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				…what we by day

				Lop overgrown, or prune, or prop, or bind,

				One night or two with wanton growth derides

				Tending to wild.

				Paradise Lost

			

		

	
		
			I
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				…And so my path descended, through the twisting caverns. I had but a single candle, and its flame sputtered in the damp air, as if I were entering Darkness itself. Were I to drop it, I would be lost forever, and my faithful little dog as well. But something drew me forward…Down, down! Crouching at times to squeeze through narrow passages, wading over subterranean streams, scrambling across fallen stones, one foot before the next. Creatures watched me from the darkness, shuffling forms I caught only in fragments: a wing, an eye, a slithering back.

				How much time had passed since I’d last eaten, I didn’t know—the world outside seemed to belong to another life entirely. Soon my stomach began to gnaw with hunger. Was I to dine on snake, on bat? But the Mystery drew me forward. For all my isolation deep within the earth, I felt that man had gone before me. Was this a footprint in the clay, a handprint on the walls?

				The eyes play tricks in darkness!

				My little dog barked. Did she know where we were going? Was she urging me onwards? Or did she fear this journey was nothing but a descent into our tomb?

				Deep, deep; down, down! And just when I thought that I could go no farther, and my feet had grown so heavy, and my flame flickered on a final inch of candle, and my clothes, torn to rags, fell from my body, I saw, at the end of a narrowing corridor, a light, and, hastening towards it, naked as a babe, found myself before a door, which, opening, revealed, in splendor and immensity, a dazzling, vanished world.

				Wylkes, Colloquies, 1874/1899

			

		

	
		
			
				Spend any time in this corner of Vermont, with its lonely woods and narrow roads, talk to the hunters, to the old loggers or the farmers—and sooner or later you are going to hear the story.

				At first it will come to you in scraps. The quarry where a body was found, the cavern with its strange echoes, the old Windmaker farm, its silo overgrown with creeper—long abandoned, everybody says, and yet you’d swear you’d seen, you’d heard…

				Or maybe you’ll find one of the objects, like melted knots of iron, turned up by your shovel or denting your scythe.

				“Local Legends,” The Greensbury Trumpet, July 17, 1982

			

		

	
		
			
				It is our habit, when asked to imagine a mountain, to think only of its exterior, its peaks and crags, its wooded slopes and tumbling waterfalls, the creatures that inhabit it, the circling birds and chattering squirrels, the climbers scaling its turrets with their picks and ropes.

				But this is only a small part of a mountain, the thinnest of veneers. What of the cathedral within it? What of the molten channels snaking through our volcanoes, the granite slabs that compose our cordilleras, the deeper folds of schist and gneiss, the strata and unconformities, the slate and sandstone?

				Because a mountain is also this. Or might I say: a mountain is mostly this. For every terrestrial stream, there run a thousand below the earth. For each pond, a hundred inner seas. And waterfalls, and airy marbled chambers painted with every color of the atmospheric rainbow, and more. That is a mountain. The one we see is but a fleeting apparition. It is as if I were to ask you, “What makes a man?” and you think only of his skin.

				E. Blossfeldt, “Rocks and Drills: Why Should We Care?,” The Proceedings of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, Volume 14, Number 1

			

		

	
		
			
				In a certain kingdom, in a certain land, there lived a fisherman who wished he might be someone other than the person that he was. All day long he sat by the banks of the great river and watched the fish, dreaming of following them on their long journeys.

				One day, when he was lying in this wistful state, he saw a golden fish among the silvery schools, twice the size of all the others. Here and there it swam, until, all of a sudden, it stepped from the river and became a beautiful maiden, dressed in a robe of water that shimmered about her body as she walked. She did not even seem to notice him, but walked on by, leaving footprints of shining water.

				Rising from his broken torpor, he followed her, up the riverbank, to a great willow tree that he had never seen before, though he had been coming there his entire life. Then, with each step, she became smaller and smaller, until, just as she reached the tree, she became a fox and disappeared within a foxhole.

				The fisherman followed her gleaming prints to the base of the tree, where he crouched and peered into the darkness. More than anything in the world he wished to follow her, to love her, though he did not know if she were maiden, fish, or fox.

				“Two Kings, Two Kingdoms,” from An Anthology of Russian Folktales, Random House, 1978
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			The wife had been offered a one-year visiting professorship at a college in Vermont, and the husband was married to the wife.

			They had two children, a son and a daughter. The plan was for the husband to finish the first draft of his dissertation, which he had been working on for fourteen years, twelve years longer than intended. But a week before they departed, they read an article describing the “child-care deserts” of rural America, so he knew deep down in his heart that he would be watching their kids.

			The truth was that he already knew this, because this is what had happened at their home in the city, which was not a child-care desert. But the college was prestigious, an exciting opportunity for the family, an adventure.

			And he loved deserts! As a boy, he had been to the Grand Canyon, and kept a “Creatures of the Southwest” poster on his wall.

			

			—

			They had driven there from California, because of the dog, whom they couldn’t bear to put in cargo.

			In the beginning, the dog sat in the back, between the two children. They had cleared a spot. By Sacramento, the spot was needed for a box of Goldfish crackers the size of the daughter, and the dog had hopped over the divide and settled in the husband’s lap, where it remained. It was assertive and warm, with warm, cadaveric breath, and each time the husband tried to move it, it adopted a posture of such defiant deadweight that he felt as if he were lifting a dog-shaped bag of water. At night, in the motel showers, he could still see the imprint of its talons on his legs.

			The wife reminded him that the correct word was “paw,” not a difficult word to remember.

			The dog was a breed called a Lagotto Romagnolo, from Italy, which the husband was always embarrassed to share, because it sounded like a luxury sports car, while the truth was the dog had cost the same as every other dog during the pandemic, but it was the first hypoallergenic dog to come off waiting lists in California, Oregon, Arizona, Nevada, and Idaho. Every other dog was taken. The family had written pleading letters, sat for interviews, submitted videos of their home, videos of their children, and each time they had been rejected by the cabal of profiteering breeders who saw that time of suffering as a moment to assert their superiority over desperate, allergic professionals homebound with their kids.

			They had named the dog Giuseppe, after Arcimboldo, after Garibaldi, after Verdi, to honor his Italian roots.

			Their son had discovered the breed on the Internet during Zoom school. In addition to not shedding, it had the virtue of being bred for truffle hunting, which meant that at least one member of the family would have a useful skill when society broke down. In online forums, the dog was praised for its gentleness and soft fur and interesting coloration, which changed as it got older, though some people cautioned that unless you really intended it to hunt truffles, what you were buying was an animal genetically selected to go crazy over secret, pungent morsels of which humans were blissfully unaware.

			

			—

			When the wife had received the offer to teach, she was also offered housing in the Visiting Faculty Residence, which on the website of the college appeared to be a light-filled modern structure, with basketball and tennis courts, and a playground, just on the edge of campus. It seemed, in fact, almost identical to their California faculty apartment, though when the husband studied the photo on the webpage more closely, he noticed that all the cars were twenty years old. This was the first warning sign. The second warning sign was an actual warning, from the grad-school friend who had helped arrange the invitation: under no terms should they ever stay in the Visiting Faculty Residence, which had been built by an avant-garde Colombian architect, very famous, revolutionary. As in the tropical country Colombia, she added. As in the one without a winter. The year before, a Finnish scholar had suffered frostbite in her bedroom. As in the Arctic country Finland, she said.

			This struck the wife and husband as hyperbolic. Every university had its history of architectural tragedy. How bad could it really get? And the wife, whose California office had beautiful floor-to-ceiling windows that had been blocked, in the seventies, by a four-foot-high “brise-soleil” of concrete, thought for a bit, as did the husband, who had to ascend three floors from his basement office to reach a bathroom with urinals arranged in a rosette to foster creativity and communication. But what were they to do?

			Their friend set out to find who might be on sabbatical, and after some inquiries, they received an email from a professor of economics. What fortune! He was looking for a house sitter. And he wouldn’t charge them anything; he needed someone to look after the place, to watch for leaks, to keep the animals away.

			Such generosity, not to mention the casual animal reference, should have been a warning, but for simple city people, it was not.

			

			—

			And so they set out. The wife drove, and the husband, who already had a few moving violations, sat under the dog. In the back were the boy, the girl, the Goldfish crackers, and a pair of potholder looms, gifts from the wife’s mother.

			For the husband, the appeal of a potholder loom had remained one of the durable mysteries of parenthood; part of him was proud that, in an age of all-consuming electronic media and dwindling attention spans, his very bright nine-year-old child could be occupied for hours making potholders, though he was less certain about his twelve-year-old. But the loom kept the children occupied until Nebraska, when the seven bags of vibrant multicolored loops ran out.

			“Look at the view,” said the wife, when the kids began to complain, though there was no view—it wasn’t that it was monotonous or featureless, or whatever the unimaginative coastal elite might say about the landscape of the extraordinary American heartland, just that the highway had been embedded in said heartland in such a way that they could see nothing but ten feet of grassy verge, for hundreds of miles. They could not agree on a podcast, the books were in the trunk, and although the husband could have climbed back over the seats under normal circumstances, now there was the dog. So the husband told them a story.

			

			—

			The story was one of many stories the husband had encountered in graduate school, where over the past fourteen years his dissertation topic had drifted—geographically, chronologically, thematically. He’d begun with an obscure troubadour, taken three years to learn that he was obscure for a reason, switched to Rabelais without telling his adviser, then the body in Rabelais, then monsters in Rabelais, then monsters in French folktales, each great fun, but none of which led anywhere concrete. It might have been pathetic had he not loved the books, the stories, the paths they took him down, the laughter, outsized and impossible. But time was ticking. By then his first adviser had died; his second seemed to have forgotten he existed. Well, perhaps Western Europe was the problem! And, following a year brushing up on college Russian, and another spent falling in love with Chekhov’s early humor, he was ready to begin again, when his son, age three, discovered Thomas the Tank Engine.

			All of a sudden, trains were everywhere. How had he never noticed? Could trains in Chekhov be his topic? It was a rich one, and it would give him and the boy a new shared interest. But Tolstoy’s use of trains was even richer—lethally so—and trains led to train stations, and train stations led to rural train stations, led to rural life, and nothing was as magnificent as Tolstoy’s depictions of haying, mushrooming, and beekeeping, and by then his son was on to Legos.

			But bees! And hay! Reading Tolstoy, he could almost smell it. So, again, he changed his dissertation, to the world of Tolstoy’s peasants, where he had remained for a full two years, reading Russian folktales as background, before deciding that Russian folktale peasants might be an easier topic, compared with such a famous author who had written such long books.

			That was how he got to where he was. Once upon a time. Or, as they said in Russian folktales: In a certain kingdom, in a certain land.

			

			—

			Since they were going to a new house, in a faraway forest, the story that the husband decided to tell his children was the Russian classic “Vasilisa the Fair,” leaving out the parts about Vasilisa’s stepmother sending her into the dark woods where the witch Baba Yaga lived in a hut that stood on chicken legs behind a fence of human bones. The story therefore was considerably shorter, and not entirely coherent, but at least it took them to Omaha, where the tornado warnings began.

			

			—

			The wife, in contrast to the husband, had a flourishing academic career: a book on Blake, two books on Milton, tenure at thirty-two, a full professorship at thirty-nine. She taught popular courses, which, according to her end-of-term teaching evaluations, were “super fun, and interesting!,” “probably not usful [sic] for a job, but still mind-blowing,” and had “great readings, especially The Book of Urizen,” her favorite evaluation ever, since The Book of Urizen was really hard—impenetrable for the nonspecialist, really—and hadn’t been assigned. She was a rarity at the University, a place that had abandoned itself so completely to the promises of technology that her students studying biology (and not, say, bioengineering) were considered crazy, wasteful hippies and looked upon with pity by their peers.

			Over the past decade, watching their course enrollments dwindle, her colleagues had been forced to pander, changing “English 7: Shakespeare” to “Sex in Shakespeare”; “English 28: Middlemarch” to “Learning Programming from Middlemarch (a Novel)”; and “Comp Lit 111: Russian Masters” to “ ‘Look What You Made Me Do’: Fyodor (Dostoyevsky) and Taylor (Swift).” But not the wife. She was no-frills. She was hard-core. She called her classes simply: “Milton.” “Blake.” If you needed first names, perhaps you should take another class.

			But few, after her first lecture, took another class. Students told her every quarter that her lectures made them cry, made them believe in humanity again.

			

			—

			Since we are on the topic, the husband’s course reviews—not his own courses, mind you, but courses for which he labored as a teaching assistant at less than minimum wage—said that he was “nice,” if “sometimes hard to follow,” and that he got “caught up in arcane topics, so that a lecture on Turgenev would somehow end in Ecuador.” Once, someone wrote that he was “disheveled, not in a gross way, in a nice way”; another wrote, “My friend S—— had a crush on him, which we thought was funny,” and “Sometimes it’s a trip just to watch him go on and on, even if you lost him long ago.” Also, he was “easily manipulated,” “gullible,” and “always granted extensions.” There was no need to make up a complex story about a sick grandparent; you just needed to ask.

			

			—

			They had originally intended the journey as a vacation, and so they took a scenic route. The route was a compromise hammered out among all interested parties. Everyone made sacrifices. The wife was promised a visit to the National Willa Cather Center; the son secured three children’s science museums; and the daughter, who worshipped her mother, also chose the National Willa Cather Center.

			Both parents, while secretly finding this charming, said the daughter could choose something of her own, something for children. After some time on the Internet with her brother, she chose the Kids’ Room at the National Willa Cather Center. As for the husband, he was allowed to choose the route generally, which he mapped out with precision to avoid places overrun with tourists at the peak of the American summer.

			The route took in twenty-seven states, eighteen important wildlife areas, a national park no one had ever heard of, forests in states popularly conceived of as having no forests, and a rare mountaintop oasis in the middle of Nevada known only to hunters of bighorn sheep. It was to take three weeks, but after a day beneath the dog, the husband quietly suggested that they take the interstate.

			

			—

			In the end, all parties agreed that, tornadoes excepted, a highlight of the trip was a Comfort Inn just outside Huron, Ohio.

			They had seen the sign from the highway. They were exhausted, and two nights supporting local B&Bs had done a number even on the children’s backs. It would not hurt, said the wife, to indulge one night at a known establishment, with corporate standards. That Comfort Inn was considered an indulgence was a testament to the forbearance and devotion of the wife, a woman of beauty and intelligence, who could have chosen any number of wealthy suitors.

			There were only two cars in the parking lot. The reception area was empty, or seemed to be empty, for when they approached the desk, they saw a woman so tiny that she might have been a child. Her frizzy hair was white and coaxed into a pair of pigtails, and on her little nose sat a pair of tiger-striped frames. She was dressed in a bright-teal jumpsuit made of parachute cloth, and each of her fingernails was painted a different color.

			The husband lifted the daughter up, just so she could see this wondrous woman. The son, just tall enough to see over the counter, stood between his parents. He had lived a sheltered life, but had read enough books to know that flagrantly eccentric characters often served as gatekeepers to danger.

			He looked to his father as if to ask, did his parents know what they were doing?

			His father answered with an expression that answered, We got this, little buddy. It was only then that he looked up and saw that the “Com” in “Comfort” had been painted over.

			The woman’s voice was very low and rough, but not like a smoker’s voice, rather the voice of a sexy singer, and both husband and wife asked a few superfluous questions just to listen to this voice. In this voice, the woman explained that, by agreeing to stay there for the night, the family understood that Fort Inn had nothing to do with Comfort Inn, from which it had recently separated after an acrimonious dispute prompted by oppressive rules enforcing a conformity that was creating a crushing monoculture across not only the hospitality industry, but—given the central role of travel in the American imaginary landscape—national, and even international, life.

			They understood. They were ready to be off the road. And who didn’t want to stay in a replica frontier fort, with running water and TV/cable, real rifles everywhere, stuffed bears the size of real bears, a vibrating coin-operated bed shaped like a stagecoach, walls covered with real bark to replicate a log cabin of early-nineteenth-century Ohio? Who wouldn’t want that? And of course she allowed pets; didn’t the frontier allow pets?

			

			—

			It was six hundred miles from the Fort Inn to the college. Now the husband and the wife took turns at the wheel. Drive-thru restaurants beckoned and received them, the sun passed overhead just west of Buffalo, and they resisted the road signs to Niagara Falls, vaguely proud that they were a family who could resist the tacky, sunburnt crowds and criminal tour-operators awaiting them. Niagara was a bit too obvious, wasn’t it? And hadn’t they just seen the falls in a painting at The Cleveland Museum of Art?

			Instead, they stopped to rest at Akron Falls, just a few miles north of the highway, which was far less crowded. There was a nature trail, barbecue pits, and an interpretive center (closed), while two women shouting at each other provided local color. And the dog loved it, for he found something extraordinary in an overturned trash can, and managed to down it on the run, with all four humans in pursuit.

			

			—

			Since they had decided to spend a year in the country, each member of the family had found themselves daydreaming, and, over four months, had come to imagine what life would be like.

			The daughter’s fantasy drew heavily from Laura Ingalls Wilder: a homestead racked by malaria and Indian war cries; also, cute lambs, cozy fires, homemade dolls, and fresh warm cow’s milk they would serve a cat, a rescue. It would be the daughter’s job to milk the cows, who would come to know her and love her more than her brother, as would the cat.

			The son, in turn, was the most skeptical of the group, having recently entered the natural developmental stage in children characterized by distrust of everything, which in his case had been amplified by YouTube videos he’d watched during the pandemic, placing him on that fascinating threshold at which healthy skepticism tips vertiginously into paranoia. This had been further encouraged by a series of fantasy novels called Child Rebellion, in which it was revealed that the amnesia of early life is not a biological fact but, rather, a brainwashing, carried out by a conspiracy of sterile adults who controlled a vast trade in children, and that the “de-brainwashed” could in fact remember their lives up to the opening of “the curtain” (childbirth), and so uncover their real parents among the hordes of “breeders” housed in giant feedlots across the American Midwest.

			As a practical matter, the trip across the country (specifically, the Midwest) might allow him the chance to gather evidence. He was also excited about archery and wood carving. His father had even bought him a bow and a pocketknife, which on balance was probably evidence against the Child Rebellion hypothesis, unless his father was one of the secret allies of the Rebellion, and deliberately arming him.

			The mother’s fantasies were mostly pedagogical: she imagined a true liberal-arts institution, where students came to learn and only to learn, to read Blake and Milton not because they were distributional requirements on the way to computer-engineering degrees but because they thrilled at the foreign but familiar syntax, the otherworldly theology, the imagery rivaling even the greatest Marvel enterprise. They did not care for grades, and the thought that they would ask a humanist who lived in a tiny campus apartment for a letter of recommendation to help secure a $150,000 starting job in investment banking never would have crossed their minds. For who, in that bucolic paradise, had heard of investment banking, of management consulting, of private equity? She would hold classes beneath the golden trees of autumn, before log fires in the student commons in winter, and among the flowers of spring. She wouldn’t even require the papers; students would submit them out of sheer intellectual joy. In this way, she lived in a world more fantastical than the son.

			The husband, in addition to finally finishing his dissertation, imagined himself a farmer, a gardener, a grower of apples and peaches, his practical knowledge of which involved the weekly farmers’ market in downtown Menlo Park, a tomato plant on their campus-housing balcony, and the beekeeping scenes in Anna Karenina.

			As for Giuseppe, when the winds were blowing from the east, he could smell the farms and forests that awaited and so, among the family members, was the only one who truly knew the future.

			

			—

			
				The world was all before them, where to choose

				Their place of rest, and Providence their guide;

				They, hand in hand, with wandering steps and slow,

				Through Eden took their solitary way.

			

			

			—

			Both the husband and the wife were from California. The husband was from Redwood City, a name that he had always taken for granted but which, upon reflection, sounded like a generic name in a children’s book about the West; the wife was from Orange County, ditto. Both loved their home state very much, loved the dry hills of summer and the packed dry earth, the dry summer grasses, the golden light; loved the scale of their state, the fury of her waters, the clear blue April-till-November skies. Green, for them, was a dark live oak, the furred skyline of the redwood coastal forests, the sword ferns rising from rust-colored duff. Rarely was it wet when it was warm; spring drew upon its winter savings. The electric hour of the grasses was the month of March, and brief.

			The state they’d left that summer was in its usual state of suspended animation: sere, and brown, and ready to burn. The foothills of the Sierras were just as dry, as was the floor of the Sierran forests. Nevada: also brown. Utah: brown, white, lots of white, brown again; red in places, ochre, vermillion. Colorado: definitely red, brick red, until aspen country, and though it was August and the aspens had yet to change their colors, there was something about the shivering leaves that seemed a premonition, pale, washed-out. Nebraska we have discussed already: yellow, save some multicolored gardens near the Cather Center. Iowa, in the daughter’s journal of the expedition, was depicted with a single line of green above a line of brown, beneath a blue that filled the very edges of the paper. Illinois was mostly experienced at night; for all they knew, it might have been a rain forest. Indiana, or at least what they saw of Indiana, had successfully replaced most living things with billboards. Ohio was a surprise: rich, crowded islands of forest at the edges of the fields. The point of all of this is that by the time the family reached Niagara Falls and decided against the turnoff, the daughter was down to a nubbin of brown in her box of Crayola 64 and had exhausted all blues, and tan, and tumbleweed, burnt sienna, timberwolf, mahogany, orchid, and thistle. She had sacrificed her yellows and oranges (apricot, dandelion, “macaroni and cheese”) on the altar of seven suns. And yet she had barely dulled the crisp Crayola rim of forest green and “asparagus.” At which point they turned from Lake Erie and dove into New York.

			

			—

			On their many visits to the Empire State, neither the husband nor the wife had ever been outside New York City. Did they know that the state had the tenth-most forested land in the country, more than Idaho, or Oregon, or for that matter California? (No, they did not know this.) Had they heard of Letchworth State Park, on the Genesee River, the Grand Canyon of the East? (No, but, on the husband’s advice, they stopped there.) What did they do when they saw Amish women, dressed as they might have been a century before, whipping their axes through the air as they cut firewood along the country roads? (They pretended they were lost, drove back, and had their daughter secretly take photos.)

			“Mennonites, Dad, actually,” said the son, who had watched a documentary online during Zoom school.

			Was it always so green? Or was it just that summer, with its lush storms that peeled water off the lakes and sent it spilling across the valleys?

			Even Giuseppe roused himself, stuck his face out the window, his hair blown back, his lips flapping, sucking the smells of it all, the freshly cut grass, the piles of manure, the wild apples fallen from the trees and ground to pulp by passing cars.

			And the daughter squealing, So much green! So much green! As she tried to capture it all, grinding through “asparagus” and “Granny Smith,” discovering, like Cole and Bierstadt before her, that true green had hits of yellow, dandelion, her hand working so furiously that in the front seat of the Subaru her father—despite the sound of the wind through the gap, and the dog’s ears flapping against the pane, and the summer purr of crickets and animals not known to them yet—could hear her crayon.

			

			—

			It took them two days to cross New York, zigzagging, fortified by roadside stands with corn so fresh they peeled and ate it raw, tomatoes the size of cantaloupes, cantaloupes the size of watermelons, and state-park ice cream of lurid pinks and blues, which, to the children’s delight, passed through their bodies undimmed in its fluorescence. They had planned on four days to take in sites from literary history. To pump the children up, they played audiobooks of The Last of the Mohicans and Rip Van Winkle. But neither book did much for anyone—not for the parents, who had once bonded over their unapologetic fondness for the Great American Canon, and certainly not for the children. They went back to listening to Watership Down, which they had started listening to in Ohio, and which had eventually brought resolution to their disagreements. And so, for the first weeks of their arrival in New England, they all vaguely carried with them the sense of seeing the world through the eyes of rabbits, emerging from their warren to roam the dew-damp paths, the world rich with the scent of roots and cut grass, and strange and perhaps dangerous creatures lurking at every corner.

			There was so much to see, but as they drew closer, they found themselves growing restless. So they skipped Lake George, skipped the highway to the Catskills. The Rip Van Winkle statue would have to wait.

			On the last day, as the sun set, the daughter finished the drawing she’d been perfecting on the encouragement of her parents, an image of her new home, when it was still unknown to her: pale blue, square, and symmetrical, with thin lines that showed the horizontal siding, flower beds, a flagpole, shutters on the windows, arranged symmetrically around the door. To the side, she had drawn the five members of her family and, above them, written their names, in red: Giuseppe; her father, Miles; her brother, Wesley; her mother, Kate. A true artist, she’d been careful to depict her gap-toothed smile, the protruding ears that she’d inherited from her dad. Her name was Olive, Olive Krzelewski-Petrosian, birds grasping her many, many letters and carrying them up.

			

			—

			To get to Greensbury, one left New York and entered Vermont along a winding highway, past farms and homesteads, fields scattered with hay bales, gray homes with sunken porches, fallen barns, piles of firewood, lovingly stacked. And trailers with flags of uncertain political alliance, vine-wreathed silos with their circling swallows, machines of forgotten purpose, their tines and bars and levers draped in grass. The air was so humid, it seemed as if they had entered a cloud.

			Only an hour remained of their journey. Then the trees drew closer to the road, and the road wound sinuously into the mountains.

			The home of Norbert Rumphius, economist, sat on the aptly named Farm Road, between River Road and Mountain Road.

			The features of the home and property did not come as a surprise, since the husband, the father, Miles, in hours of impatient daydreaming, had stalked each legible pixel of the premises on Google Earth. It was a rhombus-shaped property of 12.7 acres, which sat on the seam of two different aerial photos, taken clearly in different seasons. The front of the house had been photographed in winter, in the morning, the shadow of four small trees falling toward the west across the road; the rear was taken in full swing of summer, bright and green, with a green field ending in a forest. A line of conifers lay at the property line, identical in winter and summer. A little pond, half blue, half white.

			The house itself looked like the house as Olive had rendered it; more googling had turned up the old description on the Realtor’s website, of its “private” setting, “spirit” of “classic New England” combined with “vintage charm” and “contemporary allure.” In addition to a “heated office space,” it offered its very own sledding hill, an orchard of “8 flowering crabapples,” and “intimacy with wildlife.” It had been built in 1983. It had sold in 2014, for $225,000, presumably to Professor Rumphius. When Miles zoomed in even closer, he saw what he thought were pixelated flowers just outside the door.

			As for Rumphius himself: Kate, less credulous than her husband, had done a little sleuthing on her own. House sitting? For free? You didn’t have to be a professor of economics to suspect that the two parties entering this particular contract did not possess equal information. And she’d learned the good professor held an advisory position at the Fed (reassuring) and had recently gone through a divorce (more context, thus reassuring) after a certain scandal with a visiting Portuguese minister of finance (there you go).

			Miranda, her friend from grad school, had done reconnaissance, and reported that the house was indeed the one posted in the photos on the website. There was no obvious external structural damage, and when she peeked inside, she saw nothing suspicious, no ominous sex contraption, no weird art.

			Nevertheless, as the phone ceremoniously pronounced their arrival, and they turned up the driveway, and heard the crunching of the gravel beneath the tires, both Miles and Kate could not help but notice the butterflies in their stomachs.

			The dog was sleeping. Wesley was sleeping. Olive was sleeping. Husband and wife opened their doors and stepped into the night.

			Moonlight sifted through the clouds.

			The Subaru, tinkling as it cooled, radiated the warm smell of motor oil. Mist swirled about them. The ground was damp.

			She recalled these words: the void profound / Of unessential Night.

			He had the sense of being inside an animal that was breathing.

			She shivered.

			He saw the mist gleam silver on his arms.

			She batted a wayward moth.

			He saw, in the cast of the car dome’s light, a fern flap with each drop that dripped off the corner of a shed.

			She felt the wet prick of grass between her feet and sandals.

			He was barefoot.

			A mosquito hawk, as large as Olive’s hand, flitted past them.

			And from the woods, the fields, the air around them, came a crescendo of unfamiliar night calls, insect, frog, a pulsing, croaking noise, a whir and trill.

			

			—

			At the house, there were no untoward surprises. A key was hidden beneath a pot of mint, as promised, nesting in a filigree of roots, between a beetle and an earthworm.

			They decided to reconnoiter alone. Better not to wake the children, she said.

			Who knows what they’d discover? he said.

			A body, she said.

			Mrs. Rumphius, he said.

			Animals, she said. Snakes, raccoons, possums.

			Otters.

			Otters?

			Inappropriate art books.

			Inappropriate art.

			Didn’t Miranda check for inappropriate art?

			“It has occurred to me, in my moments of self-doubt,” said Kate, “that what is inappropriate for Olive is not inappropriate for Miranda.”

			The door was stuck, but opened with a shove.

			And there were no bodies, no raccoon nests, no otters. It was an exceedingly conventional house. Living room to the right, dining room to the left, kitchen with a marble counter. It was hardly extravagant, and yet, in their adult life, neither party had ever lived in a house like this, with two couches that weren’t futons, and a real gas stovetop and a solid wooden table without the scars of children’s art projects. There was a pristine white carpet, and pristine wooden floors, and real drapes and curtains, also white, also pristine. And both parents had the same feelings, a combination of abundance and prosperity and terror.

			Kate took Miles’s hand.

			“Did you tell him about the kids?”

			“The kids, yes.”

			“Did you tell him about the dog?”

			

			—

			Upstairs were three rooms; for the first time, Olive and Wesley would each have their own. Their rooms had clearly once belonged to children, and clearly hadn’t been occupied by children in many years. In one of the rooms, the bedside lamp was in the form of a baseball player; in the other, it was a ballet dancer, en pointe. In the photos on the wall of the room with the baseball lamp was a boy at different stages of the life of a conventional boy (sports teams, bicycle trip, graduation); in the dancer room, the same, but for a girl (friends, a horse ride, hugs). Matching beanbag chairs had been fluffed of any trace of the boy and girl who once curled up in them. Rooms clearly maintained by adults for adult children, but used principally for guests. Both were very hot, and when they cracked the windows, the couple were assailed by the roaring of the night.

			Wesley was too heavy to be carried. Miles hoisted Olive from her booster seat, limp and smelling of Goldfish crackers, her flood of curls stuck to her cheek with sweat.

			Instinctively, she threw her arms over his shoulders and tucked her head into his neck. She awoke only as he was setting her in bed, asked where they were, and promptly curled back into sleep. He was halfway down the stairs when he heard her voice.

