SHIPSIN THE NIGHT

by
Jack McDevitt

Arnold was nearing the end of hisfirst mile, moving methodicaly dong the pebbled, grassy track at
the edge of the tredline, looking out over the Red River of the North, when the wind first poketo him. It
blew through the twilight. Branches creaked and newly-fallen leavesrrattled againgt the trunks of msand
boxwoods. The forest sighed hisname.

Imagination, of course.

The river was loud around the bend. The jogging path crunched underfoot, and wings fluttered in the
trees.

Arnold.

Clearer that time. A cold breeze rippled through him.
The sound died away, smothered in the matted overhang.

He drew up gradually, dowed, stopped. L ooked around. He blinked furioudly at the trees. Theriver
wasgray inthefalling light. "Is someone there?'

A sparrow soared out of ared oak, and tracked through the sky, across the top of the windscreen,
out over the water, over the opposite bank and into Minnesota. It kept going.

The current murmured past a clutch of dark rocksin the middle of the stream. Somewhere, inthe
distance, he heard a garage door bang down. He pushed off again. But he ran more dowly.

Arnold.
He stopped again, tumbled to a hdt. Froze.

Therewas no mistaking it thistime: the sound was only awhisper, adistant Ssgh. But it spoke his
name. Breathed it, exhaled it. It was compounded of river and wind and trees. He heard it in the wave
that rolled up the pebbled shore, and in the tumble of dead |eaves.

It was not agroup of kids hiding behind boxwoods. It was not anybody he could imagine. It was not a
human voice a al. His heart pumped.

Courage had never been among Arnold Whitaker's virtues. He feared confrontation, feared doctors,
feared pain, feared women. And, athough he did not believe in ghosts, and in fact made it a point to
smile cynicaly at tales of the supernatura or the paranormal, he had no taste for dark places, even for the
short wak from his garage to his house when the moon wasfull. (He had, as a child, seen too many
werewolf movies))

He stopped near a black granite boulder, turned his back to the river, and surveyed the woods. He
wasin the wind screen that circled Fort Moxie, anarrow belt of trees s8ldom more than a hundred feet
wide. No one moved among the box €l ders and cottonwoods. Nothing followed him down the jogging
path. And, in afinal sweep of the area, he saw that nothing floated on the river or stood on the opposite



shore.

The black boulder was one of many in the area that the glaciers had pushed down from Manitoba,
and deposited when they began their long retreat at the end of the last ice age. It stood about shoulder
high, and its rough surface was cool.

Arnold remained very 4iill. Thetrees swayed gently in the early Autumn wind. Birds sang. Theriver
burbled. Quickest way out wasto leave the path, cut through the wind screen, and descend directly into
town. But that required him to make an admission that he wasn't prepared to make. The day wasfar too
pleasant, too sunny, too placid, to alow himsdf to be frightened by the wind. Wasn't that what they
aways said in haunted house movies? It's only the wind.

He discovered that he was crouched beside the boulder. He forced himsdlf to stand, and, with steps
that suddenly took wing, he bolted. He followed the path in and out of the trees. Arnold ran full tilt, racing
through filtered sunlight. Occasionally, where the path curved, he did not. He leaped over logs, cut across
glades, pushed between bushes. He emerged frequently along the river bank, only to plunge back into the
trees. Eventudly, still following the path, he veered away from the Red, and diced downhill through the
last vestiges of the wind screen. He was gasping when he came out onto Lev Anderson'sfields, and
crashed exhausted through the back door of the Fort Moxie Historical Center.

He scared the devil out of EmmaKosta, who was on duty, and her friend, Tommi Patmore. Emma
jumped up from her chair and spilled a cup of tea, and Tommi, who was sitting with her back to the door
when Arnold threw it open, literdly fell out of her chair. Arnold shut the door, tried to latch it, gave up,
hurried to Tommi's aid, and had to go back and try again with the door because it didn't close tight, had
never closed tight, and the wind blew it open.

In the end Tommi had to get hersalf back into her chair. Both ladies stared in bewilderment at Arnold.
"Why, Arnold,” said Emma, "whatever happened to you?"

He had virtualy collgpsed againgt the wall, exhaugted by his effort, lungs heaving. "Why, nothing,” he
sad. "Nothing at dl. What makes you think anything happened?' He needed another thirty seconds
before he could get out therest of it: "'l wasjust jogging.”

#

Arnold Whitaker was the proprietor and chief clerk at the Lock 'n' Bolt, Fort Moxi€'s hardware
store. He wasin hismid-thirties, aman of modest proportions and unremarkable features. He tended to
be sdlf-effacing, had never been known to offend anyone, and was generdly mindful of thecivilities he
held doors for women, told jokes only on himself, and spoke in carefully-modul ated tones. No one had
ever heard Arnold raise hisvoice.

His customers thought of him as solid and dependabl e, in the way that a good wrench and good bolts
are solid and dependable. Nothing fancy in his makeup, no dick housing or plugboard wiring; just good,
plain metd, carved to specification, and used within the parameters of the instruction manud.

Arnold was abachelor. He lived upstairs over the hardware store in a partan two-bedroom
gpartment. The furniture clashed: the rattan table undermined the spirit of hisrolltop desk; the seductive
effect of the black fur-covered sofawas utterly destroyed by the conservative gold-brown wingback
armchair. Arnold had acquired most of hisfurnishings at slesin Fargo and Grand Forks. His clothing
a0 reflected atendency to put considerations of budget over those of taste. Indeed, it might be said that
Arnold's propensity for discounts reflected anatura tendency to avoid anything in lifefor which he might
haveto pay full vaue.



He owned a good television, twenty-seven inches with eight hundred lines of resolution and
wraparound sound. (He spent alot of timewatching TV, and held gotten the price he wanted last
President'sDay.) A high-priced discontinued stereo dominated the living room. Walls throughout the
gpartment had been converted into bookshelves, and they were filled with hardware catalogs and
paperback techno-thrillers.

He dept in the middle room, which was dominated by a double bed that was seldom made up, and an
ugly bureau missing severa handles. (He was looking for agood replacement.) A smaller tlevisonand a
VCR was set in one corner, and arubber plant in another. A picture of aformer girl friend whom he had
not seen in years stood atop the bureau.

The back room looked out over the northwestern quarter of Fort Moxie. Houses in the border town
were widely separated, even behind the commercid section. Lots were seldom smdler than ahalf-acre.
Few greetlights burned back there, and consequently the area got thoroughly dark at night. Which was
why Arnold had chosen hisrear window to set up histelescope.

The tel escope was perhaps the one thing Arnold owned that he had bought at retail. It was a 2080
Schmidt-Cassegrain reflector with a25mm eyepiece. It gave him spectacular views of the moon, and of
Jupiter and Saturn, especidly on cold winter nights when the air ssemed to crystdlize, and the molecules
and dust crackled and fell to earth, exposing the hearts of the great planets.

Arnold's secret ambition, one that he had never shared with anyone, wasto find an incoming comet. To
be there first, and to break the news. Comet Whitaker.

His neighbors knew about the telescope, and they assigned its existence to some minor idiosyncracy,
the exception to the genera steady flow of Arnold'slife.

Arnold, by theway, was liked by almost everyone. He did not give rise to passions: no onein Fort
Moxie drifted off to deep dreaming of him. And no one could recal ever having become redly angry with
him. Hewasjust there, a presence downtown, reliable, polite, as much apart of the town as the post
office or route 11 or the wind screen. What people liked most about him (though probably no one could
have put it in words) wasthat Arnold redly enjoyed hardware. Hammers and chisels, their polished
wood stocks gleaming, the metal heads bright and clean, delighted him. He handled jacks and
screwdrivers and boxes of tacks and lighting fixtures with obvious affection. And even hisyounger
customers made the connection between Arnold's solid, dependable life style, and the nuts and bolts of
histrade.

On the evening of the incident in the tree belt, which was the first unplanned occurrencein Arnold's
life snce the Flood of '78, he returned to the Store in a state of considerable disarray. He locked both
downstairs doors and checked al the windows, aroutine he didn't dwaysfollow in crime-free Fort
Moxie. And he retreated upstairs into the back room, where he sat along time beside the tel escope,
watching darknessfall acrossthe digtant tredline.

He never doubted that he had in fact heard his name out there. Arnold was far too solid, too stable, to
question his senses. He did not believe it was a prank, did not see how a prank could have been
executed.

But what, then, wasit? In the good hard light of hisroom, he could dismiss the supernatural. But what
remained? Was it possible that some trick of the wind, some unlikely chance pattern of branchesand air
currents and temperatures had produced a sound so close to 'Arnold' that his mind had filled in the rest?

For amost an hour, he sat with his chin propped againgt his hands, staring through the window at the
distant treetops.



Later, hewent out to dinner, down to Clint's. That was atreet, but tonight he felt entitled. He wanted
people around him.

#

The usud routine was that Arnold opened up at nine. He had two part-timers. Janet Hasting, a
housawife who relieved him at lunchtime; and Dean Walloughby, ateenager who camein at three. If
things were quiet, Arnold worked on hisinventory, or histaxes, and made the trip to the bank. They
closed at five. Dean went home, and Arnold went jogging.

But today, the day after theincident Arnold had begun to think of as The Encounter, complete with
capitals, he had a decision to make. He enjoyed running. He especidly enjoyed the solitude of the tree
belt, and running against the wind off the prairie. Heliked the clean rock-and-water smell of the Red
River, and the far-off sound of airhorns on [-29. It was just after Labor Day, and Fort Moxi€e's short
summer was fading fast. He did not like to lose what little good weather was | €ft, especialy to an
aberration, atrick of the senses.

Arnold had been unnerved by the experience. He trembled at the prospect of going there again,
understood he could keep away and no one would ever know he had givenin to hisfear. He might
wonder for atime what had actualy happened out there, but he knew that eventualy he would assign the
event to an active imagination.

That seemed like the safer course.

Y es. He would stay clear. No point tempting fate. Why ask for trouble? This afternoon, he would
confine himsdlf to running in town. Getting near the end of the season anyway. And having made his
decision, he welcomed Janet Hasting in a eleven, and went to lunch shortly after with a clear conscience.

Arnold nodded to the small crowd of regularsin Clint's, and drew up achair beside Floyd Rickett,
who was dismembering aBLT. FHoyd wastdl, gray, sharp-nosed, pinched-looking, well-pressed in his
postal uniform. He harbored strong opinions, and astrong sense of the importance of hisown time. Cut
to the bottom line, he was fond of saying, jabbing with the three middle fingers of hisright hand. Floyd
did agreat ded of jabbing: he jabbed hisway into conversations, jabbed through political opposition
down at the club (where he was recording secretary), jabbed through lines and crowds. Lifeisshort. No
time to wagte. Cut to the bottom line. At the post office, he specidized in sorting out problems caused by
the generd public. Floyd tolerated no doppy wrapping, no barely-legible handwriting, no failureto add
the proper zip code.

"You look upset,” he said, targeting Arnold.
Arnold sat down, and shook hishead. "I'm fine."
"l don't think so." Jab. ™Y our color's not good." Jab. "And you're avoiding eye contact.” Slice.

