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Really big history isn�t always made where you�d expect�
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1.

The woman appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties. She was dressed simply and inexpensively but with some sense of style. She walked into Professor Harmon Griffin�s office at the University of Chicago and dropped a clear sealed plastic bag on his desk. The bag contained the partially decomposed remains of a rodent.
Griffin looked at the bag without moving his head. He had been reading and grading essay tests. His �Come in� had been offhand when he heard the knock on his open door. Slowly, he turned and looked up at the woman at the side of his desk. She was no one he had ever seen before.
�There�d be a whole lot more left of that mouse if someone had paid attention sooner,� she said.
Harmon blinked. �You must be Mrs. Beloit.�
�Marietta Beloit. I�ve been trying to get someone to look at that mouse for three weeks. The Chicago Housing Authority wouldn�t come. They said I was imagining things, wouldn�t send someone to look. �It�s just a mouse,� they told me. How would they know? That isn�t just a mouse. At least, it�s like no mouse I ever saw or heard of before.�
Griffin leaned forward. His slow movements and the touch of gray in his hair made him seem older than his thirty-four years�along with the fact that he was halfway through grading 150 midterm exams. He looked at the dead animal. There was a noticeable odor of rotting flesh even though the plastic bag seemed to be properly sealed.
�I�ve got your letter here, somewhere,� Griffin said, moving his attention to a stack of papers at the left side of the desk. He did not have to rummage far. Her letter was the third one down. �It only got to me yesterday.�
�I mailed it eight days ago, and I�ve called here a half dozen times since.�
�Frankly, Mrs. Beloit, I didn�t know what to make of your letter. None of us in the department did.� He glanced through the short letter, then set it aside and looked at the object Mrs. Beloit had dropped on his desk. He had discussed it with several colleagues on the biology faculty. No one had taken the note seriously. Sounds like a prank had been the consensus.
�I know it�s a little funky now,� she said, �but that mouse has a trunk like an elephant, long as its tail. And it dragged the trap I caught it in clear across the room before it died�ten, maybe twelve feet.� People around her on the bus had clearly smelled the dead mouse. Several had given her strange looks. Anger had kept Marietta Beloit from feeling embarrassed.
Griffin looked more closely at the remains in the plastic bag. The animal had been dead too long to have much left�a crumpled wad of skin and hair, some indication of bones. The shape, what little could be made of that now, appeared somewhat unusual. The tail was visible, and a similar appendage (though rather thicker) at the other end. But that had apparently broken off, if it had ever actually been attached.
�Please, have a seat, Mrs. Beloit,� Harmon said, belatedly remembering his manners.
She sat, rather primly, back straight, and occupying only the first eight inches of the seat.
�Tell me about it,� Harmon invited, gesturing at the bag.
She gave the dead mouse only a brief sidelong glance before she started.
�I live in the Back-of-the-Yards neighborhood with my three children. I�m a widow. My husband died seven years ago. That�s why we�re in public housing. He was a good man, but he didn�t have any life insurance. We�ve got one of those townhouses the Housing Authority put up ten, twelve years back. Pretty new. Nice.� She shrugged. �Not as nice as we had before my husband died, but that�s life. The Good Lord provides what we need, long as we�re careful with what He gives us.�
Harmon leaned back in his chair and watched his visitor closely while she talked, giving her his undivided attention. Even if there was nothing to her claim, she was due that much from simple hospitality.
�I keep my home clean, not like some of my neighbors.� She paused and shook her head. �Those row houses. They�re nice, but we get all kinds of pests in, roaches and silverfish, mice, sometimes even a rat. I can�t keep them out, maybe, but I can get rid of them almost as fast as they come in. And I do. I get bug sprays. I get traps. I had a cat, a good mouser, but she must have wandered off. We haven�t seen her in almost three weeks now.� Her forehead knotted up in a moment of concentration. �Maybe four weeks now,� she amended.
�I guess I�m going to have to find a new cat. It was after Pickles got lost that the mice moved back in.�
When the cat�s away� Harmon thought, concentrating to keep from smiling at the inescapable cliche.
�I�m not some ignorant third-generation welfare mother, Professor Griffin,� Mrs. Beloit said. �I had almost three years of college. If it wasn�t for my husband dying, I wouldn�t be in that neighborhood, wouldn�t need any assistance. Another few months and I hope to be off public aid altogether. I work hard, and I�ve got good kids. They don�t get into trouble.� She blinked a couple of times, and seemed to pull back into herself. �Sorry. I didn�t mean to burden you with my problems.�
�There�s no need to be defensive, Mrs. Beloit, I assure you,� he replied. �Go on, please.�
�I had two biology courses in college,� she said. �I know about evolution and mutations, and I know what mice are supposed to look like. When I saw that thing in the mousetrap, I knew that it was something I had never seen or heard about before. I thought that someone else should know. I called the Housing Authority. I wrote letters. Then I wrote to all of the colleges and universities around here, trying to get someone to pay attention and tell me what it was I had caught.� She hesitated. �Nobody paid any attention to me. I guess they all thought I was just some dumb old nigger lady too hysterical to know what she�s talking about.� There was anger in her voice, and defiance in her face as she met the professor�s stare.
�I understand why you might feel that way, Mrs. Beloit, but I�m sure it�s not that. It�s just...� Harmon stopped while he turned his chair and picked up the plastic bag. He held the bag up close to his eyes, studied the animal for a moment, then set the bag back on the desk.
�You said that you�ve had college-level courses in biology. Then you must know that major mutations in mammals are rare. Most mutations don�t survive, or don�t reproduce. Those that do are usually minor changes, small adaptations, cumulative over enormous lengths of time. There has to be a change in the animal�s environment. Those individual members of the species with the mutation have to have a better survival rate, a better reproductive rate than those that don�t.�
She nodded several times during his explanation. �Yes, I know all of that,� she said after he finished. �That�s why, when I saw that thing, I decided I had to tell somebody about it who might be able to� do something.�
A new species of mouse, significantly different from any of the hundreds of varieties we know about, Harmon thought. It would be nice to have a coup like that under my belt.
�I do wish that you had come to me sooner, Mrs. Beloit,� he said. �We can run some DNA tests, see if we can spot the differences in its genes, but I would have dearly loved to see it before it was so badly decomposed.�
�Like I said, I couldn�t get anybody to pay any attention to me before. And I sure wasn�t going to put it in my freezer with food. But I can show you what it looked like. I took pictures the morning I found it.� She opened the small black purse she had been clutching on her lap, pulled out the snapshots, and handed them to the professor.
The two prints appeared almost identical, the photographs taken from only slightly different angles. Harmon looked at each, then opened the center drawer of his desk to pull out a large magnifying glass. Then he looked at the photos again, scanning each image slowly. A dead mouse in an old-fashioned wooden backbreaker mousetrap. The cheese was still on the trigger. The mouse had been caught by its tail and rump. In the snapshots, the creature�s snout was clearly visible.
�Not so much like an elephant�s trunk, Mrs. Beloit,� Harmon said after he had examined both photographs closely. �It looks more like an anteater�s snout.� If this is legitimate and not some bizarre hoax, he reminded himself. �That is its mouth, not its nose. I think. I can�t see nostrils. The resolution isn�t good enough.�
�Anteater?�
Harmon nodded. �Anteater.�
�I thought mice ate grain and cheese and things like that,� Mrs. Beloit said.
�Normally, yes. At least most of them, most of the time.� He continued to look at the two snapshots, going back and forth from one to the other. I hope this is for real, he thought.
�I�ll keep this animal, if you don�t mind,� Harmon said, finally setting the magnifying glass aside. �And the snapshots too, if I can. We�ll run tests in the lab. I will personally let you know what the results of those tests show. And if you should happen to catch another one of these, please�please�bring it to me immediately. Or just phone me and I�ll come over to pick it up.�

2.