			“Where’s Wesley?”

			He stepped back into her bedroom. “He has his own room. You get your own room.”

			“But I don’t want my own room.”

			Her eyes wide, pleading, before this milestone for which she hadn’t been briefed.

			And he had gone to comfort her when, from below, they heard their wife and mother asking if anyone had seen Giuseppe.

			
			

			—

			Back into the black night, cellphones lighting up the mist, whistles, calls, enticements, threats and promises, a box of kibble shaken, each thinking, This is how it begins, the dog vanishing into an unfamiliar country, a forest full of beasts.

			From far away came the deep, insistent call of what must have been an owl. And rustling. Lynx? Coyote? Mountain lion?

			The grass was high in the fields. Miles’s pants were soaked. In the distance he could see Kate with her cellphone, and farther off was Wesley with his flashlight. Olive on his hip, saying, “I’m worried, I’m worried,” and he, because he didn’t know what else to do, said, “Count to one hundred and we’ll find him.”

			Silence.

			“One hundred.”

			“This time more slowly.”

			Silence again. He tried to conjure Google Maps, the field, the forest. Did he dare venture into the woods on this first day in the country?

			“One hundred.”

			“One more time.”

			She didn’t question; she believed. And just when she had just begun to tell him she had finished, Wesley hallooed back at the house.

			They reached the boy in the misty cone beneath the porch light. The dog was soaked, his nose covered with dirt, his hair covered with dirt, his tongue lolling and covered with dirt; he looked as if he had burrowed deep underground. Olive dropped down to hug him; Kate thought, Oh, pajamas; and Giuseppe tugged and paced in circles, in and out of the hands that held him, snorting, grinning, truly grinning, as if he knew a thousand secrets, but couldn’t, wouldn’t tell.

		

	
		
			Two

			
				[image: ]
			

			Off they went to explore their new world!

			The sun had risen on the home of Professor Rumphius, and a chorus of birds serenaded the new arrivals. From his window, Wesley spotted a deer in the high grass, and called to Olive, waking his father and mother, who gathered with the children at the window, staring in awe at this most common of animals feeding on this most common of plants. But how grand she was—he, said Olive, noting his expansive antlers—how majestic! His ears turned this way and that, independent of each other, and then, suddenly, he lifted his great white tail, plush as a drum major’s plume, and, with a bound, launched himself to the right at an impossible angle, then to the left, and then, without effort, vanished over the fence and into the meadow and into the woods.

			Well, no one would be going back to bed after that. Not with the birdsong, not with the day ahead of them. And because they were hungry, and because, in their haste, they had not stopped to get groceries, they headed out into rural America at six in the morning on a Sunday to get something to eat.

			

			—

			Seventeen miles away, at a gas station, they found themselves in a land of culinary abundance. What exotic flavors! What strange delectations! Raised in the land of the unprocessed and organic, attending public schools that maintained their own gardens, never had the children tasted of the Slurpee, the Twinkie, or the Pepperoni Pizza Cracker. Pringles they knew, but only at a distance. The friendly werewolf smiling on the chicken-flavored puffs was still a stranger. Could they guess the central ingredient of the Corn Nut? Who was this Sara Lee of such extraordinary industry? Or “Slim Jim,” and why were his meat sticks packaged in the same color scheme as Pennzoil?

			The choices! Flamin’ Hot Limón Cheetos beckoned with throbbing colors. There were Pink Weepers, Jelly Blossums [sic], Real Pork® Krunchers, Jumpin’ Beans as bright as windshield wiper fluid. Hot dogs the color of an old lady’s nail polish spun gleaming on greased rollers. And the refrigerator aisle! It was six-thirty, and already one could choose from two dozen different kinds of chicken and tuna salad sandwiches, packaged in perfect little plastic containers, ready to be washed down with wine coolers in kid-friendly hues of pink and lime, or energy drinks with fascist fonts.

			Vainly did Kate pull the children down each aisle, past Technicolor promises of gustatory pleasure, to bags of candied fruits and nuts, which included fruits and nuts as their ingredients. And to think that they had dreamed that they were going to be gathering their own eggs, milking their own goats! Miles, meanwhile, was sniffing at the eight different flavors of Coffee Drink, settling at last on a mix of hazelnut and cranberry for himself and almond for his wife, which he then doctored with flavored creamers, Irish Crème, and French Vanilla, and Vanilla Crunch.

			Why, wondered Miles, ever curious, was it called “Coffee Drink” and not just coffee? And what ingredient distinguished Vanilla Crunch from French Vanilla? And what was this milk that didn’t need refrigeration?

			Back in the car, caffeine washing away their headaches, glucose narcotizing the children, Miles took out his phone to see if there were any local attractions and discovered, to his delight, that there was a petting sheep farm just ten miles up the road.

			Interestingly, though the city children had never eaten a Slim Jim or a Pepperoni Pizza Cracker back in California, they had in fact once petted real sheep. Every year, the campus-life organization sponsored a family fun fair, where a Basque man from the Central Valley brought two beleaguered ewes and set up a station by the bouncy house.

			That he was Basque was something Miles had discovered on his own, one of the things that Kate loved about her husband and also thought shed great light on why he had not finished his dissertation. One of the sheep was snapping at the children, and the man was scolding it, and the curses weren’t in Spanish, so Miles had suspicions. When he was a child, Miles’s parents had had a Basque gardener, a beloved man named Leon, handsome as a movie star in a 1970s French gangster film. For most of his life, Miles hadn’t registered his Basqueness—Leon was memorable primarily for the desserts he brought the family at Christmas, and for the respect that the Krzelewskis—indeed, all the neighborhood—held for his skill with trees. But then, in Miles’s sophomore year of high school, his family signed up for a house exchange with a Spanish family, and his parents and his older sister had enrolled in language classes, and Miles, in a classically Milesian fit of erudite oppositionality, had elected to study Basque.

			And why shouldn’t he? There were fewer than a million people in the world who spoke Basque, and nearly half a billion who spoke Spanish. Spanish would do fine without him.

			I don’t think that is the reason that people choose a language, said his father. Often it is the opposite reason.

			Often, but not always, Miles said.

			For most children, the desire to learn Basque would have been but a passing fancy—after all, the language was notoriously difficult. But with a book from the library, Let’s Learn Basque!, and a bit of conversational help from the delighted Leon, Miles soon found himself with moderate command of functional Basque necessary for any traveler in 1929.

			A few words batted about in some far-off room of his brain that day of the Campus Fun Fair, and the sheep handler’s face perked up, after a bit of small talk:

			Hello!

			What, what the hell?

			Hello, I also speak Basque! Isn’t Basque a beautiful language?

			You speak Basque? What the…

			How are you today?

			Good…Mother Mary! How the hell do you know Basque?

			High school!

			What kind of crazy fucking American high school teaches Basque?

			Which Miles didn’t understand, and so they switched back to English, and Miles told him why he had come to speak this most extraordinary language, their beloved gardener, tree whisperer, bringer of intxaursaltsa and goxua.

			“Leon? Leon Astigarraga?” asked the sheep handler. Because not only did the sheep handler know Leon Astigarraga, Leon Astigarraga had seduced his sister back in San Sebastián, and got her pregnant, and—

			“Yup, that’s probably enough of that story,” said Kate, cutting short the reminiscence there, in the gas station lot, Wesley and Olive trading candied chunks of pineapple and papaya, the car steaming with the scent of industrial vanilla. The point being, a sheep farm would be a lovely way to spend their first morning in the country.

			
			

			—

			When the invitation had first come from Greensbury, Miles and Kate had taken an afternoon to talk about what the decision would mean for the family, and for Miles in particular. The concern hadn’t been Miles’s concern—concerns, for better or worse, were rarely Miles’s concerns—but Kate had wanted to make sure that her reasons for going were consistent with Miles’s reasons for going, or, to put it directly: that it wasn’t good in the right way for her while being good in the wrong way for him.

			Oh, what she was trying to say was: she knew that he was excited to go, to get away from the day-to-day, to try something different, to have an adventure. She could use her upcoming leave; she’d love a lighter teaching load, the change of pace. But she also wondered if there wasn’t a way it might turn out to help Miles, his career.

			That is: could he see, stepping back from the various and intriguing topics he had worked on for his many dissertations, how even just a year away might actually be useful? If he could just finish up and get his Ph.D.! That was all—he didn’t need a fancy professorship—

			“Like your fancy professorship,” said Miles.

			—unless he wanted one, said Kate. Oh, she loved him! But to finish something he’d begun—just think of it! He would get more choice in his classes, wouldn’t always feel that tug on the heart when someone treated him as just her consequence.

			“I’m pretty happy to be your consequence,” said Miles.

			“You know what I mean.”

			“Nothing lovelier can be found / In woman, than…good works in her husband to promote,” said Miles.

			“Charming,” said Kate, but she flushed a little, as she always did when Miles quoted the other man in her life.

			The funny thing, he said, was that she was trying to convince him, when he needed no convincing. Vermont sounded like a blast.

			A blast, yes! said Kate. But also practical! For him! Right? It was very fortuitous, this opportunity. After all, it was difficult to write about the peasantry in Russian folktales if Miles had lived in cities all his life…

			Miles’s first chapter was to be about peasants who transform into magical beings, his second chapter about murderous peasants, his third chapter about disloyal female peasants who cuckold their simpleton husbands, the fourth about flying peasants, and the fifth and sixth chapters about folktale theory, none of which he’d read yet.

			“I think,” he said, “Vermont is a little different.”

			“Okay,” said Kate. “But you know what I am saying. Rural people. Farming people. Country people. It does seem hard to write about the topic when you haven’t lived in the country yourself.”

			

			—

			Okay, said Miles, throwing back the last syrupy slurry of Cranberry-Hazelnut. Let’s go and find these sheep.

			

			—

			The road to Shear Adventure Sheep Farm was five miles south of the service station. They had passed it on their way there, and they passed it on their way back, for the street sign was hidden by a twining vine that someone had forgotten to cut back, or perhaps, they later considered, encouraged. And Google Maps was having trouble with the signal. But once they found the road, they were off, the pavement gave way to dirt, the dirt to washboard, and, jiggling and joggling, they hibbered and skibbered along. A real dirt road! In poor repair! Miles gunned it a little, and Giuseppe bounced around, and Olive giggled, and Wesley shouted, “Faster! Faster!”

			Down below tumbled a beautiful little brook, and chipmunks and squirrels dashed between the branches. From time to time, they passed a habitation—a good encompassing word, for some were more sheds than houses, each with a varied display of signage, that seemed to express, at the heart of American rural experience, a complex relationship toward hospitality:

			
				Children at Play—Beware of Dog

				Private Property—Welcome to Our Home

				Security Provided by the 2nd Amendment—We Love Our Pugs!

				Due to the Price of Bullets, Warning Shots Will Not Be Fired.

			

			“I wonder if that guy babysits?” said Miles.

			Kate smiled, but couldn’t bring herself to laugh. Her brief horror at the food choices at the gas station had been—as she might have said in one of her lectures—textured by the sight of a forlorn-looking woman with all the symptoms of American syndromal poverty struggling along the highway holding a barefoot child, its hand thrust into a bag of Doritos. She thought then of bringing it up with Olive and Wesley—it would be a teaching opportunity, a chance to delve a little deeper into the complexities of their new home. Not that there weren’t any poor people in Silicon Valley; they were just better hidden. But that wasn’t really a good thing, Kate hastened to add, in the imaginary conversation now well under way, and repeated that evening with her husband. After all, it seemed healthy to be in a place where not everyone was an AI pioneer, where there were children whose parents didn’t select their embryos for high-IQ polygenic scores, who thought it might be just a little wrong to hire a consultant to help a twelve-year-old “craft her life narrative” for future college applications. Secretly, she was relieved to rescue Olive and Wesley from the shadow of the achievement mills, the summer camps “inspiring disruptors and innovators!,” the kids enrolled in evening Mandarin and weekend Russian Math. Olive, absorbing but not fully understanding the conversations around her, had named two stuffies Hegemony and Freudenschade. Beautiful, complex words, granted! But what was happening to childhood? What about “Mouse”? What about “Bear”?

			When Kate was growing up, her neighbors had been a schoolteacher and a policeman and a woman who had a stationery shop, and she looked forward to the same in Greensbury. She just hadn’t considered that a child of the man (it had to be a man, right?) with the “warning shots” sign would also be going to the same school as her children, and that Wesley or Olive might be invited to that child’s house.

			Well, they would cross that bridge when they got to it, she thought, a thought felicitously accompanied by the real-life physical world, for they were crossing an actual bridge, or they had begun to cross the actual bridge and stopped.

			A massive tree, some kind of conifer—none of the little Californian party knew its name—had fallen across the road, so neatly, so symmetrically, that it looked like it had been plucked from the woods by a fairy-tale giant. It must have been a recent tumble—the root shield was taller than Miles, and clods of loose dirt still hung from it pendulously. The family got out and walked around it, marveling at the hole torn in the earth, the rich smell, the stone larger than Olive, which, caught in the roots of the tree, had been lifted nearly ten feet in the air.

			“Well!” said Miles. It occurred to him that, in the spirit of adventure, they might continue on foot, but a sheep farm didn’t quite feel worth the trouble; actually, he hadn’t been sure it was worth the trouble in the first place, save that it seemed like something someone should do in Vermont. It was clear from the state of the road that there weren’t too many families going there today. So they got back in the car and backed up over the bridge, backed up quite a while—Kate yelling “Slow!” and Olive yelling “Aaaa!” and Wesley, “Go, Dad! Go, Dad!”—along the edge of the high road above the ravine, but he did it, he was brave, he was their father.

			At last, they reached a pull-out, and they were headed back down, forward, without a plan. But nothing could put a damper on their mood. The forest was lush and mysterious, the morning cool, they still had trail mix, and whatever was in the Coffee Drink was really something. And they were even luckier than they would ever know, for Shear Adventure had not been Shear Adventure for many, many years, and the person who awaited them four miles up the road beyond the fallen tree was such a terrifying individual that even the guy with the “warning shots” sign kept his distance; in fact, the very motivation for the “warning shots” sign was not the Feds, not environmentalists, not refugees, but the neighbor up the road. Something powerful—the winds, the rains, the movement of the earth—was on their side, and they didn’t even know it. Miles cranked up the volume on Watership Down.

			

			—

			They did find some classic amusements that first full day as country people. A few miles north of the service station was an orchard selling ice cream and maple candies, and a few miles north of there, they reached a small town with a classic New England church, not a church converted into a loft or a restaurant, but a true, functional church with bells ringing, and New English people walking benevolently from its doors, and beyond that was a baseball field where baseball was being played on true grass, not drought-resistant AstroTurf. There was a lemonade stand selling lemonade at prices that actual people could afford, and one of the girls selling lemonade whispered something to her friend, who asked for Wesley’s name. And he answered! He said it very softly and didn’t make eye contact, and Kate was about to repeat it for the girls when she felt Miles squeeze her forearm. But the girls seemed satisfied by the answer; emotionally, they were at a stage that Wesley would reach in graduate school, and yet they didn’t seem to be bothered by this difference. Perhaps, thought Kate hopefully, he was even a step up from the local pickings, three of which were feet away, spitting soda on each other that very moment. From the little town they passed into the country, stopping at every single honor-system vegetable stand and, feeling obliged to get something, soon found themselves rich with corn and green beans and zucchini. In fact, zucchini was in such abundance that there were tables of zucchini being given away for free, and so they also felt obliged to take those, lest they rot, or attract vermin, and soon found themselves in possession of more zucchini than they had ever been in possession of in their lives, one of those milestones a person passes without fanfare, but a milestone nonetheless. At a farmers’ market, Miles had the inspiration to ask a honey vendor whether there were any swimming holes nearby, securing not only five jars of honey on the comb, but a hand-drawn map to a stream where more boys Wesley’s age jumped down from a rock and a group of girls took pictures on their phones, some of the boys, some of each other, but mostly of themselves.

			There were no parents around. The rock was very high, and once in a while one of the boys would curse when he hit the bottom, but still they kept jumping. Miles explained to Wesley and Olive that they were observing a ritual by which young women weeded out young men from the gene pool, a custom that they could observe but not take part in.

			They changed in the car beneath their towels, and they went back to the water. It was a good chance to wash Giuseppe, and they pretended they were playing with him, though the truth was no one cared; a young mother was doing the same with her baby, having removed its diaper while pretending to introduce it to the joys of water, of summer. Dip! Dip! It was all so lovely. They swam back and forth and then lay out on a rock, Kate pressed her wet leg against Miles’s wet leg, and Miles took her hand, very aware suddenly of her bare shoulder, the loosened tress that rested on her collarbone, the smell of her, sunscreen, and river water, her breath redolent of almond, Irish Crème, and candied papaya purloined from the children. For it had been nearly two weeks of shared hotels, and the night before, they’d been so tired—maybe, he whispered, they could slink off into the woods? What could go wrong at a swimming hole without a lifeguard? And he half-meant it, high on the day he was.

			Then Olive came crying. The water was so clear, so sweet, she had put her head under and was drinking it, just gulping it down, entranced by the novelty of drinking water in water, but Wesley said it was dirty and she was going to die of parasites.

			She was not going to die, Miles explained as Kate dried her off, brushing flecks of river mica from her swimsuit, and beginning the long task of untangling twig from curl and curl from twig. Tropical Love Candied Papaya would protect her. But given the chortling, purring upstream baby, maybe it was better to stick to their water bottles. This put the damper on things, a little, and they were beginning to feel the effects of rising at dawn. And by then, having been enticed farther and farther by the pleasures of the country, they found themselves eighty miles from Greensbury, and they all agreed that it was time to go; the pile of squash had grown so high that it merited its own seatbelt, and, thus provisioned, they could eat at home.

			

			—

			And it passed, their first week in the country.

			In the mornings, they rose with the sun and the birdsong, ate freshly baked zucchini bread, and discussed the day’s adventure.

			There were of course many websites offering regional recreational suggestions for families with children, but it was quickly clear that most of them were written by computers who stole the information from one another, and sounded suspiciously like an increasing number of Kate’s and Miles’s students’ papers.

			
				Southern Vermont offers a variety of activities that are perfect for children and families.

				Vermont is a fantastic destination for families with children, offering a wide array of activities across all seasons.

				These activities provide a range of fun, educational, and adventurous options for children visiting Southern Vermont.

			

			Instead, Miles, applying the tenacity he tried to model annually in “Lit 213: Archival Practicum,” had found, in the town library, a guidebook produced by the Greensbury Chamber of Commerce in 1993, in commemoration of the college’s two-hundred-year anniversary. Certain attractions seemed to have vanished (Mountain Catch Seafood, the Stars Under the Stars Drive-In, the Museum of Our Colonial Forefathers), but the hills and rivers were the same, and a helpful volunteer in the town tourist office practically fainted when a real human entered the penumbral depths of that underappreciated institution, asking for a list of the area’s attractions. They swam and hiked, ate wild blueberries, found a red newt beneath a purple toadstool, got memberships at the Southern Vermont Train Museum and town library cards without having to renounce their California library memberships, and made steady progress on their ice-cream punch cards, which themselves were a testimony to the simplicity and honesty of the local people, a fact that never failed to astound Wesley and Olive, for the girl at the ice-cream stand used a simple hole punch that anyone could have bought anywhere.

			Kate’s friend Miranda was out of town until the start of the school year, and so they didn’t know anyone, but bit by bit some of the faces began to look familiar. They felt a little homesick for California, and each night the children called their grandparents, reporting on the day. Miles’s parents, who were originally from Boston and Providence, secretly thought it was insane that a person would willingly return to those summers and those winters, but didn’t say this every time they spoke, while Kate’s mother from Brazil, her dad from Fresno, who had met in what was at the time the world’s largest shopping mall, recalled childhood stories of people eaten by catfish or mountain lions, and worried at night about the coyotes and the bears outside their daughter’s door. But even they couldn’t help getting caught up in the excitement, and every day, all four loving grandparents received a hodgepodge of photo documentation of the day’s adventures, emailed to a pair of digital photo frames purchased just for this purpose.

			O verdurous wall of Paradise! O fruits of golden hue! By the time the week was over, Kate was fretting over the sunburn and mosquito bites, but Miles couldn’t believe that anything bad could happen from such lovely days. And clearly the local people weren’t worrying so much about sunscreen, or equine encephalitis, and they had been getting burnt and bitten for generations. No, it was impossible not to feel the entire country was benign; even the lingering political signs were benign, the flags painted lovingly on wooden pallets, the colossal replica of a former candidate, tall as a barn, black suit, red tie, pink face, red hat, pink finger extended toward the passersby. Soon, they had survived five swimming holes, and they now passed, without even slowing, the roadside stands that gave out free zucchini, and they came to understand why no one was cheating on the ice-cream punch cards. They were ready for school.

		

	
		
			Three
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			The Greensbury Valley School District consisted of two schools, Greensbury Valley Elementary and Greensbury Union Middle & High, the former in the center of town, next to Greensbury Valley Elder Care, the latter on the outskirts, far from everything. By virtue of the bus routes, Wesley was last to be picked up, and only ten minutes from the school, while Olive was first and thus an hour, so it was decided they would drive her themselves.

			The bus stop was at the end of the driveway. Wesley, though forbidding his parents to come within sight of his school, allowed them to walk him halfway down the driveway before frantically waving them away as the bus pulled up. Then they were off with Olive, who, despite not being nervous at all, had an armful of stuffed animals that were so nervous they had to go to the bathroom four times and needed to be brought along in the car.

			The day started with great fanfare. The parking lot was full; hundreds of parents milled about, greeting each other, hugging each other, shaking hands. It felt quite similar to the first day at their school in California, with perhaps a few more trucks in the parking lot, a few more beards, larger beards, more white people. It occurred to Miles that some of the men and women must be farmers, foresters, ranchers, hunters, trappers, shepherds, beekeepers, but if so, they were camouflaged among the others, and in any case, he wasn’t really in the mood to think about his dissertation. There were a few that Miles and Kate recognized already from their week of residence—a man who had cut in front of Miles at the farmers’ market, and an attractive woman in a sleeveless blouse toward whom Kate immediately felt a sense of competition. A band of older students played a march outside the entrance. Olive’s smiling teacher, who seemed scarcely old enough to drive, was holding a sign that read “3rd Grade,” the letters made of worms and flowers. God bless people who make words out of worms and flowers, thought both Kate and Miles, simultaneously. All was not wrong with the world. There was still goodness, still kindness.

			Then Olive balked. She was halfway to her teacher when she stopped, stood there without moving. Miles felt his wife’s hand go tense in his. Then Olive was walking again, only this time more slowly, and she seemed to linger at the edge of the third-grade crowd.

			“I think she is going to make a break for it,” said Kate, who now felt like she was a very cruel person, to subject—sacrifice, one might say—her daughter to such a ritual. And, indeed, Olive was now oddly leaning to the side, as if she was about to take off running. But then the song finished and the bell rang, and Miss Kayleigh Swan clamped her free hand on Olive’s shoulder and drew her close.

			

			—

			They were alone. The house was empty; it seemed to beckon with newfound freedoms. What would they do? Well, Miles had an idea, and Kate loved the idea, it was a great idea, she would be happy to try out Professor Rumphius’s couch, his shower, his bathtub…But she had just received an email from the English Department, informing her that she needed to enter her syllabus into the online course catalogue, which meant transferring every assignment into text-entry boxes, one by one.

			“Tomorrow?” she asked.

			And so Miles stuffed one pocket with a Snickers and the other with some kibble, and set off on a hike with Giuseppe.

			He had selected the hike from the Greensbury Outdoor Club guidebook, for its “roaring brook,” its “damp hemlock forests,” and its “ancient sugar maples that bear witness to the history of a now-vanished farm.” The trails were poorly marked. Were this a Russian fairy tale, he might follow a magic rolling ball, but he was on his own. Brook first: high, the water swift and clear. A grove of aspen shivered on the far bank—a single creature, hydra-headed, connected at the roots—this piece of trivia from Wesley, like much of Miles’s knowledge obtained in the past five years. An otherworldly blue bird, with wing feathers of light blue and black bands, was singing a song of extraordinary variation. A rarity: he was certain of it. The day simply was too blessed for something common.

			Indeed, everything seemed promising. Watch him hopscotch nimbly across the stones, grab a small trunk, and swing onto the bank, then drop down to another little beach, a second little brook, more stepping-stones.

			One-one-one-two-one-two-one.

			Then onto the bank and into the woods. He whistled for the dog, who, sensing the cooperative, optimistic spirit of the day, stopped digging what he was digging and followed.

			

			—

			And what woods! For a week, Miles had been hiking and swimming and looking and marveling, but now that he was alone, now that he was not apportioning bribes, or fielding arewethereyets and howmuchlongers, he felt like he was in a different forest altogether. The ground was soft and the air cool, the understory almost empty. Mushrooms spanning the full range of the Crayola 64 rose from the duff. And the quiet. The quiet!!! He whooped a little, then a little louder. He hadn’t been alone since California, substantially alone. Guidebook in the car, now taking trails by eenie-meenie, which was how he chose many of his paths in life.

			For the hell of it, he took off his shirt, and at a stream crossing dipped it and tied it over his head. Not winning any muscleman contests was Miles, but, all things considered, it could certainly be worse. He was down seven pounds from the earliest days of his dissertation, could still knock off a few push-ups—wait—yup, twelve was definitely more than a few, not bad for a bookish guy on the cusp of forty-five, he told himself, slapping dirt from his palms. Here he was, in a new place, a new start, and his kids off at school, and he alone, as topless as Adam, a little softer, but better read.

			His phone buzzed in his pocket; it was a text from Kate, asking if he could get groceries after he picked up Olive. Of course, the answer was yes—he had the only car, and she was preparing for her class. But that was fine, he was happy to help, though it did occur to him that the “finishing your dissertation” part of their sojourn was going to be a little harder if he was the one hauling to and from the Co-op. On the other hand, here he was, hiking in the woods on a workday, while she was getting carpal tunnel from cutting and pasting the page numbers from Milton. So, in the balance.

			And it was a balance, wasn’t it? He could still remember the moment he first saw her in grad school at Berkeley, in a seminar on biblical poetry, seated at the far end of the table, her cascade of hair gathered to one side of her neck, loop earrings, a white blouse opening ever so slightly as she turned toward the professor. He’d loved it when she spoke, because it gave him an excuse to look at her. Three years his junior, straight out of college, a star from the start, and she held forth with such confidence, such perfect sentences, that later, to tease her, he’d whisper “New paragraph” when she took a breath.

			Since the beginning, he’d wondered about the secret of her ambition, so foreign to him. Was it because she was the daughter of a machinist, had seen his hours, his uncomplaining ethic? Or was it the lesson of her mother, who had served for seven years as the receptionist of a midsized law firm, only to be fired, after childbirth, for “no longer meeting the needs of the position”?

			Or were there even darker reasons? A sense that time was fleeting? Her freshman year of college, light had vanished from her left eye, replaced by aching pain each time she moved it. It was the first attack of what would soon reveal itself as multiple sclerosis. Steroids had given her her sight back, but for the next five years, she’d lurched between relapses. Somehow she’d graduated, with honors, after dictating her senior thesis to her mom because she couldn’t type.

			When Miles met her, nothing suggested that the woman he had asked out to dinner that October evening had once been partially blind, once bed-bound. It had taken her weeks to first disclose this history. His apartment, his bed, their legs enjambed and fingers interlaced, naked after the first time they slept together. On her shoulders, thighs, and belly, she’d shown him the divots caused by her daily injections. He’d known almost nothing about MS, its cycles, its whimsy, its symptoms settling and lifting like successive spells across the body of the person he was then madly in love with. What malicious god had invented such a disease? These limbs benumbed; uncouth, augmented pain; and sight tormenting. And yet she felt so healthy then, against him, that it almost seemed like she was putting him to a test.

			Later that night, she’d let him watch the ritual of her injections, and later, on days when she broke down, exhausted by the repetition, she let him take over. It had a strangely illicit feel, like she was shooting up, or fortifying with a banned elixir. Or more: That he had been granted a privilege, a proximity that was forbidden other people. That the woman of such seeming invulnerability would let him handle her lifesaving drug.

			For two years, she was healthy. Scares, yes, and many shitty midnights in the ER. But no hospitalizations, and there were days when he found himself forgetting the ranks of needles waiting in her refrigerator. And then, in her third year of grad school, her father was hospitalized after a heart attack, and whether it was the stress of this, or the end of the quarter, or a heat wave that had come down over California, she’d suffered a renewed assault that left her temporarily unable to walk. It seemed impossible at first. Just two weeks before, Miles had followed her as she swam across a high Sierran lake in just her bra and underpants, arriving, breathless, at a giant boulder that seemed to perch upon the water. Where she had risen against the sun, and held her hand to test the movement of her fingers. He, watching, heart spinning from the sight of water droplets running down her silhouette, had sensed the whole world wobble. And she: I’m sure it’s just numbness from the water. But he heard it in her voice.

			He became her driver. He didn’t mind; the truth was, he much preferred her presence to his studies. It was her last big relapse, yielding yet again to steroids, and then a new drug, infused monthly at the clinic. Weeks passed, and seasons, and they waited for the disease to redouble its attack.

			But nothing.

			And then, one day, almost two years into the treatment, she’d come to him laughing, then crying and laughing at once.

			She’d just gotten a call from the clinic telling her she’d missed her infusion. He was puzzled for a moment—why the joy?—before he understood that briefly she’d forgotten she was sick.

			And yet the memory of her incapacitations never left for long, nor did the realization that what others had dismissed as stress in high school were early symptoms. Was this the reason for her ambition, then? That to be ignored, for her, was life-threatening? A pulled muscle, a doctor had told her when she was seventeen, in the ER, a band of pain crushing her chest. Or maybe just her imagination. Heart completely normal. Panic probably. Without thinking of MS.

			Or did she work so hard, as a therapist later suggested, because she never knew when she would suffer another incapacitating attack?

			Sure, sure, said Kate. For that was obvious, wasn’t it? But what it missed, modesty allowed her to admit only to Miles: the joy, the play, the utter pleasure of such a mind that did what others couldn’t.

			And he understood. Once, during the Olympics, watching a gymnast perform a routine of damascene complexity, he’d turned to Kate and said: That’s you. And she: A gymnast, sorry? Twice she’d been confined to wheelchairs. And he: It’s what it’s like to watch you think.