Arnold immediately tried to establish eye contact. But it was too late. " Something odd happened to me
yesterday."

Bottom line. "What?' Floyd leaned forward with interest. Odd occurrences, especialy of the sort that
could drain the equanimity from as solid a citizen as Arnold Whitaker, wererare in Fort Moxie.

"I don't know how to explain this, exactly." Arnold looked up as Aggie came over to take his order.
When she had gone, he repeated his observation.

"Just get to the point,” said Foyd.



"l wasjogging in the wind screen yesterday. | go up there every day, after | close up.”
Floyd shifted hisweight.
"l heard avoice," Arnold said.

Floyd took another bite out of hisBLT, chewed, and frowned when nothing more was forthcoming. "
giveup,” hesaid a last. "Whose voice?'

"There wasn't anyone there."

"Must have been somebody. There was somebody behind atree.”
"NoO."

"Then what's the point?*

"It wasn't avoice like yoursor mine. What | mean is, that it wasn't aperson'svoice at al.”
Floyd frowned. "What other kinds of voices are there?’

"l don't know."

"Okay. Whet did it say?"'

"Nothing."

"Nothing?'

"Wel, it cdled my name."

"And that'sit?"

"y es"

Hoyd tilted his head, smiled, and finished hisiced tea. "Got to go," he said. He had recognized that
thiswas a conversation without a bottom line. No time to waste on it. "Listen, Arnold, what you heard
was an echo. Or the wind. Wind plays funny tricks sometimes.” He patted his lipswith his ngpkin.
"Maybe you need to take afew days off."

So Arnold went back to the store, and reconsidered his decision to stay away from the wind screen.
He could not alow himsdlf to be frightened off from something he redlly enjoyed doing. Especidly when
he had no explanation to offer, even to himsdlf. By two o'clock, he had decided to confront whatever
might be lurking (and that was the word that kept coming to mind) in the trees. And damn the
consequences. But over the next hour, the forces of caution stormed back and retook the hill.

He considered inviting Dean, his part-timer, to go with him. But how would he explain the request?
And anyway the kid wasin terrible shape, and would only dow him down if aquick exit became

necessary.

By the end of the business day, he had changed his mind severd times, and findly settled on a
compromise: hewould stay out of the trees, but he would run as close to them as he could get, while
remaining on the Streets.

His usud regimen, after locking up and changing into his sweat suit, wasto drive down and park a



the Historical Center, then run back aong Bannister Avenue through town, and connect with the jogging
path on the west side. Then he would follow it around the northern perimeter of Fort Moxie, passing the
gte of The Encounter, and eventually come out at the Historical Center. The route was about five miles
long. He never actually ran that distance, couldn't run that far, but he used a combination of jogging and
walking. And sometimes he stopped dtogether. Frequently did so, infact. All indl, he might need
anywhere from an hour and a quarter to two hours to complete the course. Today, of course, would be
different. To Sart with, heleft hiscar in the garage. He started out along Bannister, cruising past the post
office and the bank and the Prairie Schooner Bar and Mike's Supermarket and the Intown Video Store.
But, instead of continuing al the way out to the western side, he turned north at Fifth Street, cutting
across the leaf-strewn grounds of the Thomas Jefferson Elementary Schooal.

Directly ahead, about six blocks, he could see the line of ems and boxwoods. The tregtopsrolledin a
brisk prairie wind. They looked harmless enough. They also looked deep: when held been aboy,
Arnold'simagination had delighted in turning the narrow belt of treesinto thick woods. That childhood
Fort Moxie had been aredoubt carved out of avast forest, rather than alonely outpost on the prairie.

Heleft the school behind, cruised past homes and the bake shop and the North Star Apartments.
Two blocks up from Bannigter, he passed Floyd's house. It was a pale green immacul ately-kept
two-story frame, with an enclosed front porch. Two box elders grew in aspacious, freshly-raked front
yard. (The leaves had been bagged, and lined aside wall.) Broad manicured hedges marked its
boundaries. A carefully-arranged assortment of bushesimplied the owner's amost obsessive taste for
symmetry and order. The evening newspaper, the Grand Forks Herad, lay folded in the middle of the
lawn.

Hisred Nissan was parked in the driveway. And the man himsdlf appeared at the door, waved to
Arnold, and strolled out toward his newspaper.

Arnold waved back.
"L ook out for thething in thewoods," he caled, as Arnold passed.
Shouldn't have said anything. Arnold increased his pace dightly, felt his cheeks grow warm.

He was now approaching the Fort Moxie Library.

Thelibrary wasthe town's pride. The taxpayers had supported abond issue, an architect from
Bismarck had designed the structure to resemble alittle Greek temple, and contributions of both books
and money kept the indtitution well-funded.

The Greek temple commanded the top of arise surrounded by lawns which had just begun to turn
brown. Two ems, aflagpole, astatue of acavary soldier (from the days when the town was redly a
fort), and afew vervain and honeysuckle bushes contributed to a sense of disconnectednessfrom the
world outside. Thelibrary was atime warp, located in atown that did not even have apolice officer. It
was part Hellenic, part 1910. A pebbled walkway, lined with green benches, curved through the
grounds. The benches were occupied by teenagers, or by older residents enjoying the late summer days.
And one, the one directly in front of the temple, facing it, held astranger, ayoung woman Arnold had
never seen before. She was, as he was quick to note, as his breath left him and he ran off the side of the

curb, awoman of surpassing beauty.

It would have been an exaggeration to say that Arnold never had luck with women. There had been a
few in hislife, perhaps a half-dozen who had bedded down with him, and even one or two who might
have gone to the atar with him. But none of these, in thefull blaze of daylight, were abletofire his
boilers, so to speak. The women who might have been capable of doing that aways frightened him, and



s0 they inevitably ended on someone ese's arm while Arnold kept hisfragile ego intact. He could say, to
his shame, that no truly beautiful woman had ever rgected him.

The woman on the bench was truly beautiful.

She had liquid green eyes, and red-blond hair cut shoulder length. When she moved, the hair swirled
and caught thelight. Her features were finely-chisdled, aristocratic in the finest sense, illuminated by an
inner energy that drove Arnold's blood pressure well into the danger zone. Her expression suggested
quite clearly that she would be unapproachable.

A book lay open on her lap, and aworn imitation-legther briefcase had fallen over at her feet. She
wore aconservative light brown blouse, and a conservative dark brown skirt.

Needlessto say, it would never have occurred to Arnold to alter course, to venture a hdlo, or even a
wave as he went by. Rather, he smply continued on, watching as best he could until he had crossed
Patcher Street, and the beautiful young woman passed from sight behind Kaz Johansen's yellow frame
house.

Fifth Street just more or less stopped, went to dirt, and played out along a block where severa
houses were currently under construction, where only Al Conway actually lived. Arnold passed Al's
place, and continued to the end of the street. There was an empty lot back there, beyond the
congtruction, covered with thick grass and dead leaves. The lot mounted gradually into the wind screen.
Arnold dowed, but did not stop. He wondered if the issue had ever been in doubt as he picked hisway
across uneven ground, moved up the short dope, and entered the trees.

The stated purpose of the tree beltsisto protect towns from the winds that whip the prairie. During
the previous spring, a poet who had come from St. Louisto speak at the library had said the redl reason
for windscreens had nothing to do with thewind; it wasthat it hurt peopleto look at al that emptiness, dl
the way to the horizon, so they built walls around themsalves. The poet, Arnold guessed, had never been
in Fort Moxie during the winter.

The narrow belt of woodland was very quiet.

He dowed to awak. The wind moved softly through the upper branches, through patterns of sunlight.
Hisfears had eased: the wood felt so unthreatening, so peaceful, that theincident of the day before
seemed unredl, and very far away. These treeswere his. Nothing frightening could move among them.

He picked up his pace. The jogging path camein from the left, and he eased onto it. The air was cool
and invigorating, but he knew it harbored the first suggestions of the long winter to come.

He thought about calling out to the voice. Challenging it. Hey, Voice. I'm back. But he hadn't
recovered that much of his courage. The forest moved around him. Branches swung, and insects
whispered in bushes, and the sounds of his passage echoed back at him.

The river appeared, off to the northeast. He was drawing close to the spot where The Encounter had
occurred.

Arnold dowed down, moving at adeliberate pace, saving his energy. The path had moved now to the
far sde of thetrees, the outsde of the screen, where it continued while the river angled in. The black
boulder loomed ahead.

He stopped.

Thewind drew at him, pulled at his clothes, rippled acrossthe grass.



"Areyou here?' he asked, very softly, not entirely sure he had mouthed the words at dl.
The branches creaked and sighed.

Theriver flowed.

Fedling much better, Arnold broke into a brisk, triumphant trot.

Thewind picked up. It smelled of water and green bushes. The foliage moved . The daylight changed
complexion, asif something had come between him and the sun. There were cloudsin the sky, toward
the east. The sky was beginning to darken.

And the wind spoke.
"Do not--"

Arnold's kneeslocked. He tumbled, sorawled flat. There was nothing behind him. Nothing anywhere
he could see. The sound had a stereo qudlity: it camefrom al directions.

"--Beafrad."

If there was anything more likely to terrify Arnold than avistation in alonely glade, it wasan
injunction, from whatever source, not to panic. He crouched on the ground, heart pounding. No one
moved among the trees. Theriver was quiet, and the path was empty, asfar as he could see. Thevoice
was too close to have come from the opposite bank.

No human throat could have made that leafy, gurgling, wind-blown sound. "Who's there?'

His heart fluttered, and his breath caught, but he was able to keep the previous day's sickening panic
at bay.

"Helo, Arnold." Thetreetopsrolled dowly back and forth, asif agiant unseen hand played with them.
"I was hoping you would come back."

A warm breeze touched his cheek.
"Where areyou?"'

"Here"" Something likelight laughter raced through the foliage. "'1'm beside you."

"Where? Show yourself." Arnold struggled againgt rising panic.
"Thereisnothing to show."

"Say agan?'
"Thereisnothing to see. Unlessthelight isright.”

Got to be atrick. Somebody hed to be recording this. Was he going to hear it played at the Elks next
Saturday night?"Whoever you are, | don't care for the game." He was still not speaking loudly. "Isthat
you, Foyd?'

Silencerolled out of the trees and off theriver. A gust blew acrossthe gladein which he hid. "Who is
Hoyd?'
"A friend."



" A friend who playstricks?'

"l don't know. Where are you, Floyd?"

"Thereisno oneherebut youand I."

"Who areyou? Redly?'
"A vigtor."
"A tourist?'

"You could put it that way. Listen, Arnold, why don't you st down? Y ou don't look at all
comfortable.”

"Why don't you come out where | can see you? What are you afraid of ? How do you do the voice
trick?'

"l aminyour field of vison."

"Where? Are you behind atree?’

That soft laughter again, rippling through the elms and boxwoods. "I am a your side, Arnold." A
sudden current of warm air flowed around him. "' | am pleased to have an opportunity to talk with you."

Arnold was still watching the woods. "What isit? Speakers hidden around here somewhere?”

"You're hard to convince."

"Convince about what?'

"Okay. If you want, I'll do ademonstration. Pick atree."

