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The Encounter

KATE W LHELM was born June 8, 1929, in Tol edo, Chio. She sold her first
story in 1957, and she has been witing and selling steadily ever since. It is

fashionable to say of our feminine celebrities, "In real life she is Ms. John Blank." Kate
Wlhelmis nmarried to author, editor and critic Danon Kni ght, which makes her Ms. Danpon Knight;
but inreal life she is Kate WIlhelm her husband and three sons notw t hstandi ng, and her

individuality is as distinctive as her witing.

A Charter Menber of Science Fiction Witers of America, she provided the
ori gi nal

sketch from which the Nebula Award Trophy was desi gned. She was co director
of the

MIlford Science Fiction Witers' Conference from 1963 to 1969 and | ecturer
at the

Clarion Witers' Wrkshop from 1969 to 1972

In addition to nagazi ne appearances she has contributed stories to Vol unes
1 through

12 of the Orbit series. She has had two collections of short stories
publ i shed, The

M| e Long Spaceship (1963) and The Downstairs Room (1968). More Bitter than
Death (1962) is a nystery novel. Her four science fiction novels are The
Killer Thing

(1965), The Nevernore Affair (1967), Let the fire fall (1969), and Margaret
and /

(1971). Two nore science fiction novels were witten in collaboration with
Ted

Thomas: The Clone (1965), and The Year of the C oud

(1970). Abyss (1971) contains two novellas, "The Plastic Abyss" and
"Stranger in the
House. "

She has been a Nebul a Awards finalist four of the seven years the awards
have been

presented. Her story "The Pl anners" received the Nebula Award as the best
short story

of 1968, and in the 1971 balloting her name appeared on the final ballot a
record four

times: with her novel Margaret and |I,- with her novellas "The Infinity Box"
and "The

Pl astic Abyss"; and with her novelette "The Encounter.”

The bus slid to an uneasy stop, two hours late. Snow was ei ght inches deep,
and t he

white sky met the white ground in a strange world where the grubby bl ack bus
station floated free. It was a world where up and down had becone
meani ngl ess,

where the snow fell horizontally. Crane, supported by the wind and the

snow, could have entered the station by wal king up the wall, or across the ceiling. Hs mnd
seened adrift, out of touch with the reality of his body. He stanped,
scattering

snow, bringing sone feeling back to his |egs, naking hinself feel the floor
beneat h

his feet. He tried to feel his cheek, to see if he was feverish, but his
hands were too

nunb, his cheek too nunb. The heating system of the bus had failed over an
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hour ago.

The trouble was that he had not dressed for such weather. An overcoat, but
no

boots, no fur-lined gl oves, no woolen scarf to wind and wi nd about his
throat. He

st anped and cl apped his hands. Ot hers were doing the sane.

There had been only nine or ten people on the bus, and sone of themwere

bei ng

greeted by others or were slipping out into the storm home finally or near
enough

now. The bus driver was talking to an old nman who had been in the station
when t hey

arrived, the ticket agent, probably. He was wearing two sweaters, one a
heavy, hi p-

| ength green that | ooked honme-knit; under it, a turtleneck gray wool with
too-1 ong

sl eeves that hung from beneath the green sleeves. He had on furry boots

t hat cane

to his knees, with his sagging pants tucked tightly into them Beyond him
tossed over one of the wooden benches, was a greatcoat, fleece-

Iined, |ong enough to hang to his boot tops. Fleecy gloves bul ged
fromone of the pockets.

"Fol ks, " he said, turning away fromthe bus driver, "there won't
be another bus until sonetinme in the norning, when they get the
roads plowed out sone. There's an all-night diner down the road,
three, four blocks. Not nmuch else in town's open this tine of
ni ght."

"I's there a hotel ?" A woman, fur coat, shiny patent boots, kid
gl oves. She had got on at the sane station that Crane had; he
renenbered the whiff of expensive perfune as she had passed
hi m

"There's the Laughton Inn, ma'am but it's two nmiles outside
town and there's no way to get there."

"Ch, for God's sake! You nean this crunmy burg doesn't even
have a hotel of its own?"

"Four of them in fact, but they're closed, open again in April
Don't get nmany people to stay overnight in the winter tines."

"Ckay, okay. Which way's the diner?" She swept a di sapproving
gl ance over the bleak station and went to the door,, carrying an
overni ght bag with her

"Conme on, honey, |I'mgoing there, too," the driver said. He
pull ed on gloves and turned up his collar. He took her armfirmy,
transferred the bag to his other hand, then turned to | ook at the
other three or four people in the station. "Anyone el se?"

Diner. daring lights, jukebox noise w thout end, the snell of
hanbur gers and oni ons, rank coffee and doughnuts saturated with
grease. Everyone snoking. Someone woul d have cards probably,
soneone a bottle. The woman would sing or cry, or get a fight
goi ng. She was a nasty one, he could tell. She'd be bored within
an hour. She'd have the guys groping her under the table, in the
end booth. The man half turned, his back shielding her fromview,
hi s hand sl i ppi ng between her buttons, under the bl ouse, under
the slip, the slippery snooth nylon, the tightness of the bra, unfas-
tening it with his other hand. Her |ow | augh, busy hands. The hard

ni ppl e between his fingers now, his own responsive hardness. She
had turned to | ook at the stranded passengers when the driver
spoke, and she caught Crane's gl ance.

"I't"'s along wait for a Scranton bus, honey," she said.
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"I'd just get soaked going to the diner," Crane said, and turned

his back on her. Hi s hand hurt, and he opened his clenched fingers
and rubbed his hands together hard.

"l sure as hell don't want to wait all night in this rat hole,"
soneone el se said. "Do you have |lockers? | can't carry all this
gear."

"Lock themup in the office for you," the ticket agent said.
He pulled out a bunch of keys and opened a door at the end of
the room A heavy-set man followed him carrying three suit-
cases. They returned; the door squeaked. The agent |ocked it

agai n.