			By then, she’d taken Paradise Lost as her dissertation, first drawn to Milton’s blindness after her own remitting bout, then never leaving. Milton was the perfect fit, his precision like a puzzle to be solved, a knot untangled, the pleasures of each voluptuary sentence mounting as she read. It wasn’t lost on Miles that, whereas his dissertation had drifted to stories told to children, Kate hadn’t flinched before a giant. Before they met, Miles had mostly read the poet as a sleep aid. Now he understood; Kate helped him understand. Had justified Milton to Miles. The teeming hells, the gardens. These two / Imparadised in one another’s arms—she showed him. Wanton ringlets, silver lining, thunderbolts—she showed him, too.

			She even flushed a little when she spoke of Paradise. When he watched her teach, it occurred to him that the way she slowly revealed the beauty of each line was like watching her undress. And he was jealous of the others present, who saw her fingers turn each page, who heard her quickening breath.

			

			—

			That they had gone, as a couple, from worrying about her to worrying about him had happened quietly, as her symptoms retreated before yet another magical treatment, this one given every six months.

			The truth was that his path had always been haphazard. After college he had knocked about—bicycle shop, a stint teaching English as a second language in Thailand, unfinished law and med school applications. In books, he’d often read of characters coming of age, discovering bit by bit, or in a flash of insight, who they were and what their lives were meant for. This had yet to happen to him. His mother and father were both physicians, and his father’s father before him, a great surgeon who had begun at a field hospital in World War I and finished at Johns Hopkins. That was purpose. Never did Miles wish to return to the days of watching his beautiful, twenty-nine-year-old wife, face puffy from the steroids, descend from a campus golf cart with a walker. But even then, in the hell through which she’d crossed, he’d felt that he was here, on earth, for something. When the infusions came and the daily needles were forgotten, he’d felt not just relieved, but also a little bit afraid.

			For he’d been necessary.

			As he felt necessary when he was with Wesley, and Olive. But not when he was with himself.

			Once, after he had filled out a career questionnaire he’d found online, it told him that it wasn’t able to make a suggestion, and recommended repeating the survey, reconsidering some of his answers.

			Be honest, it told him. So he went back and changed his answer to I like being with other people from 7 to 8, and his answer to I am a dreamer from 9 to 8, and tried again.

			Schoolteacher, replied the algorithm. Schoolteacher? Okay, at least that was something. But didn’t that require organizational skills and lots of energy? He went back and checked his answers, and saw that he had apparently answered 8 for the statement I rule with an iron fist, a statement he didn’t remember answering, but the website was a little janky; this was 2003. He didn’t know what kind of fist he ruled with, but 8 seemed a little high, a little dictatorial. Maybe 2? This time the website recommended graduate school, in literature, which seemed highly specific, even suspiciously so. But, in justification, it highlighted his agreement with the statements I like to read, My friends say I have arcane interests, and There is no need to hurry.

			And why not? he’d thought. Some of his favorite college classes had been in Folklore, and Comparative Literature. He did like to read. And he liked talking and telling stories. What he didn’t really like to do was sit and write.

			Well, he told himself, stopping for a drink of water (for he had reached the maples), there was no use worrying about these things, and on such a day, birds high in the trees, the water rustling, choosing trails by eenie-meenie. Nonetheless, his mood had darkened. Why, lately, did it seem that every time he thought about his work, he felt as if more was at stake than just a degree that his committee would award him simply out of pity? He wasn’t exactly proud when Olive asked him why he always changed his dissertation topic. But what bothered him more was the sense that Kate had begun to look at his indirection not with compassion, or concern, but disappointment.

			It seemed unfair, he thought, though he never said this. He’d been unwavering, even before their marriage, when his parents, both doctors who had seen the ravages of multiple sclerosis, had gently warned him about what he “was getting into.” That was before Kate’s sustained remission, before natalizumab, before rituximab, those drugs with names like Milton’s angels. And, later, both his folks had made a point to share their newfound optimism. But Miles had stuck by her, always. And it seemed impossible to think the dedication wouldn’t be returned.

			A slight disappointment, he told himself.

			Until the slight disappointment had become a Slight Disappointment, a kind of spectral member of their family, who whispered what he was and wasn’t.

			Once, when he was an undergrad, one of his professors had told him that people’s lives could be divided into Histories, Tragedies, and Comedies. Most lives were Histories, and sometimes Tragedies; but it was the truly fortunate who found themselves in Comedies.

			But how to recognize which one I’m in? he sometimes wondered. And if he did, how would it help?

			Behind him came a friendly rustling in the underbrush, and Giuseppe reappeared, river-wet, dirt-spackled.

			Miles fished through his pockets for the kibble. The dog was so joyful; it was hard for it not to be infectious. And why not look on the bright side? Miles thought. Milton himself was famously long choosing and beginning late, and Kate didn’t hold this against him. Vermont was—as she herself had said back home in California—a chance, an opportunity, to finish something he’d begun, and then move forward with his life.

			Above, the clouds parted for the sun. The dog jumped up; Miles crouched down. A string of small blue flowers were tangled in his collar. From his fur came the smell of earth and mushrooms. Yes, it was hard to stay worried. And it was time to get Olive. Everything would work out for the best, he thought, his stride lengthening, water from his shirt-turban dripping coolly down his chest.

			

			—

			Good afternoon, it’s two o’clock, and welcome to The Miscellaneous Minute, or, as we like to say, the only Minute that’s actually an Hour. This is Tuesday, August 24, and I’m your host, Don Martel.

			Today we welcome back Tom Franks from Franks’ Nursery in Brattleboro, who’s here to talk to us about your garden. It’s summertime, you have your hopes up, but the slugs got your celery, your corn has one edible kernel, and when you tallied it up, you spent $357 to get that beet. But don’t go mixing the malathion in your martini yet. Tom Franks is going to set things right and help you make the most of what’s left of the summer. The number is 1-800-555-9225, 1-800-555-YAAK, with two “A”s and a “K.”

			Hi, Tom. How are we doing today?

			Doing great, Don, always great to be on the show. Barrels of fun. Love the questions.

			Well, I’m sure we’ll have a lot of them for you today. Lots to learn. Just because some people can grow anything doesn’t mean there isn’t suffering out there.

			Yeah, Don. That’s the thing about gardening. We all have that neighbor who can grow everything.

			Got one myself. The only thing greener than her thumb is my envy, Tom. Cauliflower, cabbage, melons…

			Seems like someone has been looking at his neighbor’s melons, Don.

			I’m talking cantaloupe, Tom. Jeez, this guy! But, seriously, this is a tough time of year for some folks, right?

			Yeah, that’s an important place to start. Here we are, we spend all winter waiting and planning and dreaming, and then spring rolls around and we’re filled with optimism, the seed packets arrive, the soil is fresh and weedless, the birds are singing, this year is gonna be the one, this year you’re living off the land.

			And then reality sets in.

			That’s right, Don. Frankly, down at the nursery this time of year, I’m not seeing much joy. I’m seeing a lot of disappointment, a lot of mourning.

			Well, get ready for some more today, Tom, because, just looking at these subject lines from our call screener—Small Green Worm, White Powdery Mildew All Over Watermelons, Could It Be the Frogs?—it’s just so hard to choose. But first come, first served. Let’s go to Bev in Corbury Junction. Bev, you’re on.

			Yeah, hey. Thanks for taking my call. Don, love the show.

			Sorry, married, sweetheart.

			Ha, you big flirt. Been listening to you for years, and you never change. They’ll be coming for you soon, though. Anyway, I have two questions. The first is pretty straightforward. Two weeks ago, I was eating some lettuce and realized a bit late that it was totally infested with snails. I mean everywhere. I stopped when I discovered them, but you know…

			…it was some crunchy lettuce, is what you’re saying.

			Like Fritos. But my question is, should I worry?

			You’ll need to call back on “Medical Minute” for that one, Bev! But, seriously, Tom Franks, tell us: health effects after a mollusky mouthful?

			Well, I run a nursery, Don, so I can’t offer medical advice, but my sense is that, if you’ve made it two weeks out, you’re probably safe.

			My sense, too, Tom. Hope that reassures you, Bev?

			Yeah, guess so.

			You had a second question?

			I did; that okay?

			Sure. Just gonna have to pay extra.

			Aw, you’re a cad, Don. My other question has to do with a worm that has been eating my tomatoes. It’s green, about ten inches long…

			Tom?

			Sounds like some sort of caterpillar, Don.

			That’s what I was thinking, too, Tom. But ten inches is a whopper—

			No, guys. Not a caterpillar. It’s round, like an earthworm. No legs, just a smooth body, with little blue eyes that watch you when you are looking at them. A little red mouth. You can’t see it at first, but when you look real close…

			I’m just a radio guy, Bev. Tom?

			I’m stumped.

			Come on. I mean, I have them everywhere. Every time I bite into a tomato. They even eat the jalapeños. I have these pumpkins that I grow each year for friends, and just yesterday I saw these little holes…

			You know what I’m thinking, Tom?

			What, Don?

			Maybe those snails weren’t harmless.

			Ha, I was thinking the same thing, Don.

			Bev, thanks for your call. Next one is an email from Gordon, who writes: “Hello, love your program. I planted watermelons in June, did everything I was supposed to—weeded, watered, et cetera. Then, yesterday morning, I go outside and I find a patch of giant fuzzy spheres. What went wrong? What should I do?”…Tom Franks, help us out.

			All right, well, this one I know. It’s called Sudden Watermelon Powdery Death, or SWPD—in the trade we call it Swip-Dee. It’s a fungus. Appears from nowhere, devastates completely.

			Anything Gordon can do? Can’t eat them, right?

			Not too many people would make that mistake, Don.

			Not Bev?

			Well, maybe Bev.

			

			—

			Miles pulled into the lot, reluctantly turned off the radio, and made his way to the school entrance. He recognized some of the parents from the morning, and waited to see if any might recognize him. It was a small town; wouldn’t they be curious? And he imagined telling them about the long trip from California, and how lovely he’d found Vermont, and how inexpensive everything was, but then decided against this last part. He’d brought Giuseppe with him, thinking the dog might help generate small talk, but awkward is the conversation when the only connection you have with someone is that your dog just goosed them. Muttering an apology, he went and stood near a couple of men his age. But they looked through him when he smiled in greeting, and he turned back toward the school.

			A bell. The doors opened; little bits of dancing color rushing out.

			And from the mass, a streak of blue and pink and slapping sandals. “Daddy!”

			

			—

			How was Olive’s day as described on the way home by Olive to her father?

			Olive’s day was the best day ever.

			How is Olive’s teacher?

			Olive’s teacher is the best teacher ever. She is Kayleigh Swan. This summer, she got married to her boyfriend, Mr. Ricky Swan, who proposed to her at the reservoir and made a joke where he pretended to drop her ring into the water and then dove down and came up with a bigger ring that he had hidden in his pocket, but then he accidentally dropped it, for real. She has a cat named Scratcher. She wore a pretty wedding dress that she has lots of pictures of. Maybe she will bring it in for Show and Tell, but they’ll have to wash their hands, especially the nosepickers, because she is saving it for her daughter. She looks a little puffy in the photos, because she’s having a baby, and Olive will have a new teacher in May.

			Did Miles know this?

			No, he did not. Miss Kayleigh has not made it public, nor has she told the school district, just the third-grade class.

			“Mrs. Swan,” right?

			She says “Mrs. Swan” sounds old, and she’s not there yet. Also, lately she’s had mixed feelings about Mr. Swan, especially when talking about the loss of the ring, which is part of a general pattern.

			Got it. But if she is having a baby in May, isn’t it a little early to know it’s a daughter?

			She found a special crystal.

			And where did Miss Kayleigh / Mrs. Swan find this crystal?

			This they would be getting to later in the year.

			Is this all that Olive learned about her teacher?

			Not at all. She learned that Miss Kayleigh loves reading. She loves cats. She loves having parents come to class, and sometimes uses the time to take a much-needed breather. She loves archery, compound and crossbow.

			And how about the other kids in Olive’s class?

			They’re good.

			Specifically, were there any children Olive made friends with?

			There were.

			Did these children have names, and if so what were they?

			All children have names, silly. These specifically: Madison, Sophie, Augusta, Harper, Lisbeth, Tucker, Anna, Fatima, and Ally. In fact, all the girls are Olive’s friends, except Ally, who was teaching swear words to the second-graders. Could Miles believe that Harper lives in a house in the woods that has its own power, and a giant satellite dish, and she has seven dogs?

			Miles could believe this. He also could believe…

			Two of them are pregnant, and Olive agreed to take a puppy.

			Did Olive learn anything exciting?

			Olive learned about whales and about China.

			Oh. Who taught Olive about China?

			Miss Kayleigh Swan!

			And what did Miss Kayleigh Swan teach the children about China?

			That they have pandas. And do you know what?

			What?

			Southern Vermont has a long tradition of resistance and rebellion.

			

			—

			Wesley, meanwhile, had also made friends, forged instantly around a role-playing game called Cosmos.

			Among the many mysteries of parenthood—of bringing a new being into the world and discovering it to be a creature of its own desires, its own tastes and preferences, strengths and weaknesses—certain mysteries had presented themselves as more mysterious than others: Wesley’s convulsive hatred of mittens during their first trip to the mountains; Olive’s inexplicable hatred of Maribel, a charming little girl with whom they tried to share a nanny; the morning like any other when Wesley had decided, completely out of the blue, that he would learn piano. The mystery of Cosmos was, however, of a different order altogether. There were books explaining tantrums, and plenty of theories about childhood friendships; but the inner workings of Cosmos were so inscrutable that Kate had once wondered if there was in fact no logic to it at all, but, rather, that the children were engaged in an absurdist art project, a kind of commentary on an adult world that seemed absurd itself.

			Wesley had discovered the game during the pandemic and had taken to playing it with a pair of friends over Zoom. Unlike many of the digital worlds into which friends’ children had fallen, this was not an online game: Wesley sat at a computer with a stack of cards and a piece of paper and a pencil, as did three other boys elsewhere in that plague-struck land.

			The structure of the game had been a topic of great interest to both Miles and Kate, if less for the mysterious identities of their son’s dual avatars, Yvancse and Iostop, than as an insight into the mind of a child who had become relatively silent since being confined at home. In its most simple form, it was a role-playing adventure, with a deck of cards, one side depicting a menagerie of animal and vegetable and mineral, while the verso hosted a schematic that looked to be a cross between an electrical network and a tree of life. It had taken them months to work out the basic system, employing Olive as translator, since Wesley, like many a specialist, was in too deep to describe it comprehensibly. It was no less than an act of galactic creation; nothing was predetermined; everything—physical, chemical, biological—negotiated by its players, built up from atomic scratch: the quality of substance, the rules of shadows, the behavior of the elements. Iostop was a traveler, a corporeal creature of strength and daring, Yvancse an entity far more mysterious, far more powerful, a kind of winged gravity, a revelry, a spell.

			Day after pandemic day, Wesley had labored at Cosmos. Hieroglyphics filled his notebooks, indexed by a system of note cards of his own creation, vast and ranging, which grew in complexity until the day that Miles, drifting asleep, suddenly lurched awake and understood that somewhere in the cramped and cluttered scheme was no less than a blueprint of his child’s mind.

			At Greensbury Middle & High, the game was played by three other children, one blue-haired boy, one girl, and one child of uncertain gender, who sat together in prayerlike silence at the back of the cafeteria before their notebooks. By the end of lunch, Wesley, characteristically, had learned every last inch of their cosmic creations—their genesis and their calamities, the glasslike creatures that populated their upper atmospheres, the wraiths that spun so sensuously in their seas—but none of the other children’s names.

			

			—

			The academic year at the college began the following Monday. On Saturday, there was a welcome dinner at the house of the chair of the English Department, children invited. To Olive’s exquisite surprise, she found her classmate Augusta swinging in a hammock by the walkway; her mother, Eleanor, was chair. There were also a few girls Wesley’s age, but he had brought a book.

			The chair’s house sat on the edge of campus and was roughly the same size as the entire apartment building that Kate and Miles had lived in back in California. The guests had gathered on the patio in back, where a grand lawn led down to the Greensbury River. They were introduced: Kate, Miles: Alan, Adele, Isabella, Steve, Zahra. First names apparently were the thing at Greensbury, very egalitarian, though it meant that it took some time to match scholar to specialty: Wordsworth, the Harlem Renaissance, Woolf, the transcendentalists, contemporary Middle Eastern diasporic fiction. The guests then broke up into smaller circles, Eleanor took Kate by the arm inside, her wife, Vy, went to meet the caterers, and Miles joined a circle of men who were talking about their lawns.

			Unknown to Miles the Californian, who could hardly pass a waking hour without commenting with astonishment on the lushness of the summer, it had been a terribly hard year for lawns. What a rainy May! Biblical! And then June: damn. (June was also rainy.) But then: July! (Dry enough to send the county into mild drought.)

			Order had only been restored the second week of August. Oh, but May, and June! Even John, who drove a Toro Titan, had struggled through six acres of lawn that had turned into a thick wet marsh. Sixty-inch, Zero-Turn, roll bar, 18,908 fpm—the “Lawnosaur” was apparently the object of unbridled lust for not a few of the others. As John elaborated helpfully, 18,908 feet per minute meant 300 feet per second, Mach 0.3.

			Miles, trying to settle into the conversation, his first extended conversation with adult male country people outside the farmers’ market, then asked a question. It was one of those questions one asks when one is just trying to say something, an unnecessary question, a time-filling question—indeed, a question that, in retrospect, he knew the answer to, but which, in an instant, obliterated his credibility faster than, well, a patch of late-fall bluegrass under the Titan’s spinning teeth.

			There was a very long silence.

			“No, no, the mower itself doesn’t go Mach 0.3,” said John. “It’s the blade speed.”

			Miles took a sip from his beer.

			The conversation began again. Once or twice, one of the men looked at Miles with an inscrutable expression, but no one asked him about where he was from or what he would be doing in Greensbury. So Miles pretended like he had finished his beer, went and tossed it in the recycling, took another, and looked around.

			Not far away, Olive and a new friend were making bubbles from a bucket of soapy water, dipping coat hangers and running barefoot across the grass. Already, she seemed utterly at ease in her new home, laughing as she took off at speed, bubble heaving behind her, the world slipping across its waving fun-house surface. She let it go; it rose above her, over Miles, gathering in its rainbow sheen the other children, the bright-green lawn, the guests, the belt of trees, the bluebird sky. Transfixed, he followed its buckling flank until it narrowed, shook, and, in an instant, burst.

			The girls cheered, and headed back toward the bucket, Olive briefly catching her father’s eye with a smile that fixed him foolishly to that spot. And it occurred to him that he might stand there for the remainder of the party, the sun on his face, the sweet sting of detergent in his eyes, its taste on his lips. But then her playmate whispered something in her ear, and in an instant the sorcerer’s wands were cast away, and Miles found himself again in the world of grown-ups, and turned, reluctantly, from the sound of laughter and the sloshing, soapy mess.

			Kate was not to be seen, and the circle of the men seemed to have closed off, subtly, but at the far end of the patio he saw Miranda with a woman and a man, and made his way over. Miranda he liked, Miranda was a font of information, Miranda had a theory for everything, and data to back it up. Yes, how fortunate, he thought, to have Kate’s old friend, professor of sociology, author most recently of “Trends in Mini-Horses” and “Can-Throwing Behaviors of Rural American Males,” studying the very people among whom his family had settled!

			Had he known, for example, that pick-your-own-apples theft had dropped nearly 60 percent at farm shares who put up posters urging children to report their parents?

			Or that the secret of Vermont’s vibrant farmers’-market scene was that most of the vendors were in Witness Protection? Oh, he’d been skeptical about this one, but it made a lot of sense when one started thinking about how a man could make a living selling dream catchers and three boxes of foraged mushrooms a week.

			More recently, Miranda’s work had shifted to the sociology of urban transplants. Earlier that week, over dinner, Miles had had a lovely time sharing a rich trove of city-country misunderstandings from folktales, and Miranda had even stopped him to take some notes. Might the new audience be equally interested in his studies? It occurred to him that these might be the very people to appreciate the story of the king who was tricked by a peasant into trading his daughter for a salmon, or the disasters caused by Emelya the Simpleton. But this meant being introduced, awkwardly, as Kate’s husband, and an old-man grad student, and explaining yet again his limbo.

			So he turned from Miranda and decided he had to go to the bathroom. He didn’t know where it was, but since there was only one door from the patio, he didn’t really have a choice, unless he were to pee in the garden, something not unheard-of in drought-stricken California, but probably not necessary in Vermont, in front of his wife’s new colleagues, even if a part of him, a little part of him, recalling the mocking silence of the lawn men, allowed himself the vision of his glittering violation of the bright-green sward, their shock.

			The house itself was about as different a house from that of Professor Rumphius as a house could get, with more glass than wall, a great open living room with red modernist couches, and a giant painting of green rolling hills in the shape of a sleeping woman, her arm thrown modestly across her hill-breasts, with a patch of forest marking her pubis. This painting, which sounds terrible in description, was in fact technically skilled, whimsical, and, if one is to be frank, even a little arousing, and Miles, finding himself alone, googled the painter to acquaint himself with more of her work. Then he was even more curious about the house, and decided that he would “get lost” looking for the bathroom. Getting lost was something of a hobby, something he often did when he felt out of place, and in this case it did not disappoint, taking him on a pilgrimage through a kitchen hung with copper pots and bundled herbs and a long hall filled with framed music scores, and a bathroom with artsy, life-sized, raunchy photos from a Pride parade, before stumbling upon his wife and Eleanor the chair before a bookcase in the library, laughing so hard that both stopped to wipe their tears when he approached.

			Kate’s hair was pulled back, summer was reflected in her skin; for a moment, Miles found himself, as he often found himself when encountering her unexpectedly, a little lovestruck, a little self-conscious of his good fortune.

			His good fortune asked him if anything was wrong.

			It occurred to Miles that the honest answer to this question was an emphatic “Yes!,” that with eight or nine words he had succeeded in humiliating himself in front of the first country people he had ever been introduced to by name, not even real country people, but academics or the husbands of academics. But this wasn’t what Kate was asking. She was asking why he had wandered far from his appointed post.

			He was looking for the bathroom, he said.

			Eleanor laughed. “This is the one who found your route across the country? Honey, there are four of them.” And she took him by the elbow and walked him back past the closed doors of three other bathrooms he had poked his head inside, before stopping at one papered with scenes of rural life.

			Eleanor paused at the door before releasing him. She wanted to apologize that they had been unable to find a teaching position for him, but everyone appreciated his flexibility. They were so delighted to have Kate at Greensbury. She was a genius—Milton had never come alive until she’d read Kate’s book on Eve. And such fun! He knew the college wished to steal her, didn’t he? She hoped he knew what a lucky man he was.

		

	
		
			Four

			
				[image: ]
			

			Good afternoon, it’s two o’clock. Welcome to The Miscellaneous Minute, or, as we like to say, the only Minute that’s actually an Hour. It is Thursday, September 17, and I’m your host, Don Martel.

			The number is 1-800-555-9225. Today we are talking “Home Repair,” and with us to answer your questions are Jake Warren of Warren’s Mountain Contracting, and, get this, a lady carpenter, Beth Haynes of Green Valley Homes. Welcome, Jake; welcome, Beth.

			Thanks, Don.

			Great to be here, Don.

			So let’s jump right in. We were talking, before we went on the air, about this business of lady carpenters, and how it is all the new thing, in part because men are no longer going into the field. And I found that amazing, because, no offense, my wife doesn’t know the business end of a hammer. And yet it sounds like, Beth, you have no shortage of work.

			More than I can take on, Don.

			And so the question is, as a woman, do you think you see things differently when you build a house?

			Well, Don, I’m not exactly sure how to answer that. When I look at a house, I’m thinking structure, I’m thinking materials.

			The same materials as Jake, for example.

			Exactly the same, Don. In fact, we’ve worked together on quite a few projects.

			And she’s good, Jake? No complaints?

			None, Don.

			Incredible. You know, after my producer found you, I went online and looked at your website, and that was really something…You actually made those houses?

			I did, Don.

			Well, there you go. And, Jake, you were saying this is because you can’t find men to do the work.

			That’s not what I said, Don. Beth’s the best; I don’t think any client is hiring her because they can’t find a man to do the job. You were asking whether our field is facing a general labor crisis, and the answer to that is yes. It’s ironic, but, with all the second-home buyers, it’s just too expensive for most people in home construction to buy a home themselves.

			This is something we have talked about on our “Real Estate Minute.”

			Right. Used to be, you could throw a stone in Southern Vermont and hit a carpenter, but nowadays, the average homeowner is gonna have to wait half the season after that pipe bursts in their ski chalet to fix their ceiling.

			Well, that’s why I think this show is so popular. Lots of people, men and women, trying it themselves, out of desperation. And what you are seeing is that most of the time people are just making things worse.

			You have no idea, Don.

			Speaking of which, the calls have already started to come in, and our inbox is overflowing like a DIY septic tank. Let’s dive right in. Bev, in Corbury Junction. You’re on.

			Hi, Jake. Hi, Beth.

			Hi.

			Hiya.

			So, my question is about fireplaces. We just started a renovation, and we are replacing the chimney, and the contractor found a skull in the flue.

			A skull.

			A skull, Don.

			Human?

			Well, I’ve got my own theory, which depends on whether you think a Bigfoot is human. But it looked human, yes.

			Bev, is this a carpentry question?

			Well, carpentry, I don’t know. But home improvement, yes.

			Got it. And what’s your question, doll?

			So my question is whether you have seen anything like this before, and if so, should we be thinking differently about the design…

			…

			Hello? Hello?

			We’re still here, Bev. We’re just puzzling this one over silently by miming to each other. Jake? Beth?

			Bev, I’m wondering why you think it might be a Bigfoot.

			The thing’s enormous.

			Could it be a bear, Bev?

			Thought of that, but how did a bear head get in my chimney?

			Bev, I’m gonna say that I think you stumped our guests. Good luck with your project! Going now to Todd in Wilmington. Todd’s got a question about a roof. Oh boy.

			Hey, Don. So, the issue is with my pool.

			Todd, buddy, did you lie to get past the screener?

			It’s serious, Don.

			Lying is serious, Todd. I told you last week. You call on “Automotive.” You call on “Coins & Stamps.” You call on “The Medical Minute.” Can’t keep doing this to us, man.

			It’s just I’m desperate. I figured, since these are carpenters…

			Have you ever seen a wooden pool, Todd?

			No, but my pool is coming out of the ground, Don, it’s…

			Oops, lost him! Wayne, in Manchester. Wayne, you’re on.

			Thanks, Don. Love the show. Always learn a lot. So, my question is about a smell.

			“The Medical Minute,” Wayne. Ha! Just kidding. Ask away, my friend.

			Okay. Every spring, we get this odor, for a few weeks, then it goes away. Sweet smell, like a flower. Really strong after a rain. I’m wondering if you think it might be something in the roof, or some kind of veneer that’s putting off vapors, or some new kind of toxic mold.

			Is it unpleasant?

			No, not really. But strong, really strong. Floral.

			Sounds like a ripe one. Not another Bigfoot, I hope! Beth? Jake?

			Wondering if it might be a flower, Don. Something flowering.

			Yup, that’s what I’m thinking, Beth. Springtime, floral smell.

			Wayne? Hi, Wayne?

			Yeah, Don. I’m still here. I’m thinking you all may be right.

			Give us an update when it comes back in the spring, Wayne. Let us know. Doesn’t have to be on “The Home Repair Minute,” either. Some days are quieter than others. Maybe try “Coins & Stamps.”

			

			—

			Miles stood outside the school, dog at his side, as the doors opened and the children burst forth.

			And from the roiling colors, backpack heaving, green-faced, and wreathed in leaves and branches: “Daddy! ’Seppe!”

			Giuseppe growled, then brightened in recognition. His tail began to wag, at a diagonal. Miles thought, but couldn’t prove, he had a different wag for different people.

			“Olive! Oh, camo!”

			“Miss Kayleigh did it.” Olive frowned. “But you weren’t supposed to recognize me. You were supposed to think I was a bush.”

			

			—

			Kate was teaching two classes for the fall semester. “English 134: Milton” had three students, and “English 146: Memoirs” had eighty-seven.

			She’d returned home after her first class in a state of pedagogical bliss, exhausted, hair mussed, her face flushed, her lashes wet with the mist in a way that made her eyes seem to shine even brighter. In sum: a lot like Giuseppe when he returned from chasing mysteries in the litterfall. Her students had been extraordinary, curious and lively, each one so eager to speak, to share a thought, to ask a question. Where did they come from? She was so accustomed to thinking of the young as either coddled, fragile victims of the world’s accumulated violence, or vengeful persecutory Maoists, or drunken meathead gropers, that she was astounded, once back in their presence, to remember how wonderful they were, how much hope they gave her.

			Miles reminded her that she always felt this, always forgot it.

			Her eyes shone. “Yes!”

			The three students in her Milton class were named: Natasha Powers, David Lee, and Franz Kafka.

			Miles said that this was not possible.

			It was possible; she showed him the roster. Even better was that Franz Kafka was South Asian. She’d had many students over the years with literary names—a Ulisses, a Descartes, two Dantes, an Austen, a Bronte—but Franz Kafka! After class, he had come to ask her a question about the reading, and she couldn’t resist…how, why?

			Actually, he said, with a straight face, it was a common name in Kerala.

			The odd thing was that he looked a little like his namesake, and for a moment, she imagined a land of Kafkas, earnest, brown-eyed boys like this one, with thick heads of dark hair and angular jaws and angular ears, in neat ties and black functionary jackets, wandering about beneath the tropical sun. Then Franz smiled. “Gotcha, Professor!” His father was an expert in German literature at Brown. Kafka was his middle name; his true last name had yet to be pronounced correctly west of the Indus, and in America was known only on the most assiduous bureaucratic forms.

			“Well, see you tomorrow,” she said. “If you haven’t turned into an ungeheueres Ungeziefer!”

			The boy laughed. His entire life, people had been cracking jokes about Gregor Samsa’s untranslatable, verminous transformation, but this was the first time anyone had done so in German! His face filled with love. “You’ll recognize me by the rotten apple in my carapace!” he said.

			“Bye!”

			“Bye!”