"What?'

"Pick atree. Any tree." It sounded impatient.

"Okay." He pointed toward an American em. "That one."

It was the biggest tree in the area, about sixty feet high. Its trunk was maybe twenty-five feet in
circumference, covered with thick gray-brown bark. About athird of the way up, it divided into stout
branches, dividing and subdividing into the leafy web that connected it with its neighbors. A squirrel clung
to the furrowed trunk, its dark eyeslocked on him.

"Watch now.
"I'm watching."

Overhead, thewind stirred. The upper branches creaked, moved, began to sway. They rolledina
single, synchronized dance, asthey might during agade. But the air where Arnold stood was amogt lill.

Leavesfel. And twigs. They drifted down through the graying light.
Arnold's mouth went dry. "What are you?' he asked dowly. "What do you want?"

"I'madghtseer. A traveler.”




"Why can't | seeyou, Traveler? Areyou invisble?'

"Not redly. Isthewind invishle?

"Yes," hesad. "Of courseitis.

n C],]lll

"l don't redly understand what's going on." Cautioudy: "Y ou're not aghogt, are you?"

"No. There are some advanced speciesin which the essence survives the husk. But we are not among
them.”

Arnold frowned, and thought over theimplications. "Am 17" he asked.

"Oh, no. Of course not. At least, | don't think so. No. Not a chance."

"Where do you come from?"

"Most recently, I've been exploring the prairies.”

"No. I mean, where did you come from originally? Where were you born?'

"1 was not born, in your sense of theword." Thewood fdl slent. Arnold listened to far-off noises,
arrhorns, adog, anarplane. "1 supposeit will do no harm. | saw my firg sunrise on an atificia world
quitefar away. My sunisnot visblefrom here. At leas, itisnot visbleto me. And | doubt thet it isto

you."

Arnold's strength drained. Perhaps until this moment, he had expected that things would sort
themselves out in some sort of rational way. But now he knew he had come face to face, so to speak,
with thetwilight zone. "Areyou an dien?' he asked.

"That'samatter of pergpective. But if werre going to indulge in name-caling and categorizing, you
might keep your own Smian characterigicsin mind.”

"No, listen. I'm serious. And you're not hodtile, right?”

A sudden breeze swirled around hisankles. " Arnold, intdligent lifeforms are, by definition, rational.
Reasonable”

"Marvelous." He was up on hisfeet again. "Listen, Traveler, I'm happy to meet you. My name's
Arnold-- " He stopped. "Y ou knew my name before you ever spoketo me.”

llYall

"How isthat? What's going on? Y ou're not the vanguard of aninvasion, are you?'

"We're not much interested in invading, Arnold. That'smorein your tradition.”

"How doesit happen you knew my name?"'

"1 know afew peoplein Fort Moxie. | don't spend al my time up herein the wind screen, you know."

"Who el se have you spoken to?"



"No one.
"Nobody € se knows you're here?' Arnold was having visons of his picture on the cover of Time.

n NO,"

"Why did you speak to me?'

Again, Arnold felt the movement of air currents. "' Because | wanted to talk.”

"About what?'
"Jugt talk."
"Areyou aone?’
"Yes. |l am."
"Why me?"

"| don't understand.”

"Why me? Why not Alex Wickham? Or Tom Lasker? Why talk to me?* Arnold wasn't surewhy he
pursued the point. Maybe there was something specia about himsalf, something that this supernatura
creature could seein him that the townspeople couldn't. If he possessed aspecid quality, he should
know about it.

"Y ou're dmogt the only one who comes out here. Mrs. Henney jogsin the morning, but shesatrifle
nervous, and if | revealed mysdf to her, | suspect she'd have a cardiac arrest on the spot.”

"But you said you travel through town, too."

"1 do. But | can't communicate with anyone there. Not enough trees. And no water."

"What do you mean?"'| do not have atongue, Arnold. Asyou can perceive. | speak by manipulating
other substances. I'm quite good at it, actudly.”

The Traveler sounded proud of itself. If any sense of disquiet still lingered in Arnold's soul, it was
dispelled at that moment. "Listen, how would you fed about talking to areporter?”

"| don't think s0."

"Why not? Thisisaworld-shaking event. First contact with another intelligent being.”

"1 won't ask who eseis presumed in that equation to be intelligent. But no, thank you. | only wanted
to talk with you. Not with theworld.”

"But nobody will believethisif | don't get awitness out here. How about Floyd Rickett, then? Would
you talk to hm?'

It laughed. A cascade of leaves and twigs exploded among the upper branches of abox elder. " |
wonder if | made abad choice.”

"Okay. Okay, ligten, don't get mad. All right? What did you want to talk about?"
"Nothingin particular.”




"Y ou don't have amessage? A warning? Something you want me to passon?’

"Y ou have a strong sense of the melodramatic. No: | just saw you coming here every day, and |
thought it would be niceto say hdlo."

"Wdll, that's ridiculous. Thisisthefirst contact between two intelligent species, and dl we get to say
ishdlo?'

"Arnold: thisis probably not thefirst contact. The rules get broken dl thetime. And anyway, what
more sgnificant gredting isthere?'

"Y ou mean there've been others before this?"

" Of course. Not with me, understand. But, gatistically, you're insignificant. What are the odds that
you would hold the first conversation with someone from another world?'

""Then why haven't | heard about it? Why hasn't it beenon TV?'

" Because we're not supposed to do it. Nobody is going to pose for cameras. Listen, |'ve got to be

"You meanthisisdl thereistoit?'

"I'm afraid 0, Arnold. It's been niceto talk with you."

"Wait aminute-- "

" Probably, it would be best not to say anything to anybody. Y ou know how people are. And by the
way, thereisareason | picked you. Other than smply because you happened to come out here.”

That fdt better. "What wasit?"

"Thetelescope. | like people who want to see what's really out there. Beyond the horizon. Y ou know
what | mean?"

"Ligten. Traveler. Will | seeyou again? | mean, talk to you again? Do you live here?!

Theriver gurgled againgt the inshore rocks. " I've been using thisas abase. Yes. Sure. Stop by again.
Anytime"

Arnold was on hisfeet now. "One more thing?'

"Sure”

"l don't know what to cal you. Do you have aname?*

"We don't use names."

"I've got to have something to cdll you."
"Make one up."
"Traveler."

"That would benice. | likethat."




"Will you be here when | come back?”"

"Can't promise. But | usudly return about thistime.”

Arnold looked at thetallest treein the area, the American dm which had served in the demonstration.
Hefdt asif heweretaking to it: "l enjoyed meeting you."

"And I, you. Goodnight, Arnold."

"I'll be back tomorrow."
A warm breeze swirled around him, then dashed acrosstheriver. A burst of foam lesped high.
#

Arnold charged back through the trees and ran south on Fifth Street, full of exuberance. Firgt thing
was to find someoneto tell. Arch Johnson was out on hisfront porch, and Sal and Ed Morgan were
hauling firewood back to their shed. Amos Sigursen was bent under the hood of his pickup. He wanted
to go to each of them and clap his hands on their shouldersand say Hey, I'vejust talked with avisitor
from another world; it's up in the wind screen, but each time he visuaized the reaction, knew they would
squint a him and joke around, or maybe just squint. He thought about going up and pounding on Hoyd's
door, tell him what he'd seen. But Floyd was too much of ano-nonsense type, and he wouldn't believe a
word of it unlessthe Traveler was with him, and willing to maybe poke Floyd in the eye.

So he arrived home, with the secret of the ages il securdly tucked inside his sweatshirt. He went
through the back entrance, climbed to the second floor, and threw himself across his bed within reach of
the phone.

But there wasn't even anyoneto cdl. Arnold didn't have much of afamily. Just acouple of unclesand
aunts who aready thought he was demented because he had never |eft his remote border town. And on
that evening, flushed with the joy of hisdiscovery, heredized that he knew no one with whom he could
share asignificant experience. The most satisfying outcome he could think of would be to drag Floyd out
to the wind screen, and show him how wrong he had been. And that was pathetic.

He showered, sat down at hisrolltop desk, and pulled out alegal pad. He wrote out everything he
could remember about his conversation with the wind creature. He recorded not only the text of their
conversation, but hisimpressions of the sze of the thing (larger than the biggest dm), the suggestion of
movement among the trees, and his estimates as to temperature and wind direction. I'll write abook on
this one day, he told himself. And he wanted to be prepared right from the Sart.

There were also questions that needed to be answered. Where are you from? What do you think of
the human race? What kind of anatome do you have? How do your senses work? He recorded them
more or less asthey occurred to him, filling pages, and stacking the pagesin anest pile.

It had finally grown dark. (Fort Moxie was on the western edge of the Centra Time Zone. The sun
stayed quite late in the evening sky.) He sat by hiswindow, looking toward the wind screen, not able to
seeit except as adeeper darkness toward the north. And he wondered whether the Traveler was up
there now, moving among the trees, watching what was happening in Fort Moxie? But what would be the
point of that? Nothing ever redly happened in Fort Moxie. Of what possible interest could the small
border town be to an entity from another world?

The night wasfilled with stars. Although he could not seeit from hisrear window, anew moon ruled
the sky. Thetown lay quiet beneath its scattering of streetlights. It pleased him to think of Fort Moxie as



aplace where history had been made. He wondered whether its name might one day become
synonymous with anew age. The Fort Moxie Event.

Arnold never drank adone. In fact, herardly drank at al. Weight was not aproblem for him, yet, but
he knew it would beif heindulged histaste for cold beer in any regular fashion. But tonight wasan
exception. It deserved recognition, it needed amarker, something to remember years from now.

He did not keep beer in the refrigerator, but he had brandy. (He didn't like brandy, but it had been a
birthday present from the guys at the Elks.) He pulled the bottle out of the cabinet where he kept his
pots, popped the cork, and put alittle bit into a glass. He stood beside his telescope, rubbed its
gray-green barrdl with satisfaction, and raised the glassin the generd direction of the wind screen. Here's
to you, Traveler. And to the future.

Tomorrow, hewould find away to talk the creature into submittingtoaTV interview.
#

Arnold woke in hisarmchair. The recollections of the previous day's events flooded back. Not a
dream. A cup of cold coffee stood on asidetable. It'sredly out there. Y dlow pagesfilled with his
scrawl were piled on the black fur sofa.

Andit'sfriendly. And takative.

He went back into his bedroom and looked out the window. The wind screen was hazy and unredl in
thegray light.

He showered and dressed and ate breskfast with enthusiasm. Thiswould be aday to really movethe
hardware. By God, he felt good, and, at nine o'clock sharp, he threw the doors of the Lock 'n' Bolt open
to the world. It would never have occurred to Arnold to leave the store closed for the day, to return to
the site of the Encounter, and savor the moment. The Lock 'n’ Bolt was nothing if not reliable. He prided
himsdlf on the principle that no local catastrophe had ever forced him to close down during business
hours. He had ridden out the Flood of 78, the blizzards of '87 and '88, the great Christmas storm of '91,
and even the '92 tornado. Didn't matter. Whatever happened in the cosmic order, Fort Moxie could be
certain the Lock 'n' Bolt would open promptly at nine. Order and continuity was what made the
American people grest.

