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Prologue

Friar’s Island, Vermont

April 12, 1917

A scream echoed in the granite hallway. Abrupt, sharp, tense with pain.

The tall man flinched, turned his head away, pressed his back tightly against the cold stone wall. He listened, motionless but for the glistening beads of sweat sliding down his face. In his black suit he was almost invisible among the shadows in the passageway. His long, pure white hair was like a mist in the half-light.

The screaming stopped.

He listened, inching closer to the open door. Across from him, candlelight flickered on the wall, projected from inside the room. Now he could hear something else. A painful sobbing came from within, a melancholic contrast to the pizzicato dance of the flames.

The man’s face wrinkled, as if his thoughts pained him. He was undecided. Should he enter the room? Would his own pain fuel the relentless crying that came from beyond the open door?

On the previous evening he had stood on this same spot, contemplating these same questions, experiencing the same indecision.

But tonight he would not run away.

With an effort of will he flattened his features into an emotionless mask, and, before he could change his mind, stepped quickly into the room.

The perspiring girl looked up at him from the bed. Her pale face brightened as a faint smile stretched her quivering lips. She was so young, he thought, so very young. No more than a child.

“Mr. Dare,” she said weakly, as if the simple words emptied the last breath from her lungs. He saw her round belly straining tight against the heavy comforter.

“And how is our princess tonight?” His voice was deep, steady. He hoped it would bring her confidence and strength.

Mrs. Putnam, the midwife, cradled the girl’s frightened face against her breast. Using a folded cloth, she bathed the girl’s forehead with water.

“She’s feelin’ the life,” Mrs. Putnam said to Cortney Dare.

“The pain is awful,” whispered the child. “It don’t go away.” She lifted red-rimmed eyes and looked at him plaintively.

“It’ll go away soon,” said the man. “All the pain will be gone soon.”

The child smiled weakly, proffering her scarred and trembling hand. Cortney Dare stepped near enough to take it, but not near enough to hear what she whispered.

“She said she hopes it’ll be a boy,” Mrs. Putnam told him.

“I think it will be,” said the man. He seemed about to say something more, then stopped. He left hurriedly, as if the child’s agony were his own.

The girl gasped as a strong fist of pain clenched her insides. Mrs. Putnam held her tighter, stroking her matted hair.

“There, there,” said the midwife. “There, there.”

The child seemed to relax a bit as the discomfort passed. She breathed easier; there was more strength in her voice. “Will you tell me a story, missus?”

“My goodness, child, I think you’ve heard all my stories.”

“I know. But maybe you could tell me one again…”

“I could do that, if there’s a special one you’d like to hear. Or”—the midwife smiled as if an idea had come to her—“I could tell you a new story, a story that an Indian boy told me a long, long time ago, back when I was a girl like you. It’s the story of a big eel, a giant, that lives out in the lake.”

“Is it a scary story?”

“Oh, no, my darlin’, it’s not a scary story at all….”


VERMONT

The Present

 


Chapter 1 - The Monster Hunter

Bored and aching from the long drive, Harrison Allen passed the big green sign that announced:

 

Burlington 62 miles

100 kilometers

He fidgeted in the seat, tapped his fingers on the top of the steering wheel. He’d been on the road heading north from Boston for the last three hours; it would be at least another hour before he arrived at Mark’s house.

Harrison had never enjoyed driving. It was usually his practice to speed, to get where he wanted to go as fast as possible. Today, however, he had broken his habit by holding to a conservative—and legal—sixty-five miles per hour. The way his luck had been going lately, he knew better than to tempt a speeding ticket.

After three hours in the car, with no diversion but the mindless music on the radio and the uncomfortable chaos of his own thoughts—which, lately, had been running all too frequently toward self-pity—he became irritated at the prospect of another hour of driving.

Another hour!

A bit of additional pressure on the accelerator and the speedometer needle climbed to seventy. That makes it under an hour, he thought. Then—what the hell—he accelerated to seventy-five.

Angry at himself for his restlessness, and in an effort to avoid yet another bout with self-pity, he concentrated, working hard to take pleasure from the scenery while contemplating once again the real purpose of his trip.

He felt funny, in a way, returning to Burlington, Vermont, after all these years. It was as if he were trying to return to the past, to rediscover the point at which things started to go wrong. How foolish. Did he really expect he could make a fresh start?