"Now, you boys will hold ne up, won't you? | don't want to fal
down in all that snow. "

"Doll, if you fall on your pretty little ass, I'll dry you off person-
ally," the driver said.

"Ch, you will, will you?"

Crane tightened his jaw, trying not to hear them The outside
door opened and a blast of frigid air shook the room A curtain of
snow swept across the fl oor before the door banged again, and the
| aughi ng voi ces were gone.

"You sure you want to wait here?" the ticket agent asked. "Not
very warmin here. And |'m going honme in a nminute, you know. "

"I"'mnot dressed to walk across the street in this weather, much
| ess four blocks," Crane said.

The agent still hesitated, one hand on his coat. He | ooked
around, as if checking on | oose val uabl es. There was a woman on
one of the benches. She was sitting with her head | owered, hands
in her lap, legs crossed at the ankles. She wore a dark cloth coat,
and her shoes were skinpier than Crane's, three crossing strips of
| eat her attached to paper-thin soles. Black cloth gloves hid her
hands. She didn't look up, in the silence that foll owed, while the
two nmen scrutinized her. It was inpossible to guess her age in that
pose, with only the dark clothes to go by.

"Ma'am are you all right?" the agent asked finally.

"Yes, of course. Like the gentleman, | didn't care to wade through the
snow. | can wait here."

She rai sed her head and with a touch of disappointnment Crane saw that
she was as nondescript as her clothing. Wen he stopped | ooki ng at

her, he couldn't remenber what she | ooked like. A woman. Thirty.
Thirty-five. Forty. He didn't know. And yet. There was sonet hi ng
vaguely familiar about her, as if he should remenber her, as if he m ght
have seen her or nmet her at one tine or another. He had a very good
menory for faces and nanes, an inval uabl e asset for a sal esnan, and

he searched his nenory for. this woman and canme up with not hing.

"Don't you have nothing with you that you could change into?" the
agent asked peevishly. "You' d be nore confortable down at the diner."

"l don't have anything but some work with nme," she said. Her voice
was very patient. "I thought I1'd be in the city before the storm cane.
Late bus, early storm I'Il be fine here."

Again his eyes swept through the dingy room searching for sonething
to say, not finding anything. He began to pull on his coat, and he
seenmed to gain forty pounds. "Tel ephone under the counter, back

there," he said finally. "Pay phone's outside under a drift, | reckon.”

"Thank you," she said.
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The agent continued to dawdle. He pulled on his gloves, checked the
rest rooms to nmake sure the doors were not |ocked, that the lights

wor ked. He peered at a thernostat, nuttering that you couldn't believe
what it said anyways. At the door he stopped once nore. He | ooked

i ke a wal king heap of outdoor garnents, a clothes pile that had
swal | owed a man. "M .-uh-"

"Crane. Randol ph Crane. Manhattan."

"Uh, yes. M. Crane, |I'Il tell the troopers that you two are up here.
And the road boys. Plow'll be out soon's it lets up sone.

They' Il keep an eye open for you, if you need anything. Maybe drop
in with sone coffee later on."

"Great," Crane said. "That'd be great."

"Ckay, then. | wouldn't wander out if |I was you. See you in the
nor ning, then. Night."

The icy blast and the inrushing snow made Crane start to shake again.
He | ooked over at the wonman, who was huddling down, trying to wap
herself up in the skinpy coat.

Hi s shivering eased and he sat down and opened his briefcase and pull ed
out one of the policies he had taken along to study. This was the first
time he had touched it. He hoped the woman would fall asleep and stay
asl eep until the bus came in the nmorning. He knew that he wouldn't be
able to stretch out on the short benches, not that it would nmatter
anyway. He wasn't the type to relax enough to fall asleep anywhere

but in bed.

He stared at the policy, a twenty-year endowrent, two years to go to
maturity, on the life of WIliam Sanders, age twenty-two. He held it

hi gher, trying to catch the light, but the print was a blur; all he could
make out were the headi ngs of the clauses, and these he al ready knew

by heart. He turned the policy over; it was the sane on the back, the

old fam liar print, and the rest a blur. He started to refold the paper to
return it to the briefcase. She would think he was crazy, taking it out,

| ooking at it a noment, turning it this way and that, and then putting

it back. He pursed his |lips and pretended to read.

Sanders, Sanders. Wat did he want? Four policies, the endowrent, a
heal th and accident, a straight life, and nortgage policy. Covered,
protected. |nsurance-poor, Sanders had said, throw ng the bul ky
envel ope onto Crane's desk. "Consolidate these things somehow. |
want cash if | can get it, and out fromunder the rest."

"' But what about your wife, the kids?"
"Ex-wife. If | go, she'll manage. Let her carry insurance on ne."

Crane had been as persuasive as he knew how to be, and in the end he
had had to promise to assess the policies, to have figures to show cash
val ues, and so on. Disapprovingly, of course.

"You know, dear, you really are getting nore stuffy every day,"
Mary Loui se said.

"And if he dies, and his children are left destitute, then will | be
so stuffy?"

"I'"d rather have the seven hundred dollars nyself than see it go
to your conpany year after year."

"That's pretty shortsighted."

"Are you really going to wear that suit to Maggie's party?"
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"Changi ng the subject?"

"Way not? You know what you think, and | know what | think,
and they aren't even within hailing distance of each other."

Mary Louise wore a red velvet gown that was slit to her navel
nmol ded just beneath her breasts by a silver chain, and al nost
conpletely bare in the back, clown to the curve of her buttocks
The silver chain cut into her tanned back, slightly. Crane stared at
it.

" New?"
"Yes. | picked it up last week. Pretty?"
"Indecent. | didn't knowit was a formal thing tonight."
"Not really. Optional anyway. Sone of us decided to dress, that's
all." She looked at himin the mrror and said, | really don't care

if you want to wear that suit."