During the course of the day, he waited on the usua number of customers, experienced arun on
mallets (folks were changing over from screens to windows), showed Ep Colley what waswrong with his
lawn mower, advised Myra Schjenholde how to ingtall her paneling. Tom Pratkowski bought one of the
new Super Convex snowblowers, and there was some movement in block heaters. These people were
al hisfriends and neighbors, and Arnold wanted to take them aside, was dying to grab them by the
collar, and tell them what was happening. But Ep would never have understood about extraterrestrials.
(Ep wasn't entirely sure where Jupiter was.) And Myrawas far too absorbed in visudizing how her new
living room was going to look to care about avoice in the wind screen. And so it went. One needed a
kindred soul for an announcement of this magnitude. And the day dragged on while Arnold looked for
the kindred soul.

When Dean camein, hefinished up his paper work, made aquick run to asupplier over in Hallock for
somerakes, and got back just before five. They locked the store, and Arnold wasted no time changing
into hisjogging gear. He picked up the questions held written out the night before and stuffed theminto a
deeve. Today he was ready. And when he came back this evening, he would have afew answers. And,
he hoped, he would have persuaded the Traveler to hold a press conference.



Hetook the short route, up Fifth Street. He moved quickly today, his usua easy pace discarded for a
sprint. The streets were full of kidstossing footballs. The weather had cooled off, and the sunrodein a
cloudless sky. He knew that, when he breasted the trees, the world would open al the way to the
horizon.

Thelovely young woman with the red-blonde hair wasin front of the library again. Shewasona
different bench, on thefar Sde near the parking lot. He caught his breath and dowed down. She sat with
one knee crossed over the other, apparently absorbed in her book. The routine traffic of a\Wednesday
afternoon flowed around her, teenagers, and mothers with young children, and some of the town's retired
folks

But it was al backdrop. The benches and the box elders, the people and the frame houses across the
dreet, even thelittle Greek library itsdlf, al became the stage on which she performed. Arnold kept
going, putting one foot before the other, not knowing what else to do. Maybe there was some place
where ameeting would be inevitable, where she could be gpproached without his having to hang himsdlf
out on theline. Maybe if he became world-famous as the friend of the Wind-Creature, the man who had
presided over the ultimate historic event, the Situation would become more favorable.

Pardon me, Arnold. | know we've never met, but | was wondering if we could go someplace and talk
about the Traveler.

She glanced up. Arnold wasn't quick enough, got caught staring. And for asingle, riveting moment,
their eyes siwept across each other, not quite connecting. Even from his considerable distance, he felt her

power.
That is, if it wouldn't be too much trouble.

He floated across the street, his hopes rising, seeing for the first time the full possibilities of the
gtuation.

Arnold on Sixty Minutes: And what were your thoughts, Mister Whitaker, when you first redized you
were speaking to a being from another world?

Thelibrary, and the woman, passed out of sight behind Conway's house. The Nationd Academy of
Sciences wishes to present its highest award, the-- What sort of award did they give out, anyway? --the
Schroedinger's Cat Meda to Arnold Whitaker, owner of the Lock 'n' Bolt Hardware Store in Fort
Moxie, North Dakota

The empty lot at the foot of Fifth Street were rutted, and the ruts were covered by thick grass. Arnold
dowed down, but he was still moving too fast when heleft the unpaved roadway and started up the dope
toward the trees. He lost hisfooting dmaost immediately on the uneven ground, and sprawled forward.
But he suffered no damage other than askinned knee. He limped the rest of the way into thewind
screen.

The trees closed over him. He crunched through underbrush thick with piles of leaves. Birds sang and
fluttered overhead. He pushed his handsinto his pockets and walked jauntily through the narrow belt of
woodland. The onefear he now had was that the Traveler might somehow be gone. Had second
thoughts, perhaps. Or maybe the whole business had resulted from some massive breakdown of physica
law which had now healed.

Hewanted to cry out to the Traveler, to shout a greeting into the trees, but he was till too closeto
the Fort Moxie side of the belt. Wouldn't do to have people notice that old Arnieis up in the treestalking
to himsdf.



Hefound the jogging path, and followed it out to the river, and findly to the black boulder, where he
stopped. Helistened for severd minutes, and heard nothing unusua. "Traveler,” hesaid, ina
conversationa tone, "are you here?'

Thewind rose. " Arnold, why do you travel relentlesdy around the outer boundary of so lonely a
place?'

The starkness of the question threw him momentarily off balance. "'l liketo jog," he said.

Theriver murmured deepily.

"I'm glad you stayed. | wasn't sure you would.”
"Nether was|."

"But you came back."

"Where do you go when you're not here?"

"Theprarie" Thewind blew harder. "I loveriding the gdesthrough the prairie.”

"But you must have gone somewhere, right? Grand Forks, maybe? Fargo?'

Jud the prairie”

Arnold looked off to the west, across the vast pool-table-flat land. It was deadly dull. He wondered
whether hisvisitor might not be too bright. My God, what a disaster that would be. Thefirst visitor from
the stars, and it turns out to be abit dow. ™Y ou said something yesterday about rules. Who makesthe
rules? Isthere some sort of government out there?”

"Therésacivilization."

"What kind of civilization?'

"1 don't know. What kinds are there? Other than where people are civil?' It chuckled.

"l mean, isit one of thosethingslikein Star Trek, with alot of worlds?*

"| do not know the reference.”

Arnold surreptitioudy did hislegd sheetsout of hisdeeve. "Why are you here?' he asked casudly.

"1 answered that yesterday.”

"You said you were atourist. But what are you interested in? Architecture? Our technology? What?*

"I'minterested in riding thewind."

"Oh." Arnold fdt mildly piqued. "Isthat al?'

"Thisissuch aviolent world. It isvery enjoyable.”

"Violent?" Hefdt achill rise from somewhere deep down: it sounded so pleased with theidea. "The
world, thisworld, isn't violent. We haven't had acrimein Fort Moxie since the 1930's. And, well, we



have wars occasiondly. But we keep them small.”

"1'm not talking about people, Arnold. | mean the climate.”

"The dimate?'

"Yes. Your aimosphereisturbulent. Exciting. For example, in thisarea, afifty-mile an hour windisnot
adl unusud."

"So what?'

"I come from aplace that is composed of glades and meadows and quiet streams. It's aways very
gill. Very peaceful. Dull. Y ou know what | mean? Not like here.”

Arnold found anearby log, and sat down. "What about us?'
"Who?'

"Us. People. What's your connection with us?'

"1 don't have a connection with you."

"You'reonly interested in the prairies? Is that what you're saying?'

"I'm interested in your therma currents. In your gusts and gdes and sorms.”

Arnold laughed. "And you don't care about us?"

"What'sto care about? No, | like to be driven across the sky. Arnold, you have no ideawhat a
rousing, delicious amosphereyoulivein.”

"Well, | know it getsalittle brisk."

"Youreasolid, Arnold. You're safe. If | were caught out on the prairie, or even in here, by a strong
gde, | would be scattered beyond recovery."

"Then why areyou here at dl? Why don't you go someplace safe? Like New Y ork?"
"1f I'd wanted safety, |'d have stayed home."

"That'swhy you cometo the wind screen,” said Arnold. "It'sarefuge for you. Right?'

"Very good. Yes, it'scomforting to settle in for the night, among these trees.”

"How did you get here? To Earth, | mean. Did you comein aUFO?"
"What'saUFO?"

"Unidentified flying object. They've been seen dl over. Some people think they'reinterstellar ships.”
n a,]lll

"WdI? Did you comein one?'

"Oh, no. Seded up in aship, traveling between the stars? No, thank you. | don't think anyone would
go anywhereif they had to travel around like that. Are you sure about these objects?!




"No. Not really."

"1f | wereyou | wouldn't take those stories too serioudy.”

Arnold consulted hislist. "Y ou did stay herelast night?'
"Did you deep?’
" Reasonably well, thank you."

"You do deep, then?'

"Of course. Arnold, everyone deeps. It'sauniversa phenomenon.”

"Do you dream?"

"Oh, yes"

I nsects murmured. " About what?' A sudden breeze lifted his notes from his hands. He watched the
ydlow pages sail high into the air, where a sharp draft caught them and blew them out over theriver.
They fluttered down into the water.

"I'drather just tak idly," said the Travder. " | redly have no interest in being interviewed."

"I'm sorry," said Arnold.

"Itsdl right.”

"I mean, | just wanted to be sure | didn't miss asking you something important.” Therewasa
restlessnessin the trees.

"1 suppose | shouldn't have sarted this."

Theair tirred and began to move. "What's happening?’
" Goodby, Arnold.”

"Please don't go." Air currents whispered through thefoliage. "Hey," he cdled &fter it, "Why are you
alone? What happened to the other one?”

Theevening grew ill.

"Y ou are perceptive, Arnold.”

"So what happened?’

"Ligen, let it go, huh?'

"Somekind of accident?' After along moment: "I'm sorry."
"Il survive.
"When will you go home?'

"When they redize | haven't returned. They'll need to mount arescue party.”




"Who will?'

"Never mind. It'snot easy to explain.”

"So how long?"

"Hard to say. Could be tomorrow. More likely next spring.”

"How will you know when they've come?'

"They won't exactly come. But they'll be ableto find me."

"The oneyou lost: wasit amate?’

Ripples on theriver. " The term has connotations that do not apply."

“I'm sorry."

Branches swung. "Wak withme."

"Sure. Which way?'

"Toward the highway. Along theriver bank."

The ar waswarm and smelled of berriesand mint. "How long will you stay here? In Fort Moxie?"

"| don't know. Until | decideto leave."

"Just follow thewind, huh?" Arnold grinned, pleased with himsdlf. He walked dowly. Theriver
flowed, and the forest moved, and the sun sank in the west.

The Traveler didn't say much. It seemed rather to react to the changing colors of the landscape, and
to the occasiond bursts of high wind out of the north. " Look to your left.”

"What? What isit?" Arnold peered into the open spaces between the trees. There was nothing.
Maybe a corner of Mark Hass€'s garage.

Butterfly."

He had to reprogram, change his perspective. Color fluttered in the sunlight. A monarch. Black and
orange, it spread its wings and moved with magnificent unconcern over ahoneysuckle.

"ltisuniqueto Earth. Asfar as we know."

Hefelt thewoodland bresthe. A passing breeze lifted theinsect. It flew a zigzag course and settled
onto alesf.

"End of summer," said Arnold. "It will betoo cold soon."

They talked about wind currents and the hardware store and Arnold's telescope. "' | envy you," sad
the Traveler.

“Why?

"] can't look through atelescope.”




Arnold frowned. "You do have eyes?'

"No. But | am not without vison." Initsturn, the Traveler tried to describe how it felt to ride before
thewind, gliding slently over the vast swaying grasdands. " It's best to stay |ow, near the ground. Y ou get
asense of movement there. Higher, in the clouds, everything becomes very ill.

Occasiondly, the Traveler moved off through the trees. It seemed restless, and branches and bushes
swayed inits passage. "Is anything wrong?' he asked at last.

"Why do you ask?"'

"Y ou move around so much."

