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It’s tempting to say, looking back, that it began with that warped wall—the wall in the basement garage which had been flat and firm when I’d first bought the house but had morphed into something misshapen and hideous. But in truth, it started with her voice, Mia’s, a voice I would fall in love with—although, at the time, it existed only in my mind—a voice that had captivated me from the very first moment I heard it.

That would have been March 5, 2019, the day after they’d begun digging for the pool, when I’d taken to the deformed wall (which had been water damaged, I presumed, and was not part of the concrete foundation anyway) with a pickax—hacking away at it mercilessly until both the sheet rock and studs (which had been corrupted, as well) lay in ruins, and I was sitting on an inverted 5-gallon bucket, recovering, just staring at the exposed earth.

At least, until I heard that voice, which said to me, weakly, faintly, and yet somehow clear as a bell, Please, Dear God. Help me. I have been buried alive.

It’s funny, because the first thing I thought of was a TV movie from the ‘70s—The Screaming Woman, about a girl found buried alive on a rich crone’s property, and it’s possible I mistook the voice for a memory of that, at least at first. But then it came again (once more managing to be faint yet clear as day), and I realized, finally, that it was not only real but emanating somehow from my own mind, as though I were not so much hearing it as transcoding it into a form I could understand. And what it said was: Please ... there isn’t much time. I’m not far, but as I have awakened, so have they. Now, use your pickax—I won’t be hurt—and dig, dig!

And, because I was captivated, that’s what I did, approaching the earthen wall and swinging the ax again and again, grunting each time the blade struck the sediment, feeling the shock in my hands and arms whenever it hit a rock, until at last she cried, Stop! —and I stopped, wondering what had come over me that I should throw myself at the stones with such total abandon, or that I should suddenly feel as though I had the strength of twenty men rather than one. At which instant the voice said, Now, look. See.

And I did, see that is, and realized that something was glinting, ever so slightly, through the dirt—something metallic, something man-made. Something which revealed itself grudgingly as I dropped the ax and began clearing away the moist, black earth ... until at last I was looking at a State of New York license plate, its blue and yellow colors seemingly vibrant as the day it was pressed, its characters personalized to read: BRN 2 KILL, and its black and white tab dated 3—for March—1966.
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AS IT TURNED OUT, WE finished our excavations—me and the pool guys—at about the same time; in no small part because they’d lent me their conveyor belt over the weekend, which enabled me to move earth from the garage into the payload of my truck as fast as I could dig it out. Not that I couldn’t have managed without it—I felt strong, as I said, stronger than I’d felt in years, as if the car and the voice had somehow infused me with super-strength. Nor had my new vitality gone unremarked, especially at Home Depot—which I’d been haunting like a wraith, primarily for support beams—where I was asked more than once what supplements I’d been taking.

Regardless, 48 hours (and several dump loads to my friend’s farm) later, it was done, and I was hosing off what a web search had told me was a 1966 Corvette Stingray hardtop, black and red, with a 435-horsepower/5,800 rpm V-8 engine and a sterling Peace symbol—which hung from its rear-view mirror like a charm. Nor was that all, for dangling from its ignition was a set of keys—one, presumably, for the trunk—along with a maroon rabbit’s foot, or possibly a cat’s, affixed to a silver chain.

Here I pause, in order to better render what I was feeling and what had carried me through the last couple days. For while it is true I began digging (beyond the wall, that is) in response to the girl’s cry for help—believing, as I did, that a living person might yet be saved—it is also true that that conviction faltered upon uncovering the 52-year-old plate, to the point that, considering the voice had fallen silent, I no longer expected to find a survivor—but a skeleton. I tell you this plainly so that you will understand why I didn’t open the trunk immediately, and why, to be frank, I feared doing so. Rather, I believe it was the car itself that goaded me on during this time, growing as it was in power and actively suppressing Mia’s attempts to communicate with me. Whatever it was, she must have at last found a way to break through, for as I opened the driver’s side door and seated myself in the cockpit, I once more heard her voice, which said, as clearly as if she were standing next to me: Hurry. Please. The keys. The trunk ...

