panicky, lost. Occasionally, he dies. This happens to the mature as well as the foolish, to the strong as well as the weak.

And if it should happen to a child …





THURSDAY AFTERNOON


SHE had come as far from camp as was allowed. She realized that when she looked back and could barely distinguish the shape of the tent among the pine trees. Yet the wild flowers she had come to pick were still a hundred yards or so farther on, in the middle of the broad meadow that was called Chinese Flat. For a moment she hesitated, remembering her father’s explicit instructions. But Father — she no longer thought of him as Daddy, though he would prefer it — was taking his afternoon nap and surely he wouldn’t mind if she went just a little way farther. There was nothing to be afraid of. Besides, she reasoned smugly, I’m not exactly a baby any more, for gosh sakes!

Janie Cooper was ten that summer. As she firmly believed, she was no longer a baby. But neither had she crossed the line into adolescence, as she liked to assume. It was an invisible barrier against which she pushed impatiently, causing it to bend rather than break. Her mind was given to occasional flights of fancy whose sophistication would have surprised her parents had they been aware of them. On the other hand, she still played happily with dolls. Physically, Janie was about average, perhaps a trifle taller than most, thin with long coltish legs and regular features that gave no definite clue as to whether she would turn out to be pretty or plain. She was an only child and, consequently, somewhat spoiled. And, occasionally, lonely.

Like most imaginative persons, Janie Cooper didn’t mind being lonely, at least on certain occasions. There was even melancholy kind of sweetness about it. Like to-day, for instance. It was somewhat thrilling to wander the broad meadow, the only moving creature, and imagine herself completely alone in the world. Of course, she knew better, so it was really all right. She was only in the Encanto Mountains, which she could see from her bedroom window at home every day, and their camp in Portal Canyon was only a mile from Hannah Crossing and that little settlement was, in turn, only a mile from the main highway which led to the city where she lived.

“I wish I could stay here for ever,” she said aloud, almost meaning it. But the week’s camping trip, so eagerly anticipated, was now nearly over and, with it, the summer holidays. Sunday, Father would have to take her back to Mother so she might begin school the next day. Janie had still not yet got used to thinking of her parents as separate entities living apart from each other. It had all been explained to her very carefully and, of course, she was familiar with the idea of divorce from television. But the why of it still eluded her young mind. Why couldn’t they live together again and be happy instead of …

She forgot her plaintive musings at the sight of the bed of yellow deerweed that bloomed beside the trickle of water known as Linger Creek. She ran forward and knelt to gather the long-stemmed flowers and fashion them into a bouquet. They’re like fairy gold, she thought, and instantly embarked upon another fantasy wherein a prince happened to ride by and saw her there and fell in love with her and carried her away to his palace to live happily ever after. But then she saw her reflection in the placid creek and had to grin. I don’t look much like a princess right now. To save brushing, her hair had been tied back rather sloppily with a green ribbon and her tanned face bore some faint traces of the cherry pie they had eaten at lunch. Her clothing was heterogeneous — dark green cycling jeans, an old Brownie blouse that was quite snug now, a red twill jacket, dirty white socks and (her special pride) genuine Indian moccasins that her father had bought at the lodge in Hannah Crossing. From a leather thong about her neck dangled a toy telescope with a tiny compass inset on the barrel, another present from her father.

Janie unslung the telescope and studied the compass, aligning the needle with the big N as she had been taught to do. Now let’s see, she thought, suppose I was lost … Of course, she wasn’t but it was fun to pretend. A rise of ground prevented her from actually seeing Portal Canyon, where the camp was, but she knew it was there to the west. Behind her — north — loomed the smooth hump of hill that was called Breadloaf. On the south the meadow was bordered by the low sawtooth peaks of Black Ridge. And to the east — only a little distance away from where she sat — began the tangle of badlands known as Devilgut. It was a complex of small canyons and gullies, choked with trees and rocks and brush, carved haphazardly in the far-off days when Linger Creek had been a fast-rushing river and the meadow had been a lake bed.