"ltismy nature. | cahnot easily remain in one place.”

The sun had dropped to the horizon. "I'd like to ask afavor,” said Arnold. HE'd been hoping the
Traveler would give him an opening, say something that would alow him to introduce the possibility of
bringing other people out to the wind screen. Arnold had, say, Brian Williamsin mind. But no opportunity
had presented itself, and so he had decided to act directly. "I have afriend who would give amost
anything to talk with you."

n No.ll

"I've told him that you were up here, and he asked to meet you." Two squirrels dashed acrossthe
path and scrabbled up atree. "It wouldn't hurt anything. Just afew words, you know? Just say hello, the
way you did with me." Hefelt asurge of desperation. "Itisn't fair, you know. | mean, you started this.

Y ou didn't mind using me just so you could have somebody to talk to. But you don't care very much
what it doesto me. I've got the biggest secret in theworld, and | can't tell anybody.”

The Traveler did not respond.

"It'seasy for you, isn't it? Not your problem.” The north wind stirred the leaves. "Well, you can St out
herefor therest of the winter asfar as1'm concerned. I'm not coming back.”

Arnold walked heavily away on the jogging path. He was still walking, and feding absurd, when he
crossed Lev Anderson'sfields and came out behind the Historical Center.

#

In away that he was hard-pressed to define, the sheer unearthliness of the encounter seemed to be
dwindling. The prickle dong the backbone, the deep fears, the sense of wonder, faded. Despite its
ethereal structure, the Traveler possessed a harder redlity than, say, Mrs. Mike Kramer, who camein
with her husband and, while he selected ahammer, gabbled on about the church choir's next project. Or
Bill Pepperdine, the high school football coach, who was worried about the low leve of ferocity in his
offensvelinethisyesr.

Hoyd Rickett came in around three, and jabbed his way through severa customers taking advantage of
Arnold'sannua autumn paint sdle.

"l was out in thewind screen today,” he said, pointedly, talking across Mrs. Mdlon, who wastrying
to make up her mind over the color chart.

Floyd's eyes connected with his. They were blue, but like marble rather than seawater. "And-- 7"
asked Arnold, hopefully.



"Thisone," said Mrs. Méllon, pointing to sunset bronze.

Arnold nodded. "Just be a couple of minutes.” He picked up the primaries, poured in a measure of
red, and set it in the mixer. He activated the device, and returned to Floyd, who was waiting over near
the flashlight display. Floyd Looked puzzled, and maybe alittle scared. He sold two galons of white
primer to Lev Anderson, helped Eddie Miranda choose a color for his porch, went back and got Mrs.
Mellon's sunset bronze.

"What isit?" he asked anxioudy, when his customers had thinned out. "Did you hear anything?'
"A voice" sad Floyd.
"Out in the wind screen?’

"Yes" Cut to the bottom line. "Arnold, | was walking out there, thinking about what you'd said. And |
heard it. Plain as day. Whispering in the treetops.” The blue eyes peered at him from elther sde of the
long, sharp nose. "I'll never forget it, Arnold.”

"What did it say?"
"It washard to tell at first. | could make out my name, but there was something el se, too."

Miranda hadn't |eft the store yet, and he was showing signs of interest in the conversation. But Arnold
didn't care. "Were you able to understand the rest of it?"

"l can tell you what it sounded like."
"What what sounded like?" asked Miranda.

"It sounded like... " Floyd dropped hisvoice, and ddlivered his next wordsin aconspiratoria tone: ...
The Pack will be back."

Arnold's spirits sagged. "Excuse me, Floyd." He turned away.
"The Pack will be back." Floyd roared with laughter. " Sure enough, that'swhat it said.”
"What what said?' demanded Miranda

"Arnold'svoice. Arnold saystherésan invisible thing out in the wind screen that predicts football
scores." Foyd's grin was as wide asthe Red River.

Miranda laughed, and no onetook any of it serioudy. Still, when it was over, Arnold was | ft staring
out across Bannister Avenue. His cheeks were enflamed. Arnold dways thought of himself asan
even-tempered man, and it was afair assessment. On that day, however, he wondered whether
half-serioudy whether he might find agood hit man somewhere this side of Fargo.

At five o'clock, he closed up. And very deliberately ignored hisjogging ritua. He changed into casud
clothes, got into his car, drove out to the expressway, and turned north toward Canada. The wind
screen, on hisright, passed quickly and receded. When he reached the border, five miles north of Fort
Moxie, it had become an inggnificant green feature on the endless prairie,

He had dinner in Winnipeg, and went to amovie. But he kept rerunning his conversations with the
Traveler, things said and not said, and wondered what it made of his absence. Wasit sorry for the way it
had treated him? Did it care that he had not come back?



The return ride was long and desolate, Sixty-five milesthrough empty country, broken only by a couple of
prairie towns. The night was clear, and around, luminous moon lit the sky.

A sense of hisown seclusion washed over him. And that seemed strange, because no one in town had
more friends than he. People were waysinviting him to their homes. And there had never been a
Christmas during which he had esten done. Birthday cards flowed in like clockwork every year. On
Saturday nights, he had the Elks. And he was aregular at Clint's and the Prairie Schooner. Everybody in
Fort Moxie knew Arnold Whitaker. What more could anyone want?

Arnold, why do you travel relentlessy around the outer boundary of so londly a place?

#
Why, indeed?

Next day, toward the end of the afternoon, Arnold went through his meagre library, and extracted
two Civil War noves, Brice's History of the Ancient World (which was|eft over from hissngle year at
UND), and an anthology of mystery fiction. He wrapped them in a supermarket bag, descended to the
store, and helped close out. They had a couple of late customers, Harry Sills, who was looking for a
maich for athree-eighthsinch hex screw; and Walter Koss. Walter seldom bought anything, but he loved
to browse through hardware.

It was consequently later than usua when Arnold changed into hisjogging gear. He selected hisfavorite
swegtsuit, white with red trim, an outfit in which he looked particularly athletic. For the second time, he
varied from hisusua routine by leaving the car in the garage. Instead, he walked briskly west on
Bannister, hauling his bag of bookswith him.

Shewas there. She was back on the center bench, the one directly in front of the portico. Thistime, he
didn't even notice whether anyone el se was on the grounds. he saw no one but her. The worn brief case
lay by her sde. The book was open in her hands.

Hewalked casudly dong the concrete arc, ostensibly looking toward the Greek columns, but actualy
watching for some sign that she had noticed him. Her eyes never |eft the printed page.

He strolled to within afew feet of her, and imagined that he could fed awave of heat from the
woman. He turned toward the colonnade with asigh, mounted the steps, and walked insde. Jean DiL ullo
was on duty. Jean was friendly in a detached sort of way. She wore narrow frame glasses over her dark
eyes, and tended to speak with hushed authority, in the manner of a person who has got afirm hold of
the Truth. Her world wasintdlligible, open to investigation, and well-organized within the bounds of the
Dewey Decima System.

Arnold st his package on the counter, while she finished checking out the books of two adolescent
boys. She amiled a him, and plied her slamp with energy. "Good to see you, Arnold,” she said.

Arnold nodded, and returned the greeting. He took the books out of the bag. "I wanted to donate
these"

"Wll, thank you." Shetook aform from beneath the counter, wrote ' FOUR HARDCOVERS oniit,
and pushed it acrossto him. "For the IRS," shesaid. "Youfill inthevaue." "Okay." He asked how things
were going, how her nephew Pete was making out &t UND. And then, conversationdly, "Who'sthe
woman out front? | know her from somewhere, and | can't place her.”

Jean came around from behind the counter, walked to the main doors, and looked out. " That's the



new fourth grade teacher,” she said.
"Her name's Linda Something.”
"Name doesn't ring abell,” said Arnold. "But I'm sure I've seen her before.”
"Why don't you ask her?' said Jean, striding back to her post.
Nothing could have been further from Arnold'smind. "Yes" he said, casudly, "maybe I'll do that."

Her red-gold hair glowed in the sunlight. She wore awhite jacket today, over a blue blouse and skirt.
As hewatched, as he descended the stone steps, watching but not watching, she laid the book downin
her 1ap, and her brow furrowed. Her eyes sought a spot off in the sky, and he felt that he could have
stopped directly in front of her and not been seen.

He didn't test the theory, however. He strode quickly by, giving no indication (he thought) that he had
noticed her. A child with aballoon bumped into him, giggled, and ran off acrossthe grass. Arnold broke
into atrot as he regained Fifth Street, and afew minuteslater he was picking hisway up the dope toward
the wind screen. He felt emotionally wesk.

The signs of the Traveler's presence appeared as soon as he entered the trees: warm drafts,
unsynchronized movements of bushes and foliage, agradud intengfication of air pressure.

"Hdlo, Arnold."

Arnold blew on his hands, and tried to look asif he were in the wind screen for the express purpose
of running, and for nothing else. Heincreased his pace dightly. "Hello, Traveler.”

"1 missed you yesterday.”

"l wastired. Took abreak from the routine. I'm not going too fast for you, am 1?7

"No. It'seaser for methisway." Thedmsand box eders shut off the sky. "1 thought you might be

"Me? No. Why would | be angry?"

"We had adisagreement.”

Arnold's sense of victory was not entirely unmixed with guilt. "I'm sorry,” he said. "1 didn't think my
not being herewould upset you." Arnold ran alittle faster. "How long have you been done? If you don't
mind my asking.”

"Sncelast winter."

"Areyou mae?'

"Theterm does not apply. At least, not grictly.”

"What doesthat mean?'

"It'scomplicated. | do not fit eadly into your categories."

"How do you reproduce?”

"Y ou would need detailed ingtruction. Anyway, I'm uncomfortable talking about it."




"You'reshy?' Arnold grinned broadly.

"1 don't think of mysdf that way." Pause. " Perhaps you'd care to describe your own reproductive
method. In amanner that someone unfamiliar with your anatomy could understand easily?'

Arnold grinned. "Okay." He picked up atwig, looked at it, and threw it afew feet away. "Y our
point." The wood was quiet. Hetried to imagine what it might fed like to be completely donein asrange
place. "Areyou al right?' he asked. "Isthere anything | can do for you?"

"Y ou'vedready doneit. Thank you."

Neither spoke for along time. Arnold, out of breath, had dowed down, and now stopped atogether
and sat down on afallen trunk. "Y ou're welcome. What are you thinking about now?"

"How comforting the tree belt fedls. At home, the open spaces are very atractive. Here, they are full
of danger. So | enjoy hiding from them. Does that make senseto you?"

"Yes. Of course.” It didn't, but Arnold did not want to sound dow-witted.

"Itisone of the thingswe havein common, Arnold.”

"l don't think | understand.”

"Y ou, too, are more comfortable in the wind screen than you arein town. Why isthat?"

"It'snot s0."

"Of courseit's s0. Why would you deny it, whenit's evident?'

"It just happensthat | enjoy the view from here.”
" And the solitude.”

"That too."

"My point."

Arnold threw his head back and laughed. "Everybody likes to be adone sometimes. There's nothing
unusud about that."

" Perhapsyou'reright."

"Of course | am.”
He got up, touched histoes a couple of times, and began to walk.

"Y ou know, you're good company, Arnold."