I paused, my fingertips kissing those very keys. The interior smelled of death, and decay, and something else—oily, pungent, like cilantro or burning tires, or a black beetle crushed underfoot. The truth is, I was terrified—what could the voice have been if not the ghost of someone buried with the car? And there was something else too, a completely different reason why I was so hesitant. And that was that—

I closed my thumb and forefingers on the keys, pushing in the clutch.

Don’t do it! came the voice. Mia—their specimen. The butterfly they’d intended to collect. That’s what they want; what it wants. What the previous owner gave them. Resist—and open the trunk. We have work to do.

But I hesitated.

And then came another voice—several others, actually, one after the other—which said, in a language older than words (but which I could understand): Start it, James ... turn the key.

Yes, yes, James. Continue the process.

Do it, James!

And I turned the key. 
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THE TRUTH WAS, I HADN’T noticed how much attention my little digging project had garnered until I backed the rumbling, sputtering ‘Vette up and out of the garage—and found half the neighborhood looking on. I shouldn’t have been surprised; there were piles of dirt and stone everywhere—some of which had spilled onto the Merton’s lawn (and the Diller’s, too) and made tempting obstacles for boys on BMX bikes, not to mention that the conveyor running at 3 am would have undoubtedly stirred Miss Harper, who had once called 911 because a dog was barking. It’s hard to credit, in retrospect, how I’d avoided a visit from the cops. Maybe they had something to do with it. The bugs. Who knows. 

Regardless, the kids waved and hollered as I backed onto the street and put it into gear, and I gave them a rev or two before easing up on the clutch and moving down the road, the radio giving me a start as it came on without warning (and without my having touched it) and began playing “Fortunate Son” by Creedence Clearwater Revival.

Then I was off, cruising the streets of Schenectady as though I hadn’t a care in the world, relishing it every time I drew alongside some kid in his Honda, speeding up a little as I handled corners, tapping the horn as I rumbled past female joggers. The truth of it is I was under the car’s spell, and didn’t think to question why the girl had fallen silent (again) or who—what—the other voices had been or how a car that had been buried for 52 years had simply rolled over and leapt to life. I felt young again, vibrant, strong, as though nothing could touch me and nothing could hurt; as though the logical part of my brain had simply turned off, as it does when you smoke a good blunt; as though I were in the clouds and nothing could bring me back. Indeed, I felt free of all human constraint and concern—at least, until I saw the Lyndon B. Johnson campaign sticker on the clean, chrome bumper ahead of me, and, realizing that both it and the Beetle to which it was attached were in as perfect condition as the ‘Vette—“Black Betty” it said on the ‘Vette’s door, I’d nearly forgotten about that—began to come out of it.

That’s when I really noticed it, the fact that the landscape immediately around the car had changed; that it had—reverted, somehow. I can only describe what I saw, which was that none of the vehicles at the light could have been newer than a ’66, and that the light itself looked decidedly retro, decidedly quaint, at least compared to the one only a block away. More, the storefronts alongside had changed, so that a Kinney Shoe Store now stood where a Taco Bell had just been, and a Woolworth had replaced an Indy Food Mart. Likewise, the pedestrians had changed—yoga pants giving way to miniskirts, athletic shoes giving way to go-go boots and winklepickers, short hair giving way to long. And it was as I observed these things that I noticed something else—the Stingray’s reflection in the Woolworth’s front windows, or rather, the reflection of something which was not the Stingray but which stood—hovered—in its place: a long, translucent, green-black thing, like an enormous wine decanter, only laid on its side, which glowed slightly from within its bulbous body and seemed to warp the very air around it, to bend it, to curl it like burnt paper.

What you see is the car’s true form, came the voice, the girl’s voice, Mia’s, startling me with its clarity, seeming at once to be both inside my head and without, causing me to turn instinctively
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