The neighborhood had not lost its traditional name, Back-of-the-Yards, even though the stockyards had been gone since before the majority of the current residents had been born. The population was down by more than 30 percent over those years. For generations, the area had been part of Chicago�s Southside ghetto. The stockyards had gone, and most of the businesses around it. Back-of-the-Yards had struggled hard to come back from the depths, with some success. Crime and unemployment were both down, though still above city-wide levels. Many of the most dilapidated buildings had been razed. Some had been replaced. Other lots had been left vacant or turned into small parks.
It was one o�clock in the afternoon when Harmon Griffin parked the white university van in front of Mrs. Beloit�s town house, third from the left in a line of identical red-brick houses set back twenty feet from the curb. The half-block across the street had been landscaped. There was playground equipment at one end, trees at the other.
�That�s it.� Harmon pointed out the house to the two graduate students in the van with him. Six weeks had passed since Marietta Beloit had brought the dead mouse to his office.
�Are you sure it�s not a hoax?� Cathy Dixon asked from the front right seat. She kept her head moving, looking around. Her first instinct when Professor Griffin had asked her to help on this had been to refuse. The idea of spending time, maybe even at night, in that area had frightened her�and still did. She had hesitated for as long as she had dared before agreeing to participate. If there was anything new and important to be found in the Back-of-the-Yards, being part of the discovery would be a tremendous boost to her career when she needed it most, at the very beginning.
Griffin�s smile was thin. �As sure as I can be, Cathy. If it is a hoax, it took better technology than what I could muster to try to expose it.� DNA tests had been run on tissue samples taken from several parts of the carcass, proving that it was all one animal�including the detached snout. Comparisons of individual chromosomes had been run against every known species and subspecies of small rodent. As much of the skeleton as could be salvaged had been taken out and reassembled.
�Of course,� Griffin said, �the only way we�ll ever know for sure if it�s real is to catch more of them, preferably alive.�
�But what if it was a sport, one-of-a-kind,� Nick Peragamos, Harmon�s other graduate assistant, asked. He had jumped at the chance to take part, without ever thinking that there might be danger involved. The neighborhood he had grown up in had been almost as dangerous. He was a native Chicagoan. He was used to city conditions. Cathy was from down-state.
Griffin shrugged. �Then we�re pretty much out of luck. We�ve got two snapshots, tissue samples, and the DNA of a curiosity, good for maybe a letter or two in the journals, and certain to catch a lot of skeptical flak.�
Mrs. Beloit opened her front door while Griffin and his assistants were walking up the sidewalk. She pushed the screen door open as they got close. �Come on in,� she invited, moving to the side so they could get by her.
Harmon nodded to her and smiled. �Thanks.� They had spoken on the telephone several times during the past six weeks. At first, those calls had been Griffin phoning to ask if she had caught any more elephant-nosed mice, or seen any of them�and his updates on the laboratory work. Despite his early observation that the organ was more like an anteater�s snout, he still thought of it in terms of an elephant�s trunk. In his mind, at least, the name elephant-nosed mouse had stuck.
Over the past two weeks, Harmon had also taken considerable time to convince Mrs. Beloit to permit him to try to catch the new mice for himself�if there were any more to be caught.
It was dim inside the house. There were no lights on, so the only illumination in the living room came from the front window, filtered through beige sheers and open Venetian blinds.
�Have a seat,� Mrs. Beloit invited after Griffin had introduced his assistants. �Would you like some iced tea? I�ve got a pitcher in the refrigerator.�
�Thank you. That would be nice,� Harmon said. The others nodded.
They sat on the sofa, with the professor in the middle, while Mrs. Beloit went to the kitchen. Harmon opened the folder he had brought along and laid out several pages of DNA traces�those of the animal that Mrs. Beloit had caught and comparison samples from its nearest �known� relatives.
�That�s what shows that the mouse I caught was different?� Mrs. Beloit asked when she returned.
�Yes.� Harmon had to gather up the pages to leave room on the coffee table for the tray she was carrying.
Mrs. Beloit poured four glasses of iced tea, then sat in the rocking chair that was the only other seat in the room. She scooted the rocker closer.
�I�m afraid that goes way past anything I had in school,� she said, pointing at the top sheet.
Griffin took a sip of his tea, complimented Mrs. Beloit on it, then tapped the first paper in his stack. �That is your mouse, Mrs. Beloit,� he said. �It�s a chromosome by chromosome picture of its DNA.�
�Like a computer program,� she suggested.
�Exactly,� Harmon said. �We�ve studied many species of rodents. We have a good understanding of the combinations that are normally present in their DNA, and we know how most of those combinations express themselves in the animal. Most, not all. Even a mouse is an extremely complicated organism. Your mouse appears to be most closely related to the common house mouse, Mus musculus, but there are considerable differences.�
�You mean besides the nose, the snout?� Mrs. Beloit asked.
�Yes. If that were the only difference, the mouse would be in real trouble, probably unable to survive. For instance, the front legs are stronger, the shoulders bulkier. We assume that the muscles must be more highly developed through that section as well, though we couldn�t tell from the one you caught. It was too badly decomposed. The animal would need to be able to balance that snout. In the same vein, the tail is slightly longer and heavier than in the normal mouse�as far as we could tell from the remains we had to work with. And it appears that there are differences to the digestive tract, suggesting that its dietary requirements are different�which is what I was aiming at when I compared the snout to that of the anteater.�
�It�s different,� Mrs. Beloit said.
�Very,� Griffin conceded. �It�s amazing that there could be so many differences between this mouse and all of the others we know about, with no intermediate steps, no gradual development.�
A short laugh, more of a snort, from Mrs. Beloit kept Harmon from continuing immediately.
�Just look at all the trouble I had to get anyone to pay any attention to the mouse I had,� she said. �If I wasn�t so mule-headed, you wouldn�t know about this one. And in this neighborhood, most folks wouldn�t care. They wouldn�t go asking questions, even if they noticed that the mouse was so different.�
�There is that,� Harmon allowed with a grin.
�Tell me again, just what is it you want to do here?� Mrs. Beloit asked. �I want to make sure I know exactly what it is, so�s there�s no confusion.�
�We want to survey your home from top to bottom, look for any possible routes that mice could use to get in and out. We want to set traps to try to capture some of these elephantnosed mice alive. If there are any more of them�and I hope there are. We�ve got some special equipment, cameras and sound gear, to let us probe in the walls, floors, and ceilings without doing any damage. We have fiber-optic lens cables we can hook up to a video camera.�
�Like they use in operations?� Mrs. Beloit asked.
�Yes, exactly.�
�I work as a nurse�s aide at the hospital,� Mrs. Beloit explained. �I know about those.�
�And the sound gear we have is really just an electronic version of a stethoscope,� Nick Peragamos volunteered.
�We also have a couple of video cameras that can see in infrared to take pictures in the dark. They�re triggered by motion detectors, so they can be left on overnight to cover possible routes that the mice might take, without running out of tape or needing someone to change the tapes every two hours.�
�This equipment, it�s expensive?� Mrs. Beloit asked.
�Moderately,� Griffin said.
�And you�ve got it out in that van now?�
The professor nodded.
�This isn�t the worst neighborhood in Chicago, but it sure isn�t the best,� Mrs. Beloit said. �Maybe you should bring your gear in before too many people get a chance to nose around that van.� She was moderately concerned that the equipment would not even be safe inside her house if too many people knew that it was there, but Professor Griffin had signed a waiver absolving her from all responsibility for theft of the equipment.