"Thank you."

A wall of air touched him. It felt dmost solid. It crowded him, sucked at his clothes, ran up hislegs,
moved across histhroat, pushed his swesatshirt up and exposed hisbelly. "Cut it out,” Arnold said.

Laughter rippled through the trees.

They traveled through the early evening, stopping in groves, looking out acrosstheriver. "When | was



aboy, | used to play up here."

"Wereyou donethen?’

"No. Never."

"Where are the others now?"

"Most are married. Busy with their lives. One's dead. In thewar. And Floyd."
"What about Floyd?'

"Nothing. He changed. He was away for alot of years. Came back to claim his property when his
folksdied. But he wasn't the same when he came back.”

"How do you mean?

"Don't know. Hewasjust different.”

"Theintimacy had gone out of your relaionship?’

"Y es. Something like that."

"But it sounds asif you are no longer closeto any of your old friends.”

"It's called 'growing up.” When was the last time they had come up here together, he and Floyd and
Susan Halley and Hunt Jacoby and the others? When had they decided the foraysinto the Black Forest
no longer served a purpose, and should stop? They had failed to mark the occasion with gppropriate
ceremony. And that was what pained him, not that they had bolted their cool forest empire, but that there
had been no fina gathering of the force, no final farewell, no gppreciation of whet it had meant. "And you,
Traveler: what drives you to come so far?'

Arnold was growing sengitive to the creature's moods, as one reads temperament from a human
expression or tone. He could fed its uncertainty, watch the movement of its currents among the leaves
matting the forest floor, observeits dow passage through brambles and branches.

"1 lovethisworld, Arnold. | love to gather its warm atmosphere around me, and to race across
oceans beforeits boiling storms. To cruise silently over deserts, and to ride itsthermal currents up the
rock towersin the west. | wish there were away to share these sensations with you."

"Areyou anxiousto get home?'

"One placeis as close to home as another. Maybe none more than Earth.”

"l don't understand.”
The creaturefell slent.
"If you don't mind my asking, was your companion killed near here?"

"YS..

Again, the trees moved.

"Traveer," Arnold asked in abright tone, "you don't edt, do you?"



"No. | collect energy directly.”

Long silence. Lapping of waves. Stirring of grass and leaves.
"Will you be okay?'

"Yes" Theword drew out, expanded, rose, and floated away over the trees. Then, nearby, sharp: "
Wehavevistors”

Twilight wasinitslast throes. "Who, Traveler? Who's here?"

"Who you talking to, Arnold?" Bill Pepperdingsvoice. Off to hisleft. Arnold turned in his direction,
and saw him standing beside an em. FHashlights switched on. Four of them. Mike Kramer was off to the
right. And Tom Pratkowski. And, haf-hidden behind Pepperdine, Floyd.

"Anybody see amonster here anywhere?' asked Kramer.
They laughed.

Pratkowski cupped his hands around his mouth. "Hey, Critter," he sang out. "Welcome to Fort
Moxie"

The laughter turned to roars. They howled and clapped one another on the back and staggered
around. One of them held out abeer for Arnold. "We have vistors," Pepperdine said. "Hello, out there.”

Floyd hung back.
Arnold looked desperately toward the treetops. " Say something, Traveler. Tell them you're here.”

They were shouldering one another, and having agood laugh, and shaking their heads, the way
people do sometimes when they discover an old friend is no longer bolted down very tight. Y eah, say
something,” said Kramer, speaking to abox elder. "Don't just stand there.”

The only one not laughing was Hoyd.

Arnold's gaze swept across them. Hard to believe: they had been hisfriends and neighbors for years.
"Arnold," Floyd said, "I'm sorry." He came forward.

Kramer was grinning. "It'sokay, Arnold. We dl have our little quirks."

Arnold walked between them, past Floyd without meeting his eyes, and went back into town the way
he had come.

#

Next day was alittle strange at the Lock 'n’ Bolt. People camein, as aways. They bought chiselsand
sandpaper and shelving, asaways. But they didn't much ask for help, and their eyeswere kind of
off-center when they came over to pay up. They looked the other way alot, and Arnold felt asif he were
something of an oddity in hisown Store.

He consdered passing on Clint's at lunchtime, because Floyd would be there, and possibly some of
the others. But maybe thiswas an important moment for him, and he should not allow himsdlf to be
frightened off.



Floyd was in abooth toward the rear, with Lem Harkness and Rob Henry, both from the Federa
Building.

Max Klinghofer, who owned Clint's, was wiping the lunch counter. When he saw Arnold, he wiped
harder. And Arnold felt the heet rising into hisface. Hoyd was facing away from the door, but someone
must have derted him. He turned around, and waved cheerfully. Asif nothing had happened. But hisface
colored.

The place wasfilled, asit dways was at noon. People he had known along time looked up, nodded,
smiled. But there was a distance in some expressions, and nervousness in others. As his gaze passed
over each table, its occupants fdl slent. Arnold was reminded of those old westernsin which someone
notorious strollsinto the Lost Lode Saloon.

He picked up a Herdd and sat down aone at a corner table. Aggietook hisorder, for atunaand
french fries, and Arnold glanced at the newspaper. He literadly hid behind it, and Aggie had to ask him to
moveit when she brought hislunch. ™Y ou okay?' she asked, hovering over him.

Heliked Aggie. Alwayshad. "Yeah," hesaid. "I'mfine."
"If you don't mind my asking-- " she kept her voice down, " --what happened last night?'

He looked at her. What had happened last night?"Hard to explain,” he said. I'm going to haveto
move.

"You need any help,”" shesad, "I'm here."

And later, as he worked hisway through the last of the fries, Floyd appeared beside him. "Listen,”" he
sad, "I'm sorry about how things went, but it wasn't my fault.” Hislong, thin face was amask.

Arnold met his eyes. Floyd looked away. "Forget it."

"I didwhat | could." Hethrew his hands helplesdy toward the celling. "Well, dammit, what do you
expect with astory like that?' He stood quivering with anger, asif somehow Arnold had betrayed hm.
Then he turned without another word and stalked out the door.

#
Midnight on the western loop of the windscreen.

"We should not be meeting likethis, Arnold."

His car was parked in the lot behind the bus plant, well out of sight. " Now you're willing to spesk.
Where were you when | needed you?'

"1 have no intention of talking to amob."

"I'm sorry you're bound by al these rules. But the whole town now thinksI'm crazy.”

"] thought weld agreed that you wouldn't say anything about this."

Arnold shoved hishandsinto his jacket pockets. "I'm sorry. All right? | made amistake. But now I'm
going to have to move out of here. Y ou know that? | can't possibly stay in Fort Moxie after this."

"1 think you're overreacting.”




"That's easy for you to say."

"Ligten, Arnold: do you have any idea what would have happened if 1'd said hello to that crowd last
night?"
"Haf the town might not think I'm crazy."

"They might think worse things of a man who talksto voicesin the woods. Voicesthat talk back.”

"Well, whatever," grumbled Arnold, "it's done."

"1 wasn't surel'd seeyou again.”

"| thought about staying away. If | get caught here, thingswill get worse."

"] think it would be amistake to change your pattern.”

"There's no one around now, isthere?"
"Areyou sure? They sneaked up on you pretty good last night."”

"1 wasdigtracted.” Long pause. "When are you planning to move?’

"Assoonas| can sdl theLock 'n' Bolt."

"Wherewill you go?"

"l don't know. Maybe Fargo."
"Whereistha?'
"About a hundred fifty miles south.”

"How farisamile?’

Arnold got up, and walked to the outer edge of the trees. They could see theriver, curving in from the
border, and, off in the distance, the border station. He pointed. "Those buildings are about five miles.”

"Fargo seemsclose."

Arnold sensed areproach. "What would you suggest?'

" A place further away than just over the curve of the horizon."

"Whatever."

"Y ou sound hitter."

"Wdll, what do you expect? Worst thing that ever happened to me was meeting you. Y ou're right, you
know: you shouldn't say aword. Not to anybody."

The branches stirred. " Why did you tell FHoyd?'

Arnold leaned against abox eder. A single car had just pulled out of the border station, and was
garting south on 1-29. He watched its headlights for awhile. "I knew | shouldn't have said anything. But



hewasafriend. At least | thought he was. He promised not to let it go any further.”

"He should have honored his commitment.

"Y es, hedamnwdl should."

"That isthetradition, isit not? Do what you say you will do."

"Y ou could say that. Y ou know what I'd like to do: you and | go over to his house and scare the hell
out of him." Arnold was staring at the ground. It was difficult talking to someone you couldn't see. You
never knew whereto look. "I don't suppose you'd consent to that, would you?"

"You'revindictive, Arnold. Thewind off the prairie was picking up. Leaves were pouring out of the
trees. "No. | would not."

"That'swhat | thought." It was cooling off, and Arnold was thinking he wouldn't stay long tonight. "Do
you fed the cold?

"Not at thislevel. I'm able to generate internd heat. But at the height of your winter, yes. It istoo cold
for me"

"Thiswhole busnessismy own fault.”

"1'm glad you can seethat.”

"But | don't know what to do about it."

"Forget it. Y our townsmenwill."

A tractor-trailer rumbled north on the expressway. "Easy for you to say."

"Arnold, doesit matter so much to you to be ableto prove that | am here?'

"Yes. Damnit, it does. Id like somebody to know I'm not anut."

"Then that somebody should be someone important to you?"

”Y&,"

" All right, then. | will doiit.”

"Youll tak to someone?'

"Yes" Theword hung there, in the moonlight.

“I'll bring Floyd up here tomorrow."

"No. Not Floyd."

Oh, yes, please. Floyd. Let me rub his nosein the truth. Speak to him the way you spoke to me.
Spook him. Send him running out of the tree belt. Isit so much to ask?"1 would really likeit to be
Floyd."

"Thereis ayoung woman who sits each day in the park a thelibrary."

"LindaTollman." A sense of unease crept over Arnold.



"] don't know. Sheis quite attractive. By Smian standards.”

"What of her?'

"1 will spesk to her.”
"Areyou crazy? | don't know her. What's the point?"

" Sheisimportant to you. Shefulfillsyour requirement.”

"That's not true. | don't even know the woman."

"That'smy offer.”

"Y ou've been spying on me." The sudden redlization irritated him.

"1 happened to be there."

"Sure. And you want me to approach a strange woman, and ask her to go for awalk in the woods,
so aninvigblething cantak to her?'

"l amnot athing."
"Forget it."

"It'syour cal, Arnold."

"Ligten, try to understand the problem here." He went for areasonable tone. "'1've been moderately
successful with women during my time." He could never have maintained eye contact with that one. "But
you're asking meto pick up awoman I've never met. I'm not good at that. It'snot my style. If you don't
like Floyd, how about if | brought up, say, Tom Pratkowski? He was here the other night. A little out of
line, then. But he'sokay. | like him. He'simportant to me."

"The woman. Nobody else."