			Natasha, it might be added, wore pajamas, and David’s shirt that day, the first day of class, a day of indelible impressions, showed a rainbow-colored poop emoji smoking a bong. And yet Natasha threw herself into reading the opening of Paradise Lost with admirable flair, David connected the images of darkness to Milton’s blindness, Franz (Kafka!) kept a tally of astronomical imagery and, after asking permission, jumped up and began to sketch Milton’s schematic of Hell on a whiteboard, and one could hardly begin a sentence before another finished it.

			Meanwhile, the enrollment for “Memoirs” had begun its free fall once the students, expecting to be writing about themselves, realized it was a survey of late-seventeenth-century diaries.

			

			—

			Miles, at home, had opened RussianFolktalePeasant17.docx four times since his arrival, beginning and abandoning four different chapters, before being interrupted, each time, by exigencies of pet ownership and country life.

			In the family, getting distracted was known as “being visited by the Person from Porlock,” a literary reference that softened the self-recrimination that usually accompanied procrastination. Olive was five when Miles had first explained how Coleridge, one day, awaking after having dreamed the whole of Kubla Khan, had begun to write it down when he was called from his cottage “by a person on business from Porlock,” and detained for an hour. Upon returning to his writing desk, he found he had lost the train of the poem, a masterpiece that would never be completed. Since then, “Person from Porlock” had come to mean someone who interrupted the creative process.

			In retrospect, this anecdote had been poorly timed, since Olive had just come into Miles/Kate’s shared bedroom/office when he was supposedly writing. He had thought this might be a gentle (and educational) way of saying that just because the door didn’t lock, this didn’t mean he wasn’t working, even if he was actually reading The New Yorker, but his child, ever bright, ever sensitive, had gone crying to her mother that Daddy had called her a Person from Porlock, she wasn’t a Person from Porlock, she was just a little girl!

			Actually, Miles had not been reading The New Yorker. Miles had been reading Kidz Newz!, which Wesley received as a subscription. Miles loved Kidz Newz!; Kate loved Kidz Newz!; Kidz Newz! was an ingenious work of journalism that accomplished the seemingly impossible feat of finding good news from around the world to balance against the bad. Ever since the depth of the pandemic it was Miles’s preferred source of information. Who wouldn’t want to read about the accomplishments of a young gymnast, or a new monument in Uruguay, or a historic Chinese light-show? Even the environmental column, called “Good Times…Bad Times,” tempered the world’s unfolding calamities with a compensatory optimism, often consisting of the birth of a single animal, in captivity. Good Times for Plants That Spread by Fire. Good Times for Algal Blooms. Good Times for Penny the Parrot at the Cleveland Zoo, who just gave birth to a super-cute baby parrot, naming contest on page 24.

			Bad Times for Arizona. Bad Times for Water. Bad Times for Other Birds.

			But he put Kidz Newz! under his pillow and went out to mend his father-daughter bond.

			Fortunately for Coleridge, Coleridge had only one person on business from Porlock, whereas, back in California, Miles had a sourdough recipe from Porlock, a sickly-looking cactus from Porlock that needed repotting urgently, a combination lock from Porlock whose code had been forgotten and might be needed in the future.

			Giuseppe was definitely from Porlock, so very definitely from Porlock that Miles didn’t need to invoke any more Porlockian visitors, not with a dog demanding to be walked, to be petted, to be fed. You’d think that a dog would tire of such attention, but he never tired, it was a drug.

			

			—

			Among the bounty of pamphlets that Miles had collected from the immaculate rack in the Visitors’ Bureau was one for the Greensbury Land Conservancy, a local nonprofit. He had signed up immediately for their email list, and received a personalized welcome from the director, Serena Rubin, Ph.D. It was a long note, and, to be honest, a little coquettish, and Miles imagined that the lonely biologist, marooned at her quiet backwoods organization, might have even given him a little google and found his university photo, taken under conditions of lighting never repeated, which had preserved him, for digital eternity, with a smoldering, almost postcoital gaze. She couldn’t wait to see him! Well, he thought, there was no harm in writing that he couldn’t wait to see her, too! Adding—for it was best to manage expectations—both he and his wife.

			In addition to managing their ample forest holdings, the GLC ran an afterschool program for children, and a veritable cornucopia of walks, talks, birdwatching trips, firefly viewings, foraging tutorials, and local-history lectures. Among the highlights was their Autumn Ramble, led annually by a professional guide from Whisperbrook, a famed thousand-bucks-a-night wellness resort with its own helipad, vitamin C showers, heated mahogany floors, and dozens of other ecological amenities.

			That year, the walk was to be held at the GLC’s Claymore Preserve, a forest of five hundred acres, donated to the Conservancy by a family who had deforested much of the area in the nineteenth century to power the forges of a sleigh factory. Apparently—Miles learned, one afternoon when he settled down to read some Russian-folklore theory—this factory was the real deal. If you were an American child in the 1870s, and you liked sleighing, then it was more likely than not that it was on a Greensbury sleigh, famous for their light frames, their speed, their maneuverability, and then, after a single catastrophic Christmas Day in 1902, the shoddiness of their rivets, which, as temperatures dropped, cracked, almost in synchrony. Look carefully at any memoir from the time, and you can usually find mention of “the day the sleighs failed.” In Bennington, children at the annual town celebration suddenly found themselves speeding down on boards liberated from their runners, lovers at the “Sleigh-Lock” in Brattleboro went tumbling head over heels, and the snow princess at the Greensbury Winter Festival was gravely injured by her ice scepter. The factory hadn’t recovered, but the mill still hung, precipitously, at the edge of the Greensbury River, shedding bricks with each nor’easter. Since then, it had been a sawmill, a button manufacturer, a hula-hoop-and-fly-swatter factory, and, more recently, a modern art museum, where whimsical installations sat against the gritty backdrop of industrial decline. Indeed, the Krzelewski-Petrosians had already spent an afternoon there, passing from a traveling retrospective on a nineteenth-century nature painter, set to a soundtrack of extinct New England bird songs; to the summer blockbuster “Grandma Moses as You’ve Never Seen Her”; to a live work of performance art entitled Modern Humiliations, which, though it sounded like S&M, in fact featured a long-suffering artist engaging in public acts of consumer capitalism, such as trying to dispute an insurance charge, reverse an error at a credit bureau, or understand a cellphone contract. This last piece was quite powerful—the man was thin and hollow-eyed, and in an installment called “The Next Available Representative,” he pleaded “Let me speak with a human!” to an automated voice, with such palpable anguish that Miles reached instinctively for Olive. Indeed, the whole thing landed a bit too close to the techno-dehumanized future that woke Kate and Miles in the middle of the night, making the innocent offerings of the Greensbury Land Conservancy even more attractive. And Miles was particularly eager to learn about Claymore, the eastern corner of which abutted Farm Road across the street from Rumphius’s house.

			The walk was open only to the first twenty people who responded children included. So Miles moved swiftly, got the last three spots, and decided to risk it. They’d sneak Olive in. Serena Rubin, Ph.D., who posed on the website cheek to cheek with a koala, seemed hardly the type to make a nine-year-old wait in the car.

			

			—

			A light mist was falling when the motley group of hikers gathered behind the old Claymore Preserve that weekend. Serena Rubin, who gave no sign of recognizing Miles, introduced herself briefly and then turned it over to the naturalist-leader, Hugh, a burly man with a long ponytail beneath his Indiana Jones hat and a knife strapped to his belt. Miles’s heart quickened—could this be a real country person? Despite the brisk weather, Hugh wore short shorts, real tighties that clung to his hairy thighs, pink and creamy with sunscreen. He carried an alpenstock with a leather strap, and had a beleaguered little collie who sat untethered at his feet, though the trail signs explicitly banned dogs.

			Apparently, Hugh was the kind of man who begins most interactions with an establishment of his credentials, which in this case seemed a little overkill for a nature walk, but who wouldn’t be comforted to be in the care of someone who not only was a famed tracker, but had spent the last ten years taking care of the exigent guests of Whisperbrook, multimillionaires, multibillionaires, celebrities? In fact, he confided to the group of regular human beings, he wasn’t supposed to tell them, but, just the week before, he’d led a private walk for a particularly famous couple, both really, really famous musicians, perhaps the most famous musicians out there, such generous tippers, good people even though they were so famous, with three sweet little kids.

			Just to be clear that tipping wasn’t necessary on the Autumn Ramble, said Serena Rubin.

			Hugh ignored her. For a moment, it seemed as if he might move on to talk about a different topic, but no. It had been such a great hike, he said, reminiscing. Deep down, we’re all the same, he said. Even the really, really famous are just like everybody else.

			A young woman with a child in a backpack carrier raised her hand.

			“Yes?” said Hugh.

			“Was it Beyoncé and Jay-Z?” she asked.

			Hugh paused and let the tension build. Well, he wasn’t really supposed to say, but yes.

			The gathered hikers all exchanged thrilled looks at this unexpected turn.

			A young man, there with his wife in matching flannel, asked what Beyoncé was wearing.

			Hugh really, truly wasn’t supposed to talk about his clients, and Hugh didn’t pay much attention to fashion, but if the Autumn Ramblers could keep a secret, Beyoncé might just have been wearing a Patagonia Gore-Tex rain jacket over a red merino cardigan with mother-of-pearl buttons, a pair of blue jeans—Stella McCartney—with embroidered highlights, a purple felt cowboy hat to keep off the rain, and high-top Merrell hiking boots, which, because she hadn’t broken them in, had given her blisters, an issue given her upcoming tour.

			Fortunately, he always came supplied with moleskin. And he reached into his fanny pack and took out a sheet of Dr. Scholl’s with two conspicuous ovals cut in the middle.

			“Is that the moleskin that was used for Beyoncé?” asked an elderly man who had introduced himself as dean of the college.

			Well, again, Hugh really wasn’t supposed to talk about his celebrity clients, but in fact it was the very same moleskin that she’d used.

			“The same one?” asked someone else. “Or the same type?”

			“The same one,” said Hugh.

			Murmurs passed through the crowd. They gathered closer to look, though Hugh, it was clear, was not handing it over.

			Over the next five minutes, the hikers learned:

			
					
					Beyoncé had applied the moleskin herself. Hugh had offered, but she hadn’t seemed ready to let him touch her feet. Still, Hugh had been the one to cut it—with the scissors on his pocketknife.

				

					
					No, it didn’t stay on. Does moleskin ever stay on?

				

					
					No, she did not seem in pain.

				

					
					Did they have snacks? Of course, they are human beings, just like us.

				

					
					Clif Bars.

				

					
					No, just normal Clif Bars. Oatmeal Raisin Walnut for her, Blueberry Almond Crisp for him. Hugh had kept the wrappers, and showed the hikers, though he didn’t let them touch the wrappers, either.

				

			

			“I think,” said Dr. Rubin, cheerfully, “that we can continue this conversation on the trail!”

			Minds and hearts abuzz, the Ramblers set out. The collie ran ahead. The other hikers jostled to be closer to Hugh, leaving the Krzelewski-Petrosians in back with Dr. Rubin.

			Miles introduced himself. He had appreciated her email, he said.

			Serena Rubin looked puzzled for a moment, and then smiled. “Ah, yes, of course!” She was glad; their summer intern had come up with it. She worried it was too chatty, but the organization was a little sleepy, and they were trying to make it welcoming for young people.

			Miles, thinking of the reply, said it was fine—yes, perhaps a little chatty, but on balance—

			Kate asked about the woman’s academic pedigree. Olive asked if they would see any owls. Dr. Rubin said that it was unlikely at that time of day, but she shouldn’t give up hope. She asked if Olive knew any local owls.

			Olive did not.

			“My favorite is the barred owl,” said Dr. Rubin. “Even if it is a bit of a bully.”

			Wesley, who was listening, shared that the great horned owl, the eastern screech owl, and the long-eared owl also lived in the area.

			Miles and Kate looked at each other. As with much of Wesley’s knowledge, it wasn’t clear when and how these facts had been obtained.

			“Looks like we have an owl expert,” said Dr. Rubin, brightly.

			“Well, not an expert,” said Wesley.

			Up ahead, the group had stopped. Secretly, Miles hoped Hugh was dishing more gossip, but instead, the guide announced that he would use the moment to give a small talk about meadow ecology. And he explained that this field, which had once been grassland, had been colonized by larger flowering species such as goldenrod, evening primrose, and Joe Pye weed. With the name of each species, he broke off a flower as an example, and Serena Rubin winced. Joe Pye, he said, was an early English settler.

			Wesley raised his hand and Hugh called on him. “I thought Joe Pye was a native Mohican healer actually named Shauquethqueat,” said Wesley.

			“Hey, hey, there, little professor,” said Hugh.

			“At least, that’s one theory,” said Wesley, quietly, now that everyone had turned to look at him.

			“Everybody’s got a theory these days,” said Hugh. “Another theory is that he was an early English settler.”

			“I didn’t read that theory,” said Wesley.

			Truth and falsehood glowered at each other across the goldenrod. Hugh seemed to have gotten very angry, very fast. A muscle in his jaw tensed. Miles was trying to think of something to say to break the tension when there was a rustling in the grass. Everyone jumped a little. A woman asked if there were venomous snakes.

			Hugh gave a short, snorty laugh. Could she believe it, but Jason-Z had the same question. But the answer, fortunately, was no, no venomous snakes in Vermont.

			“Actually,” said Wesley very quietly, “there are two localized populations of timber rattlesnakes, in Rutland County.”

			The group grew still again.

			“It’s true,” said Dr. Rubin, behind him.

			“Like I said,” said Hugh. “Everybody has a theory.”

			“Yes, everybody does,” said Dr. Rubin. “But that doesn’t change the existence of the snakes.”

			Given that Hugh’s small talk on meadow ecology had so far consisted of naming three very common plants, Miles expected him to continue. But he seemed to have reconsidered. Now they would be leaving the meadow and heading into the woods, he said. They wouldn’t be stopping that often, but if anyone had any questions, he’d be up ahead. The group began to file behind.

			“Rattlesnakes!” said Kate to her husband.

			“Worried?” asked Miles.

			“Not really. But someone should warn Beyoncé.”

			

			—

			The hike was four miles, and the group separated into two principal clusters, those who wanted to learn ecological facts from Dr. Rubin and those who wanted to hear celebrity gossip. Both Kate and Miles had the same thought, which was that there would be many opportunities to learn to identify the leaves of chestnut oaks, but this was a rare chance to hear about a K-pop star who’d had a crippling panic attack and had to be carried out over Hugh’s shoulder. And, honestly, Reader, which group would you choose?

			But there were Wesley and Olive to consider, and at a certain point, Hugh started a long story about getting baked with the rebellious daughter of a Supreme Court justice, and so they drifted back to the wholesome ambulatory font of knowledge that was Serena Rubin, Ph.D.

			And, wow, was she a font of knowledge! Soon Miles found himself wondering if there was any plant or animal the woman didn’t know, while Kate secretly reminded herself that the woman knew nothing about Milton. Even Wesley recognized competence; to his parents’ surprise, he had brought along a little notebook, quizzed the good Dr. Rubin constantly, and carefully took down the names of plants and mushrooms, with an intensity that raised conflicting feelings in Miles, proud of the dutiful student, but a little uncertain if such note-taking was truly age-appropriate. He reminded himself that he himself was a person who had spent a summer learning Basque while his best friend, Frank, was learning to unclasp a bra at camp. And he’d turned out…Well, he’d turned out the way that he’d turned out.

			Olive, meanwhile, also wanted to make a list of plants and mushrooms, and asked her mother for her sketchpad. Kate hadn’t brought it, Miles hadn’t brought it, but Serena Rubin rummaged about in her backpack and fished out a field notebook, her field notebook, the one she used for actual, scientific field-notes, and Olive looked up at her with such awe that Miles knew that, for a moment, if a brief moment, in the hierarchy of love both he and Kate had been eclipsed.

			Now there were two little students, neither of whom had previously walked more than half a mile without complaining to their parents, striding briskly beside their mentor.

			They caught up with the rest of the group in a clearing in the forest, where an old stone wall curved gracefully through the trees. Hugh was holding forth; Miles heard “really bad place for a tick,” before Hugh saw the stragglers and said he thought it was time for lunch. All agreed. It was a lovely little glen, damp and dark and quiet, and as they sat, Serena Rubin, in a hasty attempt to head off more disinformation, mentioned that the hemlocks above them and the cinnamon ferns and the Russell’s boletes on the forest floor were part of an ecosystem that was particularly threatened by an invasive little insect called the woolly adelgid, which wasn’t nearly as cute and cuddly as it sounded.

			They sat. Food came out; the rich odors of the glen were joined by a potpourri of artisan mustards. Serena Rubin had a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, and Olive and Wesley asked if they could also have a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, and Kate, who had packed peanut butter and jelly for herself and Miles and just jelly for the kids, had been packing just jelly for the kids since they could chew, who had begged, for years, without success, for them to try just a little peanut butter, just a tiny little bit of fucking peanut butter, now looked with envy at the woman who just had done what neither she, nor Miles, nor two pediatricians, nor The Torments of the Picky Eater, Raising a Picky Eater, Daniel Tiger Tries New Food, nor countless self-congratulatory healthy-cooking mom-blogs could do.

			Hugh meanwhile had taken a Pennzoil-colored meat stick from his pack and now was back in storytelling mode, which, for better or worse, had moved on from his celebrity clients to flat-earth theory.

			Despite his awareness that flat-earthers existed, Miles had never actually met a live one. He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d expected, but it was someone more superficially brain-damaged than Hugh, who, for all his looseness with the world of facts, had seemed, until that point, more like a run-of-the-mill mansplainer in his late forties. But Miles apparently had been living in a bubble, because here was a person with all his teeth, sensible sun protection, and an alpenstock, now holding forth on Pythagoras, ring laser gyroscopes, and the 2017 solar eclipse. Except, he realized after a while, Hugh wasn’t a flat-earther, Hugh was a hollow-earther, and his disdain for flat-earthers seemed to match even his disdain for the general population who believed the world was solid at its core.

			Wow, taking it to another level, thought Miles.

			The exciting part was that neither Kate nor Miles, in all their lives, had known this was something a person, a nonmedieval person, could believe, that it was even part of the great stock of possible beliefs. But here it was! And Hugh, who took encouragement from the stunned general silence of these hikers, who were now beginning to doubt not only his credibility regarding snakes and wildflowers, but also their personal safety, expressed surprise that no one else had heard this theory, actually two theories, one that held there was both an Inside and an Outside of the Shell, and another that there was only an Inside, and on the outside was the Void.

			“Well, well,” said Serena Rubin, who was sitting with Kate and Miles, a bit apart from the central circle.

			But Hugh was up and running. He was in the former group, the “Passage” school, of which he was an “Outie,” meaning he believed they were currently on the Outside, while the “Innies”—

			“Lemme guess,” said Serena Rubin.

			Hugh went on, a little louder. The Innies believed they were actually on the Inside. When he wasn’t leading tours at Whisperbrook, when he wasn’t volunteering for the Land Conservancy—an organization which, he said, looking at Dr. Rubin, was a bit myopic in terms of the Big Picture—when he was on his own clock, he was also off in the woods, but this time volunteering for another local organization, dedicated to the Colloquies of Jeremiah Wylkes.

			No one of the group, apparently, had heard of this, either—few had ever used “colloquies” in a sentence—and Hugh met their silence with a haughty scoff. None of them had heard of Jeremiah Wylkes? Wylkes, who’d had a long career as a pastor before falling out with his flock over his convictions, had retreated to this very corner of Vermont back in the early nineteenth century, where, one afternoon, his dog had disappeared while on a walk. Where he searched for days, until, at last, he’d heard a barking from a cave, and then, within, found a path descending into the earth.

			On the wall was a Native American inscription—

			“Not sure we need to bring Native Americans into this,” said Serena Rubin.

			—a Native American inscription, said Hugh more loudly, which Wylkes copied onto a piece of bark. He could hear his little Whiskey whimpering, but without a light, he couldn’t see his hand before him, and after stumbling about in the dark, he’d returned to his cabin. But the next morning, he couldn’t find the spot, and Whiskey had grown silent. In town was an old Abenaki man named One-Eyed Jim—

			“Come on,” said Dr. Rubin.

			—who knew the legend from his grandmother, and translated the inscription, which read “Passage to the Outer World.”

			“Cover your ears, children,” said Dr. Rubin.

			But Olive and Wesley were rapt.

			Jeremiah Wylkes spent the following months searching for the entrance. But he had long been ill—

			“That I believe,” said Dr. Rubin.

			—and would have died, had not Whiskey reappeared one day and led him back inside the cave. This time the passage did not fail him, leading him at last to a forgotten civilization, whose medicines cured him, and who welcomed him among their own. And there he would have remained, his story a secret, had he not met a protégé, who’d recorded Jeremiah’s story in the Colloquies.

			“How wonderfully creative is the human mind,” said Miles, softly.

			“Having some trouble imagining Beyoncé putting up with this,” said Kate.

			“This man volunteered. I did not choose him,” said Serena Rubin.

			Hugh then explained that for the last eight years, he had worked with the Jeremiah Wylkes Society to search the forest for the fabled portal. The forest had been divvied up; he was director of Quadrangle 45, the so-called Highly Likely Quadrangle, which included Claymore. It was notorious terrain, a magnetic anomaly that rendered their equipment all but useless, forcing them to rely on traditional survey instruments. He knew every inch of the land, every tree, every stone.

			“And let me guess,” said Dr. Rubin. “For some reason, you haven’t found it yet.”

			Hugh waved his meat stick in admonishment.

			“No kidding,” said Dr. Rubin. “And you went inside?”

			He started to reply, but stopped himself. The Colloquies told of the dangers of speaking of the passage to nonbelievers. In fact, he’d said enough.

			“So there we are,” said Dr. Rubin, hopping to her feet. For—look at that!—time really flew, they’d best be going.

			But Olive had a question.

			Yes? The hikers turned.

			“What happened to Whiskey?”

			And Hugh smiled, and, with his final nub of meat stick, pointed to the battered collie curled up in the leaf duff, who, sensing the attention, lifted her head and looked about, before sighing and settling her chin back on her paws.

		

	
		
			Five
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			The Autumn Ramble, it turned out, was a gift that kept on giving.

			Not only did it fill Wesley’s journal with plants and mushrooms, not only did it reset Olive’s career aspirations from Pet Store Owner/Milton Scholar to Land Conservancy Director, not only did it provide fodder for a rich family discussion of fact and opinion, information and misinformation, but it also revitalized Miles’s nightly storytelling with the new and seemingly inexhaustible adventures of Whiskey.

			This is not to say that either Olive or Wesley had shown any signs of disappointment with his recent stories, which had ranged, since their arrival, from the adventures of a third-grade turtle in a new pond; to Olive’s old favorite, “The Baby Is Missing, and the Dog Is Twice Its Size”; to a rehash of the classic “Fastest I Have Ever Gone,” an autobiographical account from Miles’s English-as-a-second-language teaching years, when he had hitched a midnight truck ride from Vientiane to Bangkok. Every night, Miles waited for Wesley to excuse himself to disappear into the books that towered at his bedside. But, to no small amount of pride, that day had yet to come.

			He could recall the moment, that past March in California, when he’d overheard a friend of Wesley’s say, “You still sleep with your stuffed animals?” and, with it, the first sounds of childhood fluttering off. The dolls, that night, had migrated into the closet, in silence, without fanfare. But Miles could still go toe to toe with Child Rebellion #47: The Revenge of Azaløn.

			Once, he would have talked to them in their shared room; now, each night, he alternated, one child tucked into bed, the other curled up with him on a beanbag. And, though never completely at a loss, Miles, like any storyteller, suffered the occasional dry spell, as he had that very week when Whiskey leapt into his lap.

			Not surprisingly, the story of a dog and a cave that leads into a hidden world, though of questionable historic or scientific validity, made for ripping bedtime content.

			“Whiskey and the Enchanted River.” “Whiskey and the Mysterious Oak.” “Whiskey and the Magic Mushroom.”

			In a certain kingdom, in a certain land.

			When Olive came home from school bruised by the sophisticated emotional cruelties of which only nine-year-old girls were capable, Whiskey met a pack of wild dingoes (granted, these weren’t native to New England, but, then again, neither were Carly, Harper, and Tucker) who ended up turning on one another viciously, returning to seek her friendship with their tails between their legs. When Whiskey spoke rudely to the Wise Old Owl, this Owl was reluctant to take Whiskey to Enchanted Walmart. When Whiskey didn’t clean her den, she got parasites. Even poor Giuseppe began to lose his fluffy luster, as the kids’ affections shifted to the fanciful pooch.

			It wasn’t long before Olive began to repeat these stories at school, and Olive’s friends began to repeat these stories at home, and Kate got a call from Carly’s mom about why the girls were talking about alcohol.

			Would it hurt the narrative to change the dog’s name? Kate asked. Miles protested—it was the closest yet that he had come to going viral. And he was not a fan of censorship, but then his sensible wife reminded him of the story of the Humbaba.

			

			—

			This had happened back when Wesley was nine and Olive was six.

			Whereas the current Wesley was a sage and quiet boy, this had not always been so. He had been born, this first child of theirs, some five weeks early, sent home after an uneventful score of fluorescent nights in the NICU, only to turn blue the moment they crossed the threshold of their apartment. He’d pinkened again, but no one was taking any chances, and he was six weeks further in the world before the doctors let him leave the hospital for good.

			By then, both Kate and Miles were nervous wrecks. Kate had been warned of MS symptoms surging after childbirth, and so, in addition to the normal stress of early parenthood, she feared the specter of a relapse with every cramp and headache. And what were they supposed to do? Watch Wesley breathing day and night? Of course not, said, with unflappable assurance, the NICU Fellow, who, we might add, would change her tune some eight months later, when she had a baby of her own. And she cited some statistics, reminded them that Isaac Newton was a preemie, and assured them that women around the world, few of whom had the benefits of modern neonatal care, had babies all the time, most of whom survived.

			In other words, they watched his breathing. It nearly broke them. Shifts of twelve hours, of eight hours, of six hours, waking on the floor next to his crib. Being bookish people, they hadn’t thought there might be a technological solution, but, fortunately, their email was spying, and one morning, instead of hawking Miles the usual mix of video games and early-hair-loss supplements that targeted the diverse thirty-to-thirty-five male demographic, it recommended a sound-and-movement sensor of such perfectly Orwellian conception that even the briefest pause was met by sirens worthy of an air assault.

			This, amazingly, allowed them to get some rest.

			Ages six months to two years were uneventful. Milestones met. Onto elbows when on tummy. Supported self with hands when sitting. Peekaboo elicited laughs. Pulled self to stand. “Ka” for “cat” and “ba” for “bird.” Ran. Walked up stairs and learned to kick.

			But then, for reasons ever mysterious, shortly after his third birthday, Wesley began to wake in the middle of the night wailing. Before that, they’d had their fair share of midnight awakenings, but what happened that August night was something of a different magnitude. Neither believed in the phenomenon of possession, but when they stumbled in to find their screaming child, standing in the crib where he still slept, it was hard to understand it as anything but. It wasn’t a scream, or at least not a scream they had ever heard, but something one might imagine from a harpy—rhythmic, scaling, slowed only by the gasping of his breath. He couldn’t be calmed; he wasn’t even present. It was like something had come and stolen the essence of their son.

			The fit had lasted nearly half an hour, by the end of which both felt they had aged decisively into another stage of life. Wesley, for his part, seemed not to remember it. Damp with tears, with sweat, he was delivered back into himself as mysteriously as he’d departed, and, exhausted, curled back to sleep.

			Which Kate and Miles, shaken, could not.

			And then, the next night, the same thing happened. Again the cries, again the empty eyes, the sense of being tortured deep within.

			Black fire and horror shot with equal rage.

			This, according to the pediatrician, was a “night terror,” and nothing to be afraid of.

			Said the good man, the kind man, who slept so peacefully each night while across the city Kate and Miles, some 312 pounds net, struggled to contain the thrashings of their tiny son.

			Recalling her final days of high school, the numbness in her hand dismissed as stress, the chest pain dismissed as a pulled muscle, Kate sought another opinion. But the second doctor said the same thing. Nothing to be afraid of. And, no, it was not their fault.

			Grim cave, diseases dire, ghastly spasm, racking torture, qualms of heart-sick agony. For not the first time in her life, Kate felt Milton had equipped her with a vocabulary that might describe those convulsions in a way the lexicon of medicine could not. What demon had obtained her son? What monstrous crew hauled up before his empty eyes? Common, said the doctor. But how had they walked so many years on earth and not yet met a single soul who spoke of such black nights?

			The terrors lasted four excruciating weeks. Occasionally, a night would spare them, tease them with the hope that relief had come, only to return with fury. Wesley began to try to climb out of his crib. “Sleepwalking” wasn’t the word—this was a disordered, scratching frenzy, like someone trapped within another world, seeking a passage. This news seemed to wake the doctor from his complacency—occasionally, terrors could be so bad a child could get hurt. During his residency, he had seen a boy who had smashed a window. And he didn’t think it was a seizure, but…

			So Wesley spent a night beneath a cap of multicolored wires, with a camera trained upon his flailings. The answer confirmed: There was nothing to be afraid of. No epilepsy. As the first doctor had said.

			Shortly after Wesley was born, during a month of fussy colic, Miles’s mother had said something along the lines that in parenthood, just when you thought you couldn’t bear something any longer, it got better. Kate knew and Miles knew that this was not true, not true at all—a classmate in grad school had lost his little girl to cancer. But sometimes even pabulum, in the right moments, can attain the power of an adage. Some days Kate reminded Miles of this, and some days Miles reminded Kate, and then, one September night as unremarkable as when they’d started, the terrors stopped.

			
			

			—

			This is the first bit of developmental background that Kate and Miles provided to Dr. Barnaby, the psychologist they’d seen during the episode of the Humbaba.

			The second was the story of King Damij.

			

			—

			King Damij had first appeared in their lives shortly after Wesley’s fifth birthday. As with the night terrors, they had no clear explanation. Olive had recently fallen while the two were playing, and though no one blamed her brother, she had split her lip—a “highly vascularized region,” according to the surgeon, which meant, in English, that the child looked as if she’d been gorging on a carcass. Surely, this must have frightened Wesley? And Kate’s medical insurance had decided abruptly to stop covering the infusions that had brought her MS into remission, so in addition to teaching, to caring for two children, she was spending evenings deciphering denial letters written in prose more labyrinthine than Milton. And Miles was in a particularly grim spot with his dissertation; his chair had changed to someone less accommodating, and even the usual Milesian optimism had begun to dim.