Wordl essly he turned and went back to the closet to find his
di nner jacket and black trousers. How easy it would be, a flick of
a chain latch, and she'd be stripped to her hips. Was she counting
on soneone's noticing that? Evers maybe? O Qivetti! Aivetti?
What had he sai d? Sonet hi ng about wonen who wore red in
public. Like passing out a dance card and pencil, the prom se
inmplicit in the gesture?

"Slut!" he said, through teeth so tightly pressed together that his
j aws ached.

"What? |'msorry. "

He | ooked up. The worman in the bus station was watching him
across the aisle. She still |ooked quite cold.

"I amsorry," she said softly. "I thought you spoke."

"No." He stuffed the policy back in his case and fastened it. "Are
you war m enough?" -

"Not really. The ticket agent wasn't kidding when he said the
thernostat lies. According to it, it's seventy-four in here.”

Crane got up and | ooked at the thernostat. The adj ust nent
control was gone. The station was abysnally cold. He wal ked back
and forth for a few nonents, then paused at the wi ndow. The

white world, ebbing and grow ng, changi ng, changeless. "If | had
a cup or sonething, | could bring in sonme snow and chill the
thernostat. That night make the heat kick on."

"Maybe in the rest room. . . " 13e heard her nobve across the
floor, but he didn't turn to | ook. There was a pink glow now in the
whiteness, like a fire in the distance, all but obscured by the inter-

veni ng cl ouds of snow. He watched as it grew brighter, darker,
al nost red; then it went out. The worman returned and stood at his
si de.

"No cups, but | folded paper towels to nake a funnel thing. WII
it do?"

He took the funnel. It was sturdy enough, three thicknesses of
brown, unabsorbent toweling. "Probably better than a cup," he
said. "Best stand behind the door. Every time it opens, that bliz-
zard comes right on in."

She nodded and noved away. \When he opened the door the
wi nd hit himhard, alnobst knocking himback into the room
wr enchi ng the door fromhis hand. It swung w de open and hit the
worman. Distantly he heard her gasp of surprise and pain. He
reached out and scooped up a funnel full of snow and then pushed
the door closed again. He was covered with snow. Breathless, he
| eaned against the wall. "Are you all right?" he asked after a few
nonment s.

She was hol ding her left shoulder. "Yes. It caught ne by sur-
prise. No harm done. Did you get enough snow?"

He held up the funnel for her to see and then pushed hinself
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away fromthe wall. Again he had the inpression that there was

no right side up in the small station. He held the back of one of
the benches and noved along it. "The wind took ny breath away," he
sai d.

"Or the intense cold. | think | read that breathing in the cold causes as
many heart attacks as overexertion."

"Well, it's cold enough out there. About zero by now, | guess." He
scooped out sone of the snow and held it against the thernostat. "The
furnace nust be behind this wall, or under this area. Feel how warmit
is."

She put her hand on the wall and nodded. "Maybe we can fasten the

cup of snow up next to the ternbstat." She | ooked around and then

went to the bulletin board. She renmoved several of the notices and
schedul es there and brought himthe thunbtacks. Crane spilled a little
snow getting the tacks into the paper towel and then into the wall. In
a few mnutes there was a runble as the furnace cane on and al nost

i medi ately the station began to feel slightly warnmer. Presently the
woman took of f her coat.

"Success, " she said, sniling.

"I was beginning to think it had been a m stake after all, not going to
the diner."

..S0 was |."

"I think they are trying to get the snowl ows going. | saw a red light a
couple of minutes ago. It went out again, but at |east someone's
trying."

She didn't reply, and after a nonment he said, "lI'mglad you don't

snoke. | gave it up a few nonths ago, and it would drive me nmad to

have to snell it through a night like this. Probably 1'd go back to
them"

"l have sone," she said. "I even snoke once in a while. If you decide

that you do want them.
"No. No. | wasn't hinting."

"I just wish the lights were better in here. | could get in a whole night's
work. | often work at night."

"So do I, but you'd put your eyes out. Wat-

"That's all right. Wat kind of work do | do? An illustrator for Slocum
House Cat al ogue Conpany. Not very exciting, |I'mafraid."

"Ch, you're an artist."

"No. Illustrator. | wanted to becone an artist, but . . . things didn't
work out that way."

"I"d call you an artist. Maybe because |'min awe of anyone who can
draw, or paint, or do things like that. You're all artists to nme."

She shrugged. "And you're an insurance salesman.” lie stiffened and she
got up, saying, "I saw the policy you were | ooking over, and the
briefcase stuffed full of policies and conpany panphl ets and such. |
knew an insurance sal esman once."
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He realized that he had been about to ask where she was going, and he
cl anped his jaw again and turned so that he wouldn't watch her go into
the | adies' room

He went to the window. The wind was still at gale force, but so silent.
Wth the door closed, the station seened far renoved fromthe storm
and looking at it was |ike watching sonething wholly unreal,

manuf actured to anuse hi m perhaps. There were storm w ndows, and

the building was very sturdy and probably very well insul ated. Now,
with the furnace working, it was snug and secure. He cupped his hands
about his eyes, trying to see past the reflections in the wi ndow, but
there was nothing. Snow, a drift up to the sill now, and the w nd-driven
snow that was |ike a sheer curtain being waved from above, touching
the wi ndows, fluttering back, touching again, hiding everything behind
it.

She was taking a long tinme. He should have gone when she | eft Now he

had the awkward nonent to face, of excusing hinmself or not, of

timng it so that she wouldn't think he was | eaving deliberately in order
to dodge sonething that one or the other said or hinted. She had done

it so easily and naturally.-He envied people like her. A ways so sure of
t hensel ves.

"VWich face are you wearing tonight, Randy?" Mry Loui se reached

across the table and touched his cheek, then shook her head. "I can't

al ways tell. Wen you' re the successful sal esman, you are so assured, so
poi sed, charm ng, voluble even."