It wasn’t as if he had outgrown Burlington; no doubt there were still lessons to be learned there. He realized that during his four years as an undergraduate at the University of Vermont, he must have overlooked many things.

The monster was a case in point.

It was odd, he thought, four years living right on the shores of Lake Champlain and never once hearing about the monster. Of course he had been younger then, his mind had been on loftier matters: girls and beer and parties. And occasionally, when he was too tired for anything else, his studies.

Harrison’s mind reviewed the years since graduation, the images like slides flicking rapidly on a screen: travel in Europe, an attempt at writing a novel, an impulsive, quickly broken engagement, an English teaching job in Rhode Island, and the last five years in marketing for a computer manufacturer in Boston. Rather an unremarkable biographical sketch, he had to admit.

And now what?

When MeisterData went belly-up not three months after Leading Edge, the job was gone. The company was gone, and what were the prospects for a marketing executive whose product had failed in the marketplace?

Suddenly all Harrison had to look forward to were a few months of unemployment checks. And then?

Then what?

Then it was back to square one with his life.

Again Harrison forced himself to be optimistic. Six months of unemployment checks would certainly buy enough time to do what had to be done. He could slow down, stretch out. Relax. Take some kind of psychic inventory, get to know himself and maybe simplify his life to the point that he could start all over again. Do things right this time.

And better yet, he’d be living rent-free in Vermont! It would be like a long vacation. An opportunity to see what it was like to be independently wealthy.

Smiling with a momentary satisfaction, Harrison turned his attention to the Vermont landscape. Assuming a deep, well-modulated voice, he pretended to be a tour guide, “Interstate 89, bisecting Vermont as it connects White River Junction with Burlington, is one of the most scenic stretches of highway in the country. Designed to complement the beautiful land that it crosses, 1-89 offers the traveler a delightful excursion through the magnificent Green Mountains: quaint white villages, ponds like silver mirrors, rivers and streams that decorate the hillsides like tinsel on a Christmas tree …”

He chuckled softly, embarrassed by the sound of his voice in the empty car.

Near Waterbury, with Camel’s Hump on his left and Mount Mansfield—Vermont’s highest peak—on his right, Harrison easily remembered why he had once vowed never to leave the Green Mountain State.

Fifteen years. He had been away for a long time. The mountains looked good to him, like the welcoming faces of old friends.

How easy it was for good friends to lose touch. He and Mark had been like brothers during their college years. And now? Sure, they continued to write—one, maybe two letters a year. But they’d seen each other only once since the ’81 wedding. That visit had been almost five years ago, when Mark and Judy had come to Boston for a long weekend. How quiet Mark had seemed then, how docile in the presence of his vivacious wife.

But Mark and Judy were still together after nine years. And Harrison Allen was still very much alone.

He could not have felt more unattached at that moment, his belongings in storage, his apartment in Brookline sublet to a stranger. No job and no reliable prospects for the future. The only things he felt belonged to him were the car he drove, the portable typewriter—there was no electricity where’d he’d be living—the camera equipment in the back seat, and the two bulging suitcases in the trunk.

No fixed address, he thought, as he shifted into fifth, crossing Bolton Flats toward Richmond. He felt as if he were riding a time machine into the past, toward his old college town, toward his old friend.

And what was drawing him back into the past? Just an idea, really. An idea worthy of an eighteen-year-old. But it was an idea that gave him the only direction in his life. He was going to become a monster hunter.

Absently, Harrison pushed the cassette into the player.

“Now let me see if I can get this just right. It was in late August, early September. It was after work, early evenin’. Me and my boy, Cliff—I guess he was about fifteen at the time—we was out in my boat, little aluminum twelve-footer from Sears. We was in the bay—

“What’s that? Oh, it was St. Albans Bay, just east of Friar’s Island. The lake was real calm an’ dark, just like a big sheet of black ice. Anyways, it was startin’ to get dark out, and I could see red in the sky. They was thick black clouds overhead, an’ they was somethin’ about that calm, like any second them big clouds was gonna pucker up and let loose one helluva rainstorm. There wasn’t no wind to speak of. The clouds weren’t movin’, neither was the water. Everythin’ was real calm. Somethin’ about that kind of an evenin’ makes you want to talk in whispers, makes you feel real close to whoever you was with.