			But there are always explanations. There are always split lips, greedy corporations, parents off their A-game.

			Unlike the night terrors, King Damij had neither a discrete beginning nor an ending. Indeed, for a long time, it was hard to say that there was something wrong. Simply put, things around them started breaking: a toy, two toys, a plate, the railing of the crib. In the beginning, they hadn’t even suspected Wesley. But soon the casualties included objects—a book, the television remote, the Wi-Fi router—that little Olive couldn’t reach. Each time, the boy denied it; each time, he had an alibi, hastily assembled, clearly bogus. The only suggestion of some kind of responsibility was a single drawing he had made at school, which showed a child, unmistakably himself—as unmistakably as possible with a five-year-old artist—over whom was written, in the manner of a superhero playing card, the words “King Damij.”

			Ah, said Miles, etymologist: Damij. Damage.

			Did this bring clarity? Or did it just deepen the mystery? Was this some perverse avatar? Already, Wesley had begun to devour comic-strip “novels” starring anthropomorphic animals who wreaked cartoon havoc with their hijinks. Or was there some darker current at work, spurred by his sister’s spill, his mother’s worries? This, fortunately, had lasted only two weeks, but things were bad enough that Miles and Kate had to watch him at all hours, and the toll had run into hundreds of dollars. No reasoning would work; King Damij simply denied it. In the end, they’d settled on a variation of a kind of copycat hypothesis, offered first by Wesley’s teacher. There was something about him slightly more suggestible than other children, a thinness between the world he lived in and the world of stories. Not entirely unexpected of a child of two people devoted to books.

			Which, when it came to the Humbaba, should have been considered a forewarning.

			

			—

			As Miles and Kate later explained to Dr. Barnaby, in case he was wondering, the Humbaba in question was not the famous Humbaba of Gilgamesh, which Miles had all but forgotten when he’d chosen the name one night for his storytelling. Who knew where it had come from? In the beginning, he’d just been one of many. Okiroshi was a two-headed bird with the feet of a dainty woman. Burowak lived only on hair clippings. Keshlamina the Seven-Mustached fed on little boys who didn’t go to sleep. Hooptidoo and Calamates and Gingerstein: Miles required the kids to keep them straight.

			Most of the hopeful monsters that materialized each night upon his lips bore the longevity of mayflies, destined to flutter about his children’s minds for but a single night. Transient is the stuff of stories; don’t believe the boosters who claim that literature lives on forever. Who could recall Jiro the talking eraser, Papel the sleeping robot, or Scaramak or Puckertoot or Scaramank or Scalamoot?

			Indeed, Miles had every reason to believe that the Humbaba would follow the 384 other characters that populated his nighttime stories only oh so briefly. It was hardly promising: a little shrewlike creature who liked to…wait for it…hum.

			That was it. And he had thick blue eyebrows, and armored lizard eyes. Destined for extinction as soon as he’d stepped off Miles’s tongue.

			But they said the same thing about the kiwi, the platypus, the three-toed sloth.

			Instead, the Humbaba began to change.

			It descended from the streetlamps from which it once had serenaded the people with its cicadal singing. Arms appeared beneath its wings, once plumed, now beetled, fairy-fluttering about before they vanished the following week into vestigial lumps. After a period of hibernation, the Humbaba re-emerged one night in the menagerie of Miles’s “Martian Zoo,” and late that month in “The Tale of Olive and the Olive,” entwined in the high branches of a tree. Did the children care that it was then less shrew, more snake? Directors are often granted liberties with the ensemble; like Theseus’s ship, it still retained its ineffable Humbabian essence. When the creature appeared as a sullen taxi driver in “Wesley in New York” it curled itself around the steering wheel and chattered on its phone.

			Such change was natural. Among Miles’s other characters, Okiroshi’s feet had long outgrown her silver slippers, and Burowak’s tastes had turned to peanut shells and furballs. But some force deep in his psyche was slowly transforming this incidental creature, this bit player, this trifle, into something more and more human. At the New Year, the Humbaba was appearing with a cane and top hat. By then, his metamorphosing had become the essence of his identity: a quick-change artist, appearing in one story as a dinosaur, another as Eugene Onegin’s brother, another as a golden, talking duck.

			Olive never really took to the character; six years old, she wanted certainty. But Wesley was ensorceled. What was more seductive than a chameleon who could take the form of anybody, anything? The boy pushed out the stories further: Could the Humbaba be the president? Could it masquerade as Grandma? Daddy? Mommy? And that’s when the problems had begun.

			What Miles should have said, then and there, decisively, was that, no, Mommy and Daddy were immune to the Humbaba’s wiles. There were ample ways to justify this fiction—they knew a secret spell, they drank a secret potion—but he didn’t even need one. No, he should have said: Mommy and Daddy are not the Humbaba. No explanation needed. He was the storyteller; the world was his caprice. Keshlamina had seven mustaches? Calamates had gotten chicken pox? There was no disputation. It was because he said so.

			Perhaps, Miles wondered later, it wouldn’t have made a difference, and he couldn’t have headed off the troubles that came next. But he’d never know. Because, when Wesley asked, “Could you and Mommy be a Humbaba?,” he’d answered with just a hint of playful teasing, “Perhaps. But how would you know?”

			And so fear descended upon little Wesley Krzelewski-Petrosian. All his childhood, he’d used a watertight logic to arm himself against the classic boogeymen. There were no dragons, no goblins, no evil trolls; he knew because he’d never seen one. But this was different. For how could you know? How could Miles know that Ms. Masatani, Wesley’s third-grade teacher, was not in fact some sinister shape-shifter who’d replaced the real Ms. Masatani? What if Olive wasn’t Olive?

			The first psychologist assured them that one couldn’t diagnose delusions in a child. By then it had gone on three weeks, and Wesley had taken to barricading his door at bedtime. It was interesting, the man said, a kind of body-snatcher variation; in adults they called it Capgras syndrome: my wife is not my wife, my son has been replaced. But a child’s world was, by its very nature, make-believe. No, to answer Kate’s reasonable question, it wasn’t schizophrenia, vanishingly rare in such a young child, far more debilitating, assailed by hallucinations. Sometimes children’s imaginations simply ran away with them. But he’d come back.

			He’d hoped this reassured the parents.

			“Interesting” was also a word Kate’s doctor had used to describe her second MS relapse to a medical student. Neither Miles nor Kate, both of whom found many things about the world “interesting,” found anything “interesting” about what was happening to their son.

			Wesley quit his soccer team, and begged to do the same for swimming. They’d catch him watching them suspiciously, as if to spot the counterfeit in some wrong move, some tone of voice.

			At night, in hushed voices, Miles and Kate sifted through evidence as to the ferocity of his convictions.

			He ate with them, right? If he really believed that they were Humbabas, wouldn’t he distrust them? And he didn’t run away—which would be the natural thing for someone to do if their parents had been replaced by evil simulacra. Or was it? Was he, in fact, quite logical? Had he just weighed the risks of his parental forgeries against the dangers of the world outside, surely populated by the same insidious force?

			Unspoken in these first discussions was that, of the two parents, one bore the blame. To Kate’s credit, she didn’t openly accuse Miles at first; who could begrudge a father for telling tales of humming shrews with thick blue eyebrows? But the more they talked about it, the more she began to wonder aloud how much of the bedtime stories had been for the children’s benefit, and how much for Miles’s. Was that much fantasy so harmless? Wasn’t part of a parent’s job to be stolid and dependable, someone a boy could come back to when his imagination roamed?

			Unlike the sudden cessation of the night terrors, or King Damij’s unannounced departure, the Humbaba lingered with them for three long months. What cured him in the end? Kate and Miles never knew. Dr. Barnaby perhaps, or maybe growing older simply loosened up the logic in which the boy had tied himself. In the end, the Humbaba survived only in the shared code belonging to Kate and Miles, a shorthand for the dangers of suggestion, a call for caution, the absorption to which the paternal line was prone.

			Which Kate reminded Miles of, again.

			Whiskey quietly became Whiskers. Whiskers cleaned her den because it was more fun to play in, not because it gave her parasites. The dingoes nipped, but didn’t actually bite each other. And the tasty Magic Mushroom became a tasteless, if equally Magic, Fern.

		

	
		
			Six
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			On the first of October, they awoke to the sound of scurrying in the walls.

			For several nights, this had been happening. Now, putting two and two together, Miles understood the origin of the black sesame seeds that he dutifully wiped off the counter each morning. Like most other academics in the humanities, Miles had taught a “Literature of Plague” seminar during the pandemic, so he knew that action couldn’t wait. He began an email to Professor Rumphius, then deleted it. It seemed ungrateful to bother their host with such a minor, common problem, especially when they were staying there for free.

			On Facebook, he found the names of two local exterminators, one of whom was accused of “making the matter worse” and the other, “the Rat Man of Vermont,” who, in this age of viperous partisanship, seemed to be one of the few people in the world to be universally beloved, praised for his promptness and his honesty.

			And prompt he was! An hour later, he rang their doorbell.

			Miles had met exterminators twice before, both rodentlike men, long-nosed, whiskery, with thin rodent fingers, whose appearance raised the age-old question of whether people chose pets that looked like them, or came to look like their pets. One had seemed oblivious to the similarity, but the other had embraced it. He’d had a photo of himself in a mouse’s nose printed on his van, and when he came out to the house Miles was renting after college, he’d had a pink pool noodle attached to the back of his overalls, carefully studded with brown pipe cleaners, which Miles understood as bristles. Miles complimented him on the costume, and he beamed. Kids love it, he said, which was a little odd, because it was a weekday and there were no kids in sight.

			He wore the tail while he worked, and it wasn’t clear if he’d forgotten or if it was part of his strategy.

			In contrast, the Rat Man of Vermont didn’t look like a rat at all. He had a flat nose and wide eyes and a ginger beard and ginger mustache, which he combed outward in two smooth waves. His hands were covered in ginger freckles and soft ginger hair, and his fingers were short and fat, with long, sharp nails. His ginger-colored T-shirt covered his big belly, just.

			“Like a cat, right?” said the Rat Man.

			“Sorry?”

			“You were thinking that I look like a cat.”

			Was it rude to answer?

			“Come on,” said the Rat Man. “Everyone says it. I’m fuckin’ Garfield.” He lifted a hand, palm forward, fingers bent to show his nails, like a beckoning statue in a Japanese restaurant.

			“Now I see it,” said Miles.

			“Thing is, I was born like this,” said the Rat Man. “My dad, too. It was like God wanted us to be exterminators. Like that girl with webbed fingers.”

			Miles must have looked perplexed, because the Rat Man said, “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of her.”

			“Was she a swimmer?” asked Miles.

			“Flycatcher,” said the Rat Man.

			Miles said that he didn’t know that was a job.

			“Well, it’s not,” said the Rat Man. “More like a performance. But I am surprised you don’t know about her, because she was all over TV. Leno had a jar filled with flies and opened them and she would catch them, just like that, one, two, three. Pop. Pop. Pop. With you or me, they would just slip through our fingers, see. But we’re not webbed.”

			“No,” said Miles.

			“But it wasn’t all roses and lilies,” said the Rat Man. “Like she had trouble holding a fork and using keys and that sort of thing—what is it, small-motor?”

			“Fine-motor?” asked Miles.

			“Couldn’t type, couldn’t hold a pencil. And Leno asks can’t the doctors do something about it, but then she wouldn’t be able to catch flies.”

			“I can see the trade-off,” said Miles.

			The Rat Man tapped his temple as if to say that Miles was a bright one. “Gonna finish the tour?” he asked.

			Kate joined, and for the next half-hour they walked through the house. The Rat Man of Vermont put his ears to the walls, lay on the floor and closed his eyes, sniffed at the chimney, and then began to shake his head.

			And he explained that the world consisted of what he called Rat-Lines, invisible pathways through field and forest along which the world’s rodents migrated, funneling together in great rushing channels, a transnational interchange of murine highways that converged in rare, legendary routes called Super-Rat-Lines, used for millennia, their numbers ebbing and flowing in fabled cycles. The Rumphius house sat in the middle of such a corridor, the age in such a cycle.

			The good news, he said, was that Rumphius had mostly mice, even if, emotionally, these mice were rats.

			“Emotionally for us, or them?” asked Kate.

			Giuseppe sauntered past.

			“The dog doesn’t seem to care,” said Miles, hopefully.

			“Ever try to sniff down a loaf of bread inside a bakery?” asked the Rat Man.

			There was silence as the parties admired the analogy.

			Kate had her hand on Miles’s shoulder, to steady herself. “Is there anything that we can do?” she asked.

			The Rat Man shook his head. “No. I’m sorry.” Then he must have seen their distress, because he added, “Think of it like cancer. We could take it out, but what good would that do anyone?”

			“It could get rid of the cancer,” said Kate.

			“Not that kind of cancer,” said the Rat Man. “The kind that always comes back.”

			Kate acknowledged that that was a different situation. But wasn’t there a chance that they had the other kind, which could be cured?

			“Not a line like this,” said Garfield. “You could bomb a line like this and they’d be back. You could nuke the shit out of it and they’d be scurrying over all our corpses, over the scarred and melted earth.”

			By the far wall, Giuseppe stopped and was sniffing at the molding. Miles looked to the Rat Man. For some reason, this seemed a cause for optimism.

			“Hot spot,” said the Rat Man. He shook his head pityingly.

			“Can’t we at least try trapping them?” asked Miles.

			“It’s America, big guy,” the Rat Man said. “You can do anything you want.”

			The hardware store in town sold twelve kinds of traps, in various grades of cruelty. The packages showed happy little mice sitting on, dancing with, and hugging the objects of their execution. Miles recalled Olive’s great pile of stuffed animals, the plush little rodents that she kissed each night before she slept.

			There was a single brand of “humane” trap.

			Chekhov, recalled Miles, when he first moved to his country home, could not bring himself to kill his mice, but carried them one by one into the forest.

			“Good luck,” the cashier said, after he had swiped his credit card.

			“I’m guessing it doesn’t work,” said Miles, forlornly.

			“A typical mouse-bitch produces five to ten litters per year,” said the cashier. “Five to eight pups a litter, though, on the upside, she’ll eat some of the young, so you’re probably down to four or five a litter on average. But then the girl babies can get impregnated by their brothers and their fathers when they are six weeks old. So it depends what you mean by ‘work.’ ”

			The trap consisted of a swinging plank on top of a bucket. They put peanut butter on the swinging plank. The mice would tip the plank and tumble into the bucket.

			The cashier was wrong. The humane trap worked wonders. In the morning, before the kids awoke, Miles found four mice, three of which had been killed and partially eaten by the fourth, a terrified little creature who was trembling beneath some leaves that Olive had thoughtfully inserted to break its fall.

			“I think I am going to be sick,” said Kate. “I don’t think this is humane at all.”

			According to the Internet, this was a known problem if you didn’t put food in the bucket. Of course! Well, that was easily fixed. And, lo!, the next morning they found eight little mice so engorged on peanuts that they just stared up in sated wonder at the faces peering down at them. The Internet also said the mice would find their way back unless you took them at least two miles away. This seemed like an exaggeration; it would be like transporting a human to New Jersey. But they had no authority to question the Internet. And Miles recalled, at other dawns, on other evenings, seeing people with similar buckets, crouched suspiciously by the roadside, so he joined the good, kind country people who redistributed each other’s mice.

			
			

			—

			In addition to teaching two classes, Kate was asked to attend a weekly seminar for visiting scholars. It was not technically a requirement, but it was followed by a dinner hosted by a farm-to-table restaurant, and often the group would adjourn to a pub off campus. Spouses were invited, but Miles wasn’t eager for another evening being reminded of his failings. And Kate, for her part, did not insist. Was she embarrassed by him? Miles wondered. But the nights ran late, long after the children’s bedtime, and they’d been warned about the quality and pricing practices of the local babysitters, a cartel.

			Instead, Kate encouraged Miles to “reach out in the community” to find friends of his own. This was a common theme in their marriage. That she had yet to be successful did not dissuade her, nor did Miles’s insistence that he was fine, truly, he had no shortage of human interaction. And this was true, for he had the remarkable ability to be the person whom the nicotine-stained woman in the grocery line told about her grandchildren, or the X-ray tech regaled about his days on the bantamweight circuit, or the campus shuttle driver lectured on his political beliefs. Back in California, it was almost impossible for Miles to go to the campus coffee shop without finding himself drawn into conversation with one of the many campus eccentrics, either professors or former professors or people who thought they were professors, settling for the day with stacks of dirty papers and a ragged coffee cup they brought out to make it seem as if they’d bought something to drink.

			And he liked them, that was the thing. In the beginning, Kate had remarked on this capacity: to play ball with just about anybody, to elevate the sorriest soul into the ranks of the folkloric, even the heroic. To fall in with anyone, anywhere.

			But this didn’t really count as friendship, Kate said, and she had persisted in her mission, even invoking science. In this case science meant none other than her dear friend Miranda, who, before founding her “Laboratory of Vermont,” had launched her career by studying male loneliness. Indeed, the first time Miles had laid eyes on Associate Professor Miranda Kim was on her TED Talk, where, dressed in a blue blazer, hair bobbed stylishly, eyes radiating sincerity and sympathy, she paced the stage, while the video cut to her admiring audience, among whom was a famous actress, a great beauty, a vigorous nodder.

			Miranda’s thesis was, according to a common Milesian protest, a prime example of the false pretensions of “so-called social science,” which claimed wise insight into commonsensical observations made more eloquently by literature, gussying them up in the kind of statistics that made the speaking circuit salivate. According to her extensive research, using the “validated” “Kim-Brooks Isolation Index,” she had “discovered” that over time, whereas women found their friendships broaden and deepen, men’s dwindling interactions with others tended mostly to involve shared interests, such that they knew almost nothing about friends with whom they claimed to be close. Indeed, among her subjects, she had discovered a significant subset (27 percent) who had a KBI of 43 or higher: introverts who, she said, “kept introverting.” The social organ, she liked to say, was not the only one that shriveled with age.

			Though Miles in fact had come to like the real Miranda very much, he had originally held a very different opinion about TED Talk Miranda, with her TED Talk headpiece and TED Talk posture and knowing TED Talk smile. First off, he was doing fine in the other organ department, thank you; he and Kate were doing fine, and if their three-times-in-a-row days were more a fond memory than a regular practice, that was hardly a topic to give a TED Talk on. But the “shriveled organ of friendship” charge was a different story. Case in point: the English Department party. While Kate and her chair had been shedding tears of laughter over some shared intimacy, he’d been stuck in a circle of men who likely knew more about each other’s mowers than their marriages. Definitely knew more. He wasn’t certain when it had begun to happen, but, looking back, he sensed a moment, sometime in his late twenties, when he had begun to find old friends, good friends, slowly receding, while new acquaintances already had rich, full lives. Lives that, Kate learned only from the wives, were rich and full in work and family, but not in other friends.

			Bless Kate, but back in California, more than once, meeting another woman and learning that both were married to introverts, she’d conspired to get their husbands together.

			But I’m not an introvert, thought Miles.

			In any case, she was at it again.

			

			—

			Kate had met Paloma through Miranda’s friend Farnaz, who, by a twist of fate, had been Kate’s chair Eleanor’s wife Vy’s roommate as an undergraduate, six nodes in the great web of female friendship, which Miles had come to understand held much of the world together. They had gotten together for a coffee, which had turned into a long walk, during which they discussed their husbands, finding much in common. Paloma’s husband, Andrei, was also a marooned academic, an arguably even more marooned academic, a postdoc in biochemistry, for whom the college, upon recruiting his wife, had found an adjunct position teaching first-year writing. But career frustration wasn’t the only thing he and Miles had in common! He also had a romantic view of country life, which he had eventually embraced, quitting academia and turning his attention to the land.

			Andrei, said Kate, had an orchard and a meadow. Andrei was Russian, or at least Russian by birth. It was not a stretch to say that he was the closest Miles would get to a Russian peasant. If they didn’t hit it off as friends, then, at the very least, he’d gain a better understanding of country people and country life.

			
			

			—

			At first Miles resisted the idea of being set up with a lapsed biochemist who had turned away from other humans, but then a week came when Kate had college dinners three nights in a row, and he began to find a kind of loneliness growing within him, which wasn’t helped even after an hour petting Man’s Best Friend. So he swallowed his pride and texted the number Kate had gotten from Paloma. He felt he needed an explanation for why he was reaching out to this unfamiliar person, and tried something witty about how their meddlesome wives thought they might get along, but then erased it and wrote that he was writing a chapter about folkloric representation of farmers (“peasants” felt vaguely pejorative in this context) and his wife said Andrei’s wife said that Andrei might be able to help him…

			Immediately, Andrei texted, Sure! Come by!, and Miles answered, Great! When? And Andrei: Anytime, I’m always here. If I’m not at the house come find me in the orchard.

			Miles felt a little thrill to read this: Look at me!—he wished to say—writing to a real country person with real apple trees. He gave it a day, so he didn’t seem too eager, and the next morning spent more time than he wished to admit trying to decide whether he should wear dirty athletic clothing or his jeans, which were brand-new. He chose the jeans, then went outside and crawled around on the lawn a little bit to break them in. Then he drove Olive to school, and took the road to Andrei’s house.

			It was a glorious October day. Hay bales dotted the fields, and wild apple trees along the road hung heavy with their fruit. The house was an old Colonial Miles had driven past dozens of times, lacquered with a thick coat of brick-red paint, behind which he could see an orchard rising to a meadow. He parked at the house and rang the bell, which was answered by a very pretty woman in a neat blouse printed with flowers, her hair heaped upon her head and held in place by what seemed to be a pair of knitting needles. She was warm and welcoming, saying that she would offer him a coffee but she had just stepped away from a Zoom meeting, that Andrei was out in the fields—she waved her hands as if indicating the Universe—and that Miles should go and find him. She was so delighted that he came, she said; this really was exciting. Then someone said something into her earbud, and she smiled at Miles and backed inside the house, waving and smiling again, like a parent who cannot help but linger after dropping off a child at a dance.

			This, apparently, was Paloma.

			Miles went back along the walkway to where a second path wound around the house, ending at a small patio that looked up onto an orchard of some twenty or thirty trees. It was gloriously beautiful. Goldenrod and Joe Pye weed flanked neatly mowed paths that ran between the apples, wind ruffled the branches, and fruits of many shades of green and red and yellow hung from the branches. He found that he was smiling. The troubles of the world seemed distant; he was a guest of the land, of these kind and welcoming people who had left their far-off homes and settled in the same benignant valley where he had come to stay, if briefly. For a moment, he waited, taking it in, expecting another greeting from a hale farmer, as handsome as his wife was lovely.

			But no one appeared, and so he began to walk in the vague direction Paloma had indicated. As he approached the trees, he saw that each one was guarded by a metal fencing—two fences, actually, one tall, one smaller, closer to the trunk. Red glistening plastic balls in the shape of apples hung from some of the trees, many of which were painted white on their trunks, some of which were also wrapped in what looked like window screens. A familiar, cidery tang rose from scattered rotting apples, and here and there were buckets filled with a mysterious green and pungent broth.

			He walked. “Andrei?” he called from time to time, but softly, since he didn’t know this man, and it felt like he was calling for Giuseppe. At last, at the very top row, a little out of breath, he stopped to look down, to take in the view, of the home, the trees, the valley, and that was when he saw the pair of legs emerging from thick cover beneath a tree.

			His first thought was, He is dead. On the feet of the legs were a pair of muddy work boots; the body was facedown, and definitively not moving. Should he holler? Should he run down and get Paloma, pull her from her Zoom call?

			“Andrei?” he said again.

			No answer.

			“Andrei?” But the man, or the body that was once a man, did not respond, the body was completely still, his head was so completely obscured by the soft, wide leaves of a plant that Miles would later learn was comfrey that it occurred to Miles he might not have a head, maybe animals had taken it. Miles touched a shoe, gently, with his own. Nothing. Again: “Andrei?” And the man, with giant headphones, and a penknife in his hand, leapt up with such a lurch and shout that the scattering crows couldn’t have told you which of the men was more alarmed, the prodder or the prodded.

			

			—

			Andrei Abramov, Ph.D., very much alive, had at that very moment been engaged in extracting from the bark of an apple sapling the larva of an apple borer, or, more precisely, following the borehole that would lead him to the creature, itself best extracted with a paper clip straightened and bent into a kind of crook, as one might yank a bad actor from a vaudeville stage. And bad actors they were, the borers, and this year particularly so, each little fucker capable of girdling a sapling and killing it. He’d spent the past five days belly-down in the dirt. But such was the life.

			Did Miles want to help?

			And before Miles knew it, he was also down there, in the grass, helping his new friend by holding open the deer fencing, and the vole fencing, and borer mesh—which clearly hadn’t done its job that summer—hearing about pests, first the borer, then cedar-apple rust, and fire blight, and powdery mildew, scab, codling moth, woolly apple aphids, apple maggot, mealybugs, sawfly, bitter rot, black rot, white rot, sooty blotch, birds, rabbit, meadow vole, porcupine, and deer. The work was endless, Andrei told him; of course, there was always the possibility of spraying, except his kids ate the fruit, and bees and butterflies visited his meadows. It was only with his daily labor, his seaweed mulches and fermented nettle, and beneficial wildflowers planted in the aisles, that he’d been victorious. And he went on to describe, with great specificity, the form that these victories had taken.

			It was a lot of information, all at once, and it kept going even as Andrei rose from the tree and moved on to another, though not without wandering around and looking for his misplaced penknife, and if Miles didn’t find this information immediately applicable to his dissertation, he did come quickly to two general observations of rural life, which were that farmers rarely stop working when they are talking to you, and that much of rural existence consists of moving tools from one place to another, and, in the process, losing them.

			Well, this was useful, wasn’t it? thought Miles, aware then, as they were walking, of how much he had come there hoping, if only just a little, to meet a friend he could relate to, who could understand the Slight Disappointment. And once, when they stopped for water, Andrei asked Miles how he was finding Greensbury. Paloma seemed to have prepped him about Miles’s research, and he genuinely seemed to want to help him. But he was embarrassed—and here Andrei paused to take a breath, and Miles thought, hopefully, that he was going to say, “Unfortunately, I haven’t figured life out, either”—to admit that he couldn’t even think of a single folktale. He understood how ignorant this sounded. But his parents, upon their immigration, first to Boston, and then to take dual faculty positions in the Physics Department at Georgia Tech, had embraced America so wholeheartedly that the only Russian he knew was the very particular vocabulary of his parents’ fights.

			But apples, said Andrei…apples he could help with. Well, Miles acknowledged, apples were often mentioned in the texts he studied, though usually they were enchanted. And Andrei was off again, which was not surprising, given Miranda’s famous thesis. Even Miles, who had almost boundless interest in arcana, found himself recalling a favorite story, about a magic sparrow, who, despite being magic, despite saving the family from an earthquake, was made into a stew because it wouldn’t shut up. Indeed, it was only after a couple hours, and a familiarity enhanced when Andrei discovered a tick on Miles’s neck and a second on his shoulder and the two men had stripped down to their boxers, having apparently lain down in some kind of breeding ground, some kind of tick fiesta—it was only then, with this incipient intimacy strengthened from rooting around each other’s armpits, that Miles took it upon himself to ask Andrei how a biochemist had ended up spending his days facedown in the dirt.

			“You mean you want to hear about my crisis?” Andrei asked.

			

			—

			The crisis, he said, rising, and leading Miles to yet another tree beset by borers, was one of intellect—though, given the direction of his life, his years toiling in laboratories, his devotion to science, perhaps one might call it one of faith. Back in graduate school, he had settled on immunology; in his dreams, illness fell to his magic, children rose from their sickbeds, old men and women felt their swollen joints grow supple once again. His work was strong, his publications regular, but somehow a Grand Discovery eluded him, and, slowly, he found himself abandoning his aspirations. He had been blessed, however, with a lovely wife, and three lovely children; and when Paloma published her dissertation, and the offer came from Greensbury, he knew he was in no position to stop her. There was a telescope, a small telescope in the scheme of the world’s telescopes, but perfect for her research, and the college had alluded to the possibility of some kind of work for him in the Biochemistry Department.

			It was then the crisis happened, age thirty-five, mezzo del cammin.

			It wasn’t clear what set it off, whether it was when the lab space fell through after months of increasingly evasive promises, or the college’s offer that he could teach a writing seminar. Not that he had anything against writing, he assured his newfound humanist companion, but once he had dreamed he would cure rheumatoid arthritis. Also, autumn was deepening, and the days were growing darker, and a pineal gland raised in the Atlantan sunlight, even if it is a Russian pineal gland by birth, can only take so many clouds, and so much nighttime. He took to walking, long walks, slightly crazy walks, as if he could outpace his melancholy, and it was on one of these days that he found himself looking down upon a field and, in the field, a man holding a scythe, cutting a perfect swath in hypnotizing rhythm. So vivid was the image, so far from a road, so devoid of anything modern, that Andrei wondered if he’d finally gone mad, if this were a vision of some long-lost Russian wheat field, passed down to him through his blood.

			Actually, it was Bob Smith, who had a kid in school with Andrei’s daughter Sasha.

			For a long time, Andrei had looked down upon the damp field, at the perfect strip through the grass, the way the color changed as the stalks fell, depending on the angle of grass and sunlight. A sweet smell rose from the cut, and a soft swishing sound came when the wind relented, and he went down, and Bob, whom he didn’t know then, knew only as the scytheman, did not seem surprised at all to see the hiker make his way across the meadow. He, too, understood the hypnotic potential of the instrument; he, too, had been bewitched one afternoon by another man at work, a man himself seduced at a State Fair demonstration. A line of scythemen all the way back.

			Andrei and Paloma’s home had fourteen acres of meadow that had been traditionally cut by a local mowing company. But that week, Andrei drove up to Rutland to meet a man who specialized in traditional tools. In the man’s barn, its walls hung with root hoes and billhooks and digging forks, he selected a scythe with a three-foot blade, marked with a serpent, the symbol of the forge, so thin, so sharp, that it could cut through his receipt.

			To this he added a whetstone, and a Slovak peening jig to sharpen the blade.

			For the next three weeks, Andrei proceeded to cure himself of melancholy. In the field, in the damp warmth of autumn, with each swing of the scythe, he began to feel the lifting of the darkness. He felt it with each step, with each swing, with each scrape of the whetting stone. Each night, sitting before the peening jig, or filing the nicks out of the blade, coaxing the steel into an ever-finer edge.