Janie had been expressly forbidden to venture into Devilgut and was, therefore, irresistibly drawn to it. “Pretty rugged country, I guess,” her father had said when asked. “No place for us, anyway.” Which didn’t really answer her question, of course.

She picked up her bouquet and got to her feet, thinking it was time she returned to camp. As she did so, Janie noticed a large flat rock half-buried in the grassy meadow at the mouth of Devilgut. It’s like a platform, she thought; I’ll bet I could see all the way down into Devilgut from there with my telescope. Tempted, she hesitated. Her instructions had been clear : not to enter Devilgut and not to stray out of sight of their camp. But that rock isn’t exactly in Devilgut, she reasoned, and besides I should be able to see our tent from there, too. I wouldn’t really be disobeying Father — not really.

Carrying the bouquet in one hand and the telescope in the other, she skipped ahead, following Linger Creek till she reached the boulder. It was taller than it had appeared at a distance, taller than her head, but there were handholds and she scrambled up the side until she could stand triumphantly on the flat top.

She gazed around with a mixture of pride and awe. Raised above the rolling floor of the meadow, it seemed as if she hovered over the world. She was surprised to see that she had come so far. Portal Canyon had almost vanished in the blue haze of the summer afternoon. Even with her telescope, she couldn’t quite make out their camp site. Nor was she able, as she had expected, to glimpse what lay beyond Devilgut. The jumble of brushy gorges seemed to stretch away for ever, with even her familiar friend of the meadow, Linger Creek, disappearing immediately.

However, Janie wasn’t disappointed. It’s all so beautiful, she thought, like a picture. Seeking familiar landmarks, she swung the telescope across the brown slope of Breadloaf, past Miner’s Gap and the lightning-blasted oak that guarded the mouth of that rocky defile, and slowly around to the serrated crags of Black Ridge. She had nearly completed the circle when she halted in surprise.

Seeing no one and hearing nothing, Janie had believed herself to be alone in the wilderness. But she had been mistaken. Almost directly above her, on a ledge of Black Ridge, two men were standing. They were close enough for her toy telescope, weak as it was, to bring both of their faces clearly into view. Neither was a stranger; she had met both of them during the past week and knew vaguely who they were.

Delighted, Janie waved her arm to attract their attraction, since neither appeared to be aware of her presence below them. She opened her mouth to shout a greeting. And then she stopped with a sudden cold realization of what she was seeing.

One of the men had a rifle. And he was pointing it at the other.

The old man was facing death. He could see it in the nervous flickering eyes of the man with the gun, and in the expressionless steel eye of the rifle that was staring at his body. He felt his own eyes wetting with fear and he was ashamed. To be scared of a crazy young crackpot …

“No need to point no gun at me,” the old man said. The red bandanna around his scrawny throat bobbed with his Adam’s apple. “I didn’t mean no harm.”

The man with the rifle thought, in the grip of his rage, how easy it would be. The slightest pressure of his finger against the trigger, no more than that, and the rifle would do the rest. The bullet, spiralling down the barrel, would rip in the ebony chest, stilling the sneering laugh for ever. The thought gave him a little shudder of pleasure.

The entire tableau — for that was how he suddenly perceived it, looking at himself from somewhere outside himself — pleased him. Standing on the ridge above the world, himself in complete power, the cringing old man at his mercy began to represent the evils that had plagued him all his life. He had had these inner rages before, these convulsions of hate, but always in the privacy of his office or bedroom where he could do no more than squeeze a death-grip on the arms of his chair, or sometimes smash his fist down on to his desk or his bed. No one else knew about these raw edges of his soul, of course; he was proud of how little other people knew about him — yet how astutely he saw through all of them and their cheap subterfuges and plots against him.

And how different this time was! For in his hands he held a weapon.