#

Hisfirst customer in the morning was Robert Schilling. Rob was the town's resdent mode! train
hobbyigt, aretired customs inspector who came by the store occasiondly to pick up wire and screws
and plaster of paris. Rob wasin hiseghties, and moved, as one might say, with great deliberation.
Arnold didn't believe the depleted energy levelswere afunction of hisage. Even when Arnold was aboy,
Rob had not been the man you would want to lead the escape from a burning theater. But today, he
entered the Lock 'n’ Bolt in astate of considerable excitement.

He pushed inimmediately after Arnold had unlocked and opened the door. "Damndest thing | ever
saw," hesad.

Arnold grinned. "What's that?'

"Y ou been over to Floyd's?' Rob's eyeswere wide, and he looked thoroughly rattled. Rob never
looked upset. Not ever.

“No," he said. "Why?'

"Go seeit." He never quite got out of the doorway. " Go see what?"



"Floyd's house. It'sdevil'swork." He banged out, crossed the street with long, sure strides, and
crashed into Ed's Supermarket. Arnold stared after him. It was the closest Rob had ever cometo
ddlivering ardigious sentiment.

Therewas afair amount of traffic in the street: people were boiling out of the Downtown Cafe and the
Federa Building. Some were pointing, in hisgenera direction. Or toward Fifth Street. Then, the
supermarket began to empty. Ep Colley, wearing along gray woolen swegter twice hissze, hurried out
of the bank next door to the Lock 'n' Bolt. Maude Everson, the teller, was right behind him. Arnold
leaned out the door. "Hey, Maude, what's going on?"

"Something about Floyd being buried." She threw the words over her shoulder and kept walking.
He heard sirens.

Arnold never consdered smply leaving the store. Tradition weighed far too heavily. Instead, he called
Janet and invited her to comein early ("if you like"). When she arrived, thirty minutes|ater and out of
breath, she looked frightened.

"Something redlly strange happened at Floyd's." But her explanation was too garbled to understand
eadly, so heleft her in mid-sentence and hurried outside. The sirens, by then, had stopped. Carswere
moving, but an out-of-uniform Border Patrolman had taken up traffic duty at the Fifth Street intersection,
and was |etting no one turn in there. Large numbers of people were coming out of the side streetsfrom
the south side of town, and were running and walking, collecting into a steedy stream that moved past the
Jefferson School and flowed north past the Border Patrolman.

Devil'swork.

A chill worked itsway up Arnold's back. He had complained bitterly to the Traveler about Foyd.
Had suggested joint action against him. But the wind cresture was not human. Had he forgot that
essentia point? And spurred it on to commit someterrible atrocity?

He crossed the Jefferson school grounds and joined the smal army moving up Fifth Street. Arold'ssize
prevented his getting agood look until he'd got to within about ablock. And then his blood froze. The
crowd was thick around Foyd's property, and vehicles cluttered the street, but that wasn't what had
drawn his eye: something dark and enormous, some Mesozoic thing had attached itself to the front of the
modest frame house. Emergency lights blinked, and a couple of the volunteer firemen were prominent,
trying to maintain control in the absence of police. (Fort Moxie had no police. Arnold assumed that a
deputy would now be on hisway over from Cavalier.)

He got closer, and the Mesozoic thing gradudly resolved itsdlf into an enormous pile of dead leaves.
Hoyd's once-exquidte front yard was piled high with them. They rosein vast mounds, spilled acrossthe
top of his porch, buried the upstairs windows, buried the box elders, buried the driveway and maybe the
Nissan. They spilled into the street, and washed across the property on either side.

Arnold looked nervoudy for Floyd, and was relieved to see him off to one Side, gesturing to an EMT.
The EMT wasthere with the rescue unit, all of whom had joined the crowd in gawking at the spectacle.
Floyd was dternately jabbing with both hands and throwing his pams out, imploring the skiesto open up
and drown someone.

Some spectators were pointing off in various other directions, and talking with consderable
excitement. They had noticed that, with the exception of Floyd'simmediate neighbors, who had suffered



by their proximity to hishouse, every visble lawn, every piece of open ground, including the library and
the high school, wasimmaculate. It gppeared that something had swept every stray leaf within severa
blocks, and dumped it al on Floyd. And Foyf's place was engulfed with amountain of vegetable debris.

A child came from nowhere, dashed between the rescue workers, and leaped onto one of the
mounds. Its mother wasright behind it, pulled it out, and dragged it kicking and screaming away.

Someone snickered. The volunteers grinned. The Border Patrol laughed. The people from the Federa
Building roared. The crowd hooted. And cheered. It was asif awave had broken: Gales of laughter
swept across the crowd. Arnold joined in with awhole heart.

Abruptly, Floyd was standing in front of him, hisface squeezed into a brick-red snarl. He pointed a
trembling finger at Armnold. " Y ou did this," he shrieked. And then, to the entire baffled assemblage: "It was
Whitaker."

#

Linda Tollman was seated on the middle bench when Arnold arrived at afew minutes after five that
afternoon. He had traded in his sweatsuit for dacks, atennis shirt, and ayellow swesater that didn't quite
fit anymore.

He posted himsdlf about fifteen yards away, on another bench, pretending to read a Russian novel.
But his heart pounded, and hisjuicesflowed, and hislevd of terror mounted. He held onto his book,
gripped it with whitefingers, asif it were the only thing anchoring him to his secure, predictable
exisence,

Shewasthe loveliest woman he had ever seen.

He could not make out thetitle of her book. An empty plastic bag, from which she had been feeding
the squirrels (O, happy beasts!), lay beside her. She was not reading, but seemed instead to be gazing off
into the distance, and Arnold noted with satisfaction that she paid no attention to the admiring glances she
drew from al who passed, both male and female.

Hetried to catch her eye, to see whether he might elicit some faint encouragement. But she never
looked hisway.

Hewas going to have to get up and walk over. What would he say?

Hello. My name's Arnold Whitaker. May | join you?

No. He might have tried that when hefirst arrived. It wastoo late now. Too much ablatant attempt at
apickup.

He could strall in her genera direction. Casudly. Put hishandsin his pockets, and pretend to admire the
oak tree behind her, or the Greek pillarsfronting the library. Nice columns. Doric, aren't they?

His pulse hammered in his ears. He clung to the arms of the bench.

There was more traffic than normal on Fifth Street, but they were al headed for Floyd's house, to
gawk and take pictures. The world never notices the truly significant dramas.

Hetried to surprise himself, and threw aquick command to his muscles: Get up.

No response.



Go on over. Say hdlo.

A passing breeze tirred her hair. With an achingly feminine gesture, she brushed it back. Hetried to
imagine that hand touching hiswrist. Holding his cheek while those lambent eyes poured themsdvesinto
hisown.

Doit.

The breezelifted Linda Tollman's skirt. And while he sat, desperately aware of the hard surface of his
bench, of theindividud planks and the spaces between, and of the texture of the paved walkway, she
closed her book, got up, brushed her skirt with agraceful eft-handed movement, picked up her
briefcase, and without (asfar as he could tell) ever having seen him, strode off.

#
"What happened?

The sky smdlled of coming rain. "Forget it. | realy do not want to play gameswith you."

"Okay." The sound rolled through the trees, splashed into the water, cut the tops off ripples. It moved
among the box elders, pushed dead leaves before it, tugged at histrousers. And finaly faded.

"You know | can't bring her up here.”
"Why not?'

Arnold trembled. Here, in this solid American place, on the banks of the Red River, on the edge of
Fort Moxie, North Dakota, he was acutely aware of standing at the threshold of another world, looking
acrossthe top of aglobe-circling forest a multiple moons and strange congtdllations. "Because she'sa
stranger. Y ou don't just invite strange women into the woods."

"You'renot arad of her, are you, Arnold?"

"Of course not."

"Then why don't you make the effort?

"Why does it have to be her? Why not Aggie? Or Rob Schilling? Or dmost anybody elsein town?!

"Thewoman on the bench is quite attractive.”

"What'sthat got to do with it?"
"| would like to meet her."
IIWhy?I

"Assamply as| can Sateit: | share your own gppreciation for beautiful things. | would enjoy speaking
with her."

"You can't be serious."

" Arnold, you've expressed the wish that you and | had never spoken. | can assure you that if shewere
ajogger, we never would have."

Arnold sighed. "Y ou caled us smians. Why would you care about asmian?' He wasleaning against



atree at the edge of aglade.

"Tdl me areyou familiar with the gazd€?"

"I know what it lookslike."

"Would you say that the animd is beautiful ?'

"It'sdl right. | cantakeit or leaveit."

"Picture the gazdle, with itswide eyes, and its clean, innocent features. Endow it with intelligence.
Note that its compassion aready exceeds the standard for most humans. Add self-awareness, of the kind
that the woman has. Would you not find the creature attractive?

Suspicion had begun to grow in Arnold's heart. "'Y ou're not planning some sort of assault, are you?"

" Of course not. Arnold, are you thinking sex?"

"l don't think s0. Y ou're not capable of sex, right?”
The Traveler was dow to respond.

"Are you?

"Not strictly spesking.”

"Ungtrictly speaking.”

"1 am capable of orgasmic response.”

Arnold shuddered. "How?"
"You have noword." Pause. " By engulfing something warm and intelligent and beautiful

He began to back away. "Engulfing?'

"It isnot how it sounds. No oneis harmed.”

"It sounds kinky."

"Your term isunfamiliar. But | can guessthe meaning. Emotiond relations between intdlligent species
isnot unknown, Arnold.”

"It «ill sounds unnaturd to me."

"It'snot even rare.”

"Raped by awind storm.”

" Stop thinking sex, Arnold. We are beyond that. We are speaking of ahigher emotion.”

"Love?!

" Perhaps.

"Loveisatemporary chemicd imbaance."



" Otherswould defineit differently.”

"How would you defineit?'

" Asasublime gppreciation for the noblest qualitiesin afellow creature. Affection ignited by passion.
In the higher beings, it is accompanied by an obsession for its object'swelfare.”

"1'm not going to ddliver Linda Tollman to you. The whole idea's obscene.”

"Youdon'ttrust me." It sounded genuindly offended. "I would never harm anyone.”

"Ha," said Arnold. "L ook what you did to poor Floyd."
"1t wasfor FHoyd's own good. And you fed sorry for him now, right?”'

"l didn't say that. Anyway, she won't come. Evenif | wanted her to, she wouldn't come.”

Again, arestless movement in the trees. " Certainly nat, if you ingst on sitting there dl afternoon until
she gets up and leaves. Did you think she would walk over and invite you to go for awak by theriver's

edge?’

Arnold felt his cheeks redden. ™Y ou were there today, weren't you? Y ou didn't tell me you'd be
there”

Thegrassrippled.
"l want you to stay away."

"Asyoulike"
#

Arnold understood Linda Tollman'sinclination, while the weather held, to visit the park each
afternoon. Fort Moxie's winters were long and bitter; one did not waste sun-filled days, particularly in
September, when so few remained.

It was cooler today. The sun was hidden by aswirl of gray clouds.

Thistime, he ingtructed himself as he gpproached aong the paving, walk right up to her. Say hello as
casudly asyou can, and it down. (He had hoped the other benches would all have occupants, but he
could seeimmediately after coming off the parking lot that there was plenty of room for him e sewhere.)