			I slay Sadness, I slay Vanity, I slay Pride of Reputation. The serpent circling the meadow behind his home.

			“Do you want to try?” asked Andrei, sitting with Miles on a bench in the orchard, after hours extracting apple borers had done a number on their backs.

			Which was how Miles took up scything.

			

			—

			For the next two weeks, whenever he had free time, which was every day, Miles returned to Andrei’s house to help him. Perhaps it was a touch too much, he thought, perhaps he should have given his new friend some space, but now was the harvest, now was the time to scythe, winter was coming.

			Nor did it escape Miles that scything was, without doubt, germane to his dissertation, at least to his previous dissertation. Indeed, one of Miles’s favorite scenes in literature, one of his favorite strings of words ever arranged in order by a human being, was the moment Konstantin Levin takes up a scythe in Anna Karenina. He’d long taught it as exemplifying Tolstoy’s complex relationship to labor, or exhibiting the latent tensions between the castes, or offering up, with the felling of the grain stalks, a premonition of Anna’s decisive fate beneath the train wheels. But now, in the field, and later at home, the book before him, he found such interpretations superfluous. The scything scene was not about Tolstoy, nor class tension, nor Anna; this was what a person who hadn’t scythed thought it was about. The scything scene was about scything. The coats heaped on the swath, the whetstone boxes clanking, the sound of sharpening a blade, the sodden mushrooms bursting, the pain and then the numbness, the indifference to the rain. In the novel, when mowers rinsed their scythe blades in the stream and drank the water, Miles could taste the flecks of grass and the rusty tang of the tin cups.

			Should he switch topics again? he wondered; the only scythes he knew from folktales were magic scythes, which scythed the fields by themselves. A nice image, but a bit of a sparse harvest in comparison to Tolstoy. In any case, the scything was too tiring to leave any time for writing. It was hard work, his wrists hurt, his shoulder hurt, and he’d begun to notice an ominous knot in his lower back, the first tinglings of sciatica. Andrei, in contrast, moved effortlessly, and slowly Miles came to understand that this was the secret, this was the magic: not to hack or chop, but simply to slide the blade between the stalks, and they would gently settle themselves upon the ground. The second secret, related to the first, was to keep the blade sharp, which was why they carried whetstones, why every quarter-hour they would stop and sharpen. And then he loved it, loved the movement, the weight of the blade, the sound of the blade, the incomparable smells, the air sweet enough to drink. He loved even the old Anglo-Saxon words, the “snath” he held, the “whetstone” used for “honing,” the “peening” hammer, the “jig” named after the dance. “Stubble.” “Windrow.” The “swaths” they cut came from the German Schwad, said Andrei, the measure of a single swing.

			Swath, whet, hone: without knowing, he’d been speaking scythes for his entire life.

			One day, he brought Giuseppe. The dog ran circles around him, dipping in and out of the swath, snortheling with delight when he found rabbit holes or vole runs, excavating his discoveries in sudden earthen fountains. Miles did not know that cottontails could scream, but these were days of learning, and this was exactly what they did, in terror, Giuseppe in pursuit, their harpy cries raising the blackbirds from the meadow. Miles called him back, but Andrei told him to continue. Once, he’d loved the little bunnies, until he’d seen the horrors they were capable of wreaking on a sapling. At a certain point, he said, a man stopped siding with Peter Rabbit, and took the camp of Mr. McGregor.

			They halted only when it was time to get Olive. Then Miles said goodbye to his scything friend, hauled the blade down to the shed, did his best to clean Giuseppe of dirt and dung and bur and worm, and set off on his drive and the first fifteen minutes of The Miscellaneous Minute.

			Each night, at home, he thought about the next day. Hunched over dinner, he swung his fork and knife across the plate. In their yard, he scythed with Olive, gripping her snath-foot as he swung her squealing. A new hero rose in his nighttime stories, his sword bearing the mark of the serpent. And when he wasn’t scything, he found himself thinking of scything, dreaming of scything, and wondering what he’d do when winter came.

			

			—

			Miles Krzelewski, Scytheman, Master of the Peening Jig, Repairer of Broken Snaths, Whetter of a Mean Burr, Filer of Blade Nicks, Chips, and Tears, did not open his dissertation that autumn. Writing about it seemed to break the spell, and by now he knew he’d choose the spell over the paragraph.

			Deep down, he also knew that Andrei, quondam biochemist, was hardly a peasant. It was silly to pretend. The man’s country idyll sat upon the loud, cranking, sooty gears of global commerce. Other than his scythe and sundry artisan hoes, he bought most of his supplies online from Lowe’s. He scythed not for grain but to maintain a field in an arrested state of ecological succession, as a place where bobolinks might nest. His apples were grown on rootstock raised in Ukraine, grafted in a Maine warehouse, pruned with Japanese clippers he had FedExed each time he lost them. The plastic apple-maggot balls were from Korea, and the clay he sprayed up on his fruit was mined in Georgia, sometimes China.

			In Andrei’s case, it was even more complicated than this, for Miles had learned one night from Kate, who’d tried to keep the secret but couldn’t any longer, that Andrei’s apples were hardly natural. That, alone, he’d never grown a single apple to, ahem, fruition. In the beginning, laboring in the orchard through spring and summer, he’d seen his fruits beset by worm and wasp and fungus. He hadn’t been deterred; he was long accustomed to experiments that didn’t go the way he wanted. Instead, riding that early high, when the miracle that is gardening still outshone the losses that are also gardening, he’d shrugged off his defeats, dived deep into his books, and plotted for the following season.

			Paloma followed Andrei’s struggles at a distance, as he trudged through the aisles of his orchard, stopping to Yorick at his ruined fruit and shake his head. Next year! he said. For he had figured out the problem. But after four years spent watching her husband patiently grow the trees to fruiting height, and three more years of pestilence, she began to sense his old melancholy returning.

			It was then that she had taken matters into her own hands.

			A dutiful son, Andrei was accustomed, four times a year, to take a snowbird flight from Albany to Atlanta to visit his parents. It was during one of these trips that Paloma had, after some research, called up an arborist, at Osgood Tree and Lawn, in Oakfield, across the state line. The voice on the other end of the line was English, faint, phantasmal. At first the man refused, for he was just too busy. But she pleaded, and he must have recognized her desperation. Two hours later, he came roaring up the driveway, close to sixty, truck rattling so hard that she half-expected it to fall apart the moment that he skidded to a stop.

			His skin was sunburnt, his ear hair long enough to braid, the state of his overalls need not be mentioned. He spent most of the morning tramping about and cursing. Oh, lassie, what had her husband done? The pain! His heart! He had half a mind to string the bastard up, except the trees were far too runty for a body. Oh, he could labor over it, he could prune and pluck and pray and call upon Pomona, but his schedule was full, and he couldn’t get any help these days, the new generation was far too lazy. No, he hated to say it, but this situation called for…And here he stopped, and looked about, and leaned toward her, his breath extraordinary, like earth, like mold, the forest floor itself. And whispered: Chemical. Back in his day, a fellow didn’t need Chemical. He and his girls had raised an orchard without a drop of Chemical. But the world had changed, and there were times when the physician had to put scruples behind him to save the patient.

			Paloma nodded.

			Osgood winked.

			Within minutes, he’d hauled out sloshing tubs of incandescent liquid.

			All day he labored, brew and powder, and the next day after that, and long into the night, not stopping to eat, shirt soaked with Chemical and sweat.

			He vanished the morning Andrei returned, with but seconds on the clock. As her husband made his slow way up the driveway, Paloma could still hear the distant rattling of the truck.

			Andrei kissed her and headed up the hillside.

			The garden was silent, the trees as they had always been, and that evening, looking out upon the gathering dark, waiting for Andrei to return to the house, Paloma wondered if the visitor was but a ghost, if she’d imagined everything.

			

			—

			But whatever he had done worked wonders.

			The following spring, flowers bloomed on all the branches, and from them grew little apples and peaches and pears and cherries, which became bigger apples and peaches and pears and cherries, which Andrei watched in nervous, disbelieving wonder. He almost canceled his summer trip to see his folks, but Paloma urged him to go. Paloma, who by then had Osgood on speed dial, under a single cryptic “O.”

			That fall, their eighth in Greensbury, the harvest was so bountiful that Andrei threw a party, inviting all their friends to come and take their fill. It was as if the trees had been saving up for those long years. There was cider making, and pie making, and apple bobbing. And Paloma watched her husband walking through the orchard, lifting little children to take a pear, an apple, laughing, saying over and over, No, there is no need to wash, they are organic, eat as many as you like. She watched her sons bobbing for apples with pretty girls from school, flirting, dipping their heads, the malathion dripping from their rosy cheeks and down their flushing necks. She saw a group of fathers industriously at the cider maker, crushing each apple into a witch’s brew of acetamiprid and spinetoram. Did she have any qualms? Of course she did. But every treatment has a side effect. And she was also an astronomer, accustomed to the Big Picture, and in the Big Picture, a few weeks, a few months lost to a little indoxacarb, even a lot of indoxacarb, were nothing in the context of the billions of years needed for this moment, and the billions yet to come.

		

	
		
			Seven

			
				[image: ]
			

			The days passed.

			Dew silvered the cobwebs in the morning. Cold winds combed leaves from the branches, the rivers swelled with every rain. In the lot at school, the buses came and went, the children pouring from the doors and funneling past the waiting teachers. The grounds grew quiet, the crows hopped through the playing fields, the squirrels scurried to their stashes, a marmot peered out from the hedge. Then a bell rang, the children swarmed back out, the crows lifted, laughter rose from the field, the swings, the courts of foursquare, again a bell, again the school received the children, quiet settled, a single aide went here and there, collecting coats and hats and balls lost in the hedges. The crows watched. The sun declined, again the school gave up its children. They streamed onto the buses, and into the waiting cars. The cars went, one by one, from street to street until they reached the edge of town.

			The crows climbed higher. Far below, scraps of color chased each other in the ball fields, the wind whipped swirls of damp October grass and lifted leaves in fugitive shoals. The sun declined, little men drove out of little houses on their mowers, the mowers went across their little squares. The grass lay down, the leaves left blushes across the meadows, the meadows yellowed and turned brown.

			At home, the dog lay out in the sun and twisted in the litterfall, the leaves from the oak drifted down with each passing breeze, and from the window Miles watched him, already half buried, disappear bit by bit, over the morning, until all that remained was a dog-shaped lump in the middle of the lawn, which could have been anything, a stone, more leaves, a wildcat, a fox.

			

			—

			Good afternoon, it’s two o’clock, and welcome to The Miscellaneous Minute, or, as we like to say, the only Minute that’s actually an Hour. It’s Tuesday, October 24, and I’m your host, Don Martel.

			Today is one of our most popular shows, “Antiques.” Have questions about that old jug, that piece of furniture, the portrait you always thought was Grandma? What is really in that patent-medicine bottle, and is it safe to drink? We’ve got Hank Bush from Greensbury Valley Antiques and Appraisals here to answer all your questions. You know the number. 1-800-555-9225. Hank, welcome back to the show.

			Great to be back, Don. Feels like just yesterday.

			It does. I’ll tell you, I’ve been on the air for twenty-seven years, and I don’t think I’ve seen the lines light up quite like they do when we have you on. Any thoughts on why this is so? Is it just a matter of there being so much crap out there in the world?

			Well, we tend not to think of it as crap, Don. These objects can have extraordinary value, and those that won’t sell for a lot of money still are deeply meaningful.

			Sure, but sometimes I gotta wonder, there must be days when you get sick of dealing with so many hoarders, right?

			So, yes, certainly there are times we find ourselves appraising the belongings of an estate of someone who might have had difficulties parting with their possessions, but, for the most part, my job is really a rewarding one.

			What’s the worst?

			Sorry?

			Like, what’s the worst thing you’ve come across when you do your appraisals? Don’t people collect their urine, their toenails, that kind of thing?

			Well, I don’t know about those, Don. I sell antiques.

			Right, but people must bring you everything.

			I see where you are going, but, no, no urine, no toenails. We do get the occasional lock of hair.

			No kidding. Like a scalp?

			No, just locks. People keep them as mementos, of loved ones, of famous people. Sometimes you find them in little lockets, or in the pages of a book. It’s quite touching, really—it’s a connection to the past.

			A creepy one, I’d say. Listen, our lines are already as cluttered as Grandpa’s garage. Let’s go to Bev in Corbury Junction. Bev, you’re on.

			Hi, Don. Thanks for taking my call. So I have this old thing, it’s like a box, but it doesn’t have an opening or anything, it’s like a cube. Any idea what that is?

			Stumped me, Bev. Hank?

			Don, I guess I’d need to know a little more. Is it old, Bev?

			Well, I don’t know. It’s wood. Or I think it’s wood. It’s heavy.

			Okay. And this is an heirloom?

			A what?

			You got it from a family member.

			No, I just found it. Or my son found it. Always finds them. The best I can describe it is if you were to take a photo and cut it up into little squares, but this is 3D. Part of it is blue, like sky, and there’s part of a leaf and a branch, and the corner of a bird’s wing, just a corner. Like someone just went and froze the world and cut it up in cubes and strewed them all about, so one part doesn’t necessarily fit with the other parts.

			So there is more than one.

			Here and there. Like I said, my son often brings them back.

			And, sorry, what makes you think it’s an antique?

			They certainly don’t make stuff like this nowadays, do they?

			Bev, sweetie, you’ve got our expert scratching his head here so hard that he’s gonna hit brain soon if we don’t move on to another caller. Good luck, though. Hank, this is what I’m saying. You really do see everything in your line of work.

			That was a first. Really, it’s mostly furniture and jewelry, Don. Spoons, forks.

			Now that I think of it, I had an aunt who saved cooking fat. Jars of the stuff everywhere.

			Furniture and jewelry, Don.

			So—you’ll pass on my aunt’s cooking fat?

			We pass on most of the things people offer us, Don.

			Callers, you are warned! Let’s go back to the lines. Jim in Wakefield.

			Yeah. Hey, guys. Jim here. So we have this beautiful Colonial dresser, curved lines, cupboard with lock and key, hidden storage, clawed feet. Got it on Craigslist for three thousand dollars, bargained this old guy down hard from five thousand, which I think was a steep discount to begin with, because this thing’s a beauty, dates back to the Revolution; some of the stuff I’ve seen on auction sites goes for twenty, thirty grand. But my conscience is really killing me, because the old fellow was parting with it so he wouldn’t be evicted, but I’m not sure what came over me—greed, I guess. Now I don’t even want the thing. It gives me the chills each time I walk by it, like the story of the guy who puts his wife in a wall, but he can hear her heart. But when I went back to the house where the old guy had met me in the driveway, the current owner pretended like he didn’t know what I was talking about, that the old guy didn’t live there—never lived there, which I’m thinking means he must have been evicted despite everything, which makes me feel even worse.

			We hear you, Jim. Sounds like you made a killing, maybe literally. Hank, whaddaya think?

			Tell me, Jim: if you look at the back, does it have any writing?

			Hold on. Got it right here. “Winthrop.”

			It’s worth about a hundred dollars, Jim.

			Sorry?

			Maybe two hundred.

			This is, like, a beautiful antique. I was looking online, it must be worth, like, twenty, thirty K.

			It’s not. It’s called a Governor Winthrop secretary. It’s probably from the 1930s. The factories were pumping those babies out.

			I can send you a photo.

			You can send a hundred photos, but it’s not going to make it any older.

			Ha, ha, ha, Greedy Jim in Wakefield, sounds like the old man took you to the cleaners. Probably wasn’t even his driveway! Thanks for your call, though. Okay, time to go to emails from shy people. This one’s from Todd in Wilmington, it’s about a pool. Aw, hell, Todd, will you let it go? Every show, brother. My pool! My pool! Oh no, oh no! The show’s about antiques, Todd, antiques. Unless Cotton Mather’s out there doing the backstroke, you’ve gotta wait. All right, next email. This is about rats. What’s with this, people? You can’t just call because you have any problem. You’ve got to listen to what the show’s about.

			

			—

			Now the forest was mostly bare, and the constant backfiring of cars that Miles heard on his walks with Giuseppe turned out to be the sounds of hunting season. That explained the pickups at the trailhead, he thought, and the truck beds covered with blood outside the grocery, and the flayed deer on the skinning rack on the way to Olive’s school.

			But what was he to do, stay out of the woods? Then he met a man in camouflage in a tree who told him that if he didn’t get some blaze orange on him and his dog, their heads were going to end up on someone’s wall.

			The man must have seen that Miles was a little puzzled by this, because he clarified that someone would shoot him.

			This was helpful. And Miles hadn’t known blaze orange was a color, but it turned out there were entire lines of clothing in blaze orange, sold at Walmart next to “Doe-in-Rut®,” another product he had never known existed, a fail-safe buck attractant, real 100% authentic urine collected from does in estrus.

			He bought four blaze-orange caps, and four blaze-orange vests, and a bottle of Doe-in-Rut® to play a joke on Kate.

			But Walmart was out of blaze-orange coats for dogs.

			The drive home passed the animal hospital. This seemed a likely place to get some dog gear; in California, their vet clinic was so packed with merchandise that it seemed more like a pet supplies store that occasionally threw in a neutering. On first glance, however, the Greensbury Animal Hospital was a no-swag, all-business affair. And the business that morning was a dog walker whose clients had just mobbed a porcupine. As Miles entered, he found himself staring at seven dogs, in all the sizes that dogs come in, each of whom seemed to be wearing very large whiskers.

			He turned to leave, but the receptionist had seen him.

			“Yes?”

			Fourteen sad pairs of eyes followed Miles as he approached the desk. They were pretty cute, to be honest, and they didn’t seem that distressed. Maybe it was like facial acupuncture? A memory stirred: they reminded him of that guy in a movie he had never seen, but whose posters had haunted him through childhood. Hellrider—that was the movie. No: Hellriser. Hellraiser.

			He explained his situation. He thought the receptionist might be angry because he didn’t have an injured animal, but she clearly saw a big sale coming. Absolutely, they had high-vis animal clothing; they just kept it in another room so it didn’t get chewed on. Would he like a fitting? And before he knew it, he was dragging Giuseppe across the tile, the dog’s nostrils trembling as he took in all the scents of accumulated terror of the hundreds of animals that had been there before him, not to mention the sight of his colleagues covered in quills.

			If Miles had to walk through the human equivalent—some kind of infernal hospital playing videos of maimed people, with loudspeakers blasting the recorded screams of their fear—the last thing he would be thinking of was a snack, but this was one of the many ways he and Giuseppe were different. Once they made it past the porcupined, it took but a single biscuit, and Giuseppe seemed to have forgotten everything. Then the receptionist strategically whipped out her phone to show Miles the photos of her patients who had been shot by hunters.

			The beautiful Marmalade, the frisky Pablo, the soulful boxer, ironically named Blaze.

			By the time they departed, Giuseppe was wearing so much reflective gear that he looked like a construction site. In addition to his new orange collar, he had a pumpkin-orange harness, a neon-orange visibility coat, and reflective orange anti-road-salt booties. The only thing the animal hospital didn’t have in stock were training collars, which the receptionist also highly recommended. These were sold out. This he would have to get on Amazon.

			Miles had never heard of training collars; back in California, Giuseppe’s vet had so terrified them with tales of canine culinary exploration that they rarely let their little gourmand off his leash. But apparently, just about everyone else on earth had heard of them, because the collar, made by a company with an all-caps name consisting of letters that seemed randomly selected from the alphabet, had 39,435 five-star reviews, yielding an average of 4.9; greater than Anna Karenina, greater than anything by Shakespeare, greater than Bach.

			Still, it was a difficult choice. There were a few dozen other collars, each with similar spelling and similar rankings, and hundreds of websites that reviewed them, for bounty. Best Collar for Moderate Leash Pullers. Best Collar for Obedience Training. Best E-Collar with GPS. Best Hunting Collar. Best Do-Everything Collar. How We Tested Our Collars. Why You Can Trust Us. Pros and Cons. So it was that four hours of his precious, single life on earth was spent.

			The collar he bought worked brilliantly, except that the buttons on the handset were so close together that when he wanted to beep a gentle reminder, he accidentally shocked Giuseppe so violently that he reversed, in an instant, all of his pandemic Zoom obedience training. What nation of tiny-fingered human beings had made it? Well, thank God for free returns, he thought, but by then it was too late: the collar was smeared with such a variegated mass of nature’s batter (dead frog, manure, half-digested caterpillar) that there was no way he could send it back. So he had joined the 184 dissenters who registered the various horrors of the ZBIVWE with desperate one-star warnings. Or, in the case of MichiganMom1 (“Terrified dog now hides under couch”), two stars, +1 for the color.

			

			—

			Clad in blaze orange, one November morning, the five of them set out.

			For their destination, Miles had chosen a waterfall that the Greensbury Outdoor Club had called a hidden gem in 1993. Now it was more hidden. There was a truck at the trailhead, which gave them confidence in their choice, but they were scarcely half a mile in before what seemed to be the trail, what made sense as a trail, was increasingly obstructed by fallen trunks. Still, there were trail markers here and there, and the bareness of November lent a certain legibility to the land, and no one, not even Kate, worried they’d get lost. Reach the waterfall—now, that was still an open question. But the trail led up, and it seemed but simple physics to follow it back.

			Given the bareness of the forest, there were few new plants and mushrooms to slow them down, and after pausing at a pond to laugh at Giuseppe barking at his echo, the family settled into conversation, Miles and Wesley up front, and Kate and Olive following. Miles saw this as an opportunity to spend some quality time with his son, who had adapted so easily to his new school, his new pastimes, his group of friends, that Miles almost missed King Damij, the sense that he was needed. Was this a good time to bring up the birds and bees and see if Wesley had any questions? Was the school teaching them not to send each other photos of their genitals? How the curriculum must have changed since Miles was in junior high school, when sex ed consisted entirely of videos extolling abstinence! Now even Olive came home asking what mansturpating was. Did Wesley have a crush, a girl that he was interested in? Miles and Kate assumed a girl, but if it was a boy, maybe this would be a chance to let his son know that he was also okay with that? Miles’s own father hadn’t offered much advice; his own sexual awakening consisted of the “Reproduction” entry in the World Book Encyclopedia, a photo from Newsweek of a pop star in a sheer top, and eventually a friend’s father’s Penthouses, which had left him with the notion, for years, that sex meant dressing as a pirate. Not that adulthood brought clarity. Indeed, he and Kate were often at a loss when some minor scandal transpired at their school in California and they received an email reminding them of the role that parents could play in bringing up a child with a healthy understanding of sex.

			
				Use this opportunity to ask your child if they have any questions. Were they at the dance? Did they understand the lyrics? Explain to them that the activities described by the singer are for grown-ups, and as described, perhaps unrealistic, even for grown-ups.

				If your child saw the drawing on the wall of the cafeteria, ask them if they had any questions. Use this opportunity to discuss anatomy, and normal proportions.

				Explain to your child that some of the words heard during the incident with the loudspeaker have many meanings. This can be an excellent time to see what your child already knows, and the questions they might have. Use this opportunity to talk about the power of language.

			

			When he and Kate dutifully followed the instructions, Wesley had rolled his eyes and quickly changed the subject. Lately, however, Miles and Kate had begun to worry about a new avenue for miseducation, that being his daily games of Cosmos. After all, if one creates a Universe and populates that Universe with beings, there will come a time when those beings need to reproduce themselves. And Wesley, being the good student, would do research. In the various and sundry gaming books Wesley brought home from school, Miles found no shortage of naiads in nothing but their tresses, elves with metal bras, and drunken snail-trolls in taverns being served by tarty snail-trollettes.

			What kind of anatomy did trollettes have? Were the hydra-headed men treating the naiads with respect? What better time to ask such questions than a walk, man to man, with Mom and Olive lagging, safely, several minutes back?

			For as long as Miles could remember, most of his conversations with Wesley consisted of Wesley sharing, with oblivious exactitude, some new object of his fascination, real or fanciful. Miles often couldn’t follow, but this didn’t matter; he understood it was a dispatch from an enchanted age of learning, uncovering causes and connections. Cosmos was no different, save that the younger Wesley would spontaneously lecture on his subject, whereas the current one seemed content to keep it to himself. Still, he seemed genuinely happy that his dad was curious, and suspected no ulterior motive as Miles asked how Cosmos was going. But it was also clear that the world Wesley was creating was still too abstract, too elemental for matters of the flesh. And Miles had quickly found himself lost in a haze of chemical and structural details, interstellar wormholes and atomic strings, when Giuseppe, himself looking a little interstellar, a little bit like he was wearing the same orange flight suit as the rebel pilots in their assault on the Death Star, stopped on the trail ahead of them and began to bark.

			He was growling when they reached him, tail high as a scorpion’s. Something was amiss. The dog lived in a world of sounds and smells that Miles wasn’t privy to, but Miles knew his normal posture, the way he sniffed the air, gently taking in the world’s affordances. In contrast, the object of his attention now seemed, by his stance, imminent. Miles reached into his pocket for some kibble, but Giuseppe didn’t turn his head. Miles looked again. Nothing, just trees, just bushes. No climbing porcupine, no hissing marmot. He had enough time to think back to the formless wraiths, the gravitational disruptions that Wesley had been describing, when one of the bushes rose up from the earth.

			The forest seemed to shift in perspective, and something that Miles had been seeing, but hadn’t realized he’d been seeing, stepped toward them and became a man, bow strapped to his backpack. Stepped toward them again and became a woman. Became a familiar, pregnant woman. Became Olive’s teacher, Kayleigh Swan.

			

			—

			It was not the first time that Miles and Kate had met Miss Kayleigh, just the first in camouflage. Two weeks ago, they’d gone into their first parent-teacher meeting to find that the woman who their daughter idealized seemed to have no clear idea who Olive was; or, more exactly, she described a child who helped with everything, led her classmates at clean-up, and never tried out the words she had learned from Harper.

			Was there another Olive? each wondered, and it was only when the topic turned to art that they were reassured that they were talking about the same little girl. Frankly, Miss Kayleigh had confided, when it came to art, Olive was mopping the floor with the other children. She handed them a painting Olive had made of an owl, and then, to their surprise, some other children’s owl paintings, for comparison. Could they believe it? Kayleigh asked. This was the worst part of her job, pretending work was good when…this…She pointed to one of the other children’s paintings. And people asked themselves what was happening to America! Take that one—she drew out another particularly undeveloped example. Did that look like an owl to them? Or this one? She wasn’t even certain this one was a bird, and this one looked like someone had had an accident on a pair of eyes. How about this one? No beak. No wings. But Olive! Olive! Miles and Kate were doing something right.

			There was a pause, while the parents exchanged glances, uncertain if they were meant to agree with the teacher’s appraisal of the paintings belonging to the other children, some of whom they knew from playdates. It wasn’t as if Miss Kayleigh was wrong, though, and both Miles and Kate did feel a touch of superiority. But by then Kayleigh had repeated the word “Olive.” She’d never met an Olive. Olivia, yes; loads of them. But Olive? Was she named after the vegetable?

			Fruit, thought Miles, but he was tired of correcting the world, and really what Kayleigh was asking was where the name had come from.

			There were long and short answers to this question.

			The long answer: Olive had not been named until two weeks after they had left the hospital, because Miles had wanted to name her Pelageia, which was what Chekhov named his most bighearted peasants, and Kate had wanted to name her Blake after, well, you know, and Miles had said it was his turn because Kate had chosen Wesley, after her father’s younger brother Wesley, a beloved uncle who had died when she was ten. Kate had argued that honoring a dead uncle shouldn’t count; she wasn’t exactly happy for the privilege; not everyone’s family was blessed with the Krzelewski longevity. This was true: Miles’s grandfather had lived to 98, and his grandmother 103, and his mother’s side seemed equally indestructible. But they were at an impasse, so Olive had left the hospital as “Baby Girl,” and Miles had doubled down with Milesian intensity to find a name.

			It had to be perfect; with “Krzelewski-Petrosian” hanging off the back, there wasn’t room for error. And this was at a time when the hip of Northern California had taken baby naming to contrarian peaks. Fanny, Grizzly, Spider. There was even a “Job” in Wesley’s preschool, pronounced—the beleaguered parents were quick to inform him—not like employment, but, rather, as in “the Book of,” which was hardly better, indeed seemed like it belonged on a list of biblical names not to give your child, up there with “Sodom” or “Gomorrah.” It was a trend, this naming of children with names that needed explanations, and then getting angry when asked to explain it. But the Internet had revealed that “Job” was not only permitted but not entirely uncommon, having risen to be the 867th most common male name of 2012. Below “Harold,” but above “Howard.” In fact, the site informed him, “if you focus on the positive qualities of the biblical Job, rather than his torture, the name becomes more usable.”

			The short answer was that “Olive” was an Americanization of the surname of Kate’s maternal grandmother, which seemed to reassure Miss Kayleigh, who—they were learning quickly—had acquired, from the Internet and radio, notions about California consistent with people naming their children after vegetables. But this was a family that valued cohesion, were respectful enough of hunting to wear blaze orange, and tough enough to brave a cold, wet November day.

			While mutual recognition passed slowly over Miles and the huntress on the trail, Olive, now arriving at her father’s side, recognized Miss Kayleigh instantly, hurling herself upon her teacher with a hug. Giuseppe, relieved that his owners had declared the creature friendly, followed suit as if she were his dearest friend. The family offered the teacher a fig bar, the teacher offered the family rabbit jerky, and, in a model for the divided nation, all parties accepted the respective offerings and sat down for a snack.

			Several interesting things happened during the snack.

			Like any fan who, upon meeting a worshipped celebrity, suddenly finds, after the shriek, the hug, the selfie, that they are at a loss for what to talk about, Olive had fallen into a worshipful silence, looking back and forth between Mom and teacher, Dad and teacher, expectantly. Back and forth, twirling bits of Miss Kayleigh’s shrubbery that had decamped into her curls after the hug. It is natural to assume that four people one loves deeply should have a lot in common, but Miles was finding the face paint distracting, Wesley was picking moss off Giuseppe, Kate was working on the rabbit, and Kayleigh was trying to think of the polite way to ask how this family, who seemed so intelligent in many ways, who had raised a great artist, who owned a working dog bred for mushroom hunting, who respected blaze orange, had missed a dozen “Private Property” signs.