His implacable silence — he liked to think of himself as implacable — was frightening the old fool even more. Now he was rubbing his palms against the pockets of his jeans in a slow circular movement as if to dry the sweat of terror. “I was only joking,” the old man said. “I didn’t figure you’d take it to heart.”

Heart? He had no heart. He was implacable, remorseless, in complete control of himself. He said, “You shouldn’t have nagged me.”

The old man seemed surprised at the choice of words. “‘Nagged’? That’s what women do. I was just joshing you — I wasn’t laughing at you. It was just in fun, man to man.”

“So now we’re equals. I’m extremely flattered. I’d gathered that you considered yourself my superior.”

The old man faltered, picking his words carefully to avoid offending further. “I wasn’t trying to make trouble, just meant to be neighbourly. Maybe my advice ain’t no good, nor my jokes neither. But I don’t want trouble, got enough already.”

The rifle eye continued to gaze at its prey. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you kept following me around picking at me.” But he was no longer so certain that he would shoot. The old pest deserved a bullet for his sneers and know-it-all airs, but there was also a great satisfaction in watching him crawl. Maybe it was better that way, that he should live and remember his humiliation rather than die and forget.

The old man like a cornered animal, sensed the lessening of the danger. He stopped wiping his palms on his trouser legs. “I won’t bother you no more, if that’s what you want.” He commenced to sidle away along the ledge, slowly, to make it appear — to himself, at least — that he was merely leaving, not running.

Let him go, the man with the rifle decided. He’s learned his lesson. He knows how close he came. Let him go.

But then, at the lip of the trail that led downwards to the flat, the old man paused. Perhaps it was that same need to persuade himself that he was not running away that made him hesitate, a desire to have the last word and thus rescue his pride. Over his shoulder he said, “If I was you, mister, I’d see a doctor.”

The fury returned in a red flood, deeper than before, engulfing him. The old fool hadn’t learned his lesson, after all. All right, let him learn it now. His finger jerked convulsively against the trigger of the rifle.

The shot was not loud, the noise dissipating immediately in the mountain vastness with only the faintest of echoes lingering behind. For an instant, he wasn’t even sure that he had actually fired, so quickly was it over. But then he saw the old man, propelled by the force of the bullet, pitch forward and roll over and lie still. Then he knew.

His anger was gone now and a great calmness settled over him. He walked forward and stood gazing down at the fallen man without any emotion except satisfaction. No need for a closer examination; he could see that the old man was dead. Serves him right, he thought. He had been completely justified in his action. He had been badgered and ridiculed beyond endurance. No one would blame him, certainly.

Or would they?

“Self-defence,” he murmured aloud. “I can say that he attacked me, tried to rob me — and since nobody saw it …”

Or had they?

For the first time, he felt uneasy and exposed, standing on the ledge. Quickly, he turned and began to scan his surroundings. No one else on the ridge or on Breadloaf opposite or below in … Who was that? His stomach contracted sharply? He was not alone!

Directly below him at the edge of Chinese Flat, a small figure in a red jacket stood gazing up at him. Sunlight glinted on something she held to her eye. “My God!” he breathed. “It’s a kid with a telescope!”

His next move was a reflex. Without consciously willing it, he threw the rifle to his shoulder and fired down at this unexpected witness. Even as he did so, he knew it was a mistake. The distance was too great for an unskilled marksman; there were other, better, ways to deal with a child. Perhaps she hadn’t seen him shoot the old man … But it was already too late.

As he knew it would, his shot missed. But it was enough to stampede the child. She scrambled down from the large rock on which she stood, glancing wildly around for one terrified moment and chose the nearest shelter. Before he could fire again — or even decide if he should fire again — she had vanished into the mouth of Devilgut and was lost to his sight.

Run — run — run!