"And the other tines? Wwat am | those tines?"

"Afraid."

Drawi ng back from her hand, tight and self-contained again, watchful

he said, "Isn't it lucky that | can keep the two separated, then? How
successful a salesman would | be if | put on the wong face when | went
to work?"

"I wonder if mixing it up alittle mght not be good for you. So you
wouldn't sell a mllion dollars' worth of insurance a year, but you' d be a
little happi er when you're not working

"Li ke you?"

"Not like ne, God forbid. But at least | haven't given up |ooking for
sonet hing. And you have."

"Yeah. You're looking. In a bottle. In someone else's bed. In buying
sprees.”

"C'est la vie. You can always buzz off, you know. "
"And add alinony to my other headaches? No, thanks."

Smiling at him sipping an A d Fashioned, infinitely wise and infinitely
evil. Were wi se wonen al ways evil? "My poor Randy. My poor,

darling. You thought | was everything you were not, and instead you

find that | am stanped fromthe sane nold. Nunmber XLM 119543872-

afraid of life, only not quite afraid of death. Soneone let up on the
pressure there. Hardly an indentation even. So | can |ose nyself and

you can't. A pity, ny darling Randy. If we could | ose ourselves

toget her, what mght we be able to find? W are so good together, you
know. Sex with you is still the best of all. | try harder and harder to
make you let go all the way. | read nanual s and take personalized

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/De...older/Kate%20Wilhelm%20-%20The%20Encounter.txt (7 of 18) [2/24/2004 10:50:10 PM]



file:///ID}/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol der/K ate%620Wil hel m%20-%20The%20Encounter . txt

| essons, all for your sake, darling. Al for you. And it does no good.
You are ny only chall enge, you see."

"Stop it! Are you crazy?"

"Ah. Now I know who you are tonight. There you are. Tight nouth
frowning forehead full of lines, narrowed eyes. You are not so
handsonme with this face on, you know. Wiy don't you | ook at ne,

Randy?" Her hands across the tabl e again, touching his cheeks, a finger
trailing across his lips, a caress or nockery. "You never |ook at ne,
you know. You never look at nme at all."

He | eaned his forehead against the wi ndow, and the chill roused

him Were was the woman? He | ooked at his watch and realized that

she had been gone only a few mnutes, not the half hour or |onger that

he had thought. Was the whol e night going to be like that? M nutes
dragging by like hours? Time distorted until a lifetinme could be spent in
wai ting for one' dawn?

fie went to the nen's room Wen he returned, she was sitting in her
own place once nore, her coat thrown over her shoul ders, a sketch pad
in her |ap.

"Are you cold again?' He felt alnost frozen. There was no heat in the
men's room

"Not really. Myving about chilled me. There's a puddl e under the
funnel, and the snow is gone, but heat is still com ng fromthe
radiator."

"I''"l'l have to refill it every half hour or so, | guess."
"The driver said it's supposed to go to ten or fifteen bel ow tonight."

Crane shrugged. "After it gets this low, | don't care how rmuch farther it
drops. As long as | don't have to be out init."

She turned her attention to her pad and began to nake strong lines. He
couldn't tell what she was drawing, only that she didn't hesitate, but
drew surely, confidently. He opened his briefcase and got out his
schedul e book. It was no use, he couldn't read the small print in the
poor lighting of the station. He rummaged for sonething that he would
be able to concentrate on. He was grateful when she spoke again.

"It was so stupid to start out tonight. | could have waited unti
tomorrow. |'mnot bound by a tinme clock or anything."
"That's just what | was thinking. | was afraid of being snowed in for

several days. W were at Sky Munt Ski Lodge, and everyone el se was
cheering the storm s approach. Do you ski ?"

"Some, not very well. The cold takes ny breath away, hitting ne in
the face like that."

He stared at her for a nonment, opened his nouth to agree, then closed
it again. It was as if she was anticipating what he was going to say.
"Don't be so silly, Randy. Al you have to do is wear the nuter around
your mouth and nose. And the goggles on your eyes. Nothing is

exposed then. You're just too lazy to ski."

"Ckay, lazy. | know this-1'"mbored to death here. | haven't been warm
since we left the apartment, and ny | egs ache. That was a nasty fall
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had this morning. I'msore. | have a headache fromthe glare of the
snow, and | think it's asinine to freeze for two hours in order to slide
down a mountain a couple of tines. |'mgoing back to the city."

"But our reservation is through Saturday night. Paid in advance."

"Stay. Be ny guest. Have yourself a ball. You and McCone nmke a

good pair, and his wife seens content to sit on the sidelines and watch
you. Did you really think that anem ¢ bl onde woul d appeal to ne? Did
you think we'd be too busy together to notice what you were up to?"

"Tracy? To tell the truth | hadn't given her a thought. | didn't know
she didn't ski until this afternoon. | don't know why Mac brought her
here. Any nore than | know why you came al ong."

"Come on hone with ne. Let's pack up and | eave before the storm
begins. We can stop at that nice old antique inn on the way hone,
where they al ways have pheasant pie. Renenber?"

"Darling, | cane to ski. You will |eave the car here, won't you? |'lI
need it to get the skis back home, and our gear. Isn't there a bus or
sonet hi ng?"

"Mary Louise, this norning on the slope, didn't you really see ne?
You know, when your ski pole got away from you."

"VWhat in the world are you tal king about? You were behind ne. How
could I have seen you? | didn't even know you had started down."

"Ckay. Forget it. I'Il give you a call when | get to the apartnment."
"Yes, do. You can |leave a nessage at the desk if | don't answer."

The wonman held up her sketch and narrowed her eyes. She ripped out
the page and crunpled it, tossed it into the waste can

"I think I"'mtoo tired after all."

"It's getting cold in here again. Your hands are probably too cold." He
got up and took the funnel fromthe wall. "I'lIl get nore snow and see
if we can't get the furnace going again."