			Wesley, out of left field, was the first to speak.

			He wondered what Miss Kayleigh was hunting, since the early archery deer season ended on November 12 and today was the 15th.

			Miles reflexively closed his eyes, Kate pretended she was distracted by some jerky in her teeth, and Olive looked anxiously between her brother and her teacher. But then a bright-white grin spread across Miss Kayleigh’s dark-green face. Because she wasn’t hunting; she was patrolling.

			

			—

			Later, after they had bidden farewell to Kayleigh Swan, watching her vanish into the background whence she’d come, after they had made their way back down the mountain to their car, and driven the muddy road to home, Miles and Kate tried to piece together what they had learned, though a full explanation would have to await the next time they saw Miranda, who, not surprisingly, knew all about it, having published a paper on “Secessionist and Counter-Secessionist Movements in Southern Vermont” in Sociologica Ruralis.

			The important part, Miranda had reassured them, sitting with them at the dining table, after the kids had vanished with their books upstairs, was that it wasn’t what it sounded like. Militia—to answer Kate’s question—was really an exaggeration, when there was just one person involved, or two if they counted Miss Kayleigh’s brother, Cory. And they didn’t have to take her word for it; according to the Gaines-Burroughs Dangerousness Rating Scale, Miss Kayleigh scored only a 3 out of 23, while Cory scored only a 7. Indeed, Miss Kayleigh, whom Miranda had actually interviewed back when she was still Kayleigh Hightower, in high school, four years ago, had a Pugh-Holtz Likelihood of Violence of 4, which was low, lower in fact than Wesley by the simple virtue of his being male. As for the purpose of her patrol, Miranda would get to that later, but it was as harmless as gathering mushrooms, which the woods were rich in, and which Miss Kayleigh also excelled at, as Miranda had learned when interviewing her for a different monograph, “ ‘My Forest Is My Walmart,’ ” for Foodstuffs and Peoples. Now, these traditional foraging grounds had been reduced, significantly, in recent years, by second-home owners and a private mountain-biking trail network, but to the point, which Miss Kayleigh had also emphasized: the initial tensions had been the fault of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

			The truth, said Miranda, who had, in fact, written about this in “Fated Parallel: The Dark History of 42°44'N” in the International Journal of Conflict and Violence, was that the Southern Vermont/Northwestern Massachusetts border, though clearly defined on the map, was something quite different when you got into the forest, a problem that was compounded when one considered the number of properties that spanned the frontier. And even though, politically speaking, the two states seemed similar, on a more granular level, for decades, certain individuals, including the Hightowers, had claimed that Oakfield, across the border, belonged historically to Vermont, while other individuals, in Massachusetts, whipping out old maps from dodgy historical societies, proclaimed that Greensbury belonged to the Bay State. If this wasn’t confusing enough, what Kayleigh (but mostly Cory) was patrolling for were pro-Massachusetts sympathizers on the Vermont side, who claimed the forest as their own.

			Except, Miranda said, she didn’t think that Kayleigh was actually patrolling. She thought Kayleigh was pretending she was patrolling, but in fact was surveying.

			She paused, a touch triumphant.

			Said Kate: “And now you want us to ask what she’s surveying for.”

			“Funny you should ask,” said Miranda.

			For she had tried to study it, except that Kayleigh knew a skeptic when she met one, and that’s when she clammed up. But, judging from what she told her students, it might be ley lines, or Native American burial mounds, or wild-man nests.

			Kate looked at Miles. It occurred to him that Olive’s teacher had just become much more interesting to him, and much more concerning to his wife.

			Ley lines, in this context, demarcated energy lines used to guide alien aircraft, said Miranda.

			Burial mounds they knew.

			“And what’s a wild-man nest?” asked Miles.

			Miranda wasn’t sure exactly. A lair? A bunch of branches? The more compelling question was how and why people believed in wild men, she added, and there were great, validated psychological assessment scales for gullibility, conspiratorial thinking, and maladaptive daydreaming. That was what she wished to study.

			And that, thought Miles, is where we part ways. For he wanted to ask whether wild men nested in trees or in caves. And what of the wild women and the children? Not that he believed, but details mattered. And what kind of spacecraft? Ancient? Or did Kayleigh claim that they still visited? So many questions! But he sensed that they were not going to be received appreciatively, at that late hour, by his wife.

			“There is such a thing as maladaptive daydreaming?” he asked instead.

			Now Kate interrupted, either because she didn’t want to hear the answer to this question, or because she already knew the answer to this question, or because it was a school night and, from upstairs, one could hear the sound of television, though neither she nor Miles had given permission. But she also had her own, practical question, which had emerged shortly after the first day of school, become more pressing after their hiking encounter, and now could no longer remain unspoken.

			“Is Olive safe?” repeated Miranda. “With Miss Kayleigh? Are you kidding? When the shit hits the fan,” said one of America’s experts on the topic, “you know which bunker door you’ll be knocking on. You and me both.”

		

	
		
			Eight
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			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.

		

	
		
			Nine

			
				[image: ]
			

			They decided to join the local children’s ski league.

			

			—

			The Greensbury Valley Ski Center was just fifteen minutes up a road from town, and the schools let the children out early so they could ski in daylight. It was lightly snowing when Miles collected first Wesley, then Olive, and followed a caravan of other families to the Center, a modest log building heated by wood-burning stoves, where helpful parent volunteers fitted the children with skis and poles, and, outside, other parent volunteers stood in a snowy field with signs showing creatures of ascending levels of lethality—Snowshoe Hare, Owl, Viking—corresponding to skiing experience.

			The parents in the field were alone, having failed, communally, to gather a single child from a small hill of plowed snow, where a game of King of the Mountain was under way, and two larger boys and one little girl, who Miles realized with a shock was Olive, pushed child after child down the slope, their falls broken only by the bodies of other children.

			Miles noticed several things about the ski league, the first being that many of the local children wore sweatpants and sweatshirts, and there were even a couple in T-shirts, while his were bundled for a gale. The other was a very muscular, very healthy man, dressed in red, white, and blue full-body spandex, like a patriotic performer in a circus, except the red, white, and blue seemed somehow different from the American red, white, and blue, and the central design was not the Stars and Stripes but a cross. This man looked repeatedly at his watch, and, at the appointed hour, blew on a whistle. The children froze, even the falling children froze, and then everyone rushed over and gathered under their predetermined signs.

			This was Coach Bjorn, whom they had heard about from Miranda, and this was his Olympic spandex, which he had worn at Sochi, and this was the two meters of solid Scandinavian muscle contained within, and together they were the reason for the presence of many of the moms, and a couple of the dads, who otherwise had little interest in skiing. Going to watch Bjorn was known locally as “Bjorning.”

			Miles had first learned of Bjorn the previous week, from Miranda. With a wink at Kate, Miranda had pulled up Bjorn’s Sochi performance on her phone, then some videos of Bjorn shirtless in summer training, and then some cross-training videos that showed him swimming in a fjord, perhaps swimming the entire fjord, stopping only to play Frisbee on a shingle beach with some of his young fans, still in his swimsuit, his tan lats shimmering with ocean spray as he hurled children far into the surf.

			“And he comes from a country with a national healthcare system,” said Miranda.

			The women were rapt. Miles, straightening his posture as best he could, asked why, if Bjorn was so amazing, he hadn’t medaled at Pyeongchang, four years later.

			“Bjorn did not compete at Pyeongchang,” answered Miranda, a little protectively.

			“That must have been really hard for him,” said Miles.

			Then Miranda explained that Bjorn didn’t compete in Pyeongchang because he had his foot shot off during his Norwegian military service as a paratrooper. This was during the 2017 hostage taking at Oseberg Oil Platform E, after he had parachuted in on skis.

			And the good thing was that it was really cold on the platform, because it preserved his foot, which they reattached in Trondheim in time for him to get the War Cross from King Harald. The following year, he had come to Greensbury with his partner, a professor of art.

			If Oseberg had stayed offline, added Miranda, France, Germany, and most of Scandinavia would have been forced to shift almost entirely to Russian crude. Some said Bjorn saved the Western European petrochemical industry.

			“Saved Western Europe, you could say,” said Kate, pulling up yet another video.

			“Basically,” said Miranda.

			There was a hushed moment of awe.

			“In the short term,” said Miles.

			“Sorry?”

			“Because of climate change,” said Miles. The women now looked at him. “I’m not saying it was wrong, what he did, and that I wouldn’t do the same. But I’m just asking, has that helped or hurt?”

			

			—

			Now Bjorn stood before them with nothing but the thinnest, most aerodynamic fabric between his body and the world.

			He explained the Norwegian way of friluftsliv, life in the open air. How important it was to be one with the elements! In Norway, children were born with skis on. Not physically born, but spiritually. Without skiing, Norway would still be ruled by—his face contorted—Sweden. Ancient wooden skis, preserved in bogs, gave testament to the glorious past, when man and ski were one. There was even a Norse god of skiing. Did the children know the Norse god of skiing?

			Several of the children raised their hands, including Wesley.

			It must have been a rhetorical question, because Bjorn answered it himself. It was Ullr, he said, the son of Thor, who ruled the world during the winter months. Then he spoke for a while about Ullr, and the difference between the Prose Edda and the Poetic Edda, sang a skaldic poem, told them about the team Listserv, the end-of-year smalahove feast, what they should do if they needed to use the bathroom (stop skiing first), and asked if they had any questions.

			The bundle of clothing that was Wesley still had his hand raised. Miles closed his eyes, for he knew what was coming.

			“Yes, young skier?”

			“The other Norse god of skiing is Skadi, a female god. I didn’t know if you were going to mention her, you know”—he put his hand on Olive’s shoulder—“because of the girls.”

			There was silence.

			“Also,” said Wesley, in a quieter voice, as if he knew he shouldn’t say it but could not abide the further spread of disinformation, “Ullr was Thor’s stepson, not his son by birth.”

			Miles looked at Bjorn. Don’t do it, he pleaded, telepathically. Don’t fuck with a twelve-year-old about Norse myths, he begged. Not in front of everybody. Later, he would have a talk with Wesley, to explain again that adults didn’t care if information was actually correct. But not now, Mr. Sochi Medal. You have no idea who you are up against.

			And Bjorn must have received the warning, or maybe part of his training involved sizing up an adversary, because he chose not to answer. It was time to break into groups! He would stay with the Snowshoe Hares. This was the secret of the ski league’s dominance, he explained—to focus on the little ones, the weakest links.

			The Owls and the Vikings hurried off.

			Now Bjorn addressed the smaller gathering. Welcome! he said. The first thing they must learn was to rise when they had fallen. This was particularly important, for they would be skiing in the woods, in the darkness, and sometimes a straggler would fall beyond the pack. And what would happen if they fell then, alone in the cold woods, with no one to help them up?

			That’s a great question, thought Miles.

			One by one, Bjorn skied behind the Snowshoe Hares and pushed them over.

			“Don’t worry,” said a woman with lipstick and hair styled for a night out, who must have read the fear in Miles’s expression. “He’s amazing. He’s perfect. All my children skied with him. He didn’t lose a single one.”

			

			—

			Back in the lodge, in a fit of generosity, Miles had signed up to be a parent coach, a job that consisted of skiing with the Snowshoe Hares, not all of whom could keep up with Bjorn. There were three other parent coaches—Tom, Herb, and Anne—and Miles, last having cross-country skied seventeen years before, was assigned the job of “sweeper,” which, true to its name, meant following behind the group, to make sure the stragglers weren’t stranded.

			He had selfish reasons. Olive and Wesley might be among this straggly crew, and he didn’t entirely trust the reassurances of the woman with the lipstick, who was clearly Bjorning.

			After a half-hour of everyone falling in every way possible, Bjorn proclaimed them ready to go into the woods. With a cheer, they set out. Bjorn, Tom, Herb, Anne, and Miles in back.

			It was a lovely afternoon. Snow coated the trees, the crew of little blue and green and red and yellow skiers followed each other along a pair of tracks, and the sweet sounds of laughter rose from the trail before him. Miles was proud: Olive and Wesley were quick studies, and even he found the old movements familiar again. What a charmed way of moving through the world! he thought. He felt like he was very fast; the only thing suggesting otherwise was that the children were faster, all of them. But this was okay, his job was sweeper, he was very good at following; the problem was keeping up. Indeed, the group probably would have abandoned him, were it not for a behavioral peculiarity in the children—a vice, one might call it—namely, that at every turn, every halt, en masse, they threw themselves down on the snow and began to eat it. This wasn’t a surprise—Olive couldn’t make it down the driveway without scooping up a mouthful—but he’d thought it was because it was so exotic for a Californian child. Apparently, however, Vermonter children were equally obsessed, and maybe even more so. In fact, Tom had brought candy to give the kids so that they wouldn’t eat snow, not all of which was fresh, but they preferred the snow to candy. Miles, who was at first grateful for this habit, since it gave him a chance to catch up with the group, was then disturbed by it, by the ferocity of the little munchers, their indifference to what might lie below the deceptively pure surface. It seemed to meet some kind of biological need, and reminded him of a documentary he once had seen about pregnant women who secretly craved wall plaster, or parrots who ate clay to detoxify poisonous berries. Was this what was happening? Were they detoxifying themselves? Well, Bjorn wasn’t bothered, Bjorn said that in Norway eating snow was part of what made Norwegians such extraordinary skiers.

			They skied for another half-hour, the trail twisting this way and that, before it re-emerged where they had started. All twelve children were still with them. The parents counted them off like beads on a rosary, and with comparable gravitas. They hadn’t lost a single one! Dusk was falling; the children spread out into the field to play, bent and dashing in their multicolored jackets, like some vision conjured out of Brueghel. Even in the falling light, Miles could see the flushed cheeks of his son and daughter as they begged him to stay longer, and—before he could answer—skied off to chase their newfound friends across the snowy fields, as if they had been doing so forever.

			

			—

			And so his new life began. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, Miles Krzelewski, Parent Coach, gathered with the twelve children beneath the sign of the Snowshoe Hare and skied into the woods with Tom and Herb and Anne and Bjorn. Together they scooted up the mountain, and together they glided along the trails, and together stopped and ate snow and picked themselves up and glided off again. He thought at first that the novelty of the first day might wear off, but each day was more beautiful than the one before it. Sometimes it was clear and bluebird-bright, and sometimes snow fell all around them and the world was wrapped in silence, and then the winter sun would break through the trees and the light—apricot, aquamarine—would appear against the horizon. Then the cold would bite their cheeks and noses, and, watching his son and daughter, he’d feel tears rising in his eyes.

			Certainly, it was from the cold, and from the cold only.

			Kate came when she could, though she had never skied before, and felt uneasy on the downhills, and spent much of her time skiing with Miranda, who was Bjorning. The cold made his wife’s cheeks blush, and, when he saw her across the field, Miles’s heart would lurch a little. How wonderful was that little lurch! And if some of the blush was due to Bjorn, Miles didn’t begrudge her. Even he marveled at the lineaments divine, the grace with which Bjorn seemed to ascend even the steepest mountain, the slight asymmetry in his stride that conjured up the image of the heroic rescue.

			They left the dog at home. Dogs were banned from the trails, and even Giuseppe, who usually protested his owners’ impending departure by resolutely sitting in front of the door, seemed not to care, having developed an increasing interest in the house, wandering from room to room, sniffing and snorting just like he sniffed and snorted in the nooks of the old stone walls. Were there changes to the Rumphius abode, fresh Rat-Lines? At times they caught him scratching at the carpeting, but he stopped when they reprimanded him. And if he seemed particularly interested in a low spot on the wall near the fireplace, and touched it with his paw and whined forlornly, then what of it? Perhaps it even gave a warning to the mice.

			

			—

			On the sixth practice, Bjorn announced that the children were ready for “skate skiing.”

			For there were two forms of skiing, the first, the “classic” style, having been invented by Ullr, and a second, “skating,” which had come into existence around 1985. This Miles found astonishing—a form of movement through the world younger than Miles! Given that he had never really devoted much thought to cross-country skiing before their arrival in Vermont, it was possible that he had once seen someone “skate ski,” in the mountains in California, or during a boring hour of the Olympics, but if so, he did not remember it, or did not register that it was any different from the classic technique.

			But different it was, as he saw that afternoon, when Bjorn, in the middle of a lecture on the ski rescue of baby Prince Haakon in the year 1206, was alerted to the screaming of a mother whose child, unaffiliated with the program, was zooming down the hill and toward a marginally frozen lake. It wasn’t exactly clear what happened next: Bjorn’s body made a movement a bit like a cartoon character who touches a wire of high voltage; then he shot across the snow, arms, legs moving in inscrutable coordination, but at extraordinary speed and with very little effort, reaching the speeding child just as she launched off of a berm, caught her mid-flight, set her down, handed her the basket end of his pole, and, with another flick of his leg, shot back across the snow with the child towing behind him.

			Across the gathered parents, there was a collective “ah,” and even Miles could not help but find himself a little wobbly.

			Visions of Oseberg rose before him.

			Paratroopers descending from the winter sky. The fires burning. The terrorists leaping from the platform with cries of agonized defeat, as the dark-gray North Sea waters roared implacably.

			Anyway, continued Bjorn, as he was saying…

			

			—

			There were three primary techniques to “skate skiing,” known felicitously, in Norwegian, as the “double dance,” the “single dance,” and “paddling.”

			Dobbeldans. Enkeldans. Padling. They were all very different…but they were similar…but different, no, the same, oh no, something was different, in the posture, in the timing. Back when they’d been skiing in the tracks, Miles had had the sense that he was practicing the same sport as Bjorn, only slower (much slower), but now that the group had stepped out of the tracks and into the swath of soft corduroy that ran next to them, he found the rules of locomotion failing him entirely.

			Of course, the children took to it instinctively.

			So beautifully they moved! But how? What were they doing with their arms? Which leg went first? And did they pole before or after gliding? They couldn’t tell him. He watched, he puzzled; he swallowed his pride and asked Tom and Herb and Anne, and then the Norseman. But no explaining seemed to do the trick. He seemed to have grown an extra leg, and tripped over his arms, if that was possible.

			At home, “how to” skiing videos filled his YouTube History. How to Skate Ski. Frustration with Skate Skiing? Skate Skiing—Why Is It So Difficult? Daily, he sat and scrutinized the clips, his shoulders moving up and down in sync with techno soundtracks, taking in the world of spandex, the perfect English spoken by the Scandinavians, the institutions of higher learning he had never heard of, the Swedish Winter Sports Research Centre, the Nordic Ski University, the Cross-Country Ski Academy. But it did no good. No matter how many videos he watched. No matter how fast he mastered Scandinavian orthography. No matter how many documentaries about Jesper Sjökvist, Per-Øyvind Torvik, or Kristina Šmigun-Vähi he studied. No matter how many interviews with beautiful Nordic people sitting cross-legged on their hygge couches, by their fires, drinking their hot chocolates.

			On the trails, the children taking flight like flocks of little birds.

			And he, behind, watching them disappear into the forest.

			Was there a problem with his skis? Were they too slippery? But no, said Bjorn, when Miles asked him; they weren’t too slippery. Slippery was what his skis should be.

			Already, it was almost the end of January. Winter, everyone reminded him, was nothing like it used to be; in two months, winter would be over. He decided to ask Olive.

			

			—

			He found her at the end of practice, in the field with the Brueghelic children. I need some tips, he told her, and she nodded sagely. She had noticed.

			“Follow me,” she said.

			

			—

			Dusk had fallen, the trail was getting dark, but the sky was clear and the moon was full, and the stars were so bright, and everywhere. She skied ahead of him, up the hill that rose above the lake, to where the trail entered the forest.

			He followed. It was just a matter of transferring weight from ski to ski, he told himself, trying to remember the online lectures. Of pushing off with skating leg and gliding with the other. Of returning arms and body to an upward stance, and planting poles; of compressing, extending, compressing, hips aligned with shoulders, ankles with knees. But still he struggled, and, ahead, Olive halted on a little rise and stood there waiting. “Not like that!” she shouted, and again she set off on the trail. He followed. “Copy me!” she shouted. In the dusk, her pink jacket fluttered. “Copy me!” And he lifted his arms to match hers, and set them down to match hers, and pushed forward with his right leg when she pushed forward, and his left. She turned to look, surprised he was still there, and something changed, her arms shot up again, her poles pushed off the snow—he followed—two, then four, and then he felt it, he couldn’t understand, could not have told a soul what he was doing, the angle of his knees, or when and where his poles touched, but there was ease and grace and he knew that it was happening, enkeldans, dobbeldans, and now as they rose up a little hill, the padling—hours of video, of struggling, and all he had to do was follow his daughter as she sped forward through the dark.

			She looked back. In her laughter, and the flashing of her eyes, he understood.

			“Race you,” she said.

			The trail dropped off to the right; she stepped into the turn with little chopping steps he’d seen the older children take to keep momentum. Then, again, she dropped into her glide; again he followed. They skied in synchrony, Olive just in front of him, arms rising together, skis sliding forward on the trail. Past tin-barked birches, maples with their empty hollows, the frozen creeks. The trail turned gently down; by virtue of inertia, he was able to keep close to her. The spruce and firs drew closer. Dark now. They should return, he knew, but such a joy it was, he didn’t want it to end, he wished that he could ski with her forever.

			She disappeared. A hill; he paddled to the top, expecting to find her waiting there, triumphant, but she was gone.

			

			—

			Two roads diverged in a wood.

			He called her name, then louder.

			No reason to be worried, he told himself. Less than a minute had passed.

			But a rift had opened, he could feel it widening, the darkness pouring in. An image, the child fallen somewhere, struggling, sucked down deep into the bank.

			But she was fine, a strong skier, just a little enthusiastic.

			But she was nine. He had the sudden sense that his heart had stopped.

			He looked at his phone, but he didn’t have reception. A choice now. Three choices, really, left or right or back, to call for help from the remaining parents. For what if he took the wrong path? How far would he follow it? And when would Olive realize she had lost him? How long would the enchantment of the woods last, before she looked back to find she was alone?

			How many stories had he read of children lost in forests, and the crooked and cackling beings who waited with their mortars and their pestles and their bubbling pots?

			

			—

			Four times before. A crowded park, a carnival, a city pool frenzied with the play of other children. Once, in a mall in San Jose, he’d lost Wesley, age four, and spotted him only after the two longest minutes of his life. He’d been running, pushing through the crowds, and had seen the moment that his son looked up and saw that his father was no longer with him. Seen the fear in his son’s expression, as he fought to keep from crying. Felt it himself. For weeks afterward, he’d relived the moment. What if he hadn’t found him? What if the unthinkable had come to pass?

			And each time, a moment when the panic came crashing into him, a terror he had never known existed before parenthood, the world pulled out beneath his heart.

			There should be a word, he thought, to place among the taxonomy of parental fears, a missing-child terror.

			Subspecies, nighttime forest; sub-subspecies, winter, snow.

			

			—

			In his mind: the map of the place, the long trail leading out, and the branching, and the branches branching again.

			

			—

			The sound of his voice, her name, the sifting silence of the snow.

			

			—

			And then, in the darkness, a form, a man, skiing home through the dark.

			But he had not seen a child.

			

			—

			Dark now, and the cold of the night, and from this stepped a forest sprite in pink.

			Teeth white in the light remaining. “Daddy, boo.”

		

	
		
			Ten
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			He became a regular.

			Now, when the children were in school and Kate was at the college, he drove up to the Center, put on his skate skis, and set out on the trails. Oh, the delight! The sun, the clouds, the falling flakes, the snow of every kind beneath his gliding. A friendly grouse burst from time to time out of a snowbank. Why weren’t the trails full of people? he wondered. The obvious answer, that it was the middle of the day and that people were working, didn’t satisfy him. It was a college town, with the hours of a college town, and yet the only others there were homeschooling families and a group of elderly Vermonters, part of the Gray Hares program that Bjorn ran for the senior living center.

			Let me grow old here, thought Miles, who had to admit that some of the lady Gray Hares were looking good in their cross-country apparel. That could be him, and Kate, scooting along in their winter leotards, faster than the reaper’s scythe.

			Most Gray Hares chose to classic ski, trudging along in the safety of the track. Miles felt that he was showing off a little, zipping past them on the swath, and when their eyes met, he allowed them a flirtatious smile. And why not? If Kate got to go Bjorning, why couldn’t he smile at them, or homeschooling moms? It was in the air, the sweet winter air, the rush of wind, the deep lifting of his diaphragm, the way his legs trembled a little when he came to rest.

			Oh, how he came to love it! He didn’t think that he had been depressed, but it had been a long time since he had been so happy. And couldn’t the case be made that it was helping his dissertation? Once, researching his previous dissertation, he’d read that Tolstoy skied, though this was not really a surprise, since Tolstoy was pretty sporty generally. A fine skater, Tolstoy was, one of those felicitous facts that had lodged so indelibly in Miles’s mind that he had once told his students there was footage of Tolstoy on ice skates—only to go home and search for it vainly. Footage of Tolstoy sawing, yes. Tolstoy on horseback, yes. Tolstoy dead, yes. But skating: Miles must have dreamed it. And yet this did little to dim the vision of the writer pirouetting, his long white beard whipping as he spun.

			It would have been nice if at least one peasant had strapped on a pair of skis, it would have helped him make his case to Kate, each time she gently asked him how his work was going. But no, not one, at least not in any tale he’d read, all 487. Still, absence of evidence was not the same as evidence of absence, right? And the tales were full of snow, lots of it, and it wasn’t crazy to think that a scholar of Russian literary rural life should know snow intimately.

			Research was what it was.

			At home, he double-danced across the kitchen floor, and paddled up the staircase. The motion followed him to bed, the way waves follow a sailor. And in his sleep: the dream trails, and the dream snow falling, and the dream wind at his back.

			January turned to February.

			At times, when everything was right, it seemed as if he had but to caress the snow, and it, in turn, would carry him along. Soon he could keep up with the children, and when they stopped to snack, facedown, he skied back and forth alone. You’ve really picked it up! said Tom and Herb and Anne, and even Bjorn begrudged pointers. At night, before he got into bed, he stood before the floor-to-ceiling mirror that he’d come to suspect was Norbert Rumphius’s sex mirror and allowed himself to flex. Not quite Bjorn-level power, but his shoulders seemed to have grown a couple of extra muscles, and if he sucked in his stomach, and squinted, it wasn’t hard to see himself parachuting from the heavens, skis on his back and pistol in his muscular fist.

			He was a bit drunk on it all, a bit incautious. Now he raced his daughter, taking the hills at speed, in tucks. He chased her up the steepest slopes until his breath ran out, and stepped into the turns behind her. Which was what he was doing one evening—Valentine’s Day, to be precise—when he stepped into a track to try to pass her, and his foot caught, and suddenly he was thrown sideways into an ungodly tangle of ski, pole, arm, and leg.

			Olive, ahead, turned back and skied to him. Was he okay? she asked. And despite the pain, he fell a little more in love. For how many times had he been the one to ask the same of her? Yes, yes! he answered, but he knew he wasn’t, knew by the pop he hadn’t only felt, but heard. Oh, it hurt! He punched the trail, as if it were the snow itself he wished to punish, as Xerxes whipped a disobeying sea.

			All his life, he had prized himself on his knees. His Achilles had been a problem since he tore it in high school, and in his forties, he’d found himself regularly waylaid by his back. But his knees! Friend after friend had been taken: an MCL here, an ACL there, there wasn’t one with two functioning menisci. Was he now going to join them? With pain, he stood, and wobbled after Olive down the trail, a little faint, trying to put on a good face, to keep positive, to keep that good energy flowing, but, God, it hurt, and, turning a corner, he fell again.

			When at last they reached the lodge, and found Kate waiting with Wesley, Olive began to cry that Daddy had broken his leg.

			He forced a laugh. It was nothing, just a little twist! But by the time they reached the car he could no longer move it, no longer bear any weight at all.

			

			—

			One wouldn’t immediately expect Valentine’s Day to be a busy night for a rural emergency room, but when you start thinking of the drinking, and the fighting, and maybe some of the more vigorous lovemaking, and the hit-or-miss quality control at the mom-and-pop maple-candy operations, then you might get a picture of the motley crew that greeted the Krzelewski-Petrosians as they entered the sliding glass doors of the Vermont Mountain Medical Center, and crossed beneath the banner thanking patients who had voted them number three for Regional Obstetric Care in 2004. Another time, Miles would have been on his phone, curious about the two other hospitals in the region, whose existence he had never heard of, and why the Medical Center hadn’t delivered any more recent triumphs, but his attention was drawn to an enormous man whose motorized chair took up nearly half the free space in the waiting room. His first inclination was to go home; the man had at least a dozen medical problems immediately visible to the nonspecialist, and behind him a child was actively bleeding from its nose into a waste bin, and a young woman in pink appeared to have been shot by an arrow, and was lying across the lap of a beefy gallant who was dressed as a giant “Be Mine” candy. Shouldn’t they pull the arrow out? thought Miles, horrified. But, silly him, for it was just a cupid outfit: she was barfing! In fact, all week Kate had heard her students gossiping about the college’s famous Valentine’s costume bash. And here was the first casualty, though far from the last.

			A receptionist, costumed for the holiday, took his credit card behind a window, glass thicker than a teller’s at a bank. “What’s wrong, love?” she asked, and he began to tell the story: the night, the ski, the fall, the pain when he did this but not when he did that.

			“So, knee,” she said, and wrote the four letters on a form and motioned to the waiting room. They would call him in a moment, after the others. As he could see, there was a little bit of a line.

			“Do you have a sense of how long it will be?” asked Miles.

			“Am I a psychic, love?” asked the woman.

			Actually, with her Valentine’s Day beads, and white and red nail polish, and her tiara, she could have been a psychic, but Miles decided not to make this joke. Let’s try this another way, he thought. “Do you think my wife and kids should stay with me?” he asked.

			“Depends on if you want them waiting out the storm on nothing but Skittles and Monster Energy drinks from the vending machines,” the woman said.

			A storm—of course. Only now did Miles recall that this was the forecast. He looked at Kate, her lips tense, eyes glued to the floor. He knew what she was thinking. How many emergency rooms they’d waited in together during her sickest years. How she hated them.

			He’d handle this alone. And with a kiss he sent her and the children home, and hobbled over to the waiting area on his ski poles.