Until this moment, Janie Cooper had never experienced pure terror. Frightened she had occasionally been during her short lifetime. But it had been a momentary emotion, usually born of her over-active imagination, and quickly dispelled by the comforting presence of parent, teacher or playmate. This time it was different. This time it was not her imagination. The whine of the bullet as it passed her head had been real. And this time no one stood by to reassure her. She was alone in a hostile world.

Run!

She had no plan of escape. She only knew that she must somehow get away from the man with the gun. She chose Devilgut as her sanctuary because it offered a hiding place close at hand, where any other avenue would have left her exposed to her enemy on Black Ridge above. Had she been capable of weighing the alternatives, had she been able to realize what a small target she was, she would have fled back across Chinese Flat to Portal Canyon and the safety of her father’s camp. But in that moment panic was her master and all else — reason, her father’s orders to avoid the tangled badlands — was forgotten. She plunged into Devilgut.

Run!

Janie obeyed. Panting with fear, she scurried forward over rocks and through brush, oblivious of the switching branches and the treacherous footing. Sometimes she fell but scrambled up again, paying no attention to scrapes and bruises that, under ordinary circumstances, would have produced tears. She glanced backward oftener than forward, expecting at any moment to see a shadow close behind her, reaching for her. All she saw were trees and underbrush that pressed in upon her from every side until she was not even sure in which direction lay the meadow she had left. Still, she hurried on, her panic carrying her forward at random through the labyrinth of gullies.

Exhaustion gradually overtook her fear and at last she came to a halt, sinking to the ground in the shelter of a live-oak tree, unable to run farther. She sobbed noiselessly with mingled fright and weariness. She waited numbly for her enemy to find her. Long minutes passed and the only sound she heard was her own heart, thudding against her ribs. Slowly, she began to believe that she had escaped.

“He shot at me,” she whispered aloud, trying to comprehend it. “He tried to kill me.”

The sense of unreality she felt did not spring from a failure to understand. Television, films, comics, the front pages of the newspapers had all long before familiarized her with the idea of murder. She knew that men often killed other men and that this was against the law. Murderers, when caught, were punished and so they tried never to be seen when murdering somebody. If someone should see them, then they killed that person too.

“I’m a witness,” Janie told herself with a touch of awe that she should occupy such an important position. For a moment she almost forgot her fear in a surge of pride but then she remembered the bullet that had come so close, and she shivered. I don’t want to be a witness! she thought desperately. I just want to go home.

She had no doubt about what she had seen. The Old Man had been murdered by the Professor. She did not remember their names, although she had been introduced by her father, who had spoken to both of them. The Old Man was a prospector who looked for gold and silver and had a brown burro; he lived here in the mountains. She was less definite about the Professor who, like herself, was not a native of the hills. Janie understood only vaguely what a “professor” was, some sort of a teacher for grown-ups. His function seemed mysterious and menacing in the light of what had happened.

And now the Professor was after her.

She held her breath and listened. The late afternoon breeze rustled through the branches of the oak tree and stirred the manzanita. Familiar sounds but ominous now, enough to bring back apprehension full-grown. I can’t just stay here and wait, she thought. I’ve got to get back to Father. He’ll protect me.

For the first time, she began to wonder exactly where she was in relation to their camp site. She didn’t feel lost, however, for there was Linger Creek, which she had instinctively followed in her wild flight into Devilgut. All she would have to do was let it lead her back to the meadow and from there she would be on familiar ground.

But that was where the Professor was.

I’ve got to take another way, she decided. Let’s see, if I make a circle over in that direction, I’ll probably come out behind the Professor and he’ll never see me. And I won’t get lost because I have my compass …

With sudden dismay, she put her hand to her chest, seeking the telescope that had hung there by a thong. It was gone. Then she remembered that she had taken the thong from around her neck when she stood on the big rock. Somewhere in her flight, she had dropped the telescope — and with it, of course, the compass.

“Oh darn it!” she said aloud. “What’ll I do now?”