"You shoul d put sonething over your face, so the cold air won't be
such a shock. Don't you have a muffler?"

He stopped- He had crushed the funnel, he realized, and he tried to
snmooth it again without letting her see what he had done. He deci ded
that it would do, and opened the door. A drift had fornmed, and a foot

of snow fell into the station. The wi nd was col der, sharper, al nost
deliberately cutting. He was blinded by the wind and the snow that was
driven into his face. He filled the funnel and tried to close the door
again, but the drift was in the way. He pushed, trying to use the door as
a snowpl ow. More snow was being blown in, and finally he had to use

hi s hands, push the snow out of the way, not outside, but to one side of
the door. At last he had it clear enough and he sl ammed the door,

more winded this tine than before. Hs throat felt raw, and he felt a
constriction about his chest.

"I't's getting worse all the tine. | couldn't even see the bus, nothing but
a nountain of snow. "

"Ground blizzard, | suspect. When it blows like this you can't tell how
much of it is new snow and how much is just fallen snow being bl own
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about. The drifts will be trenmendous tonorrow." She smled. "I
remenber how we | oved it when this happened when we were ki ds.
The drifts are exciting, so pure, so high. Sonetines they glaze over
and you can play dass Muwuntain. | used to be the princess." '

Crane was shivering again. He forced his hands to be steady as he
pushed the thunbtacks into the funnel to hold it in place next to the
thermostat. He had to clear his throat before he could speak. "Did the
prince ever reach you?"

"No. Eventually | just slid back down and went hone."
"Where? Where did you live?"

"Qut side Chicago, near the | ake."

He spun around. "Wo are you?" He grabbed the back of a
bench and clutched it hard. She stared at him He had screaned
at her, and he didn't know why. "lI'msorry," he said. "You keep
saying things that I'mthinking. I was thinking of that ganme, of how
I never could nmake it to the top."

"Near Lake M chi gan?"

"On the shores al nost."

She nodded.

"l guess all kids play ganmes like that in the snow," he said.
"Strange that we should have conme fromthe sane general area
Did your mlk freeze on the back steps, stick up out of the bottle,
with the cap at an angl e?"

"Yes. And those awful cl oakroons at school, where you bad to
strip off snowsuits and boots, and step in icy water before you
coul d get your indoors shoes on."

"And sl oshing through the thaws, wet every dam day. | was
wet more than | was dry all through grade school ."

"W all were," she said, smiling faintly, |ooking past him

He al nost |aughed in his relief. He went to the radiator and put
hi s hands out over it, his back to her. Sinilar backgrounds, that's
all, he said to hinself, fram ng the words carefully. Nothing
strange. Nothing eerie. She was just a plain woman who came
fromthe sane state, probably the same county that he came from
They m ght have gone to the sane schools, and he woul d not have
noti ced her. She was too comon, too nondescript to have noticed
at the tine. And he had been a quiet boy, not particularly note-
worthy hinmself. No sports besides the required ones. No clubs. A
few friends, but even there, bel ow average, because they had
lived in an area too far renoved fromnost of the kids who went
to his school

"It's only two. Seens like it ought to be norning already, doesn't
it?" She was mpovi ng about and he turned to see what she was
doi ng. She had gone behind the counter, where the ticket agent
had said there was a tel ephone. "A foam cushion," she said, hold-
ing it up. "I feel like one of the Swiss Fam |y Robi nson, sal vagi ng
what m ght be useful.”

"Too bad there isn't some coffee under there."
"Wsh you were in the diner?"

"No. That bitch probably has themall at each other's throats by
now, as it is;"

"That girl? The one who was so afraid?"

He | aughed harshly and sat down. "Grl!"

"No nore than twenty, if that nuch."

He | aughed agai n and shook his head.

"Describe her to ne," the wonman said. She left the counter and
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sat down on the bench opposite him still carrying the foam cush-
ion. It had a black plastic cover; gray foam bul ged froma crack
It was disgusting.
Crane said, "The broad was in her late twenties, or possibly
thirties-"
"Ei ghteen to twenty."
"She had a pound of nmakeup on, nails like a cat."
"Fake nails, chapped hands, calluses. Ten-cent-store nakeup."
"She had expensive perfune, and a beaver coat. | think beaver."
She | aughed gently. "Drugstore spray col ogne. Macy's Base-
ment fake fur, about fifty-nine to sixty-five dollars, unless she hit
a sale.™
"And the kid gloves, and the high patent |eather boots?"
"Vinyl, both of them" She | ooked-at himfor an unconfortable
m nute, then examnmined the pillow she had found. "On second
thought, I'mnot sure that | would want to rest ny head on this.
It's alittle bit disgusting, isn't it?"
"Why did you want ne to describe that wonan? You have your

opi nion of what she is; | have nmine. There's no way to prove either
of our cases without having her before us."

"I don't need to prove anything. | don't care if you think you're
right and |"'mwong. | felt very sorry for the girl. | noticed her."

"l noticed her, too."

"What col or was her hair, her eyes? How about her nout h-bi g,
smal |, full? And her nose? Straight, snub, broad?"

He regarded her bitterly for a nonment, then shrugged and
turned toward the wi ndow. He didn't speak
"You can't describe what she really was |ike because you didn't see her. You
saw t he package and nmade up your nind about the contents. Believe ne, she
was terrified of the storm of those nen, everything. She needed the
security
of the driver and people. Wat about nme? Can you describe nme?"

He | ooked, but she was hol ding the pill ow between them and he could see only
her hands, |ong, pale, slender fingers, no rings.

"This is ridiculous," he said after a second. "I have one of those
reputations for
nanes and faces. You know, never forget a name, always know the nanes of

the kids, the wife, occupation and so on."

"Not this side of you. This side refuses to see anyone at all.

wonder why. "
- "VWhat face are you wearing tonight, Randy?" Mary Loui se

touching him "Do you see ne? Wiy don't you | ook at nme?"

Wnd whistling past his ears, not really cold yet, not when he was standing
still

anyway, with the sun warmon him But racing down' the slope, trees to his
right, the precipice to his left, the wind was icy. Mary Louise a red streak
ahead of him and somewhere behind himthe navy and white blur that was
McCone. Holding his ,. own between them The curve of the trail ahead, the
thrill of the downward plumet, and suddenly the open-nouthed face of his
wife, silent scream add in the same instant, the ski pole against his |egs,
tripping himup, the nore exciting plunge downward, face in the snow,

bl i nded,

over and over, skis gone now, trying to grasp the snow, trying to stop the
tunbl i ng, over and over in the snow.

Had his wife tried to kill hin®
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"Are you all right, M. Crane?"

"Yes, of course. Let me describe the last man | sold insurance to, a week
ago.

Twenty-four, six feet one inch, a tiny, alnost invisible scar over his right
eyebrow, crinkle |ines about his eyes, because he's an outdoor type, very

t anned

and nuscul ar. He's a professional baseball player, incidentally. Hs left
hand has

| arger knuckl es than the right

The wonman was not listening. She had crossed the station and was standi ng at
the window, trying to see out. "Computer talk," ,. she said. "A neaningless
rundown of facts. So he bought a policy for one hundred thousand doll ars,
straight life, and fromnow on you won't have to deal with him be concerned
with himat all."

"Why did you say one hundred thousand dol | ars?"
"No reason. | don't know, obviously."
He chewed his |lip and watched her. "Any change out there?"

"Worse, if anything. | don't think you'll be able to use this door at all
now.
You' d never get it closed. It's half covered with a drift."

"There nust be a wi ndow or another door that isn't drifted over."

"Stormw ndows. Maybe there's a back door; but | bet it opens to the office,
and the ticket agent |ocked that."

Crane | ooked at the wi ndows and found that she was right. The storm w ndows
couldn't be opened frominside. And there wasn't . another outside door. The
men's roomwas |ike a freezer now He tried to run the water, thinking that
possibly cold water would work on the thernmpstat as well as snow, but
not hi ng

came out. The. pipes nmust have frozen- As he started to cl ose the door, he
saw

a 3 small block-printed sign: "Don't close door all the way, no heat in
her e,

water will freeze up.'

The toweling woul dn't hol d water anyway.

He | eft the door open a crack and rejoined the woman near the wi ndow. "It's

got to be this door," he said. "I guess | could open it an inch or two, |et
t hat
much of the drift fall inside and use it."
"Maybe. But you'll have to be careful."
"Ri ght out of Jack London," he said. "It's seventy-two on the thernoneter
How do you feel ?"
"Cool i sh, not bad."
"Ckay, we'll wait awhile. Maybe the wind will let up."
He stared at the puddle under the thernostat, and at the other a

| arger one across the room near the door, where the snowdrift had
entered the roomthe last time. The drift had been only a foot high
then, and now it was three or four feet. Could he nove that much

t
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snow wi thout anything to work with, if it came inside?

He shoul dn't have started back to town. She had goaded himinto it, of
course. Had she suspected that he would get stranded somewhere,
maybe freeze to death?

"Way don't you cone right out and say what you're thinking?" Red
pants, red ski jacket, cheeks al nost as red.

"I''"'mnot thinking anything. It was an accident."

"You're a liar, Randy! You think | guessed you were there, that | let go
hopi ng to nake you fall. Isn't that what you think? Isn't it?"

He shook his head hard. She hadn't said any of that. He hadn't thought
of it then. Only now, here, stranded with this half-md wonman. Hal f -
mad? He | ooked at her and quickly averted his gaze. Wiy had that

t hought conme to hin? She was odd, certainly, probably very |onely,
shy. But hal f-nmad?

Wiy did she watch himso? As if aware of his thoughts, she turned her
back and wal ked to the | adies' room He had to go too, but he
renenbered the frozen pipes in the nmen's room Maybe she'd fal

asl eep eventually and he'd be able to slip into her rest room I|f not,
then he'd wait until norning. Maybe this night had cone about in
order to give himtinme to think about himand Mary Louise, to really
think it through all the way and conme to a deci sion

He had met her when he was stationed in Washington, after the

Korean War. He had been a captain, assigned to Arny Intelligence.

She had worked as a private secretary to Senator Robertson of New

York. So he had done all right w thout her up to then. She had
introduced himto the president of the conpany that he worked for

now. Know ng that he wanted to become a witer, she had al nost

forced himinto insurance. Fine. It was the right choice. He had told
her so a thousand times. But how he had succeeded was still a puzzle to
him He never had tested well on sal esmanship on aptitude tests. Too
introverted and shy.

"You nake ot her people feel stupid, frankly," she had said once. "You
are so tight and so sure of yourself that you don't allow

anyone else to have an opinion at all. It's not enpathy, like it is with
so many good salesnen. It's a kind of sadistic force that you apply."

"Ch, stop it. You're talking nonsense."

"You treat each client like an extension of the policy that you intend
to sell to him Not like a person, but the hunan counterpart of the
slick paper with the clauses and small print. You show the sane

respect and liking for, themas for the policies. They go together. You
believe it and nake them believe it. Nunbers, that's what they are to
you. Policy nunbers."”

"Why do you hang around if you find me so cold and cal cul ati ng?"

"Ch, it's a gane that | play. | know there's a room sonewhere where

you' ve | ocked up part of yourself, and | keep searching for it.

Soneday I'Il find it and open it just a crack, and then I'Il run Because if
it ever opens, even a little, everything will come tunbling out and you
won't be able to stop any of it. How you'll bleed then, bleed and bl eed,
and cry and noan. | couldn't stand that. And | can't stand for it not to
be so."
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Crane put his head down in his hands and rubbed his eyes hard.
Wthout affect: that was the termthat she used. Mdern nman
wi t hout affect. Schizoid personality.. But he also had a nearly split
personality. The doctor had told himso. In the six sessions that he
had gone to he had | earned much of the jargon, and then he had
broken it off. Split personality. Schizoid tendencies. Wthout
affect. All to keep hinself safe. It seened to himto be real madness
to take away any of the safeties he had painstakingly built, and he
had quit the sessions. -

And now this strange worman that he was | ocked up with was warni ng
hi m not to open the door a crack. He rubbed his eyes harder unti
there was solid pain there. He had to touch her. The ticket agent had
seen her, too, though. He had been concerned about |eaving her alone
with a strange man all night. So transparently worried about her,
worri ed about Crane. Fishing for his name. He could have told the foo
anything. He couldn't remem

her his face at all, only his clothes.

Al right, the woman was real, but strange. She had an uncanny
way of anticipating what he was thinking, what he was going to
say, what he feared. Maybe these were her fears too.

She cane back into the waiting room She was wearing her
bl ack coat buttoned to her neck, her hands in the pockets. She
didn't mention the cold.

Soon he would have to get nore snow, trick the fool thernostat
into turning on the furnace. Soon. A mani ac nust have put it on
that wall, the only warmwall in the building. A penny-pinching
mani ac.

"If you decide to try to get nore snow, nmaybe | should hold the
door while you scoop it up," she said, after a long silence. The cold
had made her face | ook pinched, and Crane was shivering under
hi s overcoat.

"Can you hold it?" he asked. "There's a | ot of pressure behind
t hat door."

She nodded.

"Ckay. I'lIl take the waste can and get as much as | can. It'll keep
in the nen's room There's no heat in there."

She held the doorknob until he was ready, and when he nodded,
she turned it and, bracing the door with her shoulder, let it open
several inches. The wi nd pushed, and the snow spilled through. It
was over their heads now, and it came in the entire height of the
door. She gave ground and the door was open five or six inches.

Crane pulled the snow inside, using both hands, clawing at it. The
Augean stable, he thought bitterly, and then joined her behind the
door, trying to push it closed again. At |least no blast of air had
conme inside this tine. The door was packing the snow, and the

inner surface of it was thawing slightly, only to refreeze under the
pressure and the cold fromthe other side. Push, Crane thought at
her. Push, you devil. You witch. '

Slowy it began to nove, scrunching snow. They weren't going
to get it closed all the way. They stopped pushing to rest. He was
panting hard, and she put her head against the door. After a

monent he said, "Do you .think you could nove one of the
benches over here?"

She nodded. He braced hinsel f against the door and was sur-
prised at the increase in the pressure when she left. He heard her
westling with the bench, but he couldn't turn to see. The snow
was gaining again. His feet were slipping on the floor, wet now
where sone of the snow had nelted and was runni ng across the
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room He saw the bench fromthe corner of his eye, and he turned

to watch her progress with it. She was pushing it toward him the
back to the wall; the back was too high. It would have to be tilted
to go under the doorknob. It was a heavy oak bench. If they could
maneuver it in place, it would hold.

For fifteen m nutes they worked, grunting, saying nothing, try-
ing to hold the door closed and get the bench under the knob
without |osing any nore ground. Finally it was done. The door was
open six inches, white packed snow the entire height of it.

Crane fell onto a bench and stared at the open door, not able
to say anything. The worman seenmed equal |y exhausted. At the top
of the door, the snow suddenly fell forward, into the station, sifting
at first, then falling in a stream Icy wind followed the snow into
the room and now that the top of the colum of snow had been
| ost, the wind continued to pour into the station, whistling shrilly

"Well, we know now that the drift isn't really to the top of the
buil ding," the worman said wearily. She was staring at the opening.

"My words, al nost exactly," Crane said. She al ways said what he
pl anned to say. He waited.

"We'Il have to close it at the top sonehow. "

He nodded. "In a minute. In a mnute.”

The cold increased and he knew that he should get busy and try
to close the opening, but he felt too nunb to cope with it. The
furnace couldn't keep up with the draft of below zero air. H's
hands were aching with cold, and his toes hurt with a stabbing
intensity. Only his nmind felt pleasantly nunb and he didn't want
to think about the problemof closing up the hole.

"You're not falling asleep, are you?"

"For God's sake!" He jerked straight up on the bench and gave
her a mean | ook, a guilty look. "Just shut up and let nme try to think,

will you?"

"Sorry." She got up and began to pace briskly, hugging her
hands to her body. "I'Il ook around, see if | can find anything that
would fit. | sinply can't sit still, I"'mso cold."

He stared at the hole. There had to be something that would fit
over it, stay in place, keep out the wind. He narrowed his eyes,
staring, and he saw the wind-driven snow as a liquid running into
the station from above, swirling about, only fractionally, heavier
than the nediumthat it met on the inside. One continuum start-
ing in the farthest blackest vacuum of space, taking on formas it
reached the hi ghest atnospheric nol ecul es, becom ng denser as
it neared Earth, alnost solid here, but not yet. Not yet. The hole
extended to that uni magi nabl e di stance where it all began, and
the chill spilled down, down, searching for him wafting about
here, searching for him wanting only to find him willing then to
stop the ceasel ess whirl. Coat him claimhim The woman be-
| onged to the col dness that cane fromthe black of space. He
remenber ed her now.

Korea. The wonan. The village. Waiting for the signal. Col der
than the station even, snow, flint |like ground, striking sparks from
nails in boots, sparks without warnth. If they could fire the village,
they would get warm have food, sleep that night. Harrison,
wounded, frozen where he fell. Lorenz, frostbitten; Jakobs, snow
blind. Crane, too tired to think, too hungry to think, too cold to
think. "Fire the village." The wonman, out of nowhere, urging him
back, back up the mountain to the bunkers that were half filled with
ice, nmines laid now between the bunkers and the valley. Odering
the woman into the village at gunpoint. Spark from his nuzzle.

Bl essed fire and warmh. But a touch of ice behind the eyes, ice that
didn't et himweep when Lorenz died, or when Jakobs, blinded,
wandered out and twi tched and jerked and pitched over a cliff
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under a fusillade of bullets. The snow queen, he thought. She's the
snow queen, and she touched ny eyes with ice.

"M . Crane, please wake up. Please!"

He junped to his feet reaching for his carbine, and only when
hi s hands cl osed on air did he renenber where he was.

"M. Crane, | think | know what we can use to close up the hole.
Let nme show you."

She pulled at his armand he followed her. She led himinto the
| adi es' room At the door he tried to pull back, but she tugged.
"Look, stacks of paper towels, all folded together. They would be
about the right size, wouldn't they? If we wet them a block of
them and if we can get themup to the hole, they would freeze
in place, and the drift could pile up against them and stop bl ow ng
into the station. Wuldn't it work?"

She was separating the opened package into thirds, her hands
busy, her eyes downcast, not seeing himat all. Crane, slightly to
one side of her, a step behind, stared at the double inmage in the
mrror. He continued to watch the mirror as his hands reached out
for her and cl osed about her throat. There was no struggle. She
simply closed her eyes and becane very linp, and he let her fall
Then he took the wad of towels and held it under the water for
a few nonents and returned to the waiting roomwith it. He had °
to clear snow fromthe approach to the door, and then he had to ,
nmove the bench that was hol ding the door, carefully, not letting
it becone dislodged. He dragged a second bench to the door and
clinmbed on it and pushed the wet wad of towels into the opening.

He held it several minutes, until he could feel the freezing paper
start to stiffen beneath his fingers. He clinbed down.

"That should do it," the woman said.

"But you're dead."

Mary Louise threw the sugar bow at him trailing a |ine of sugar
across the room

He smled. "Wshful thinking," he/she said.

"You're dead inside. You're shriveled up and dried up and rot-
ting inside. Wen did you |ast feel anything? My God! You can't
create anything, you are afraid of creating anything, even our
child"

"l don't believe it was our child."

"You don't dare believe it. O admt that you know it was."

He sl apped her. The only tine that he ever hit her. And her so pale
fromthe operation, so weak fromthe | oss of blood. The slap neant
nothing to him his hand neeting her cheek, leaving a red print there.

"Murderer!"
"You crazy bitch! You' re the one who had the abortion! You wanted it!"

"I didn"t. | didn't know what | wanted. | was terrified. You nmade the
arrangenents, got the doctor, took ne, arranged everything, waited in
the other roomwiting policies. Murderer."

"Murderer," the woman said

He shook his head. "You'd better go back to the | adies' room and stay
there. I don't want to hurt you."

"Murderer."

He took a step toward her. He swung around abruptly and alnost ran to
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the far side of the station, pressing his forehead hard on the w ndow.

"W can't stop it now," the woman said, following him "You can't cl ose
the door again now. |'mhere. You finally saw nme. Really sawme. I'm

real now | won't be banished again. |I'm stronger than you are. You' ve
killed off bits and pieces of yourself until there's nothing left to fight
with. You can't send ne away again."

Crane pushed hinself away fromthe glass and nade a hal fhearted

attenpt to hit her with his fist. He missed and fell against the bench
hol ding the door. He heard the woman's low |l augh. Al for nothing. A

for nothing. The bench slid out fromunder his hand, and the drift pushed
into the roomlike an aval anche. He pulled hinself free and tried to
brush the snow off his clothes.

"We'l'l both freeze now," he said, not caring any |onger

The woman cane to his side and touched his cheek with her fingers;
they were strangely warm "Relax now, Crane. Just relax."

She led himto a bench, where he sat down resignedly. "WII| you at | east
tell me who you are?" he said.

"You know. You've always known."

He shook his head. One |last attenpt, he thought. He had to make that

one last effort to get rid of her, the woman whose face was so like his
own. "You don't even exist," he said harshly, not opening his eyes. "I

i magi ned you here because | was afraid of being alone all night. | created
you. | created you. "

He stood up. "You hear that, Mary Louise! Did you hear that? | created
sonet hing. Sonething so real that it wants to kill ne."

"Look at ne, Crane. Look at me. Turn your head and | ook. Look with
me, Crane. Let ne show you. Let me show you what | see ....

He was shaki ng again, chilled through, shaking so hard that his nuscles
were sore. Slowy, inevitably he turned his head and saw the man hal f -
standi ng, hal f-crouching, holding the bench with both hands. The man
had gray skin, and his eyes were mad with terror.

"Let go, Crane. Look at himand |l et go. He doesn't deserve anything
fromus ever again." Crane watched the man clutch his chest, heard him
nmoani ng for Mary Louise to conme help him ~ watched himfall to the
floor.

She heard the men working at the drift, and she opened the office door to
wait for them They finally got through and the ticket agent squirmned
t hrough the opening they had nade.

"Mss! Mss? Are you all right?"

"Yes. | broke into the office, though."

"My God, | thought . . . Wen we saw that the door had given under the
drift, and you in here . . . alo- "The ticket agent blinked rapidly severa
times.

"I was perfectly all right. Wien | saw that the door wasn't going to hold,
| broke open the inner office and cane in here with ny sketch book and
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pencils. |I've had a very productive night, really. _ But | could use sone
coffee now "

They took her to the diner in a police car, and while she waited for her
br eakfast order, she went to the rest room and washed her
face and conbed her hair. She stared at herself in the mirror
apprai singly. "Happy birthday," she said softly then
"Your birthday?" asked the girl who had chosen to wait the
night out in the diner. "You were awfully brave to stay alone in
the station. | couldn't have done that. You really an artist?"
"Yes, really. And last night | had a lot of work to get done. A lot
of work and not rnuch tine."
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