�I must confess that there�s a strong chance that we�ll be wasting our time and abusing your generous hospitality, Mrs. Beloit,� Harmon said once the last of the equipment had been moved inside. �It�s most likely that the mouse you caught is the only one of its kind, a freak, what we call a sport, and not part of a breeding population.�
She nodded slowly and, after a long pause, said, �I�ve got mixed feelings on that, Professor. On the one hand, I�d like to think that I got rid of the only mouse in my home, but on the other hand, one dead and rotted mouse won�t do you any good.�
�Not as much as living specimens� or even dead ones that were still fresh enough to allay any doubts,� he said. He had mentioned the first dead mouse to several colleagues, and had enlisted the help of a pair of them in running the tests on its remains. They were curious but skeptical.
�More of them would be� extremely important,� Harmon said. �There are still arguments about just how evolution and the start of new species work. Some of my colleagues think that evolution is a constant, cumulative process, a lot of little changes eventually reaching a point where there is a new species. Others argue for what they call �punctuated equilibrium,� that we keep the same species most of the time with only those little, inconsequential changes for ages and ages. But then, occasionally, there is a sudden spate of a lot of major changes, new species, in response to major changes in their environment.�
Marietta Beloit watched Griffin closely through that explanation, nodding several times. �I remember some of that from school,� she conceded. �I guess I never really thought it out before though. If there are more mice like the one I caught, it would argue for this punctuated equilibrium?�
�Very loudly,� Harmon said. �And it would lead to searches for other new species, and professors scurrying to patch the holes in their theories�give a lot of scientists and a lot of graduate students new work to do.�

Harmon Griffin had spent one of his undergraduate summers working for an exterminator. He knew how to conduct the necessary search. Now, Cathy and Nick did most of the work, moving furniture, crawling behind it, emptying cabinets and searching inside, looking for avenues that mice or other pests might use to get in and out. The obvious routes were found quickly, under the kitchen sink and under both bathroom vanities. The plumbers had left gaps around the in let and waste lines, plenty of room for mice�or rats. And behind the kitchen sink there was one larger opening where a section of drywall had been broken out. That hole was seven inches wide and six high.
There was an attic above, but without a ladder to climb up, it had to be left, at least for the moment.
�Is there a basement?� Griffin asked Mrs. Beloit.
�No, just a crawlspace,� she said. �The access panel is out back, next to the kitchen door.�
There was a heavy metal panel over the opening, secured by a padlock. Mrs. Beloit had to go back into the house to get a key, and Nick went with her to get two flashlights from their gear.
�We�re going under there, right?� he asked the professor.
Griffin nodded.
�All three of us?� Cathy asked.
�I think Nick and I can handle it,� Harmon said.
�My children use this to store their bikes and a few other things,� Mrs. Beloit said while she unlocked the panel. �The lawn mower�s in there, too.� Under the kitchen, Harmon spotted a hole by the plumbing. Light showed. He kept crawling, stopping every couple of feet to shine his feet up along the floor joists. There were signs of rodents, droppings and so forth, and there were several holes in the packed earth he was crawling on�clearly tunnel entrances for mice or rats.
�Hey, Professor!� Nick called from the far side of the crawlspace. �Come over here. I found something.�
�What is it?�
�No, come look,� Nick urged.
Harmon sighed and started crawling across. Nick was almost at the front corner of the house, about thirty feet away.
�This better be good,� he warned. �My knees are already aching.�
�It is.� Nick moved, but not enough for Harmon to see what he had found until he was within five feet. Then Nick moved to the side and flashed his light on his discovery.
�A skeleton,� Nick said, �a cat�s skeleton, I think. There�s orange fur scattered around, but not much else.�
Harmon put his light on the bones as well. The animal�s skull had been crushed, pierced and broken into pieces. Few of the other bones were still in their proper place, but the pile of remains was fairly compact.
�It�s a cat, all right,� Harmon said.
�Look at these marks.� Nick pointed at what appeared to be scratches across several of the bones. �It looks like something had cat drumsticks for supper.�
�Take it easy with that kind of talk,� Harmon said. �Mrs. Beloit lost a cat just before the mice showed up.�
�Hell, that mouse she brought you didn�t eat any cat,� Nick said. �Not with that snout.�
�No, but there are probably packs of rats in this neighborhood. Sewer rats. Norway rats, Rattus norvegicus. If the cat got hurt or sick and crawled down here from inside the house and rats found him, or the body, they sure wouldn�t have let it go to waste. Let�s finish looking around and get back out where I can stand up.�

�The cat you said was missing, was it orange?� Harmon asked Mrs. Beloit after he emerged from beneath the house.
�An orange tiger, like the one in the funny papers,� she said. �You found Pickles?�
�I�m sorry. We found bones and a little fur, nothing else, but it was a cat.�
�Don�t tell the children,� Mrs. Beloit urged. �Please, don�t say anything about it to them.�

Her three children had arrived home from school while the initial survey was going on. The youngest, a seven-year-old girl, arrived an hour before her two brothers. Samantha was the only one who gave the three intruders more than a passing glance. During most of the survey, she stayed close and watched. But while Harmon and Nick were under the house, she had gone inside. Her brothers had been home and gone in minutes.
Samantha had questions, dozens of them, some asked of all three strangers in turn.
�Are you going to find more funny mouses?� was her favorite question.
�We�re looking for them,� Griffin told her.
�You gonna kill them?�
�I hope not. We want to catch some alive so we can study them,� he said.
�I saw the mouse Mama caught. I saw it first, even before she did.�
�After it was in the trap?� Harmon asked.
The little girl nodded solemnly. �It was already dead.�
Later she asked, �If you catch more, can I keep one as a pet? I used to have a cat, Pickles, but he ran away. I can keep a mouse in a little cage where he can�t run away.�
Harmon smiled. �Whether you can keep one depends on at least two things. One is how many we find. We need some to study. But more important, you�ll have to ask your mother. She might not like to have a pet mouse around.�
That sent Samantha off to her mother. When Samantha returned ten or fifteen minutes later, she didn�t say anything about keeping a mouse as a pet.

�We�ve got everything set up, but there�s not much more we can do today,� Griffin told Mrs. Beloit a few minutes after six o�clock. �If you�ll just switch on the controls for the two video cameras before you go to work, and turn them off in the morning when you get home?�
She nodded. �I can do that, all right, but what about those traps? I�m not real happy with having those little bitty ants you brought in the house.�
�They won�t get out of the traps, Mrs. Beloit. The sides of those glass dishes are coated with a special lubricant. The ants can�t climb it or eat it. They just slide right back off. We had to improvise. If your mouse is specialized to eat small insects�and with that snout, my guess is that it is�it wouldn�t do any good to bait the traps with cheese or peanut butter or the other things that people use to catch regular mice. And even if the ants did get out, say, if someone bumped into one of the traps and knocked one of the dishes over, it still wouldn�t hurt. The ants are all sterile. They can�t breed and give you a long-term problem.�
�I hope you�re right.�
�I am, about that, at least. Tomorrow morning, if there�s anything in any of the traps, call me right away. I�ll be in my office a few minutes after eight. If there�s nothing, we�ll be back out tomorrow afternoon, about the same time as today, to start using the probes to look and listen between the walls and so forth, to try to find where any mice might be nesting.�

3.