A noise down the canyon seemed to answer her. Janie didn’t know what it was, perhaps only the tapping of a woodpecker, but with it came again the overpowering urge to run, to get away. I’ll get along without the old compass, she told herself defiantly. She splashed across the creek and headed off along the course she had set for herself to safety.

At the mouth of Devilgut, the Professor halted. After his shot missed, he had rushed down the slope of Black Ridge with the intention of pursuing the girl. Yet by the time he reached the smooth ground of the meadow, the child had vanished, exactly where amid the jigsaw of gullies the Professor could not determine. And so he hesitated.

It occurred to him then that he was acting in a ridiculous fashion. What in the world was he, a grown man, doing chasing a small child through a wilderness? What did he intend to do when he caught her, anyway? Children could be handled by persuasion and suggestion. If she actually had seen him shoot the old man, why, it still could be explained away as an accident. No reason for him to be silly just because …

In the grass something glinted and he picked it up. The object was a telescope, child’s size, not much more than a plaything. The girl had dropped it in her headlong flight. Thoughtfully, the Professor put it to his eye and looked upwards, at the ledge where he and the old man had been. To his dismay, the lens was more powerful than he would have guessed. Through it, he could plainly see the old man’s hand as it dangled over the edge of the cliff. He even fancied he could see the dirt beneath the ragged fingernails.

She certainly had a good view, he thought sombrely. Why, in God’s name, did she have to be in this particular spot at that particular time? He had nothing against her and if …

He didn’t want to think about the “if”. He turned his gaze, and with it his thoughts, once more to the man lying dead on the ledge above. He couldn’t just leave the old man there where he’d sure to be seen eventually. The body must be disposed of, hidden. Luckily, there was no scarcity of hiding places in this vast countryside.

He put the girl’s telescope into his pocket and began to toil up the slope, pausing now and then to look and to listen. He saw no one and heard nothing but the incessant chatter and murmur of the forest. The child had been quite frightened, obviously; she was probably hiding somewhere in Devilgut, gathering up her courage. Very well. Just give him enough time to dispose of the old man’s body before he had to face the problem of the youngster.

The body was surprisingly light, as if life itself had been the greatest part of it, and the Professor was reminded of a shed snake skin. He carried the dead man easily on his shoulders back from the edge of the cliff across broken ground until he found a spot that suited him. It was a patch of soft earth overhung by a large rock that balanced precariously upon another stone. It was some distance from the path and gave access to nowhere, making it unlikely that anyone would be attracted here. He put the body aside and with his hands began to scoop a shallow grave out of the soil.

Now and then he paused to rest and, each time, he crept back cautiously to scan the meadow and the mouth of Devilgut, half-expecting that he would see the small figure of the child emerging from her hiding place. But he did not.

At the depth of about eighteen inches, he ran into shale that defied further digging without tools. He decided it was deep enough and placed the body within the grave, covering it quickly. Then, with an effort that made sweat stand out on his forehead, he succeeded in dislodging the balancing rock from its perch. The large stone thudded on top of the grave with a dull sound of finality. It did not cover the entire grave but the Professor felt that it would serve the purpose.

And still he felt no remorse. Stay there, he silently commanded his victim; stay there till the end of time and the day of judgment, if there is one. No one will care. No one will miss you, with the possible exception of that mangy burro. You were nothing and you are nothing.

Later, perhaps when it was dark, he would take care of the old man’s camp on Breadloaf. Not that there was much to take care of — a bedroll, a few cooking utensils, some prospecting tools … all easily buried. And the burro could be disposed of also, one way or another. If anyone missed the old man and thought to look for him, it would be assumed that he had drifted on like the worthless vagrant he was. No one would ever suspect that he …

Unless the child told what she had seen.

