
































































































































they had believed he would do something
more than stand beside a dead and bleed-
ing cow.

Then they were gone. :

Sweet, merciful God, McShane said,
not in exclamation, but in prayer. There
had to be something he could do, how-
ever impossible the something might
prove to be. There were deadfalls of tim-
ber on the other side. That much he
knew, but he supposed it was the sort of
thing that any dwarfed mind would en-
tertain. The trouble was that Siljo had
made himself so completely clear about
roadblocks of any kind. He tried to think
of some other way to wreck the car when
it came down the grade on the opposite
shore about thirty minutes from now. He
believed that anything would be better
than letting Siljo and Rickard through
to Route 12A and trusting them from
there.

McShane looked again at the blasted
bellies of the boats. His frustrations
choked him because he feared to swim
the quarter mile. He did not swim well.
The lake, where the springs ran deep,
was colder than icebergs, colder than
death. He was afraid, and while ‘he was
being afraid, he took off his shoes and
his pants and his shirt. He feared even
more doing nothing at all. . . ..

HUNDRED YARDS out he was ex-

hausted. He had been swimming
too hard. He had been threshing his arms
like a man trapped in hay. He began
treading water. He wanted desperately
to turn back. Here, at this depth, the
freezing water made his bad leg ache.
The pale birch trees on the other shores
looked impossibly distant. His chest hurt
from the effort he had made, but he be-
gan to swim again, less desperately this
time, persuading himself that he had a
chance, that only his fear was. holding
him back. It seemed to him that he swam
almost as slowly as a floundering child
taking lessons, which was true. Don't
panic, he thought, don’t panic now. Once
he looked back to his own shore and he
found what he expected to find—that he
was half way across. There wasnt a
choice left to him.

It was so silent here, so lonely. His
strength was nearly gone, but the deep,
penetrating cold that at first had made
the pain rage in his leg had numbed it
now. The only agony he knew was that of
effort, which was unremitting. It would
be so easy to forget the effort, he was
thinking, to abandon all the trying and
to go down into the water that was no
longer cold . . . so, so much easier that
he prayed again: Lord, give me the hem
of Your garment. A light wind swept the
surface of the lake and, as he swam, the
suddenly choppy water slapped at his
face. He swallowed some of it. There was
a pounding in his ears, as though they
were swelling and would burst. He tried
again and again and then the birch trees
were very close, so close that he had hope
again and did not abandon effort until
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his good leg, reaching downward, touched
a stone, and the passage was made. He
floundered forward. He rested, all but
naked, and freezing on the shore.

‘How long had he taken to swim the
quarter mile, he wondered. Ten minutes?
Fifteen? Twenty? McShane didn’t know,
but he could still see clearly, up through
the birches to the winding road, though
the dusk was fast coming on.

He heard the car faintly, but he
wasn’t able to measure its distance away.
He climbed up to the rough and narrow
road to where, as he had known, there
was a deadfall of trees. But he could no
more budge the first massive trunk he
selected than he could have lifted the
world from space. All he managed to do
was skin his hands on the brutal bark.
The effort made him reel. He wasn’t
thinking well or planning sanely now. He

was being frantically, almost therapeu- -

tically busy, as though to remove his
emotional need. He saw one heavy stone,
the size of an office safe; it was above the
road and, if dislodged, it could conceiv-
ably roll into the path of the car descend-
ing the grade.

McShane tore his feet in the thicket,
grappling with the bedded, unmoving
stone. He found a stout dead branch to
use as a lever. He gained a purchase
under the stone. He strained with un-
natural effort until the dead branch
splintered and broke. He fell with the
snap of it and lay exhausted. He could
hear the car very close to the place
where he had labored and fallen. He was
sobbing and weak and his wits were no
longer dependable.

For instance, it seemed to McShane, as
the car came on, that he was seeing, or
imagining. cows in the road—cows of all
things, driven by a man in overalls, who
disappeared on the other side, quietly
into the brush—cows in double and
bumping columns, crowding close to-
gether, turning, looking lost on the nar-
row road, making their bleak sounds,
acting so real that McShane believed he
could smell them. It was an iliusion, he
thought, imposed by his recent experi-
ence with Siljo. Or wasn’t it? McShane
didn’t know. But then the car stopped in
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the crowded road—stopped still; then it
was real enough.

Siljo, the driver of the car, got out of
it, holding the .30-.30, his expression
very strange. He looked around in the
cool twilight, apprehensive, but not con-
vinced of what he should do. McShane
saw that. He also saw the indecision on
the face of Aaron Rickard, who sat with
the .38 in his hands, only inches behind
the two boys. McShane stood almost
erect, then moved a trifle forward. He
watched Siljo swing the .30-.30 by its
barrel at the cows, but not wholehearted-
ly, because all kinds of thoughts- must
have been crowding Siljo’s head. Me-
Shane moved forward, step by little step,
his heart not beating—and then he heard
the two shots, sharp and murderous. He
never looked toward Rickard. He dove
instinctively at Siljo, who had fallen, and
he was punching at Siljo with a stone in
his hand for almost a minute before he
realized that Everett Lawton Siljo was
dead. '

“Take it easy, Mac; take it easy now,
will you? There’s no percentage in
breaking your hands.”

McShane, sitting in his underwear,
looked up. He saw a lieutenant of state
troopers. The man looked pretty fancy -
in his grey whipcords and his wide-
brimmed hat. He had too much stomach
under his belt, but he was a big enough
man to be excused. His name was Ko-
vacs. There were now more cops than
cows in the road. Searchlights had dis-
missed the twilight. The whole place
glared like a big pool table, brilliantly
green. Aaron Rickard had never moved
from the back of the car. He sat fairly
erect, but there was a bullet in his head,
too.

. “We only fired two shots,” said Kovacs.

We had the right men in the right
places and they were instructed not to
miss,”

He helped McShane to his feet and
McShane could see Cookie and Francis,
Just off the road, looking all right at the
moment, even though there was a doctor
there and a nurse in a white uniform.
Someone handed McShane a coat and he
gratefully put it on.

“You know, for country cops,” he said
to Kovacs, “you fellows did all right.”

The big trooper smiled. “You swam
the lake, McShane?”

“That’s right; I swam the lake.”

“Why did y0u?,’

“Well, I'm a real fancy swimmer, Ko-
vacs. I'm like an eel with a keel. Look,
tell me something more important. How
come that you thought of cows?”

“Well, they’re cheaper than people,”
Kovacs said, “and we were afraid of any
other kind of roadblock. Cows look so
innocent. You know what I mean? And
who the hell would shoot a cow?”

“You're asking me?”

McShane buttoned up the borrowed
coat and stepped over the body of Ever-
ett Lawton Siljo. He could see Cookie
and Francis coming towards him now.








