The telephone was ringing when Harmon reached his office the next morning. Mrs. Beloit was on the line.
�Did we catch anything?� Harmon asked. His heart had started beating faster as soon as he heard the ringing.
�No. I thought you told me those ants couldn�t get out of those dishes,� Mrs. Beloit said.
�Not unless they were tipped over,� Griffin replied.
�Oh, yeah? Those dishes are all empty, and none of the traps were touched.�
�Have you actually seen any of the ants?�
�Not yet.�
Harmon hesitated. The lubricant was supposed to be proof against the ants. It always had been. He had used it before.
�Maybe the ants didn�t escape,� he said finally.
�They sure didn�t turn invisible,� Mrs. Beloit countered.
�It might mean that the mice can reach farther with those snouts than we allowed for.� It had been a rough measurement, as much guess as anything else. There hadn�t been time to construct new traps. Griffin had taken a model that was available, that he could quickly convert for live bait. If those anteater-like snouts could reach the bait from the sides, it might explain how the ants could be missing with the traps empty. �I�ll have to look to see if either of the cameras spotted anything.�
It was Marietta�s turn to hesitate. �You think that maybe I do have more of those mice?� The tone of her voice suggested that she hadn�t given much credence to that possibility before.
�We�ll know better after I run the tapes. I�ve got two classes this morning, but we�ll be out first thing this afternoon. You�ll be home?�
�I�ll be here. I�m going to bed now. I just got home from work. But I�ll be up before you get here.�
�We can make it a little later, if you like,� Harmon offered. �Give you a chance to get more sleep.�
�No, one o�clock, like yesterday, is fine. I�m off tonight anyway, so I want to be able to sleep then.�

Nick Peragamos thought that the glass dish in one trap had been moved, ever so slightly, closer to one side. �I was careful,� he told the professor. �I put each one precisely in the middle. I�ve got a good eye for things like that.�
Mrs. Beloit assured them that the traps had not been touched by her or her children. �I told them to stay away from the traps and your equipment, that I didn�t want them bumping those traps and maybe letting the ants get loose.�
She watched while Griffin carefully examined the traps and the now-empty dishes. She lifted an eyebrow, and bit at her lip to keep from talking, when the professor replaced the ants in the dishes.
�This way, we give them a chance to get away�if they can�while we�re here,� Harmon said when he noticed her look. �I don�t think that�s what happened, but I can�t rule it out. Maybe we�ll know better after we check the videotapes.�
While Griffin had been working with the traps, Cathy and Nick had replaced the tapes in the two video cameras. Both cassettes showed that the tape in them had run for a short time. They would, at a minimum, have recorded five minutes after being switched on, as Mrs. Beloit left, and again in the morning when she approached, until she turned each one off.
�What we�re looking for is anything between those two times,� Griffin said after explaining to Mrs. Beloit that she would have triggered the cameras herself.
The tapes were standard VHS cassettes. There was a VCR in the living room. Nick handled the controls. The first camera had been set up in the kitchen, near the doorway so that it could cover most of the kitchen floor.
Mrs. Beloit walked away from the camera, visible for only an instant as the tape began to play. I�d best make sure I�m dressed when I do that, she thought as she watched herself. There was no movement at all on screen after that until the camera had shut off after five minutes.
At first, when the camera came back on, there was still no obvious movement. All four spectators watched closely.
�There, left of the stove,� Cathy Dixon said, pointing.
The others had picked up the movement almost as soon as she had, a hot spot between the stove and the kitchen cabinets. Imagination more than vision pictured a tiny creature looking out, surveying the room. Only after the animal moved out of the narrow lane was the camera able to provide a clear view of it. There was something of a collective gasp from the spectators when they saw that it was indeed another elephant-nosed mouse.
�Gotcha!� Harmon whispered, leaning closer to the television. If there are two, there must be more, maybe a lot more, he thought.
No one else said anything. They all watched the mouse move away from the stove, taking several steps then stopping to look around, showing fairly typical behavior�tentative motion, nervous alertness. At first, the mouse�s ranging appeared to be random, but after stopping twice to sniff the air�lifting its snout well above its head�the mouse zeroed in on the waiting trap and moved directly toward it.
The trap gave the mouse several minutes of difficulty. It went around it three times, stopping frequently, probing through the wire mesh with its snout, reaching toward the dish in the center. The mouse spent more than a minute near the spring-loaded gate that was meant to capture the mouse after it went inside. Twice, the creature put one foot forward as if to go in, but both times retreated instead.
Go on, go in, Harmon thought, unconsciously urging the mouse forward, forgetting that he was only watching a tape, and that the mouse would not go in because the trap had been empty.
The mouse made another circuit of the trap, reaching in through the mesh with its snout several times.
�There, I think he moved the dish,� Nick said. �Pushed it.�
Cathy shushed him.
The mouse continued around the trap. When it got to the far side this time, it made a more determined effort to reach the glass dish with its snout. And succeeded. The viewers could not see exactly what happened�the resolution was not good enough to actually let them see the tiny ants that had been used for bait�but it appeared that the mouse simply sucked them up.
�The smoking gun!� Nick crowed.
The mouse went around the trap once more. Then it made tentative starts in several directions away from it. Finally, though, it simply returned to the space between stove and cabinets where it had first appeared. The camera continued to run through the end of five minutes without motion.
The next view was in daylight, as Mrs. Beloit came in to shut off the camera. There was just one quick image of her.

The second tape showed two excursions other than Mrs. Beloit�s appearances. The first trek showed an elephant-nosed mouse investigating the other trap but giving up and going back under the bathroom vanity. Then there was a second expedition. This time, after nearly ten minutes of effort, the mouse managed to get to the ants in the second trap.
�Is there any way to tell if that�s the same mouse both times?� Nick asked. �Or if either is the one from the kitchen?�
�If you want to get stills made from the tape and spend some time doing detailed measurements, you might be able to tell about the ones in the bathroom,� Griffin suggested. �If they show significant differences in size you might be able to tell that they�re different specimens. Comparing that to the kitchen one would be more difficult�different distance and angle from the camera to the mouse. Of course, it could be three different mice and you still wouldn�t be able to tell if they�re all the same size.�
�I think I�ll hold off then,� Nick said, retreating quickly. �That sounds too much like counting the holes in acoustic tiles.�
�You still going to leave ants in those traps?� Mrs. Beloit asked. �Seeing as how those mice can get at them without going in anyway.�
Griffin considered that for a moment. �I think that if we put a smaller mesh around the sides of the traps, something like screening, it should do the trick. That closes off the easy access to the ants. The only way the mice will be able to get them out then is to go inside.�
�Looked like they knew better than that,� Marietta observed. �Wouldn�t none of them go in. Like they knew it was a trap.�
�If they�re hungry enough, they�ll go in even if they are suspicious,� Nick said. �Hunger�s a powerful force.�
�We should have some screening in the van, in one of those brown cases in the back. Nick, you want to run out and see what you can find?� Harmon handed Nick the keys. �And something to attach it to the trap.�
He turned to Mrs. Beloit. �He�s right about hunger being a strong inducement. It depends how hungry the mice are.�

After the traps had been modified, Griffin and Peragamos started using the fiber-optic equipment to probe inside the walls. They started in the upstairs bathroom because it was easier to get to the holes leading under the floor and behind the wall there than in the kitchen. While they worked the fiber-optic cable, Cathy started probing the walls of the house with the sound equipment, room by room. Her work went more quickly. Moving the fiberoptic cable around, reaching for the small gaps in the insulation and the holes through studs where wires and pipes ran, was a slow job for the two men. It was perhaps inevitable that Cathy was the first to report success.
�Sounds like a lot of heartbeats,� she said when her companions came to the kitchen in response to her call. �It must be a nest. Right here.� The location was halfway up the wall, behind and just above the counter left of the sink.
First Professor Griffin and then Nick Peragamos took the sound gear. The sound was a soft chirping, a nearly constant noise. With a mouse�s heart rate over 700 beats per minute, there could be no more definition than that. To get anything more, they would have to take the audio recording being made and slow it down considerably and use other equipment�back in the lab�to try to get a count.
Harmon listened for more than a minute, then said, �I think you�re right, Cathy,� as he passed the earphones to Nick. �It�s going to be rough getting the camera probe up there, though.�
�I�m a whole lot more concerned about getting the mice out of there,� Marietta said from behind the others. �I don�t want mice nesting in my kitchen.�
�We want them out of there also, Mrs. Beloit,� Griffin said, turning toward her and turning on a smile. �Especially if they�re your elephant-nosed mice and not the common sort.�
�I don�t care what kind they are, I just want to get rid of them as fast as I can,� she replied.
�I understand. We�ll do what we can.� Harmon turned to Cathy. �Have you finished your survey of the kitchen?�
She shook her head. �I just started at the corner by the stove and got this far. When I heard the mice there, I called you right away.�
�Well, finish in here with the sound equipment. If there�s one nest, there might be others. Nick and I won�t start working with the cables in here until you�re done. We�d make too much noise for you to pick up anything.�
�We going back upstairs to finish in the bathroom there?� Nick asked.
Harmon�s hesitation was too fleeting for anyone to pick up on it. �No. We�ll wait for Cathy to finish in here, then try to get a glass eye into that nest. She can finish the other rooms while we do that.�

After three hours of work, Harmon and Nick had still not managed to thread the flexible fiber-optic cable into position to see the nest of mice. Frustration was mounting for both of them, and for the two women. Cathy had finished her survey of the rest of the house. She had found a second nest in the kitchen, and one possible nest in the upstairs bathroom. Mrs. Beloit did not stay with the academics all of the time. Once her children got home from school, she was in and out of the kitchen several times. Though she tried to stay away, she could not.
It was past seven o�clock when Professor Griffin pulled back out of the cabinet under the kitchen sink and shook his head. �I think it�s time to call it a day. We�re not getting anywhere. I�ll leave the cable where it is. We�ll put everything back in the cabinet around it, and try again tomorrow.� He stood up and brushed the legs of his trousers.
�Have you figured out how to get those mice out of here yet?� Mrs. Beloit asked. She and her children had eaten in the living room. Before cooking supper, Mrs. Beloit had rewashed everything that she used to prepare and serve the meal.
�Not yet,� Harmon said. �We�re still trying to get in to see them.�
�Three nests you found.� Marietta Beloit considered that a scandalous affront to her abilities as a homemaker.
Harmon closed his eyes for an instant and took a deep breath. A headache had started to develop over his left eye. �We�ll do our best,� he promised. �It�s not easy to get rid of all of the mice in a building when you�ve got everything going for you, and with these mice being so different, there�s not much chance that any of the usual remedies would work. If they only eat bugs�and I�m guessing that they�re that specialized�regular poison or traps wouldn�t help. Poisoned baits aren�t all that effective anyway. Regular mice can often tell without taking a lethal dose. That leaves gasses. Ether poison bait or gas leaves dead mice in the walls to rot. You don�t want that.�
�There must be some way,� she insisted.
�You can�t possibly want those mice out more than we do, Mrs. Beloit. It�s important for us to get as many of them as possible, and�if we can�alive.�
�I wish Pickles was still here,� Mrs. Beloit said, looking around to make sure that none of her children were close enough to hear. �Pickles was always a good mouser. She even caught a couple of rats over in the park last fall.�
�But a cat can�t get up inside the walls to where those nests are,� Griffin said, also speaking softly. �Like I said, we�ll do everything we can.� He glanced at the wall, near the location of the first nest, then looked at Mrs. Beloit again, hesitating, unsure whether he should plant ideas in her head. But he was tired, and his head hurt. �There is one thing, if all else fails,� he said.
�What�s that?�
�If you took a metal pie pan and beat on the bottom with a heavy metal spoon, right about here,��he indicated a spot just in front of where Cathy had found the first concentration of mice��some of them might drop dead of heart attacks.�
�You�re kidding me now,� Marietta charged.
Harmon smiled and shook his head. �Mice really are very delicate, timid creatures. It�s not hard to literally scare them to death. A sharp noise where they don�t expect it can kill them. They produce too much adrenaline and the bodies� systems overload. Seriously,� he added when he saw the skeptical look on her face. �But that would be as bad as poison, leave dead mice rotting inside the walls, smelling the place up.�
�I hope I�m not going to have to tear holes in the walls to get rid of them,� Mrs. Beloit said.

It was near sunset when Harmon and his assistants finally left. There had been a little rain earlier and everything was damp. The slight breeze carried a heavy, musty smell.
Harmon let Cathy and Nick into the van, then walked around to the driver�s side. In front of the vehicle, he stopped for an instant and raised a hand to his head, pressing back against a sudden increase in the pain over his left eye.
�That�s all I need,� he muttered, closing his eyes briefly. It would take all night to get rid of the ache, even using larger-than-recommended doses of aspirin.
Preoccupied, he almost didn�t notice the wavy line of black paint that had been sprayed along the side of the van. He had opened his door and started to climb in before he did. Harmon stopped his motion and cursed under his breath for a moment.
�What is it?� Cathy asked.
�Some bright soul with a spray can left his mark,� Harmon said. He looked at the line. �Must have been just before it started raining. Some of the paint ran.�
�I hope there was a good coat of wax on the van,� Nick said.
�You must be kidding,� Harmon said. �The university waste money to wax a vehicle?�

They were almost back to the university before talk moved away from the vandalism.
�How are we going to get the mice out?� Cathy asked. �Even if we find some way to lure out all of the adults, any nursing babies will be left in the nests.�
�We�re not exterminators, anyway,� Nick said. �Sure, we want to study the mice, but we don�t need all of them. If we can study them in place, that�s best, but failing that, as long as we get enough to establish a viable breeding colony in the lab we�ve succeeded, haven�t we?�
�I suppose,� Griffin said. His headache was rapidly getting worse. �I�d take all of them if we could get them, have a few to trade to other labs, maybe. Those elephant-nosed mice are going to be worth a relative fortune for some time to come. If we had the money available, we�d offer to relocate the Beloits, at least temporarily, go in and do whatever we had to do to get the mice, then repair the damage afterward.�
�Isn�t this important enough to get more research money?� Cathy asked. �We have good evidence of the mice now.�
�If we were willing to wait a year, maybe two years, while the requests were processed and subjected to peer review and all the rest of the red tape, we might get enough interest and a few dollars. But in that time�� He shook his head. They would have to publish what they had already, the photographs, DNA investigation, and so forth. Other researchers would start looking right away. Money would probably be found somewhere for the job, but there was no guarantee that Harmon Griffin would be the first to get it. There were other biologists with better connections, and more secure scientific reputations, than his. �We�ll do what we can, and whatever Mrs. Beloit will permit. Remember, we�re in her home strictly on her sufferance.�

4.

The ants were still in the glass dishes in the traps the next day. No mice had been captured. The video cameras had spotted mice investigating both traps, but they had not taken the bait.
It took another two hours of work for Harmon and Nick to get their fiber-optic system into the first nest. With the video camera running, Mrs. Beloit and the three researchers spent much of the next hour watching activities in the nest. Harmon counted eight adult mice. There seemed to be two separate litters of pups, but it wasn�t possible to get an accurate count on them.
The presence of the probe in one of the nest entrances did provoke a certain amount of activity among the normally nocturnal mice. Several investigated the intruder. A couple squeezed alongside, out of range of the camera, apparently following the cable back as if searching for its origin. Except for the pups and nursing mothers, all of the mice eventually left the nest.
�We scared them off,� Cathy said, pulling back from the monitor screen.
�Maybe,� Harmon conceded. �But they�ll probably come back. As long as the mothers don�t leave their litters there�s a chance they won�t abandon the nest.�
�How long do we leave the setup here?� Nick asked. �We�ve only got the one camera for this.�
�But we do have a second fiber-optic cable,� Harmon reminded him. �We�ll leave this one in place and thread the other through to one of the other nests. The one in the bathroom upstairs will probably be easier than the other one here in the kitchen.�

The professor and his assistants were late leaving the house that evening. It was well after dark. At the door, Mrs. Beloit was still voicing misgivings about the pests in her home.
�Haven�t you come up with any ideas for getting rid of those mice for me?� she asked�a question she had voiced at least a half dozen times that day.
�We�re still working on it,� Griffin assured her�again. �If nothing else, once we�ve got all of them we can, I�ll pay to have an exterminator come and get rid of your problem. But I hope it doesn�t come to that. Your mice may be unique.� He shrugged. �The government might not even let us kill them.�
�You mean I might have to keep them?�
�I don�t know,� Griffin admitted. �If nobody finds more of them in other places, I guess it�s possible. Endangered species.� Have to have the university�s legal department check that out, I guess, he thought.
Cathy was standing apart from the others, arms folded across her chest, looking around nervously. Except for the light coming through the open front door of the Beloit house, the street was dark. There was no streetlight at the near corner. The one at the other end of the block was blocked by trees, casting night-dark shadows across the lawn. When the professor finally started moving toward the van, Cathy moved between him and Nick, almost shouldering her way in.
�I really don�t like being here after dark,� she whispered when they were nearly to the street. �This place is dangerous, even with three of us. Anything could happen.�
�It�s no more dangerous here than on campus,� Harmon replied, also keeping his voice low so that Mrs. Beloit would not hear. She had closed the screen door, but she was standing in the doorway, watching to make certain that the three made it into their van.
�I don�t go out after dark on campus if I don�t absolutely have to,� Cathy said, getting in the van quickly when the professor unlocked the front door. �And then I try to do it with a crowd. I�m still not used to living in the big city.�
Two young men came out of the shadows in the park across the street, then stopped near the far curb and stared as Nick and Harmon got into the vehicle. Griffin watched them out of the corner of his eye, careful not to make eye contact, and he locked his door as soon as he was inside. He quickly turned the key in the ignition. As the van pulled away from the curb, the two young men faded back into the shadows.

5.

The next morning, the telephone was again ringing when Harmon Griffin entered his office. Mrs. Beloit was almost incoherent in her excitement.
�We got one! We got one!� she shouted into the telephone. �One of those mice. In the kitchen. We got one!�
Harmon felt his heart flutter. It sounded almost too good to be true, even after seeing the mice on camera. At first, he couldn�t speak, couldn�t reply. He glanced at his watch, then sucked in a deep breath. �I�ve got a class at nine o�clock,� he said, struggling to keep his voice calm. During rush hour, it might not be possible to make the round-trip in time for the class. �That lets out at 9:50. I�ll leave here then.� His second class was at eleven, but after traffic eased off, he should be able to make it there and back in seventy minutes. And he desperately wanted to get that mouse just as quickly as he could.

Professor Griffin ended up dismissing his first class nearly ten minutes early. He was too excited to concentrate on his lecture, or to stand still. He kept losing his place, repeating sentences, or trailing off into near incoherency. His distraction was obviously affecting his students. This was his large class, the freshman introductory course, seventy-five students. He came close to setting speed records on the drive to Mrs. Beloit�s house, but he did manage the trip without attracting the attention of any police.
�In the kitchen,� Marietta Beloit said as soon as she opened the door. �It�s still alive.�
The mouse was cowering next to an empty glass dish in the trap. It had, at least, eaten. When Griffin and Mrs. Beloit entered the kitchen, the mouse appeared to tense up. It turned its head toward the door, sensing if not actually seeing their approach. Harmon slowed down, moving as silently as he could to the trap. Cautiously, he knelt next to it. He leaned forward, wanting to get as close as he could. The mouse�s unusual snout was curled to the left, along the side of its head and up onto its shoulder. The animal looked up, then back down, and backed into a corner.
�You�re beautiful, mouse,� Harmon whispered. Emotion more than thought was pulsing through him. Irrefutable proof of the animal�s existence. There would be the academic papers, most likely a book. Status. A career made. But there was something else that pulled even more strongly at him.
A new kind of life, something no one else has ever seen alive�just me, Mrs. Beloit, and maybe her children.
�I never thought I�d say this about a mouse, but it is kind of cute,� Marietta said from behind Harmon.
�Right now,� he whispered, pulling back from the trap, �I�d say that it�s the most beautiful creature on four legs on the lace of this Earth.�
�I wouldn�t go that far.�
Harmon got to his feet and chuckled softly. �No, I can see where you might not.� He turned to her. �But that mouse is an unrelieved miracle. It shouldn�t be, but it obviously is.�
�That nose, or snout, or whatever it is, it couldn�t eat anything very big through that,� Marietta said, pointing.
�Probably not,� he agreed. �Those ants seemed to do the trick though.�
�I mean, it couldn�t eat cockroaches or water bugs or anything like that. They wouldn�t fit up that snout, would they?�
�Maybe when they were very young,� he said. �But ants, fleas, lice, ticks, mites, and small spiders. There�s obviously enough for them to eat, even in a clean, well-kept house.�
Mrs. Beloit could not suppress a shudder. �Bugs!�
�The thing is, regular mice and rats carry fleas, lice, ticks, and so forth all the time. It�s the small bugs that infest rodents that cause most of the diseases that mice and rats get blamed for.�
Marietta blinked once. �If it eats all those things, then it shouldn�t have all of them on it, right?�
�A very logical hypothesis,� Harmon said. �One that we�ll have to test when we get this creature to the lab.�
�You going to kill it?�
�No, we�re not going to kill it.� He shook his head, first vigorously, then more slowly. �Probably not,� he amended. �We want more of these mice. With any luck we�ll manage to capture enough to breed enough stock to do all of the necessary testing. Then we can let this one live out its natural span to maybe enjoy its fame as the first of its kind in captivity.�
He glanced at his watch. �I�ve got to get right back to school. Have you got a couple of paper towels�something I can use to cover the trap to keep the mouse out of the sun?�
�Sure. Take all you want.� She pointed to the dispenser on the wall next to the kitchen sink. �Don�t they like sunlight?�
�Ten or fifteen minutes of direct sunlight can sometimes kill regular mice. Their systems can�t handle it. I�ve got to assume that this kind is just as delicate.�
Two minutes later, at the front door, Harmon paused. �Now that we�ve got a live specimen, it�s time to give the species a proper name. You discovered it. We could name it after you�Myrmecophagus beloiti. How does that sound?�
�Name a mouse after me?�
�Give you a footnote in all of the taxonomy texts,� he said.
�Let me think on that.�

By the time that Griffin got back to campus, he could no longer contain himself. He went along the corridor leading to his office knocking on the office doors of several of his colleagues, looking for someone to share his discovery�his triumph�with. But no one was in. He took the trap with his elephant-nosed mouse to his eleven o�clock class after getting a better cover for it and a supply of ants for the mouse to eat, as well as a small dish of water.
He set the covered trap on the desk in the classroom. None of the students coming in gave it any attention. Exhibits were not uncommon in this upper-division course.
�I have something special for you today,� Harmon said precisely at eleven o�clock, while the last students were making their way toward seats. �Something that no more than five other people in the world have ever seen�so far as I can tell.�
That did provoke an undercurrent of murmuring in the room. Several pairs of eyes focused on the covered object on the desk.
�It�s not time to tell the entire story of how this came about. For now, I�ll just say that it�s part of a research project I am involved in, within a half-hour drive of this campus. There is a building that has a unique species of mouse, considerably different from any other known. As you are about to see, it is, ah, remarkably different from any other species or subspecies, apparently a massive mutation from the common house mouse, Mus musculus, that seems to breed true�although that has yet to be confirmed under laboratory conditions.�
Harmon leaned forward. �Before I lift this, I want to caution you all to restrain yourselves. I don�t want any noise, any loud reactions. We don�t want to scare the poor creature to death. And, in case any of you have forgotten, it is unfortunately all too easy to do that.�
By now, he had the rapt attention of all seventeen students in the room. Very slowly, Harmon lifted the cover from the trap, peeking underneath before he had it all of the way off to make certain that the mouse was still alive.
�The elephant-nosed mouse,� he announced once it had been exposed. He kept his voice soft now. �The only living specimen in captivity, though I have the badly decomposed remains of one other in a freezer here at the university.�
Students moved around in their seats or stood in place to get the best view they could of the creature.
�Now, very calmly and quietly, I want you all to file past to take a better look at it,� Griffin said. �Don�t get too close, but I want each of you to have a good look.� He almost said, �This will be something you can tell your grandchildren about someday,� but he bit off the cliche.
Harmon hovered over the specimen like a nervous mother during the procession, but the mouse seemed to take no notice of the parade of spectators that filed past his new home. He was still eating.

Harmon and his assistants were late getting to the Beloit home that afternoon. Nick and Cathy had insisted on spending time with the captured mouse first. For that matter, Harmon had not yet had his fill of observation�or showing off his prize.
The mouse seemed to adjust quickly to captivity. Griffin had moved it�him�to a regular laboratory cage after showing the mouse to his eleven o�clock class. The mouse made himself at home, building a nest from wood shavings in one corner, exploring the rest of his new world, and eating contentedly from the stock of ants that had been placed inside with him.
Griffin and the two graduate students carried additional traps with them when they left campus. �We�ve got to try to catch more of them,� Harmon had said, several times. �We�ll put traps along the runways we�ve spotted in the tapes.� The problem, before long, would be finding bait for the traps�and a steady supply of food for the mouse they already had. Harmon had the last of the available ants with him. The next time the traps had to be baited, or the mouse in the lab had to be fed, he would need a new source. He had phoned in an order for a supply of live ants from one of the firms that serviced the biology department, but it would be Tuesday before that shipment would arrive�not nearly soon enough.
�We�ll have to go ant hunting this afternoon,� Harmon warned his assistants.

�How�s that mouse doing?� Mrs. Beloit asked while she held her front door open for the academics.
�Thriving,� Griffin said. �Now we need to find him a few companions.�
�Too bad you can�t stick the hose from a vacuum cleaner in the wall like you did that camera thing and suck them all out.�
Harmon started to laugh, then stopped and shook his head. �No, that wouldn�t work. We had more than enough trouble just getting that quarter-inch fiber-optic cable up there. A regular vacuum hose would never make it. Besides, if it did, it would almost certainly kill the mice, one way or the other. Even a narrow vacuum hose might kill them. We don�t want that, at least not until we�ve caught a few more of them alive.�
�Do you think I�ve got the only mice like that in the whole world?� Mrs. Beloit asked after she had closed the front door and followed the others through into the kitchen.
�As exceptional as it is to find anything like this, I�d say that the chances must be astronomical that they don�t extend far,� Harmon said. �They might be around the neighborhood, in the rest of this block of row houses, at least. Maybe outside, too, underground, in the area. But that�s probably it.�

The traps were set and baited. The videos from the night before were watched�the kitchen camera had run most of the night, following the activities of the mouse that had been captured. The cameras were loaded again. Cathy used the sound equipment to check on the other nests that she had located before. Harmon and Nick threaded the other fiber-optic cable toward the nest behind the upstairs bathroom wall.
Marietta had to work that evening, so she retired to her bedroom to sleep for a couple of hours�until her daughter got home from school. The researchers had no interruptions until the girl came in just before three-thirty.
It was nearly seven o�clock before the second cable was all the way to the bathroom nest. There were a dozen adult mice huddled together in it, but there appeared to be only one litter of pups, and they seemed to be nearly old enough to be weaned.
�If we could just cut through the wall quickly, we might be able to nab several of them,� Nick suggested.
�Don�t even think about it,� Professor Griffin said. �The odds aren�t that good. We�d be lucky to nab even one pup, and we couldn�t abuse Mrs. Beloit�s hospitality even if the odds were better than even that we could grab the whole lot of them.�
�I know. I was just saying.�
Griffin smiled. �I�ve toyed with the same thoughts. We�ll just have to try to get as many as possible in the traps.�
�Tomorrow�s Saturday,� Nick reminded the professor. �You want us to come out here on the weekend?�
�I think I can handle it alone. You and Cathy just take care of your work at the lab. I�ll give Mrs. Beloit my home phone number so she can let me know if we get anything in the traps. Check in with me first thing Monday morning, though.�

They left just before sunset Friday. But once more, as they approached the white van, several young men came out of the park to stand near the far curb and watch.
�This is beginning to scare me,� Cathy said after they had driven away from the block. �Those guys, watching us, like they�re just waiting for the right time to strike. They marked the van and now they�re just watching.�
In the middle seat, Nick was looking out the back window. He wouldn�t say anything, not yet, but it was beginning to wear on his nerves as well.
�We don�t know that it�s the same ones who painted the side of the van,� Harmon said. Most of that had come off after a brisk scrubbing. �They haven�t done anything, haven�t said anything.� He glanced in the outside rearview mirror. �They�re probably just curious, wondering what three white people are doing spending so much time in their neighborhood.�
�What about Mrs. Beloit. Could she be in danger because of us?� Cathy asked.
�I�ll mention the kids to her. She hasn�t said anything. After all, it�s her neighborhood. She must know if there�s anything to worry about.�
�Call her tonight, as soon as we get back to school,� Cathy urged. �She�s got to go out to work tonight.�

�No, I don�t know who they might be,� Marietta Beloit said when Harmon told her about the young men in the park. �My boys were already in. If you had said something then, Teddy�he�s the oldest�could have gone out with you to look. All my neighbors know what you folks have been doing here. I made sure of that the first day. Some folks might have wondered if I hadn�t. Then there might have been trouble. People might have thought you were the law. But I don�t know about any kids watching from in the park. I�ll keep my eyes open and ask around.�
�Please, be careful,� Harmon said. �You�ve been so good to us all week. I don�t want to cause you any trouble with your neighbors, or put you in any danger.�
She laughed harshly. �Don�t you worry �bout me, Professor. I�ve lived a long time in this city. I can take care of myself.�

6.

It was just past seven-thirty the next morning when the ringing telephone woke Harmon Griffin at home. On the bed next to him, his wife grunted, then poked him in the back. �You get that, honey,� she said.
Mrs. Beloit was on the telephone, and she was even more excited than she had been the day before.
�We hit the jackpot, Professor,� she told him. �There are three mice in the traps this morning. Three of them!� she repeated, her voice climbing in pitch and volume.
�That�s great,� Harmon said. �Three of them?�
�Two in the kitchen and one in the bathroom upstairs, right under the vanity.�
Harmon rubbed at his eyes. �I�ll be over as soon as I can. Maybe an hour and a half. Is that OK?�
�Fine, Professor. No trouble at all.�
�Did you have any trouble last night after we left?�
�Not a glimmer. There was nobody across the street when I went to work.�

There was no difficulty about getting into the labs even on a Saturday. Harmon took his three new captives in and spent an hour getting them situated with the mouse that had been captured the day before.
�I guess I�m going to have to hunt down some food for you critters myself,� he said, hovering over the large glass cage he had appropriated for the mice. �Get enough to tide you over for the next few days, and enough to try to catch a few more members of your clan.� The ants that he had had Cathy and Nick hunt up the afternoon before behind the Beloit house would not go far.
�You four just get chummy and I�ll take care of everything else,� Harmon said. All three of the new captives were female. Things were definitely looking up.

By Monday morning, the mouse count was five, two males and three females. The second male had been trapped Saturday night.
�We don�t really need any more than that, do we?� Cathy asked when she joined Professor Griffin and Nick in the lab at noon Monday. �This should be enough to start a breeding colony.�
�The more the merrier,� Nick said. �The more we have, the better the chance of getting a little genetic variety.�
�He�s right,� Griffin said. �With what may be a very small total population, the dangers of inbreeding are going to be exceptionally high in any case. Besides, we can use a few more days of observation of how they act in their native habitat. Record more tape of them in the nest, get more examples of their behavior when they�re out in view of the other cameras foraging.�
�Can we at least start leaving a little earlier, like well before sunset?� Cathy asked.
�Does it make you that nervous?� Harmon asked.
�Yes! I�ve been having nightmares. I keep seeing people watching me, just staring, until it�s all I can do to not scream because I don�t know what they�re going to do next.�
�It does get kind of spooky,� Nick said. �It�s like we�re asking for trouble.�
�OK, we can leave earlier,� Harmon said. Their moment of privacy was over anyway. There were people coming. News of the unusual mice was beginning to spread around the university.

7.

�We�ll leave the traps and the cameras for a few more days, maybe through Friday, and take the rest of our gear out today,� Griffin explained to Mrs. Beloit that afternoon. Discussion between the professor and his assistants during the drive over had led to firmer plans. �I�ll stop by every day to collect any mice we catch, rebait the traps, collect the videotapes, and put new ones in, spend a little time doing some observing while I�m here, maybe. If you would turn the cameras we have on, the two out in the rooms and the one peeking into the nest in the kitchen, before you leave for work at night, that will give us a chance to observe them when they should be most active.�
�You figure you�ve got everything you need?� Marietta asked.
�Well, under other circumstances it might be nice to get video of twenty-four consecutive hours, get the full cycle, maybe repeat it several times over a couple of weeks to a month, but I don�t want to impose on you that much.� In ideal circumstances, he would have preferred to take over the house completely for as much as a full year, put a team of observers in to watch the mice around the clock. But that was clearly impossible.
�You think we�ll catch all of the mice in just another four days?� was Marietta�s next question.
�Probably not,� Harmon admitted. �Traps alone might never do it. There would likely always be pups in the nests. And we haven�t taken that large a percentage of them so far, and mice do learn to avoid hazards. But if we haven�t got them all by Friday, I�ll make arrangements to have an exterminator come in to get rid of the rest of them for you. If we can do that. I�m still waiting to hear back from the lawyers.�
She nodded slowly. �But there�s nothing to stop more of them from moving in, is there? I mean, if there are more of these mice in the block.�
�No, there isn�t,� he agreed.
�You know, if all these mice eat are bugs, maybe they aren�t so bad after all. Let me think on it, about bringing in somebody to kill them all.�

It was six o�clock when they left the Beloit house on Monday, carrying the gear that they would no longer be using. The sun was still visible over the tops of the trees and buildings, but the street itself was already in shadow from the trees in the park.
�You�re not going to need Nick and me to come out here any more?� Cathy asked as they walked to the van. �I mean, besides the fact that this place makes me nervous, we do have finals starting next week.�
�I guess not,� Harmon said. �I can handle things here. You two will be of more use putting in your time at the lab, observing our mice there and taking care of them.�
�We should probably build them a better habitat,� Nick said. �Something they might think of as normal, if we want to get the best breeding results we can.�
�We�ll work on that,� Harmon said.
It was then that movement across the street caught their attention. Cathy was the only one to give a visible start, as well as a sharp intake of breath, but both of the men took note as well. It was not just two or three locals standing there watching them this time, but eight or nine young men, and they were already at the far curb.
�Play it cool,� Harmon advised in a whisper. �We�ll just get in and drive off as usual.� Mrs. Harmon and her two sons should be watching from their home. Marietta had promised that they would, to try to see who might be menacing their visitors.
I hope she doesn�t wait too long to call for help, if we need it, Harmon thought. He unlocked the front door on the right side of the van. Cathy got in, unlocked the rear door for Nick, locked her own door, then reached across the front, ready to open the driver�s door�but she didn�t do that right away. She wanted to wait until the professor got to it.
Harmon tried to act infinitely casual as he went around the front of the van, paying no obvious attention to the young men standing across the street. He thought about whistling, but decided that he would almost certainly botch it. His mouth felt much too dry. He saw Cathy stretching over to unlock the door for him. He had the ignition key in his hand.
�Hey! You the funny mouse man?� one of the young men demanded loudly. His companions shared a raucous laugh.
Harmon�s regular pace faltered for an instant as he found himself caught between the desire to hurry into the comparative safety of the van and the instinct to reply. He glanced across the street, uncertain which of the young men had spoken.
�I guess you could�� he started, the need for a retort overcoming common sense.
He did not finish the sentence. From somewhere close, to his left, there was one terrible screech of pain. There was an almost human quality of terror to the sound. Harmon was almost certain that it had come from a cat. It stopped his words. It also diverted the attention of the watchers. There was no repetition of the screech, but from the same direction�farther off�a dog started barking, then two or three others joined in.
�What the hell was that?� one of the young men asked his companions. For the moment, they had all forgotten their quarry.
Harmon moved closer to the van�s door. He was reaching for the handle when he saw something running down the street toward him. More than one something, low to the ground.
Professor Griffin stared. At first he did not truly believe what he was seeing. Two very large brown rats�more a grayish brown in color�were running right down the center of the street. The lead rat was carrying a cat, apparently dead, in its mouth. The orange tiger-striped cat hung limply, blood discoloring its fur as the rat dragged it.
But that was not the most arresting part of what Griffin was seeing. The rats themselves were different, and not only because they appeared to be rather larger than average Norway rats.
It was the teeth, the incisors, that were unusual. Rodents are gnawing animals. Rats and mice gnaw much of the time just to keep their incisors from growing out of control. Without that, the lower incisors of a rat could puncture the top of its snout and curve up into its brain, killing it. The lack of incisors had been one of the points of difference in the elephantnosed mice. The dead one had only molars to grind its food.
These rats had upper and lower incisors protruding from the mouths. The teeth were at least four inches long. The first rat used its teeth to clutch its prey�which must have weighed two or three pounds more than it did.
The rats raced between Harmon and the line of watchers across the street, giving the humans no notice at all. Harmon turned, staring open-mouthed after the animals, oblivious to his earlier worry. Inside the van, both Cathy and Nick were also watching, but Cathy gave the rats only part of her attention.
When Harmon took a step in the direction of the rats, Cathy rolled down the driver�s window and whispered, �Come on, Professor, get in,� as urgently as she could.
He backed toward the door, fumbling for the handle while he continued to stare after the disappearing rats, already half a block away. He got in the van slowly. Before he closed the door, one of the young men across the street had turned to look, but he did not say anything.
Harmon started the engine and pulled away, wondering if he would be able to catch the rats before they left the street and started to eat the cat.
�What were those?� Nick asked, leaning up between the two front seats.
�I think that elephant-nosed mice aren�t the only new species around,� Harmon said. �I think we�ve just seen a pair of saber-toothed rats.�
�What?� Cathy asked.
The professor ignored that question. �It looks as if the equilibrium might be getting punctuated.�
It was Nick�s turn to ask, �What?�
�New species,� Harmon said. He slowed the van near the last spot where he had seen the rats and looked around. There was no trace of them though. �We�ve got elephantnosed mice and saber-toothed rats. I wonder how many more new species we�ve got crawling around the Back-of-the-Yards.�
He stopped the van, just pulling to the side of the lane. All three of them looked for the rats�without success�for a minute or more. Then Harmon moved his foot from the brake to the accelerator again.
�Is it too late to start over on my thesis?� Nick asked.
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