“Course that’s the best time for fishin’. All around us, and off in the distance, there was little boats with fellas settin’ in ’em, just like me an’ Cliff. Some had just one fisherman, some had more. Nobody was payin’ no attention to nobody else. Fishin’s kind of a private thing that way, you know?

“Well sir, everybody was just watchin’ their lines, lookin’ at the little spot where it disappears under the water, waitin’ for it to move, waitin’ for some fish to take it.

“Now, it’s this next part I want to get just right for you. I want you to see it just the way I done.

“I already told you how quiet it was. And Cliff, well, he’s a quiet boy. Oh, he’s got his share of the devil in him, same as any boy. But Cliff’s devil’s a quiet one. Anyways, he says to me, ‘Dad, I got somebody!’

“Well, sir, I figger he’s kiddin’, havin’ a little joke, that is until that fishpole of his bends jest about in half, bends nearly to breakin’!

“I can see he’s hooked into somethin’ pretty big, walleye, most likely, or maybe a big-ass bass or somethin’.

“‘Let up on yer drag!’ I hollers at him. You could hear that drag screechin’ as the thing pulls out line. No point tryin’ to reel in, too much fish headin’ for deep water.

“The tip of the boy’s pole is vibratin’ like the tail of a rattler, and ol’ Cliff, he’s gettin’ scared.

“‘What is it, Dad?’ he says. There’s a look on his face like he’s tryin’ to cover up how scared he is. I see him sweatin’ and shakin’, an’ I know how he feels.

“‘Let her take line,’ I tells him. ‘Let her have all she wants!’

“Right now I’m thinkin’ maybe he’s hooked into one of them salmon. Or maybe a big laker.

“Cliff’s pullin’ real hard and the thing’s still takin’ line, an’ that ol’ pole of his, why it’s bent around like one of them divinin’ rods over a spring.

“We’re both anxious to see what he’s got there, and Cliff, he keeps lookin’ at me, then at the water. He’s sweatin’ more and more, and lookin’ more and more scared.

“Finally he says, ‘Here, Dad, you bring him in.’ And he starts to hand me his pole. Well, I figure it’s his fish, so I says, ‘No, sir. You play it out,’ but before we can argue about it, the fightin’ stops.

“If you ain’t a fisherman, you don’t know that feelin’ of terrible calm tight after your line goes limp and your fish gets away. It’s a lonely feelin’, a feelin’ of failure.

“Well, Cliff, he’s lookin’ broken-hearted as can be as he’s windin’ in line. I don’t know how many feet of it.

“And me, I don’t know whether to say let’s go home or let’s try a few more casts. I mean, we both know there’s somethin’ pretty goddamn—excuse me—somethin’ pretty awful darn big out there. But common sense tells us we won’t get another crack at it tonight.

“So Cliff’s reelin’ in, and I’m tryin’ to think of somethin’ nice to say to him, when all of a sudden somethin’ hits the boat!

“Ka-thunk!

“Sounds as though we bottomed-out on a submerged log. But the thing is, we ain’t movin’ at all. Plus, why cripes, we’re way the heck out in the middle of the lake! I mean, any logs or stones or anythin’ like that would have to be thirty, forty feet straight down!

“I think both of us got real scared then. I could see Cliff a-shiverin’ jest as though the vibration from whatever hit us was still shakin’ inside him.

“Then Cliff lets out a holler, like the Devil hisself had jumped up and bit him on the ass—oh, sorry—on the behind. His fishpole jumps right out of his hands! Then it dives right into the water and heads down in-underneath the boat!

“Well, heck, I figure whatever he’s hooked into never really got away, she jest doubled back and swimmed right in-under the boat! An I’ll tell ya one thing, mister, no fish I ever seen will do that!

“So I makes a grab for Cliff’s pole when she comes out the other side, but, hell, she’s movin’ way too fast and I cuts my hand on the monofil’ment.

“So we’re jest sittin’ there, lookin’ out over the water, tryin’ real hard to see what it was that’s playin’ with us. An’ we looked down, trying to see if it swum under the boat again.

“But for a long time nothin’ happens. It keeps gettin’ later. And darker. Some of the other boats had gone in. You could see one or two was still out there with Coleman lanterns, way off in the distance. I remember how you could see their lights reflected in the water along with the reflection of the moon. No mirror was ever any smoother than the surface of that lake.

“Anyways, just then I seen somethin’ kinda movin’ off on the right side of the boat, off towards Melville Landin’. The water starts ripplin’ and churnin’, and then it’s like one of them logs that ain’t supposed to be there’s a-comin’ right out of the water, bobbin’ up to the surface.

“And all of a sudden—and Cliff seen it too—this black, pointy head comes right up out of the water! The head and neck is kind of juttin’ out on an angle, like the blade of a jackknife openin’ up.

“I can see the water drippin’ off it as it comes higher and higher out of the lake. I’m thinkin’ to myself, why Godfrey-mighty, this can’t be real. But it keeps comin’ and comin’, like a snake a-crawlin’ out of his hole. It’s all black, don’t ya know, and shiny. An’ it’s evil lookin’, like somethin’ out of one of them old, scary movies.

“And in the moonlight I can see Cliff’s nightcrawler, all white and puffy lookin’, hangin’ out of its mouth, and the monofil’ment line, jes’ like a long strand of silver thread, trailin’ off into the lake.

“There must’ve been six foot of head and neck juttin’ out of the water, and I’ll tell you, mister, I wasn’t interested in seein’ what sort of body that neck was hooked on to!

“But you know, the funny thing… I mean the thing I’m always gonna remember jest as long as I live, is the way that head turned, slow and easy-like, jest like a lighthouse or… or maybe the periscope of a submarine. It kept on turnin’ till its eyes locked right tight on to me and my boy.

“I tell you I looked right into the eyes of that thing, and it looked right into mine. It didn’t act scared or nothin’. We just kept lookin’, eye to eye, as if the thing was tryin’ to remember me, like it was tryin’ to memorize everythin’ about me so it wouldn’t never forget.

“You better believe I’ll never be able to forget it, though I’m here to tell ya I sure as hell want to.

“Anyways, after a while it just slides back into the water without a sound, just as if it had never been there. And me and Cliff, well sir, we hightailed it for home …”

Harrison ejected the cassette from his player and tucked it into his shirt pocket. He liked to listen to it now and then, whenever he wanted to reaffirm his purpose. He’d recorded it several months ago from a public-radio broadcast about the Lake Champlain Monster. It was an old interview, recorded back in 1968, but it was this actual eyewitness account that had inspired Harrison’s interest in monster hunting.

The speaker, Oliver Ransom, had since died, but Harrison knew he would be able to locate other witnesses that he could interview. He was especially eager to find Cliff, Oliver Ransom’s son.

Harrison felt confident that his research would lead to a definitive study of the monster. Hopefully, he would be the one to document the creature’s existence once and for all. Perhaps he’d become famous as a result.

His friend Mark’s enthusiasm about the search—at least judging from his latest letter—seemed to match Harrison’s. Mark had sent him some recent clippings from the Burlington Free Press. One said that the monster had been sighted 134 times since 1980.

One hundred thirty-four times!

And it was back in 1981 that Sandra Mansi’s famous, though somewhat questionable photograph—taken in July 1977—was finally released to the media. Since then Lake Champlain had become known as America’s Loch Ness.

Two months ago Harrison had joined the American Cryptozoological Society. He’d quickly learned that sightings of “monsters” in North American lakes were not uncommon. Indeed, in various parts of the United States and Canada, all sorts of creatures were routinely reported: lake monsters, vanishing cats, giant unknown birds, and fearsome man-beasts covered with fur yet walking on two legs.

But in every case there was one maddening detail: the absence of proof. There was no proof of any of them.

Still, Harrison found the topic of monsters endlessly fascinating. It was as if these elusive oddities were placed among us deliberately, as reminders that we don’t know all there is to know. To Harrison, they suggested that our science, our space program, and especially our high-tech computers were little more than modern forms of hubris, ways of distracting our attention from the natural world.

Harrison was convinced that one need not be an expert or even a scientist to study these phenomena. After all, one cannot earn a degree in the mating habits of the yeti.

Indeed, Harrison smiled, the credentials of an out-of-work marketing executive were every bit as solid as those of a university professor when it came to stalking the monster of Lake Champlain.


Chapter 2 - A Change of Scene

1

In the late afternoon darkness, Harrison climbed the steps of the old brick building on Union Street. The heavy wood and glass door to Mark and Judy’s condominium opened almost too quickly when he knocked. Then, for the first time in nearly five years, Harrison Allen and Mark Chittenden stood face to face.

The balding head was new to Mark’s bearded, ascetic-looking face. He seemed much thinner than Harrison remembered, almost drawn and sickly. Probably jogging too much with the rest of the faculty members, Harrison thought. God, he was so sick of exercise and gyms and fitness programs and—he caught himself, recognizing envy for what it was.

Mark stepped away from the door, allowing Harrison room to enter. “Welcome,” he said, offering his hand, his smile placid and uncharacteristically reserved.

Judy Chittenden entered from the kitchen, her long black hair in a tight braid. “Well, hello, stranger.” She beamed. “Come in, Harry, sit down!”

She took Harrison’s hand and they exchanged kisses on the cheek. With smiles and great animation, Judy led him to the living room.

“You guys sit down. Harry, please, make yourself at home. I’ll get us some drinks. What’s your pleasure, stranger?”

“A beer would hit the spot.”

“Should have known. You’ll never change.” Judy turned with the grace of a dancer, her long braid swinging.

Maybe you’re right; maybe I won’t change. It was a discouraging notion.

He looked around the room: large old building, fourteen-foot ceilings, white plaster walls, prints—Picasso and van Gogh—in metal frames, light oak bookshelves, green plants in the windows. Hanging ferns. Things looked tidy, orderly, as if all had been made clean and comfortable for the expected guest.

“Nice place,” said Harrison, still glancing about.

“Yeah, nice,” said Mark, “if you don’t mind living in a woolen mill.”

“They did a beautiful job of renovation. Looks great!”

“It’s home.” Mark’s face sank into a comic frown, as if to say, Okay, so I did it, I’m a card-carrying member of the great American middle class. Then, the frown broadened into a beatific smile that said, But hey, so what? The middle class ain’t such a bad place to be.

Both men started laughing, and the tension passed. They hadn’t lost their knack for nonverbal communication. For a moment it was as it had been many years ago in college. Harrison knew the undergraduate was still alive in both of them.

“It didn’t take you two long to start acting foolish,” said Judy, returning from the kitchen with three bottles of Molson ale. “At least you could have waited for me. Would you like a glass, Harry?”

As the empties piled up, Mark was saying, “Actually, Harry, I’m not much of a believer in the thing. When that Mansi woman’s photograph came out in the Free Press, back in—when was it? 1980 or so?—there was quite a bit of interest in the monster. It was big time. I mean we had TV crews up here and everything. Some people even managed to get it placed on the endangered species list. So if it turns out to be real, it will be illegal to catch it or kill it. Right now interest has pretty much died down. People either accept that it’s out there or they don’t give much of a shit. You can bet the local merchants are getting their pound of flesh, though. We even had a Champ Car Wash open up on Shelburne Road, and there’s a local potato chip company making Champ Chips.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe in it at all?” Harrison heard the disappointment in his own voice.

“I don’t rule out the possibility. I mean, it’s a goddamn big lake. One of America’s great lakes, really. Over one hundred miles long, eleven miles wide in some places. And four hundred feet deep, or so I’m told by my learned colleagues at the U of VM. That’s a pretty big body of water. I wouldn’t go so far as to say the monster’s definitely not out there. It could be there and I’ve just missed it. Me and a shitload of other people. I might add that I don’t personally know anyone who’s seen it.”

“And you wouldn’t admit it if you did, right, dear?” Judy laughed.

Mark gave Judy a comic scowl over the top of his eyeglasses.

“So what about the photograph?” Harrison pressed, “How do you feel about that?”

“Oh, God,” said Judy. “Now you’ll really get him going”

Mark’s eyes flicked toward his wife, then back to Harrison. “It makes me think of Conan Doyle and his fairies.”

“Fairies? What do you mean?”

“A put-on. Flimflam. A hoax. To me Mansi’s photo looks like a picture of a swimmer in a wet suit. Look at it this way: The woman allegedly took the photo in 1977, right? But she didn’t get around to releasing it to the press until ’81. Now she can’t even produce the negative, and she can’t remember just exactly where she was when she snapped it. ‘Somewhere north of St. Albans,’ she says. Christ, do you realize how much shoreline there is north of St. Albans?”