His mouth went dry. He could fed his pulse picking up. She had propped her book in her 1ap and
seemed to befocused on it. Severa children played unnoticed on the lawn behind her. She wore blue
dacks, awhite blouse and sweater. An oversized multi-colored scarf had been tossed across one
shoulder. Arnold wondered what it would be like to have such acreature in hislife. He suspected there
must be a husband or boy friend lingering somewhere.

He summoned dl his courage and stopped in front of her. Actualy stopped. He pretended to look at
the box elder behind her, hoping to suggest appreciation for its subtle beauty. Meantime, he Srained his
peripherd vison for some sgn of response from her.

Sheturned apage.

"Lovely day," hesad, in astrangled voice.



Dumb. Couldn't he do better than that?

Her eyestouched him. They werevividly, dectricaly green. Brilliant, luminous eyesthat could have
swdlowed him. "Yes" shesad, inaneutrd, uninterested voice, "itis"" And that magnificent gaze did off
over hisright shoulder and locked again on that goddam book.

Our Mutua Friend, he noted. Dickens.

Anicy chill expanded in Arnold's ssomach. Thisisnot going to work. "I noticed you here yesterday.”

She nodded without looking up.

Arnold did akind of menta countdown from six and, on zero, took the plunge: "Do you mind if | join
you?' Hislungs weren't working right, hisvoice had goneto a higher register, and he mumbled the last
two words. Maybe mumbled al of it.

"Of coursg," she said, with an inflection that neither invited nor rebuked. She moved over to make
room. Plenty of room.

"Do you come here often?
She continued to study the page. "Only to read.”

A terrible silence settled over the park. Three adolescent girls came out of the library entrance. They
were laughing in the conspiratorial manner of femaes everywhere. He sat a his end of the bench, pushed
againg the planks, felt the heet risein hisface. He wastrying desperately to think of something elseto

sy.

Would you like to join me for dinner? We could discuss Dickens, How about awalk down by the
river?

"How's the book?"

She was about halfway through. "Quite good,” she answered brightly. Shelooked at him again, and
he felt opportunity beckon. What next? He could only think of the pain that would come with being
sneered at by thislovely creature. And of the certainty that she would respond to any initiativein just that
way. She sat resplendent in late afternoon sunlight, end-of-the-day sunlight, dazzling againgt the fading,
pedestrian world around her. How often, he wondered, had the Traveler floated invisible beside her?

Wasit there now? (He didn't necessarily take hisvisitor at itsword.)

She seemed suddenly to recal something sheld forgotten. She held up one dim wrist to glance at her
watch, and frowned. "I didn't redlize it was so late.” Sherose, and, without another word, snatched up
her bag and strode off into the degpening evening.

#

He was too embarrassed to go back to the wind screen. The prospect of trying to explain himself to
the Traveler was painful. Damn the thing anyway. Arnold sat up late that night, watching TV, reading a
techno thriller, unable to concentrate on ether. Linda Tollman filled hismind. And the Grand Forks
westher man predicted high winds and unseasonablerain.

It started in the early morning. By the time he went downstairs to open up, afifty-five mile-an-hour
gae had developed. It rattled the old building which housed the Lock 'n' Bolt, and drove everyone off the



drests.

Arnold tended an empty store. He put some tape on the windows as a precaution, and set up a
portable TV back of the cash register, to follow the weather reports. Grand Forks thought conditions
would abate shortly after midday. Meantime, hyigh winds were sweeping the prairie from northern
Manitobainto South Dakota.

They were doing some damage. They blew over Curt Gaarstad's garage and knocked out afew
windows and picked up the bright new metal sign over Ed's Supermarket and lost it. Nobody ever saw it
again. They aso caught a shipment of shingles and roofing materia down at the lumber yard and
scattered it around town. The remainder of the dead leaves deposited at Floyd's (about half had been
trucked away) went south, and they too vanished out over the prairie.

Thewind blew throughout the early morning. It banged and clattered and hammered at the store, but
Arnold felt safe because held been through smilar sorms countlesstimes before. Light rainfell
occasionally, the drops driven before the gusts, and smeared across Arnold's windows.

Janet called around ten to explain that they'd lost a storm door, and that she would be late. Arnold
suggested she stay home until the weether settled. " Nothing happening here anyway.”

Helooked out at the deserted street and fretted for the Traveler. The few trees along Bannister
Avenue heaved and writhed.

Findly, he could stand it no longer. At aquarter to eleven, he broke with custom, with hisown iron
law, and locked up. He got his car out of the garage, drove to Fifth Street, and turned right. No other
traffic was moving.

He pulled as close to the wind screen as he could get, and climbed out. The wind knocked him over,
took his breath away. He struggled updope, into the trees. They provided no shelter whatever. He
cupped his hands around his mouth and tried to shout over the incessant roar.

"Travd e

But it was hopeless. Twigs, pebbles, debris pelted him. He struggled back to the jogging path, and
tried again.

In the distance, he could see more rain coming.
"Traveler."
The storm howled.

And after ashort time, while sheets of rain diced like knives through the wind screen, Arnold
retreated, cold, drenched, breathless, to hiscar.

#

He spent along, dreary, frightening day. He was uncertain about the capabilities of hisvistor, or its
limitations. But he feared the worst. Heavy rains washed down after the winds had subsided. They beat
Steadily againgt the windows over at Clint's, while Arnold poked at ahamburger and french fries. He
stayed in the restaurant, ordering coffee, and then beer, preferring human company tonight. And on this
evening, most especialy, he resented the Traveler. | may have lost you, and thereis not even anyone with
whom | cantak.




It was still raining steadily when he crossed back to the hardware store, and went up to his apartment to
wait out the storm. Theten o'clock news reported it had already ended, but Arnold saw no change until
well after midnight. Then, while the night grew suddenly still, he went back once more to the wind screen.

"Helo, Arnold." The voice reached out to him while he was till on the dope.
"Traveler, are you okay?'
"Where were you yesterday? | couldn't find you."

"l wasright here.”"

"Why didn't you answer me?'

Laughter rippled through the wet trees. Too much competition. The voice of the ssorm wasfar louder
than mine. But | was moved by your concern.

Arnold would have liked to clasp the creature, to pound its shoulder, shakeits hand. "1 wish | could
touch you," hesaid.

A warm current flowed around him. Y ou have.
The ground was soggy. Therewas no dry placeto sit. "'l just wanted to be sure you were dl right.”

"I'mfine

Arnold was gtill only at the edge of the trees. His shoes and trousers were soaked from the high grass.
"I'm going home. I'll see you tomorrow.”

"What about the woman?

"It didn't work out."

"Couldn't you have done more with the book? That was your wedge, Arnold.”

"l didthebest | could.”

" Sometimes you behave asif you've lived most of your lifein another world.”

The Traveler seemed bigger somehow. Asif it had absorbed river and trees. And the town, and even
the endless plain beyond. "Look," he said, "the only way | could get her to come here with me would be
a gunpoint.”

"Y ou underrate yoursdf. Y ou are in fact quite handsome, except when you're trying to make an
impression. Or when you're frightened.”

"That'snot what | mean,” he said defensively.

"You should try again."

"I've had enough.”

"Y ou need to stand up Straight. Y ou slouch when you're under pressure. Look her right in the eye. Go
after the book. That'syour key."




"l can't do any of this. Y ou're asking me to change the habits of alifetime.”

"1t might help if you gave up the rumpled look. Get your trousers pressed. Maybe invest in asuede
jacket. Get rid of the baggy swesater."

"| likethis swester. I'vehad it along time."
"1 know."
"And anyway, do you have any ideawhat a suede jacket costs?'

"Wouldn't she beworth it?"

"No. I'm not going back there. She walked off and |eft me sitting on the bench. She hasno interest in
r.rell

"All right, Arnold. Thistime, I'll help you."

"What do you mean?"

"1 can movewarm ar. Stimulate her. Shewill find you very atractive.”

"Y ouwouldn't do that." Arnold was horrified. "What are you thinking of ?*
#

Hisnight wasfilled with visons of Linda Tollman. He threw damp sheets off, stared listlesdy into the
dark abyss over hisbed, and listened to the elements play against the sde of the house. Where was the
Traveler now? Wasit perhgpsinfluencing him in some darkly subtleway, asit clamed it could influence
the woman? The creature seemed so amiable, that he was inclined to overlook how deviousit could be.

But there was the delicious possibility thet it redly could tir Linda Tollman's emotions. Would he
accept her on such terms? Hetried to imagine those eyes smoldering with passion for him, thoselips
pressed againgt his.

Thefix isin.

He played and replayed his conversation with her, inserting variations, clever phrases, employing a
casud, self-assured smile. She returns the smile and takes his hand. 1've been waiting alifetime for you,
Arnold. Sheis so close he can hear her heartbesat.

He nods. Sheisonly agazelle. And |, for you.

It was still raining Saturday morning. He turned the Lock 'n' Bolt over to Janet and Dean for the day
and headed south.

[-29 between the border and Grand Forksisalong, straight, unremarkable run of eighty miles. The
countryside is flat and featureless, broken only by the city of Drayton, with its smokestack, at the hafway
mark. The pavement steamed, and the gray sky literally sagged into the prairie.

Arnold arrived a about eeven, treated himself to abig lunch at the Village Inn, and headed for the
mall. He was an impatient shopper, and by two o'clock had bought two pairs of jeans, afew sport shirts,
and apair of shoes. And a suede jacket. The jacket was tan, perhaps atrifle conservative for Arnold's
taste, but the saledady admired it, and it did seem to possess astylish flare. It cost three hundred dollars.



He splashed back into Fort Moxie, and impulsively turned north on Fifth Street, past Floyd's, and
cruised by thelibrary. Therain had turned to alight drizzle.

Lightswere on in the Greek temple. A couple of kids stood talking in the colonnade. The bench that
Linda Tollman favored seemed to have attracted ayellow nimbus.

#

He spent the weekend reading Our Mutua Friend. He read over medl's, read through long afternoons,
read deep into the night. All other projects went on hold. He wasn't doing it Smply for her, hetold
himsalf, but because it was abook he should read.

He assumed she would not go to the park over the weekend, but the point was rendered moot by the
weather, which remained cold and dreary. It was now late enough in the season that there might be no
more pleasant days, in which case he would have no choice but to call her. Or forget her. (Shewasnot in
the phone book, but Information had alisting for her.) That approach would of course require him to
date hisintentions directly. It was not a technique which meshed wdl with Arnold's style, which was
more suited to holding the fort than organizing asally.

In the late afternoons, he trekked through the dismal weather up to the wind screen, and huddled cold
and wet beneath an em that provided purdly symboalic shelter. And he and the Traveler talked.

Arnold grumbled about histask, but the Traveler refused to entertain his objections. It talked instead
about the sculpting of some particularly interesting peaksin the Canadian Rockies. And about the clash
of air currents near some coastd areas. (The thing was unclear which coastal areas)) And it
commented on the planet's deteriorating atmosphere. " Unba anced. | would say there are too many

people.”

"l assume," said Arnold, "that it's a phase most cultures pass through.”

"Think of it more as an intelligence test. Most species have agood record of taking care of their
worlds. It's common among Simian-types, though.”

They talked about nuclear weagpons:



