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Eight

 

The hike, it turned out, was to be the last family hike for a very long time—indeed, for the rest of this novel, with one late, notable exception. Autumn had done what it had come to do; the trees were bare, the fields were brown, and now each morning Giuseppe came in from trenching Rumphius’s beleaguered yard coated in cold November mud.

Just when it occurred to the Krzelewski-Petrosians that they had arrived woefully underdressed, the school announced an upcoming clothing sale.

Everyone made a big deal about it, which the transplants found charming, a remnant of communal small-town life, until Miranda explained the ruthlessness, the deals and elbows. She had outfitted her own family for years—yes, she had saved thousands of dollars—but her interest was more than personal, she had studied the sale, even writing about it in “Community Threads: Tracing Social Change Through Clothing Labels,” in The American Journal of Economics and Sociology. For the sale provided a unique data set, thanks to a decades-old policy at Greensbury Elementary of requiring all parents to label their children’s clothing, a policy that meant, as the more durable clothes changed hands repeatedly, that each acquired a palimpsest of provenance: you could sometimes trace a good ski bib back through four or five children, and so it could be said one acquired not only clothing but an entire history.

The sale did not disappoint. If they shivered together on their arrival, by the time they left, the thickly bundled children were nearing heatstroke. But just as thrilling were the stories of their predecessors, which Miranda told them when she stopped by to parse their spoils. There was:

MacKenzie Baker (jacket, Olive), the daughter of the first-grade teacher and the bus driver.

And Frances Vrooman (gloves, Olive), daughter of Ted Vrooman, of Vrooman’s Small Engine Repair.

And Jake Morgan (beanie, Wesley), whose mother, Anita, was the town doctor, known to the girls as “Dr. I-Really-Shouldn’t-Tell-You-This Anita.”

While Wesley’s jacket once belonged to Tyler Lamoreaux, whose mother was a pharmacist—or used to be a pharmacist, until corporate pharmacy benefit managers destroyed Greensbury Drug. His father was a guide up at the Whisperbrook resort, a Boy Scout of a man.

See—he had even recorded their phone number.

“Hugh?” asked Miles, recalling their walk. “Big guy? Ponytail? Rescued Beyoncé?”

“It’s Beyoncé now, is it?” Miranda asked. “But yes.”

Still, their best find was Olive’s snow pants, patched with bunny patches, bunnies who were also wearing ski pants with their own bunny patches, ad infinitum. They had once belonged to Katy Blevin, daughter of Melvin Blevin, one of the Witness Protection farmers’-market crew, and, before her, to Mira Gupta, daughter of a visiting professor of mathematics, and, before her, to M. Flaherty, who was Maggie Flaherty, the daughter of Candace Flaherty, probably the most famous person in Greensbury, star of the homesteading blog Farm Candy.

“Don’t tell me that you haven’t heard of Farm Candy?” said Miranda.

Miles and Kate shook their heads. They knew what was coming, and sat back and let their country education resume.

*

Candy/Candace had come out to Greensbury with her family about a decade earlier, began Miranda, author of “Little House in the Big Internet” (Journal of Marriage and the Family), pulling out her iPhone to show them Candy’s site. This was during peak first-wave Vermont lifestyle blogging, 2005–2011, when it seemed like you couldn’t turn a corner on the Internet without coming across a mauve-colored website featuring a smiling woman with a child under one arm and a piglet under the other. Most (73 percent) came from the city, said Miranda, and most were the primary source of family income (68 percent), their husbands having found that farmwork was harder than they’d imagined. In fact, a majority (82 percent) had been broken by the country, such that a careful reader at the end of the first wave would have noticed that, while the sites remained, the homesteaders hadn’t, and most were back collecting from their affiliate links in Philadelphia or Brooklyn. This was right around the time of the second wave, vloggers mostly, turbocharged by YouTube and Instagram, which was when Candy began to kill it. She’d come to Vermont at the end of the first blog era. Farmer Candace began as a hobby (her husband was an assistant football coach), firmly in the “Pies and Muffins” subgenre, before beginning to branch out into “Crafting.” It was around this time that her husband was fired following a dismal season, and decided he’d try his hand at dairy farming, for no better reason than there being a dairy farm for sale just up the road.

This went about as well as would be expected, continued the author of “Dream Barn: Urban Fantasies Meet Rural Realities” (in press). Soon Candace decided to document the whole disaster, taking a skilled-wife-saves-hapless-husband angle, which probably destroyed their marriage, but did wonders for her following. Farmer Candace became Farm Candy; the rest, as they say, was history. “Farm Candy Plants an Apple Tree.” “Farm Candy Patches the Roof.” “Is It Really Strep?” Not surprisingly, her husband was none too fond of having his failures on such public display. He left Candy and the kids, and moved to Colorado with an assistant of media relations, with whom he’d been having a five-year affair, according to Dr. I-Really-Shouldn’t-Tell-You-This Anita, who’d been treating both parties for a communicated condition. But Candace doubled down. Now not only was she a homesteader, she was a single-mom homesteader, an abandoned single-mom homesteader, left to face the elements on her own. Her channel blew up—it was nuts. There was a while when you could find her house just by following the UPS trucks delivering all the free shit people sent her for endorsement, and by now she’d saved more New England trowel makers, heirloom-tomato farmers, and rabbit-hutch builders than you could count.

The irony of course, continued Miranda, was that Candy, who was originally from Greenwich, Connecticut, couldn’t grow a thing, couldn’t fix a thing; the sole reason she had so many followers was that she showed a lot of cleavage. Her comments section was basically a visual glossary of sexual harassment, a semiotician’s dream really: heart emojis, fruit emojis, lip emojis, &c., &c., not to mention other forms of online anonymous male eloquence that Kate and Miles could probably imagine. And though she should have told the creeps to fuck off, continued Miranda, Candy just replied with her own kiss and blush emojis, and so had built her empire.

The other half of her genius was in camera work, because her place was a disaster. You couldn’t see it in the videos, but it looked like a cross between a plane crash and the forest in The Lorax. Sanitation had lost count of the number of times they’d been called because of “Farm Candy Does Septic” or “All You Need to Know About Propane.”

“And if you don’t believe me,” said Miranda, “you can ask Mark Baker, the health inspector, the father of Penny Baker the kindergarten teacher, and the grandpa of MacKenzie, of Olive’s jacket.”

Anyway, they should sneak over to Farm Candy’s Potemkin palace sometime, just for a little schadenfreude, she said.

“ ‘Farm Candy Plucks a Chicken,’ ” said Miles, who’d found the video on YouTube.

“Oh, God help me. No,” said Miranda, grabbing his phone and scrolling swiftly down. “Here: ‘Farm Candy Bakes the World’s Best Brownie.’ Or ‘Farm Candy Patches Ski Pants.’ Hey, look, there’s your ski pants. And there’s the patch!”

*

For weeks, the weather flirted with snowfall, but when it was cold enough, the sky was clear, and when the heavens opened, it was too warm, and by the end of the year, they’d had a single day of sleet that they called “snow” to make themselves feel better. Increasingly, Miles heard their new friends speak of warming trends, and winter’s disappearance. Might it not snow at all? he wondered. He knew the direction things were headed. But this was even worse than he had feared.

Then the holidays came and they flew to California, to see Kate’s parents. Olive watched A Charlie Brown Christmas on the airplane. Anyone who didn’t believe in global warming needed to watch A Charlie Brown Christmas, thought Miles, because if numbers weren’t your thing, if science didn’t do it for you, then here was proof, from 1965. Children skating on a giant frozen lake. Skies filled with snowflakes. Christmas streets and woods and houses covered in drifts of gorgeous white.

Actually, while they were gone, it did snow, but then a warm day melted it, and they returned on New Year’s to find the hills still bare and brown.

School began again. Wesley completed the construction of his first Cosmos galaxy, and began, in a new spiral notebook, the creation of a second, on an earth far from its star, where winter was eternal. And then and only then, as if the heavens were only waiting for the permission of the Creator, it happened.

*

The children were sleeping when it began.

Should we wake them? their parents asked each other, standing at the door, watching the snowflakes drift down through the light cast from the windows. For they had school tomorrow, and Olive had art club, and Wesley had been invited over to a friend’s house. But then Giuseppe, rising from his sprawl before a baseboard heater, trotted over to the door.

For a moment, he stood there, sniffing at the air, before he turned to Miles with a look of suspicion. “Snow,” said Miles, in case the dog was asking what to call it. Giuseppe took two steps outside, stopped, barked, then ran back in.

Again he looked to Miles.

“Snow,” said Miles, winking at his wife, who, in kindness to the bewildered animal, was trying to keep from laughing. “Just water in a slightly different package.”

The dog turned back to look outside, again considering, took more steps forward, nose twitching at the air as he approached the edge of the porch. Again he barked. Again he looked at Miles. As if this were a miracle of his master’s making.

“Snow,” said Miles once again.

By then Kate had run to get the children, if only so they could see how funny it was to watch the dog.

Wesley took the stairs two at a time, Olive clung to her mother’s neck. They dressed in the vestibule, pulling their ski clothes over their pajamas, stepped out into the glow cast by the porch light, looked up at the flakes materializing out of the darkness, falling onto lashes, onto tongues.

Not enough to make a snowman, even a snowball, but enough.





Eleven

 

And so a dark time came and settled into the house on Farm Road. In the morning, Miles drove Olive to school, and in the afternoon, he drove her home, and in between, he puttered about, beginning this and cleaning that and taking a long time to put on his boots and jacket and bring the dog into the yard, and a long time to remove his boots and jacket before he went inside. Still the woods were beautiful, and still his children were happy, and still he had—if one ignored his knee—his health, and still—he tried to tell himself—things always worked out for the better; perhaps his injury had saved him from some grimmer fate.

And then the three members of the family with functioning knees would come home after skiing, their cheeks flushed, their moods high, talking about the snow, the woods, how magical it was, how magical! Until they saw him, and quieted at once.

There were chores to do, mounting numbers of chores, but they all felt futile; the exercises for his knee felt futile; the kids’ appetites for his meals were inversely related to the amount of time he spent preparing them; someone was bound to forget to remove a snowy jacket, or snowy boots, and issues of Kidz Newz! seemed to reproduce when he wasn’t looking.

And then there was the dog. If the dog had been a lot of work before, the dog in winter was a different level of responsibility entirely. Not that Miles didn’t enjoy their walks. Before, he’d never understood Giuseppe’s chaotic paths, but now the snow had spelled it out for him. Animal tracks everywhere. This was why he kept zigzagging across the trail, and this was why he was so transfixed by the stone wall, and that was why he stopped and plunged his head into the snow: all noted, all written down.

But whenever he took the dog outside, Giuseppe also came back plastered in snow. The only variety was the type of snow: muddy slush, or icy chunks, or matted clumps that clung to his legs like hoary dreadlocks. Moist, dog-shaped silhouettes appeared on the beds and couches, and dog-shaped smears along the wallpaper. And there was the carpet, that obscure object of desire, that obsession. The dog, it was clear, had no intention of abandoning the burrow he had started, and Miles only had to step away to hear his whirring paws against the subfloor. But what was he to do? Liberate him in the forest? Even this thought, which had emerged unbidden, secretly, shamefully, was neither emotionally nor practically possible: the dog would simply dig his way home, probably emerging proudly from the very spot he’d started excavating from above.

And, yes, they tried moving the furniture, and, yes, they tried a child-safety fence, but Giuseppe simply directed his attention elsewhere. They’d decided to cut their losses, let him dig, and when the year was up, get it repaired. As long as Rumphius sprung no surprise visits, he wouldn’t know what happened. Like The Cat in the Hat! said Olive. For no mess was too big, or too deep or too tall, that they could not pick up, there was no mess at all.

When Giuseppe began to chew at the floor, as if to soften it for his paws, they decided to take him to the vet, who blamed it on the breed.

“You don’t think it’s the Super-Rat-Line?” Miles asked, but she looked at him like he was a little crazy, and prescribed Giuseppe Clomicalm—clomipramine—which Miles, trying to seem less crazy, told her was in fact the same drug that he had been prescribed over twenty years before, in college, when, after a norovirus outbreak, he’d developed a germ fixation.

“That’s nice,” said the vet.

Actually, the story was a little more complicated, said Miles, feeling again like he was saying things he wouldn’t be saying if he weren’t so starved for human interaction. He had been prescribed clomipramine, but the pharmacy filled clomiphene, for female infertility. Sure, he’d been puzzled by the instructions to “time intercourse with the expected time of ovulation”—after all, wouldn’t doctors be recommending people with OCD not to time their intercourse? Timing intercourse seemed a symptom of the condition. It was only when his roommate’s deeply religious mother found it that the error was uncovered. He could only imagine what the poor woman had thought the two young men were using it for! But nothing bad had happened, save that for a couple of weeks, he’d felt a little more—for want of a better word—fertile, which was hardly the worst thing in the world.

“I hear you,” said the vet.

For a moment, he sensed her appraising him, maybe for a call to Animal Welfare, but then, from the examining room next door, came a growl, and then a human screaming, lots of screaming. In an instant, the vet was on her feet and out the door. For a long time, Miles waited with Giuseppe, who looked up at him, with some bewilderment, as through the wall came the sound of crashing, curses, and more screams. Should he call the police? he wondered. But these were professionals. So, after waiting awhile, he led Giuseppe out, through the lobby, where even the receptionist was missing.

The meds, the vet had said, would take eight weeks to work. In the meantime, Miles kept the dog close, which meant on him, or beneath his leg, which propped his knee up nicely.

Deeper and deeper he sank.

To make matters worse, the boiler, perhaps objecting to the disrespect inflicted on its friend the carpet, decided to take up the marimba.

It had never been a quiet boiler, but clearly it was angry, or maybe a bad batch of heating oil had given it some indigestion, for each night, just as Miles and Kate were getting into bed, it unleashed upon the baseboards like an infernal borborygmic glockenspiel. Ping! it screamed, Ping! Ding! Ping! Ping Pong Pong Pong! Ping! Pong Pong Pong Pong Pong Pong Pong Pong Pong. Ping! Ping! Ping Ping! . . . Silence . . . Silence . . . Pong! Pong! Pong! Pong! Pong! Fizz! All night long, as the great man once said: All night. Was it going to blow up? Neither Kate, who could recite Milton’s description of Hell by memory, nor Miles, who had just recently researched and abandoned a chapter on Russian peasant stove construction, had ever seen a boiler, and so, standing one morning before the rebellious box of fire, they decided to call Paradise Boiler, named for Hank Paradise, the original owner, whose son Hank Paradise, Jr., said that it was working perfectly, a thing of beauty, yes . . . Oh, but here’s the problem! Then he handed them two pairs of earplugs, and chuckled, as his father had once chuckled, and his sons would chuckle after him.

To add insult to injury, Miles found that three months of dry winter air had begun to split his thumbs.

Dr. Anita examined his fingers, reassured him by telling him the names of people with worse skin problems, and recommended little sheaths of latex called cots, which he rolled down over each affected digit.

The earplugs were bright green and flared outward at the end, and looked like little elf-ears worn inside his own ears, and the cots looked like little elf-condoms, or big elf-condoms, depending on the size of the elf. Also, at night he wore two hats, because it was cold and he was starting to bald, and two pairs of socks, because he’d developed chilblains, a condition he thought people only got in medieval England. Would you marry me now? he asked his wife, as she looked upon him, but he couldn’t hear her answer, because of the plugs.

He still took joy in hearing about Olive’s day at school, and seeing her most recent artwork, which Miss Kayleigh let her do in lieu of math and science. Wesley was newly busy with the newspaper, which let the seventh-graders write articles that no one else wanted to write. And Miles found Farm Candy videos helped pass the hours; he learned to milk a goat, remove a hairball from the sink with chopsticks, sharpen a chainsaw, make a bra (episodes 1, 2, and 3), bake muffins, cook samosas, and hang gutters while balanced on a very high ladder in shorts no bigger than a tool belt. And every day he felt a little lightness in his heart when the Miscellaneous Minute theme song announced his quarter-hour drive to Greensbury Elementary. He had even hunted down the podcast website, rich in episodes, only to discover that talk radio, much like a wild apple, was best when it was fresh and chanced upon serendipitously. Now, downloaded in bulk, the callers just seemed sad and lonely, as Kate had said back when he’d played the program for her. While he, who half-believed the addled tales and rambling questions, had felt that it offered a royal road into the unconscious of their new home.

Once he got lunch with Andrei, and several times he called up Snowflake Bentley, but just because you scythe well with a man does not mean that you will have much to talk about when the scything’s over. And Bentley didn’t have an answering machine.

And then, finally, he wondered if he might get back to his dissertation. Lemonade from lemons, right? Peasants were injured all the time in folktales; this was easily worth a chapter. But had he been chopped into pieces while he slept, and thrown into a barrel? No, he had not. Had his arms been hacked off by an evil brother, preventing him from rescuing a child from a well? No, this had not happened, either. What kind of claim did he have on their experiences? What right? Colleagues were being pilloried for less.

And reading the depictions of winters made him miss the winter just outside his window. In the spring he’d write it, surely, but not now, not with the snow outside.

Down, down. Deeper, deeper! And just when he felt he couldn’t take it any longer, something happened.

This something was a postcard. It gave no clue of its sender. Instead, someone had mysteriously typed a simple note, inviting him to a meeting of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, one week hence.

 

It has been some time since our mention of old Jeremiah, whom the memorious reader might recall from his last appearance in these pages, in September, at the Autumn Ramble, with Hugh among the hemlocks, just as they might recall the story of little Whiskey’s disappearance into the hollow Earth.

This is not to say that Wylkes had entirely disappeared from Miles’s thoughts. Underground kingdoms were everywhere in Russian folktales—where else were evil kings supposed to cage their daughters? In retrospect, it was surprising that Miles had not fallen down this rabbit hole, a metaphor that, given the subterranean topic, was not really a metaphor. But life, in its richness, had given him the fall colors, chauffeuring responsibilities, the snow and skiing. Until now, when life had taken much of this back.

The first question, of course, was who had sent the card, and why they had done so with such secrecy. It made no sense that any of Kate’s many friends and colleagues would have invited him but not her; this eliminated about 95 percent of their acquaintances. Hugh was the obvious choice, but why now, and why Miles of all people, and how had he found Miles’s address? Serena Rubin and the Land Conservancy? But it seemed unlikely that she had given up the names of Conservancy members to a man she so clearly regarded as a nutcase. Or had she invited him? Was it some ploy to overwhelm Hugh’s crew by gathering a posse of science-minded citizens? But an unsigned postcard hardly seemed the land trust’s modus operandi.

Snowflake Bentley was another possibility, though a hollow-earther seemed precisely the kind of crank Bentley was trying to expose. Right? Certainly, he had a file on them, right there next to flat-earthers, and convex-earthers, and square-earthers, and whatever other shape the human mind had conjured up. Was he doing research? But why the secrecy? If he had sent the postcard, why not sign it too?

It was all very mysterious, and, to be honest, a little sinister. One didn’t need to be getting a Ph.D. in literature to recognize the outlines of the story: the innocent city person, on what seems to be an innocuous foray among simple country people, happens upon a dark conspiracy, with predictably horrific consequences. We’ve read the book, we’ve seen the movie. If the hero escapes, it is only after some gory climax, stumbling out into the night to stare, blood-bespattered, into the high beams of the state police. Not for me! thought Miles.

Wylkes himself was equally elusive. There were a few self-published historical books on used-book websites at preposterous markups, and a website for the Society’s New Hampshire branch, last updated for the 2007 Peterborough potluck dinner, now a thicket of broken links. Wylkes’s journals, though theoretically in the public domain, were inaccessible—the sole copy in the college catalogue was listed as “missing.” Was it, like the folktales that he studied, an oral tradition? Either Wylkes was as obscure as Miles first assumed, or an effort was being made to keep him secret.

Even Kate, who had done all in her power to get Miles out of the house, to join the film club or the Russian discussion table or a dog-walking group, advised against going to the meeting. It had to be that what’s-his-name, Beyoncé’s savior. He’d gotten his hands on the land trust mailing list; it wasn’t exactly a state secret. But, no, she didn’t think that Miles should attend. As if the invitation wasn’t sketchy enough, Google Street View told them that the address was an old seafood diner, now boarded up, a concrete dolphin on the lintel half disintegrated to its iron skeleton. It was on the road to Oakfield, in Massachusetts, along a stretch of broken pickup trucks and unchained dogs, not far from the woods patrolled by Olive’s teacher. Contested territory! And even if it was an innocent get-together, who wanted to listen to more stories of celebrity rescues, replenished by the hazards of winter? And wasn’t Tuesday the night the campus movie club was meeting to watch Fritz Lang’s Metropolis? If he wanted excitement, wasn’t Metropolis enough?

Thus did the lady much protest, and thus did Miles listen. Had Kate encouraged him to join the Wylkesians, he probably would have decided against it. But as she spoke, he felt a kindling defiance, the very same defiance that has driven many a man and woman to reject the reasonable and rational, and to do something, believe something, precisely because reasonable and rational people did not want them to believe or do it. Who was she to tell him, she with her beloved students, her hilarious friends, her charismatic colleagues, her functioning knees? He felt as if he were being lectured to by the coastal elite.

Someone had chosen him.

So, strategically, he let the matter drop. And on Tuesday evening, he kissed her and the children and set out for Metropolis, then took the highway south, down past the river, out of town, and into the hills toward Oakfield.

 

In his six months in Vermont, Miles had often stared across the border into Massachusetts, but he could count the number of times that he had gone there on one hand, and most were in the early days, when he had gotten lost. It was not that he held any animus toward the people of the Commonwealth. Rather, it was the borderlands that gave him pause. Standing on the top of Greensbury Mountain, looking out over the misty hills to the south, he thought: Massachusetts. Back in California, telling stories about Vermont to Wesley and Olive, Miles had conjured up a land of sheep and bushy beards, of Bernie Sanders, maple syrup, sweaters, snowshoes, socialism. But Massachusetts was a different story, he told them. Insurrection, tar-and-featherings, witch trials, outcasts wandering abandoned apple orchards with scarlet letters on their chests.

“What you are saying is completely ridiculous, Miles,” said Kate. “Children, ignore him. Humbaba, Miles, Humbaba. Remember.”

Remember: the dangers of suggestion, the absorption to which the paternal line was prone.

Thus spoke the sensible woman, who’d been eavesdropping.

And he stood corrected: Really—Olive, Wesley—there was no reason to fear Massachusetts. Just keep an eye out for those long-toothed people with buckles on their hats and monstrous turkeys beneath their arms. Big fat turkeys that they stuffed ceaselessly, for their feasts. And at night, the wild dances in the woods. One day he’d take them. Massachusetts.

“Miles, seriously.”

But since their picnic with the camouflaged Miss Kayleigh, Kate also stayed clear of the borderlands, lest she meet more Southern Vermontian revanchists in the deep, dark woods.

Which was exactly where he was headed.

 

The road he took that night from Greensbury to Oakfield was the old road from Greensbury to Oakfield, built during a time when people liked to build roads in the most difficult places, as a hobby. Whereas a new highway took the gentlest slope between two valleys, the old road had been designed clearly as an inside joke among hardy New Englanders, to thwart unsuspecting visitors, taking every unnecessary pitch and dip and throwing in a hairpin for the fun of it. On a dark note, that very summer there had been an accident, a young biologist killed when her car tumbled down into the ravine.

The road was plowed in the winter, but just barely, and as Miles left the valley of the Greensbury River, he registered the falling snow with some trepidation. But the Subaru held steady, and as the road rose, Miles felt something he hadn’t felt for weeks—adventure. Here he was, a man who had traveled across a divided nation, who had skinny-dipped in country streams, scythed and double-danced and been to the emergency room and back. Now, truly, he was headed off into the unknown. Was it a trap? How silly, but how fun, and, sadly, deep down, he knew the most dangerous thing that could happen was that he would be bored by Hugh. Indeed, as he made his way up the road, the prospect of such unfettered pedantry was the only thing to give him pause. Realistically, he had three and a half hours, maybe four, to cover the full screening of Metropolis and a discussion. With the drive, this gave him just under three at the Mountain Catch—seemingly enough, but, knowing Hugh, Miles thought that perhaps it wasn’t. It had been a long time since the hike, but he sensed the guide was not the kind to take lightly to an early departure. Miles would just have to explain himself before the meeting started, apologize. He was a father, he had children, as Hugh surely recalled.

He had been driving nearly half an hour by then, and began to wonder if he had missed the restaurant. He looked at his phone, but he was in a dead zone. He was just about to turn around when his headlights picked up a building and, behind it, a second, and as he turned into the lot, he recognized the dolphin.

It was completely dark; the only cars in sight were in an auto-body lot behind the building. Snow covered everything, and as he slowed, he heard crunching sounds beneath his tires. Branches, he thought, he hoped, aware seconds later that the restaurant sign above him had shed half of its letters to the earth.

He got out and turned off the lights and waited a moment, watching the snow dust his window. The postcard must have been a prank, or maybe the meeting had been canceled. He was very much alone; perhaps, had it not been snowing, he would have taken in the abandoned building, the herd of closely huddled cars, and found it sinister. But snow softened everything. Now he was just a little disappointed. He went back inside the car, and turned on the engine. A low-tire-pressure warning shone on his dashboard. Must be the cold, he thought; this had happened before. But as he reversed across the lot, he felt a slapping, and got out to find that he had punctured not one but both front tires.

His lights illuminated the debris he’d just run over. Two tires! He had a spare in back, though the truth was that in the snow, alone, with a knee that hurt even when he drove, he couldn’t fix one of them. He took a deep breath. Above him, the remaining letters were barely visible. ry ou hrimp! Okay, part of the adventure, he told himself, and he already was beginning to craft the story for his kids—the snowy night, the flats—crunch!—the forlorn diner, the passing car he’d flag for help.

It was then he thought he saw a pay phone by the auto-body shop. It seemed impossible, it had been years since he had seen a pay phone, but the auto-body shop seemed to come from another time. He had begun to limp across the parking lot when he noticed, at the back of the restaurant, a dim light coming from one of the boarded-up windows of the diner. He paused. Many of the local businesses were attached to residences, and just because the Mountain Catch had closed didn’t mean its owner had vacated. Now his worry shifted, from not finding anyone to finding the wrong person, someone who, suspicious of a nighttime trespasser, decided to stand his American ground.

But what choice did he have?

It was as he neared the door that he heard the murmur of voices. There was no bell; for a moment, he stood listening. He knocked. Gently, at first, and then again. Still no answer; still the voices. Had someone left a television on? Again he knocked, then louder. He was cold. He had not brought his snow jacket, or his snow boots—who needed snow boots for a Metropolis discussion? He tried the handle of the door.

It opened. Miles stood, waiting, for anything and everything his imagination had prepared him for, the skeleton hanging from the rafters, Baba Yaga, an old man in overalls seated in his chair before a buzzy, boxy television, rifle propped upon his elbow. But: nothing. He stepped inside. The room was clearly once the kitchen. There were empty fish tanks everywhere, and steel sinks piled with buckets. Baba Yaga’s oven in the corner, cold. The floor was tile, and now he saw a path of melted snow, like some kind of shimmering carpet leading toward a door at the far end of the room. There he paused. “Hello?” he said again. The voices were louder now; he heard laughter, not devilish laughter, but warm, convivial laughter, the laughter of friends. For a moment, he waited at the threshold, and then he turned the handle.

The voices instantly went silent.

“Hello?” said Miles, preparing to meet the coven.

And the door opened onto a dimly lit room, where a projector cast the image of a palace on a screen.

 

Hugh, wearing his Indiana Jones hat, was standing at a lectern. Around him, some two dozen spectators had turned their faces to Miles. It took a moment before he realized that he knew some of these faces. Not only Hugh, but Clem the Rat Man, and Farm Candy, and Olive’s teacher Kayleigh Swan.

Andrei raised a hand in greeting.

And behind him, looming on his scooter, Snowflake Bentley, a scowl across his face, surveying the madness of men.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” said Miles, taking a handout from the table, and settling into the only empty seat, next to a young woman in a wool hat and sweater.

As Hugh began again, the woman leaned toward him, her face suddenly familiar from their walk those months ago.

“You know, I think they’re onto something,” Conservancy Director Serena Rubin said.





Epilogue

 

On May Day, as had been the tradition for most of thirty-three years, Greensbury Elementary School opened its doors to the crowds of students, families, and members of the community who’d come to watch A Midsummer Night’s Dream by William Shakespeare, Nausicaä Torres-Lakeman, Doctor of Fine Arts, directing.

Nausicaä had reserved Miles a seat at the front with the teachers, but he chose to sit with Kate and Wesley. They had arrived late, failing to anticipate the rush for seats, and were lucky to find space high in the bleachers, looking down upon the shoulder-to-shoulder crowd of people who had gathered there.*

It had been some time since they had been to the theater. Back in California, Wesley had been in his third-grade play, about a kid programmer turned spy, written by one of the sixth-grade girls at a summer camp called Innovators in the Arts. Co-written, we should say, with a Tony-winning playwright who was paid a fee he had never seen in his life, and would never see again. It was a slick production, in a new school theater built by a donation from a venture-capital firm run by the playwright’s father, with the original costumes underwritten by the mother of the spy, the third employee at a company of such wealth, and such a history of litigation, that this author dare not mention its name in these pages, even positively. It would be tempting to draw a contrast with the small-town feel of Greensbury Elementary, but such a comparison would be facile, for the Greensbury production was in a category of its own.

From the moment the curtain lifted on Athens, and the ten Pucks appeared, dressed in matching purple, in a fairy dance that was Nausicaä’s invention entirely, and the ten Pucks parted to reveal a stately Theseus and Hippolyta, and they made way for the two Hermias pining for the two Lysanders, the audience passed from bepuzzlement, to bemusement, to acceptance, and then to awe. Did it matter that some of the children were reading lines projected on screens cleverly hidden from the audience by real spruces donated by Southern Vermont Gas and Electric? (They were in the right-of-way, and would have been cut down anyway.) Or that the enunciation of both Helenas, one of the Lysanders, and King Theseus left something to be desired? (Reader, three of four had braces.) Expectations were exactly what they should have been for a third-grade production. And so it was that, as the play progressed, and the players entered two by two, and three by three, and four by four, and the audience began slowly to piece together what was happening, something settled upon the hall that we might call, in fact, enchantment.

The raised phones slowly drifted down. The squirming little siblings settled, with hypnotic precision, into their parents’ laps. Hands of couples who just minutes before had been arguing about whose fault it was that they were running late, or why the laundry wasn’t changed, or a hundred other earthly troubles, now sought each other in the glimmer of the unfolding wonder. By the time (the two) Peter Quince(s) and his (two times six) players yielded the stage to the gang of fairies, and a soft green light replaced the cabaret red, there was not a soul who didn’t think that this was how the play had always been envisioned, each line recited with the quality of a chorus, each movement given the quality of dance.

Among the ten Pucks who danced upon the stage that night, Olive Krzelewski-Petrosian, her name misspelled twice in the program, in two different ways, moved with a particular grace. And though much of this had to do with the rigor she had applied to her rehearsals, the truth was that she had an inside scoop on magic, though of a very different kind from what she had expected to find, six weeks prior, when she set out to draw the inside of a cave with the aid of her Crayola 64.

It would be easy to attribute her discovery of this cave, a week before her disappearance, to a child’s credulity and a father’s stories, but Olive, contrary to what her parents thought, actually had a pretty good understanding of the limits of imagination. She knew when her dad was full of it, and only a silly person would believe the existence of a subterranean city lit by a subterranean sun. No: like most cave discoveries, this one involved not just a child but a dog. Olive found the cave because Giuseppe found the cave, and Giuseppe found the cave because of the rats.

It should not come as a surprise that the property of Norbert Rumphius should have its own connection to the underworld. Super-Rat-Lines are usually found in cave country; if we do not see their seething armies streaming past us in their billions, still they are below us, in the merciful, accommodating earth. Indeed, as the dog’s behavior should long ago have indicated, the territory was laced with gaps and openings, many of which he’d snout-probed, and more than a few, partially excavated. A handful led deeper; one or two, he’d slipped inside. It was just a matter of time before he would arrive at Cave A-76, on the border of the Highly Likely Quadrangle.

It was the snow that brought Olive to him, Giuseppe’s footprints leading directly to the entrance and then inside it. Later, people would say that she was lucky that neither bear nor Bigfoot was awaiting her. Once there had been bears and foxes, and once Mohican and Abenaki hunters had taken shelter there. But no longer. The rats, to her good fortune, preferred a narrow fissure arching southward from the opening, sparing her the sight of some hundred thousand creatures, huddled inches from Giuseppe’s maddened snorts. So close and yet so far! thought the dog, while the girl broke the darkness with the little key-chain light she carried always in her pocket, a gift from her parents, and so now a talisman, for between them she sensed that something was not right.

A dim light, but a light strong enough for her to see that the cave extended deeper, enough so she could believe that maybe part of the story that her father told her might be possible. Might be, maybe. And so, a week later, bragging about it to Harper, exaggerating, against her best intentions, its depth and magnitude, she decided to do what any child in a novel about a cave would do, and dared her friend to follow her inside.

This time, Harper, she of the fierce clan of bear-cub killers, chickened out.

So Olive went alone. It was just five minutes up the trail from her house, and five to follow the ledge to the entrance to the cave.

Olive hadn’t intended to go very far inside—she was alone, and a little scared—but once she was there, and her reputation was on the line, she decided just to shine the light and see what she would find. Cave paintings? Treasure? She had her sketchbook with her, primed for documentation. And, once inside, she weighed her fear against her curiosity and, finding the ledger still in slight favor of the latter, walked a little farther. And then a little farther, to what seemed to be a silver cataract, a vision made no less extraordinary to this child, so highly attuned to color, by the discovery that, no, it was a normal cataract, illuminated by the light reflecting off the polished marble.

It was also slimy. Just as she reached into her bag, searching for the colors that could capture the essence of the falling water, Olive slipped and fell. Not a big fall. But she dropped the flashlight, and when she got up and began to move about the darkness, she slipped again.

*

To the disappointment of several members of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, not to mention the volunteers from the Search and Rescue Squad, the individual who discovered Olive was the same individual who had led Olive to the cave, and thus the hero of this entire story, Giuseppe. In fact, that night, he’d gone back and forth four times between the humans and the cave—FOUR TIMES, PEOPLE—and barked at his addled owners incessantly, even stayed inside with Olive for an hour, giving her hope that someone would eventually find her. But, much to his frustration, no one understood what he was saying, saying repeatedly, saying insistently, angrily. Not the two smug German shepherds brought by the Search and Rescue Squad, and certainly not the humans. It was only on his fourth foray to the house that Bentley, watching the dog pass in the headlights of the ambulance, noticed he was smeared with clay, and thought to follow him—not actually Bentley himself, confined to the flatlands, but the others, under Bentley’s instruction.

Ten minutes later, they were at the mouth of the cave. When they called, Olive immediately answered, and, one by one, the trackers went inside. There she was, wet and cold, and very much alive; Miles and Kate were on their knees, in the stream, hugging her, kissing her; Wesley was hugging Giuseppe; a pedantic member of the Search and Rescue Squad was scolding everyone for not following cave-rescue protocol, which called for immediate isolation and medical evaluation for zoonotic illnesses—they could get histoplasmosis, leptospirosis, tick-borne relapsing fever, even rabies—while the Wylkesians turned their attention to the corridor that vanished at the back of the cave.

*

“Well,” said Hugh.

“Well, well,” said Earl.

“Look at that,” said Kayleigh Swan, who had ignored medical warnings against third-trimester spelunking.

“Oh boy,” said Clem.

“Wow, just wow,” said Farm Candy, holding hands with Serena Rubin, the cave being just the first of many revelations of that evening.

“Should we go back and get some ropes?” said someone. “Helmets?”

But no one answered. For a long time, they had been waiting. For two hundred years, they had been waiting. They were not interested in waiting anymore.

*

The corridor narrowed. Then it turned left, then right, descended some steps that had clearly been cut into the stone, sloped slightly downward, then went to the right, then up, then wound its way around a boulder before it reached a drop-off, over which passed, one by one, the members
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