“I agree the picture could be a hoax,” said Harrison. “And it shouldn’t be used to prove or disprove the monster’s existence. But what about the hundreds of other sightings, starting with Champlain himself back in 1609?”

“Who knows what he saw. We can’t conjure him up to ask him. To the best of my knowledge, the monster has never been spotted by anyone trained in scientific observation. I’ll go this far, Harry. I’ll admit it has to be one of four things—”

“Watch out,” said Judy, “he’s getting behind his podium again.” She winked at Harrison, saying, “You and I will definitely be needing more beer. I’ll get them.”

Harrison watched her leave the room, admiring her pretty bottom as it moved beneath snug denims. Self-consciously he pulled his attention back to Mark. “You were saying you’d narrowed it down to four possibilities?”

“Right.” Mark held up an index finger. “It’s either a hoax, the work of generation after generation of organized tricksters over the last four hundred years.

“Two”—another finger. “It may be honest misinterpretation. For example, many people have seen sturgeon ‘porpoising’—you know, breaking the surface of the water, then diving again—and thought they saw the monster’s humps. Big carp will do the same thing in the late spring, while sturgeon do it in the hot weather. A family of otters might do it anytime at all.”

Harrison nodded.

“A third possibility, of course, is illusion. Out-and-out seeing things. Hallucinations. You know as well as I do, Harrison, ‘the sea plays strange tricks on a man.’”

“Or a woman,” added Judy, coming back with three more green bottles of Canadian ale. “So,” she continued, lowering her voice, “you’ve got one guy playing a trick, another who sees a family of otters swimming single file, and a third guy who’s tripping or something. What have you got? Three sightings and no monster.”

All three chuckled at Judy’s imitation of Mark.

“After ten years, she knows all my rants.”

Harrison smiled. “But you said there were four possibilities. So what’s the fourth?”

Mark lifted his eyebrows. “Reality. The fourth possibility is that the monster’s really out there.”

One A.M.

Judy, relaxed from the effects of the alcohol, rose from her cushion on the floor. She stretched languorously, announcing through a yawn that she was going to bed. She kissed her husband somewhat awkwardly and walked over to Harrison, where she stood in front of his chair. She bent forward and kissed him, too. “We’re happy to have you with us, Harry,” she said, “And you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. Let me leave you with something to sleep on: Maybe going to the island’s not such a good idea. It’s a creepy place, not the idyllic little vacation spot that you probably imagine. That’s why we left. You’re better off here in Burlington. There’s more to do, lots of people to meet, better opportunities to find work. And you can stay right here with us until you find a place of your own. What do you say, Harry?”

Harrison smiled warmly at her. He was touched by her offer. “I say I’ll sleep on it. Thanks, Judy.”

“Well, guys, I’m done in. Good night.” She excused herself and was soon snoring drunkenly in the next room.

In the living room the men continued to talk quietly. The air was saturated with Mark’s cigarette smoke; Harrison’s eyes watered from irritation and fatigue.

Mark was half reclining on the couch as Harrison slid from the chair to the soft, thick carpet on the floor.

Their conversation rolled like a great wheel, from monsters to careers to marriage to women to politics … to the old days, and back again to monsters.

“Somehow I still get the feeling you’re not sincere about this, Harry. That it’s just a lark, or a whim.” Mark crushed out the last Marlboro from the last pack. The conversation had leveled to an intimacy only possible between old and partially drunken friends.

“Sincere? Shit, what’s sincere? You go to Egypt, you dig for ruins, you’re doing archaeological research. Fine. That’s respectable; it’s even encouraged. But if you go to Vermont to look for a lake monster, you’re some kind of crank, right?”

“Now come on, Harry, don’t get defensive. I’m just wondering what’s in all of this for you? I wish you’d level with me.”

Harrison closed his eyes and thought. He took a deep, slow breath. Then spoke softly, “I don’t know. I really don’t. I mean you gotta be someplace, right? And I had to get the fuck out of Boston. Look, I’m thirty-five years old. I got no job, no house, no family. Most people my age have their mortgage nearly paid off, are department chairmen, and are failing at their second marriage. Christ, I don’t even have
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