Hastily the Professor went back to his vantage point overlooking the meadow. The girl had not reappeared but the shadows were gathering below, making observation difficult. He descended the slope to a spot where an outcrop of granite formed a natural hiding place. There he sat down to wait. No matter what course she chose, the girl must pass within a few yards of him to return to her camp which, the Professor knew, was in Portal Canyon. He had no doubt as to her identity. There was only one child that he knew of in this part of the mountains, and he remembered her red jacket. She was the Cooper girl, Jeannie or Joanie or something like that, her father had called her.

It was just a question of time. But when — in the next minute or the next hour — the girl did appear, what did he intend to do about it? Surely, the Professor told himself, a small child could be convinced by adult persuasion to believe what she was told, that it was a game he and the old man were playing, a joke on her — or perhaps a secret she mustn’t tell anyone. Surely, it wouldn’t be necessary to …

Yet as he waited, his hand returned again and again to stroke the cold barrel of the rifle that lay across his lap.

Matthew Cooper awoke with a start and glanced automatically at his wrist-watch. It was nearly four-thirty and he had napped considerably longer than had been his intention. It was the mountain air that made him relax, that and the lazy existence he had led during the past week, such a contrast to the usual pressure of business and city life. Even in old camping clothes he looked like the successful executive, the man with drive. He was a big man with lines of command shaping his mouth; the early grey at his temples showed silver against the fresh pink of his holiday sunburn.

Cooper yawned, regretting that the week was nearly over; in two more days he would be plunged back into the hurly-burly again. They’d had fun, Janie and he, and not the least of his regret was that returning to the city would mark more than just the end of a holiday. Janie would go with her mother — and that was proper since a girl needed her mother, everyone said so — but he would miss her intensely.

He wondered then if that really had to be the way it was. If he and Esther would each try a little harder, perhaps … He sighed. He had tried and he supposed Esther had too, but somehow they just kept missing each other, like people groping blindly in a fog. Only in the love each had for their daughter did they seem to make contact. That hadn’t seemed enough to either of them and so they had agreed … yet Matthew Cooper sometimes remembered that it had not always been so. Once they had been happy together, first the two of them, then later the three of them. Where had they taken the wrong turn that now found them so far apart, with Janie in the middle? He shook his head, finding no answer. He didn’t want to think about it.

“Janie!” he called. “Getting hungry for dinner?”

He received no reply. He rose, stretching, from his cot and sauntered out of the tent. “Hey, Janie, where are you?” She was not within the camp site or its immediate vicinity. He wasn’t worried, since she liked to go for little walks and he permitted it, within limits. Cooper decided he’d get started with the evening meal. If they ate early, perhaps they would walk down to Hannah Crossing later for a soda. Janie would like that.

He rummaged through their larder, got some hamburger patties from the portable ice-chest, and began to pump up pressure in the gas-vapour stove. As he did so, he kept one eye on the broad expanse of Chinese Flat, expecting at any moment to see her small figure come trotting across it towards him. She did not appear.

“Where the heck could she have gone?” he muttered to himself. “Doesn’t she know it’s getting late?”

He was struck with another thought. Janie was probably playing one of her pretend games and, like children often did, had forgotten time and place. He decided he’d better go after her. He put the hamburger back in the ice-chest to foil the flies and strolled up the incline that led to the meadow. At the edge of Chinese Flat he called her name, not seeing her immediately but not dismayed since the rolling ground and knee-high grass could easily hide her from his sight.

“Janie!”

Still he received no answer. He called again, louder this time, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Janie, come on back! It’s dinner-time!” He listened for her response and heard only the faint echoes of his own voice.

Frowning a little, Cooper walked farther into the meadow. Where could she have gone that she would not hear him? He had given her definite instructions and he had always been proud and confident of her obedience. Then he grinned, understanding. Janie was hiding from him and, at any moment would spring from her place of concealment with a delighted shout. It was a game she dearly loved and Cooper humoured her, usually with a demonstration of wild surprise that both knew was not genuine. He looked covertly about for her hiding place so that he might “accidentally” walk in that direction. That little hummock over there, he decided; that’s where she is.

He strolled in that direction, waiting for her to leap up and pounce upon him. But though he slowly circled the hummock, Janie did not leap up. No happy scream of “Stick ‘em up!” burst upon his ears. Cooper began to get annoyed. He didn’t mind humouring her, but this was getting ridiculous.

“All right, Janie!” he shouted. “I give up! You win! Come on back now!”

When even this produced no response, Cooper’s irritation began to be replaced by a trace of worry. Could anything have happened to her? No, of course not. There was nothing to fear in this placid meadow. She had played there happily and safely a dozen times in the past week. The creek was nothing more than a trickle of water, not even a baby could get in trouble there. If she had hurt herself — a twisted ankle, for instance — why didn’t she answer him?

This time he bellowed her name. “Janie! Where are you?” The result was the same.

Worry was growing in him now by leaps and bounds. The sunlight was fading fast; it was already gone from the meadow, and soon even the peaks would be in shadow. Where could she be? Trotting, he crossed the meadow to the mouth of Miner’s Gap and called her again. It bounced hollowly down the rocky defile, losing itself in the distance. He didn’t think she had ventured into Miner’s Gap, since she had professed a distaste for the gloomy barren canyon. But that left only the meadow — and Devilgut.

She couldn’t have gone there, Cooper told himself. I warned her a dozen times … Yet where was she? “Janie!” Could she have somehow strayed beyond earshot of his voice?

“Gun,” he said suddenly. “She’d hear that.”

He wheeled and ran back to camp to get it.

Matthew Cooper believed that his shouts had gone unheard, but this was not so. From his place of concealment near the mouth of Devilgut, the Professor heard them plainly. Until this moment his attention had been riveted solely upon the little girl. Although he had already known that her father was somewhere nearby, it was not until he had heard his voice and seen his figure across the broad meadow that he had actually considered Cooper as a possible source of danger.

What, he wondered, would he do if Janie Cooper should suddenly run out of Devilgut to meet her father? Kill them both? He shuddered, but his fingers tightened on the rifle in his lap.

He was spared, at least momentarily, from answering his own question as Cooper, a small figure in the distance, turned and ran back towards Portal Canyon, disappearing from the Professor’s view. The Professor breathed in relief. Yet, almost immediately, he saw Cooper reappear. The man came running down the grassy length of Chinese Flat, halted near the centre of the meadow and held something above his head. The Professor jumped involuntary as a shot rang out, followed by two more.

The Professor understood. Cooper had come to the conclusion that his daughter was lost and he was trying to signal the girl back to safety. Tensely, he waited to see what the result would be.

Cooper waited also, looking about in all directions, then fired once more. He shouted the girl’s name several times. There was no answer. Cooper turned and ran off in the direction of Miner’s Gap and the Professor lost sight of him among the shadows. Shortly, however, he heard two more pistol shots.

She must have run a long way into Devilgut, the Professor thought. And then it occurred to him that perhaps the child in her panicked flight had met with an accident. Perhaps he was waiting in vain and she would never come out of Devilgut. It was such a happy answer to his problem that he longed to embrace it. But his reason told him how foolhardy this would be. He couldn’t leave it to chance. He had to be sure.

Slowly, he rose from his hiding place. He didn’t really have any choice. If Janie wasn’t coming out of Devilgut, he would have to go in and find her.

Get hold of yourself, Matthew Cooper commanded. There’s nothing happened to her. You’ve got to figure this thing out sensibly. He realized that he was close to panic. She must be some place nearby. Did she say anything this afternoon, give him any hint to where she might have gone? For God’s sake, think, man!

He was panting from the unaccustomed exertion of running, and trembling with apprehension. He forced himself to halt while he made an inventory of the possible areas into which his daughter might have wandered. The meadow, Miner’s Gap, Devilgut … He had covered them all — nor could he believe that Janie, the model of an obedient child, had so far disobeyed his orders as to lose herself in any of the surrounding canyons. Where, then?

He was struck with an idea and with it a surge of hope. In the opposite direction, down Portal Canyon, lay the little settlement of Hannah Crossing. Janie had never walked that far without him, but he had not exactly forbidden her to do so. And at lunch that day she had wished aloud for some more comic books like the ones he had bought her at the lodge. That’s it! he thought excitedly. She must have walked down to Hannah Crossing and it’s become dark and they won’t let her come back alone. She’s waiting there for me now.

The desire to believe was so strong that he did believe. That had to be the answer. It was the only one possible. He began to walk rapidly down the trail towards Hannah Crossing. A moment later, despite his shortness of breath, he was running.

The last orange rim of the sun slid behind the mountains. All her prayers had not been enough to prevent it and now she was alone in a wilderness of night. Janie Cooper began to cry.

She knew now what she had not admitted to herself as long as the friendly sun was there to comfort her. Her plan of circling through Devilgut and reaching safety had miscarried. She didn’t know where she was. Every gorge, every tree, every rock looked strange and at the same time similar to every other gorge, tree and rock. She didn’t know in which direction she was heading or in which direction she should be heading.

Janie Cooper was scared. Janie Cooper was lost.





THURSDAY NIGHT


“I’M lost,” Alys Hoffman declared with a sigh. “Absolutely lost. From now on I’m going to stick to abstract. Realism is much harder.” She held up the poster on which she was working. “Does that look like a ham sandwich to you, Gib?”

The lanky young man lounging across the table from her gave the painting only a cursory glance. “I guess so.” He fiddled with the broad-brimmed hat perched on his knee. It had the same well-worn look as his blunt deeply tanned face; both showed the rigours of an outdoor existence and Gib Scott was not known as the neatest man in the forestry service. His badge needed polishing where it hung from the pocket of his khaki shirt and the green whipcord of his uniform trousers bore bush stains. Only his fresh-oiled boots showed care — leather-laced eight-inch logger boots. His tall body was thin to the point of gauntness. “You still haven’t given me any reason, Alys.”

Alys didn’t answer him directly. She studied the poster, frowning. “Perhaps a little bit more white … I wish Dad hadn’t waited until my next-to-last evening to mention he wanted new signs for the lunch counter. Just because I happen to be an art major doesn’t mean I don’t need a little time to — ”

“I would appreciate a reason or two,” Gib interrupted. His voice showed an edge of annoyance. “I don’t think it’s too much to expect.”

“Gib, don’t shout. Do you want everyone to hear you?” She motioned with her head towards the far end of the big lodge, where a couple sat at the lunch counter, drinking beer and chatting with the man behind the bar.

“It’s only the Laughlins and your father. I’m not ashamed of anything.”

“Well, neither am I,” snapped Alys. She was a pretty girl, high-cheeked and wide-mouthed, with glossy blonde hair. She was small enough to look trim in the blue jeans and wool shirt she wore to-night but her young shapeliness allowed no doubts as to her femininity. “Yet I don’t see any point in broadcasting my personal affairs all over the whole Murray Forest. I’ve already said that I can’t marry you, Gib — so let’s let it go at that, shall we?”

“I’d just like the reason,” said Gib stubbornly.

“I don’t have to give any reason. But — oh, all right. Look around you, Gib. That’s the reason.”

Gib did, as if expecting to see someone he had failed to notice before. “Looks all right to me.” The room in which they sat was the combination general store, lunch counter and post office that — with the kitchen and bedroom attached behind — comprised Al’s Place. It was an ancient structure (some of the deer heads on the walls were older than either Gib or Alys) and the stone fireplace was dark with the smoke of several generations. The furniture was old, too, and rustic; only the gaudy jukebox which played for Saturday night dances gave any indication of modernity. The air smelled, though not unpleasantly, of aged wood and pine needles and quick-order cooking.
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