			Given how very white the Green Mountain State was, especially compared with the Bay Area, where there were computer engineers of every race, Miles always found himself a little relieved to encounter pockets of diversity. And here was a hemorrhaging white child, and a poisoned Asian coed, and a scooter-bound Black man. It was a reminder that the America he knew still existed. But now he had a choice to make, of where to sit, one that might say a lot about him. That he took a seat by the man in the scooter was not to prove (to himself? to the man? to the world?) that he was not racist or elitist, nor was it driven by the memory that his wife had once needed such a means of transport nor motivated by the very reasonable consideration that one of the other patients was spurting blood and the other had something infectious. Rather, it was driven by a very Milesian instinct, persistent despite the pain in his knee, that there was something unusual, something promising, something even heroic, about this man, with his thick glasses, and his souped-up machine.

			Behind the glasses, the man’s eyes followed Miles as he hobbled over to take a seat.

			“Knee?” he asked.

			Miles nodded.

			“Sympathies,” the man said, looking down at his own two massive knees straining at his sweatpants, each nearly the size of Miles’s head.

			“Yeah,” said Miles.

			“Well, settle in. You are in for quite a wait,” said the man, in a trying-to-start-up-a-conversation kind of way.

			“Doesn’t look too bad,” answered Miles in an I’m-open-for-a-chat-with-a-stranger tone.

			“Not too bad?” said the man. “Not from around here, are you?”

			“No,” said Miles, then elaborating, “California.”

			“California?” said the man. “And you came all the way here to see a doctor?”

			Miles laughed. Then he added, “Skiing.”

			The man looked at him as if to size up his intelligence.

			“Skiing. Thanks for telling me, because I was worrying those boots and poles were some kind of Valentine thing.”

			

			—

			His name was Reginald, though most of his friends called him Bentley, after Wilson “Snowflake” Bentley, the famous photographer. Because he, too, took photographs of snowflakes; he, too, had published a book of snowflake photos, available on Amazon. Miles could look it up.

			“You’ve heard of Snowflake Bentley, haven’t you?” the man asked.

			Of course, Miles had heard of Wilson “Snowflake” Bentley. It was impossible to live in Vermont and not hear of Snowflake Bentley. Bentley was Vermont royalty if there ever was, as big as Grandma Moses, maybe bigger. Indeed, it seemed at times that knowledge of Bentley was a Vermont citizenship test, a fact that made Miles wonder whether, if other states and nations treated their eccentric turn-of-the-century photographers of snowflakes with the same reverence, there might be many fewer problems in the world. Maybe no problems in the world.

			In Greensbury, there was a room of Bentley photos at the college museum, the children did Bentley snowflake projects at school, and the waiting list at the library to check out the four Snowflake Bentley books was so long that they had to bring in copies on Interlibrary Loan from out of state. And this was Southern Vermont. Miles could only imagine the devotion as one moved closer to Jericho, Bentley’s hometown, in Chittenden County, a hamlet of five thousand souls, whose biblical name only deepened the atmosphere of sanctity.

			Miles had never met a snowflake photographer, and he had questions about the process, questions that Bentley was happy to answer, and from there the conversation branched outward, not unlike the many-reticulated arms of a snowflake itself. Since they were on the topic of regional attractions, Bentley asked if Miles had visited the marble museum in Proctor, which Miles hadn’t, or the granite museum in Barre, which he also hadn’t. And Miles fell a little more in love with this state that had museums for granite and marble, two different museums. Then, since they were on the topic, or near the topic, Bentley told him about the organ museum in Brattleboro, which had the world’s largest collection of melodeons, not to be confused with the old Melodeon Factory in Poultney, Southern Vermont once having been the New England epicenter for the production of concertinas, melodeons, and accordions, not to mention pipe organs, reed organs, and pump organs.

			Miles had expected an interesting conversation with an individual from a different walk of life, but he had never imagined that he would strike such gold, and soon an hour had passed, and then two, and he had scarcely noticed. Vaguely, he was aware of the arrival of other people, of comings and goings, of a frazzled nurse who would pop her head out of the door and call a name, but never his, never Bentley’s. And part of him was getting a little cold, and part of him (his knee) more than a little stiff, but he felt magnanimous, and if there were local people who were in more urgent need of the scant local medical resources, then he was happy to wait his turn.

			Conversation had turned to the weather, which led, as it often did, to the slow disappearance of winter, and Bentley said that with global warming, one didn’t find the kind of snowflakes that the first Bentley had found a hundred years ago. No, instead of those perfect, symmetric crystals from winters past, the snowflakes of the modern age were mutant, melted, misshapen little things. Not that he was saying this was the worst tragedy of climate change, like fires, like the food supply, like islands. But, rather, a canary, of sorts. A lot of cold, wet, lopsided little white canaries.

			“Say,” said Bentley after a long time, “what do you do?”

			Miles wasn’t really in the mood to talk about his dissertation, so he said that his wife was visiting faculty at the college, and he had come along.

			“A man of leisure,” said Bentley. “I envy that.”

			There was a pause.

			“Not to beat a dead horse,” said Bentley. “But you realize you are farther from the front of the line now than when you started.”

			Miles looked about. Indeed, he had been so engrossed in conversation that he hadn’t realized that the emergency room was now almost entirely full with other cupids, multiracial, coeducational hues of green, bent double, their identical little wings fluttering as they threw up.

			Bentley went on. He wasn’t a doctor, he said. Granted. But, having occupied an ungodly portion of his adult life and, unfortunately, a not-insignificant part of his childhood in emergency rooms, he knew them like an oenophile knew the subtleties of wine, he had amassed not an inconsiderable amount of medical knowledge, and if Miles was able to hobble, which he’d seen with his very own eyes, there wasn’t much the Vermont Mountain Medical Center could do for him tonight. Were he to be seen—and, given the urgency of the gastrointestinal Valentine’s Day massacre that was unfolding around them, this was not likely something that was going to happen for a sacred hour—it would not be by a certified M.D., but by another quote-unquote health professional, in this case most likely Kyle, a physician’s assistant, a very nice young man of twenty-four with a bachelor’s degree and one year of practical training. Now, Kyle, whose last name on his name tag was covered by a series of stickers, understandable given the threats one often overheard rising from behind the curtains of the examining rooms—Kyle Heart–Bear–Rainbow–Hello Kitty—was nominally under the supervision of one Dr. Awes, whose name paid homage not to the emotion one felt upon seeing the quality of his handiwork, but to the homophonic wizard who was never seen. And this young Kyle would—if the dozen other knees that Bentley had seen come and go through VMMC were precedent—wiggle Miles’s knee back and forth, and send for an X-ray. Then, sometime later, and God knows when, one of the two nurses sitting at their station, just within earshot of the miserable midnight patients, talking about some inane topic that seemed selected with the sole purpose of punishing the ill and injured citizens who had the audacity to darken the halls of the emergency room during those witching hours, would, at a moment identical to any other, notice the PA’s orders, rise with saurian inertia, and drag the X-ray machine across the floor, being certain to grumble that, were it not for the recent buyout, this job would have been executed a long time ago by a dedicated X-ray tech, a woman named Pamela, now struggling to make ends meet in Oakfield, with a husband who had cancer and an adult son with severe autism. At which moment, Miles’s building ire would begin to shift, from the mocking nurses, the kind-but-over-his-head Kyle, the invisible Awes. To a different nemesis, murky, many-tentacled, and merciless.

			“Private equity?” asked Miles, who had read an article.

			“Citizen, don’t get me started,” said Bentley, who, having started several hours ago, and restarted with the latest surge of angels, went ahead and started again.

			

			—

			They were halfway through the 2019 sale of the land beneath them, and the subsequent leasing of the same land back to the hospital, when Miles’s cellphone began to buzz.

			In truth, his phone had been going off for quite a while with texts from Kate, which Wesley had helped to assign their own special buzz. But it had seemed insensitive to interrupt this gentleman, who clearly was so eager for conversation, and Miles was genuinely interested in the story of the nursing layoff, and the sale of the CT scanner, and the shuttering of the mental-health unit, and the murky shift in ownership between OathMD and VRN Health Solutions, which were actually the same group of investors. But a phone call was something different, and he excused himself and answered.

			Kate asked him if he had seen her texts.

			“I think there isn’t very good reception,” said Miles.

			“Look at them,” said Kate.

			Miles peered closer. “I am not sure what I am seeing,” he said.

			“Look closely.”

			“Is that the carpet?” asked Miles.

			Kate told him.

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“No.” Miles looked at his phone again. “Really?”

			“Really, Miles.” There was a pause. Across the snowy mountains, husband and wife both took a very deep breath. “I’m guessing you haven’t seen the doctor yet?” asked Kate.

			Miles looked around at the room, which, with its winged, fallen, groaning cherubs, seemed so distinctively…Miltonian. Should he take a photo she could use in one of her lectures?

			“You know,” he said. “I’m feeling better, honestly. I can come home. I’ll ask about a cab.”

			He hung up, still trying to get his head around what she’d just told him, the photos hovering on his phone. King Damij.

			“A cab?” asked Snowflake Bentley. “You kidding?”

			It was not hard to feel some admiration for the dog. To have gone straight through the carpet?

			“I’ll take you,” Bentley said.

			Miles looked up. “Oh, no, that isn’t necessary.”

			“I believe it is,” said Bentley.

			“Don’t you need to see a doctor?”

			“I always need to see a doctor,” said Bentley. “But, honestly, tonight I came here for the conversation. Some of my closest friends I’ve met in emergency rooms. Valerie—that was my wife—used to be a fool for Valentine’s. Since she died, I can’t spend it alone.”

			

			—

			It was astonishing, given that he had been speaking with the man for nearly four hours, that Miles had, until that point, not considered how Bentley, with his motorized conveyance, had arrived at the emergency room through a snowy February night.

			Well, he was about to find out.

			He didn’t even stop at the receptionist, but limped on out behind Bentley, through the double doors and onto the sidewalk. The snow was falling faster now, but his companion was undeterred. “I’m worried about your knee,” he said to Miles, and, pressing a button, he lowered a little step on the side of the scooter. “Hop on,” he said. “Horse is tied up over there.”

			Over there, it turned out, was not in one of the handicapped spots, four of them, and empty, which Snowflake said he left for those who needed them. Over there was at the far end of the lot, now a foot deep in snow, where a vehicle shaped like an ambulance sat just beyond a flickering light. But the scooter had been modified for the Vermont winter, with a cowcatcher fender that functioned essentially as a little snowplow. The cart jiggled and jumped as they made their way along, cutting through the drift, Miles feeling a little ridiculous to be transported standing at the man’s side but, at the same time, unable to suppress the kind of glee that comes with any movement at speed over snow.

			And there was lots of snow, now falling in heavy clumps, great chunks that surely would have intrigued both incarnations of the snowflake chronicler. They pooled on Bentley’s cap, and on his lap, and in the books and papers in his basket, and in the grocery bags that hung from his handlebars. As they approached the ambulance—for it was an ambulance, a decommissioned ambulance, bought at auction, liquidated for a tax-deductible loss by the very same organization that had bought and liquidated the old hospital—as they approached, the question had just arisen in Miles’s mind of how they would get inside it when Bentley reached forward and pushed a red button that he had duct-taped to his handlebars. At once there was a groaning sound, and then the van began to undergo a transformation. The rear door opened up like the loading bay on an airplane; a ramp, driven by a pair of pistons, lolled out like a metal tongue, while a pair of tracks slid out beneath to hold it. He had timed it perfectly, the last piece dropping into place just as they pulled up. “Duck,” said Bentley, and “Don’t let go,” and Miles ducked, and didn’t let go, as they rode up, and the pistons hissed again, and the great maw sealed them inside.

			
			

			—

			Miles Krzelewski, Acceptor of Rides Home from Strangers, sat shotgun in a remarkable vehicle, a miraculous Millennium Falcon of a car, a chimera of wood and steel, stripped of all superfluities, and re-equipped with only the essentials, which included a telescope, the full Oxford English Dictionary, and floor-to-ceiling card catalogues. To enter had been a game of life-sized human Tetris, with the role of the Tetriminos played by two grown men, one 328 pounds in his undies, the other inelastic under the most favorable conditions, now hobbled with what he would learn one week later was a tear of his MCL. Up the ramp, and through the narrow path that scraped the catalogues, Miles leaned in closer to Wilson Bentley, aware now of many odors, a sour smell of the van’s carpet, the musty odor of the library, some kind of patchouli incense, the man himself.

			“Swerve,” said Bentley, as they reached the front of the car, and he slotted in behind the steering wheel, or, more specifically the wooden, snathlike extension attached to the steering wheel.

			“Plop,” said Bentley, and Miles looked behind him and saw the passenger seat—the only seat in the whole car—waiting. He plopped.

			Bentley beamed. “Not everybody lands the chair the first time,” he said. Then he reached up and grabbed a strap from the ceiling and pulled it down across his chest, locking it into the scooter.

			“You sure you don’t mind taking me?” asked Miles.

			“Buddy, if you keep asking, I’m going start minding. Just make yourself at home. Kick off your shoes if you want. The thing on the floor is a shiatsu foot massage, hot-wired to the engine. Valerie used to love it, but being a fellow of such speciall bignesse—I can’t use it. It’s heated.”

			When in Rome, thought Miles, leaning forward to unzip his boots.

			Bentley turned on the car, and the beams lit up the snowfall. “Lucky to get out when we can. An hour longer and we would have been spending the night with the coeds. And that, my friend, is not as good as it sounds.”

			He pressed on the gas, and the van lurched backward, stopped with a jolt, and took off out of the parking lot, ripping a path through the smooth expanse of snow.

			

			—

			It was eighteen miles from the emergency room to the Rumphius home, and though, on a good sunny day, Miles wouldn’t have been able to finish a full episode of Marketplace on NPR, the storm had transformed the highway. Snow heaped along the verge suggested the passing of a plow, but this seemed to have happened long ago. They had the world to themselves, and Miles, calmed by the rhythm of the Shoe-at-su®, sat back and entrusted his life to his new companion.

			For some time, they rode in silence. There was something about the snowfall that seemed to demand it, as if a great hush had fallen across the world and it would be blasphemy to speak. There wasn’t anyone else out, and Miles wondered if he should be worried, but Bentley drove with confidence, and slowly Miles settled in, and watched the snowflakes falling through the headlights, the dancing of the wipers, and—out of the corner of his eye—the driver’s rapt attention.

			But Miles couldn’t go a long time without talking, and by then he had a few burning questions, principally about this most extraordinary vehicle, and the card catalogues, for he always admired a good card catalogue, and one of his more mundane disappointments in life was not to have bought his very own when the university library was selling them off.

			“Love your card catalogues,” he said, and it felt so good to say it.

			But Bentley, who had been so garrulous, did not answer right away.

			Had he not heard him?

			“Love the card catalogues,” said Miles again.

			This time Bentley nodded. “You want to hear a story?” he asked.

			And, in the manner of a man who has carefully weighed whether to tell a story and now has resolved to tell it, Bentley began.

			

			—

			The truth, he said, was that his connection to Snowflake Bentley was a little more complicated than a shared love of snow photography. It wasn’t something that he shared with everyone, but Miles seemed the open-minded type, and the gossip would make it around to him sooner or later. And since they had a long car ride ahead of them, Bentley felt some further explanation might be needed.

			“Of course,” said Miles, flattered by the compliment that had, some words back, been buried in the layers of caveat.

			The truth, said Bentley, was that he was Snowflake Bentley, or to put it in a slightly different way, he was the second Snowflake Bentley, having been possessed, shortly after his twenty-second birthday, by the first Snowflake Bentley’s ibbur.

			Miles did not know what this was.

			An ibbur, explained Bentley, was a concept from Kabbalah, a benign possession, a disembodied soul that takes up residence in another’s body so that it might fulfill the purpose of the life cut short. It had taken him some time to figure that one out, having been born a Baptist, but a man must read widely. And once he’d discovered it, he felt it described him exactly, the presence that both was and wasn’t him, the voice, the wise counsel.

			“Got it,” said Miles.

			“I feel,” said Bentley, “that we should get that out of the way, being neighbors and all.”

			We might have gotten that out of the way before I accepted a ride, thought Miles. And it occurred to him that, were he to try to run, he was currently only in his socks, his feet confined in the purring grip of the massager.

			Bentley, however, must have anticipated his friend’s discomfort, because he added quickly that he understood how strange this sounded, given how he was aware of the unenlightened attitudes of the general citizen toward the occult. But there was nothing to fear; he was as harmless as, well, as his name might suggest.

			Miles did find himself reassured. Had the man said he was possessed by Satan, that would be one thing, but in the world’s hierarchy of innocence, Wilson “Snowflake” Bentley seemed pretty close to the top. Even his ghost was near the top.

			“And what does he say to you?” asked Miles.

			“Tells me to murder people,” said Bentley.

			“Oh!” said Miles.

			Bentley started to laugh.

			“Got you there! Man, did you look about as green as those gals in the ER. What do you think he does? Photography advice, mostly. Life advice, generally. Pep talks.”

			Miles nodded, feeling his heart slow down. This was a relief. Still, it wasn’t exactly clear what this had to do with the card catalogues.

			“You are probably wondering what this has to do with the card catalogues,” said Bentley.

			

			—

			But this also needed background, this new background having begun when he was in his senior year at Greensbury, majoring in mathematics, well on his way to graduating summa, already taking graduate-level courses one on one with a professor, with a rumor circulating that his senior thesis was at the level of a Ph.D. Discussions were already under way about hiring him directly, something that should have been a source of pride for anyone, and would have been for Bentley, had he not for months been pervaded by a growing fear, a sense that something dreadful was amiss. He was, Miles should know, the first in his family to go to college, and for a long time felt he didn’t deserve it. Clearly, a trick was being played upon him, a belief that his school-appointed therapist, Sandra, whose affection for him seemed to blind her to the fact that she was in over her head, attributed to a run-of-the-mill impostor syndrome. Snowflake, or Reggie then, tolerated this line of reasoning because he did not wish to disappoint her, though all along his fear was hardening into a conviction that something far more evil was at work. Soon he began to pour his energy into this puzzle, abandoning his studies, which he had begun to worry lay at the source of his persecution. For was he not on the cusp of great mathematical discoveries that forces of the world might wish to keep hidden? In lucid moments, he had the sense to tell himself that such fears were overblown, and perhaps better explained by something psychiatric, a symptom or a syndrome. But this was also hard to face; he had an uncle with schizophrenia in Georgia who had spent most of his life in and out of hospitals, and he didn’t want that for himself.

			In any case, he said, he did not have a chance to share the true extent of his fears with Sandra, who one afternoon had failed to show up for his appointment, having suffered a disabling stroke, the kind of thing that could not be hidden in a small town. A month later, he encountered her on Main Street, walking slowly alongside her husband, right arm curled up against her chest, mumbling an agonized greeting when he ran up to say hello. This had sent him over the edge; not only had he lost one of the few people who could comfort him, but it was not hard to see that she was a casualty of the same forces that were circling closer, and that her monstrous punishment—a so-called Broca’s aphasia, he would learn, where comprehension is retained but expression shattered—had been chosen with his isolation as its intent.

			His unraveling from there was rapid. He didn’t finish school. The truth was, he did not really remember what happened next; even the simplest tasks became so complex that sometimes eating overwhelmed him. He was renting off-campus, and didn’t go outside except when he ran out of the canned food that he’d begun to stockpile. His mother, after trying to persuade him to return to Georgia, had instead offered to send money if he agreed to speak to a psychiatrist, a man who prescribed a medication that helped bring some order to his thoughts but made him sleep much of the day. In sum, he said, he was very sick, a point he was willing to acknowledge if only to draw the distinction with what happened next: namely, the emergence, one winter evening, in the back right part of his brain, of a man identifying himself as the centuries-old photographer. Until that moment, Bentley—still Reggie—had been harried for many months by inchoate voices, usually fragmentary, often mocking, racist, vulgar. In contrast, the voice of Bentley the ibbur seemed to have emerged precisely to defend against the cruel menagerie. Bentley calmed him down, taught him to ignore the others. Soon he was spending hours—indeed, days—in conversation with this visitor, all the while trying to puzzle out his mystery, until the ibbur informed him that it was Sandra who had invited him. Sandra, who, the second Bentley now recalled, decorated her office with photos from Bentley’s famous collection.

			A gust came and whipped up the snow that lay across the road.

			This story—which Miles had at first thought was rather silly—did not seem silly anymore.

			“But you asked about the card catalogues,” said Bentley.

			The catalogues were but a natural extension of the troubles in which the man had found himself. Miles perhaps might have been aware of a line attributed by Coleridge in his Biographia Literaria to the poet Nathaniel Lee, admitted to the Bedlam asylum. “I [meaning Lee, said Bentley] asserted that the world was mad, and the world said that I was mad, and confound them, they outvoted me.”

			It was, he said, not insignificant that this work by Coleridge was the same to introduce to the world the notion of the “suspension of disbelief,” a fact they might return to. Bentley had not heard of Lee during this period of troubles. Rather, it was only later that he realized the wisdom of the line: that he had been, essentially, outvoted. He said he was possessed by Bentley, and the world said he was not possessed by Bentley, and they had outvoted him, would always outvote him, and he could not reasonably expect to persuade them otherwise. Indeed, others would be mad to believe him, without themselves experiencing the incontrovertible reality of Bentley’s counsel.

			By then he was so tired of people trying to convince him of his wrongheadedness that something had to be done. And he realized that what was needed was not to convince the world that he was right but, rather, to convince the world that it was so often wrong that it had no authority upon which to hold its vote at all.

			So Bentley set out to expose, systematically, all poppycock, all mummery, all mishigas, all malarky, every last bit of stultiloquence and stupidity, in the way that he knew best, which was to direct the full force and industry of his intellect, once devoted to problems of set theory, toward the hypocrisies of the supposed sane. Of course, that mankind often erred was hardly a new claim, said Bentley; what most people did not realize was the sheer magnitude of their foolery. Indeed, listen to any so-called educated person, take note of their words, and, in a moment of quiet, measure them against known facts, and you will realize swiftly that the vast majority of humankind have no idea what they are talking about. And this fact he would prove by sheer volume, in what he had alternately titled an “Encyclopedia of Foolish Errors,” a “Registry of Unsubstantiated Nonsense,” an “Inventory of Wrong Ideas.”

			In other words: he would expose, by brute-force argument, the hypocrisy of those who called his snowy ibbur a delusion, by systematically cataloguing the falsehoods of everybody else.

			“Like what?” asked Miles.

			“Like what? Like FBI brain implants, targeted radio mind control, targeted radio mind reading, geocentrism, delusional parasitosis, alien sex abductions, the wisdom of introducing cane toads to Australia, the belief that you can live forever, cryogenics, vaccine skepticism, Ultra Slim-Fast, heroic bleeding as a medical treatment, mercury as a medical treatment, arsenic as a medical treatment. Like unicorns, like the Emperor Nero death hoax, the Mozart death hoax, the Tupac death hoax, animal magnetism, climate-change denialism, contrail poisoning, celery-juice cleanses, the Great Leap Forward, the fake moon landing, Satanic panic, the Jimmy Carter puppet replacement theory, tulips as a good investment, ‘Do I really need a doctor for this operation?,’ the Salem witch trials, evil-clown sightings, the Dancing Plague of 1518, Piltdown man, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, the belief that talking about sports will make you more attractive to women, the belief that one can fix things that should be left to a professional, the belief that polls can predict presidential elections, the belief that one is funny when one isn’t, ethical carnivory, flat-earth theory, frequent-flier miles, denying one’s wife is having an affair when it is obvious to everyone else. To give some examples as they come to mind.”

			“I see,” said Miles, who was a little taken aback to see some of his occasionally held notions on this wide-ranging list.

			“Puts a little ol’ Kabbalistic ibbur in perspective, doesn’t it,” said Bentley triumphantly. He had been collecting them for years. From psychiatric case reports, conversations, history books, the newspaper. The supply, he said, was endless.

			“And it all fits back there?” asked Miles, turning back to appreciate the furniture.

			“I have small handwriting.”

			“Ah,” said Miles. And, in fact, he was now reassured, not only by the presence of some kind of logic, but by the library’s steady advance over five or six of the most perilous mountain miles between the valley of the hospital and the valley of the house. He had at that moment quite a number of thoughts, ranging from questions about the “Encyclopedia,” to concern that it had now been a very long time since they had seen any other cars, to fear over the upcoming descent, to the more practical matter of not forgetting to ask Bentley where he had bought the foot massager and whether it worked on a normal outlet.

			But Bentley hadn’t finished. The real problem, he said, was how to organize it.

			“I can only imagine,” said Miles.

			First Bentley had set out to sort it alphabetically, but that seemed too arbitrary, so he had moved on to sort things by theme: delusions of persecution, belief in mystical animals, health fallacies, etc. But this didn’t seem to solve the problem, either. For example, was unicorn-horn medicine a belief in mystical animals or a health fallacy? Maybe, he’d decided, it was better to sort them by their attributes, such as level of conviction, or how bizarre they were; harmless errors versus those that caused unfathomable suffering; beliefs held by one person or lots of people; beliefs that were more like notions versus those more like judgments versus hunches versus statements versus suggestible semi-convictions versus things not really believed at all but expressed for the sake of argument; beliefs that feel emotionally true versus ones arrived at by reason; notions that might be true but have no evidence versus things that have clear evidence against them; beliefs that could be held without causing problems versus those that really stirred things up.

			“Well?” asked Miles.

			“That’s my genius. I have an index. See those binders?”

			Miles turned to see them rattling on a little shelf.

			“Have you thought of using a computer?” he asked.

			“You kidding?” said Bentley. “And lose it all at once?”

			Currently, the index itself stood at eighteen volumes. Just when he thought he’d catalogued everything, people came up with more nonsense.

			“I hear you,” Miles said.

			The men fell silent. Now the worst of the mountains was behind them, the road descended toward the Greensbury River, the trees dropped away, and as the lights of the college appeared in the distance, Bentley turned to Miles and asked, if Miles didn’t mind sharing, what was on his phone that had caused him to leave the emergency room.

			Of course Miles didn’t mind sharing. He had been tempted to share since Kate called, but back then it had seemed a strange thing to tell a stranger: “Our dog dug through the carpet, into the floor.” But it occurred to him that Bentley might have some opinion about this, and so he shared a little more, about the breed, the absence of truffles, the early days of calm, the animal’s newfound obsession.

			“Say, you don’t live in Norbert Rumphius’s house, do you?” asked Bentley.

			Once, thought Miles, I came from a land where you could tell a stranger that your dog tore up your rental, without fear that the stranger and the landlord were chums.

			“You know him?”

			Not only did Bentley know him, Norb sometimes hired him for mathematics projects, modeling, one-offs. He’d been hearing about the place for ages. “Let me guess, he’s letting you house-sit for free?”

			Miles affirmed that this was so.

			“And you weren’t suspicious?”

			“We heard there was an affair.”

			“Oh, there’s always an affair. Norb’s slept with half the European Central Bank. But that doesn’t mean one doesn’t charge rent. He had three or four other renters before you, and none of them could take it. How in the world have you lasted six months?”

			“We did try the exterminator,” said Miles helplessly.

			“Which exterminator?”

			“I don’t know his real name. The Rat Man.”

			“Clem. You mean the band teacher.”

			“The Rat Man of Vermont is also the band teacher,” said Miles, half to himself, as, click, another puzzle piece of small-town life fell into place.

			“There have been Rat Men ever since Ethan Allen. You didn’t expect that he would leave the family business?” Snowflake sighed. “Clem gets called to Norb’s house by every single renter. He told you that, right?”

			“No.”

			Bentley shook his head. “I don’t get it. I’ve told him, Clem, honesty. Just tell them. You can’t just go walking through and pretending it’s your first time there, just for the drama. Doesn’t serve anyone.”

			He paused. “Hey, can I take a look? I’ve been wanting to see a Super-Rat-Line forever.”

			

			—

			It took twenty minutes to make it the last two miles, time spent talking about the Rat-Lines, which, to Miles’s disappointment, qualified, in Bentley’s taxonomy, as neither a rumor, a supposition, a legend, a myth, a delusion, a fanciful notion, nor a mass psychogenic illness. By the time they reached the house, Miles was a little sorry that it was so late, and the children were asleep, because, secretly, he wanted the encyclopedic Bentley to go head to head with Wesley in arcana. But it was late, and when the men descended, although Miles could have just as easily used the passenger door, he chose to exit as he had arrived, perched aboard the scooter, now zooming backward through the bay and onto the driveway. Kate had heard them and was standing at the door, and as the men approached, Miles felt a little regal, a little presidential, standing tall, foot propped slightly up to ease the pressure on his injured knee, chest out and head thrown back, like Washington crossing the Delaware.

			He did not think that the snow, in its volume, might be hiding something in the walkway, which the scooter struck with some velocity. There was a crunch, and Miles fell into the mass of Bentley, and Kate cried out. For a moment there was silence. And as Miles lay across Bentley’s deep, soft lap, sustained in that wintry pietà, his first thought, that he had destroyed this poor madman’s precious vehicle, gave way to the second, that Bentley would need to stay the night, and though Miles genuinely liked Bentley, it wasn’t clear where in the house there was a place for him to sleep. The polite thing would be to give him their bed, and for him and Kate to decamp to the couches in the living room, but then a reflex had arisen, of which Miles frankly was not very proud, regarding Bentley’s person: the man was a paragon of knowledge and generosity, but he was also—and this was not his fault, truly, it was the fault of poverty, of a broken healthcare system, the simple cruel fact that it is hard to bathe at such a girth, which itself was likely the side effect of pharmaceuticals taken to ameliorate a terrible mental condition—well, he was not the cleanest man in Vermont. And how terrible Miles felt to have had this thought, to be capable of this thought, and to have thought it about a man who had risked life and limb to drive him through the winter night—he, Miles, he who had not thought twice about shoving his own toe cheese into the warm, kneading hollows of the man’s dead wife’s foot shiatsu.

			“Up you go, champ,” said Bentley with a gentle pat on the leg.

			And with a lurch, aided no doubt by muscles built from so many skiing tumbles, Miles slipped off to inspect the damage to the scooter.

			All the worrying was unnecessary, for it turned out that the shattering sound was Rumphius’s leaf blower, which someone had left in the path. Which Miles had left in the path, when he was testing it on snow.

			The problem remained: how to get Bentley up the walkway steps. Of course, Bentley had a solution—there was a plank in the car just for this purpose—such is the world that a man confined to a scooter must not only endure the indignities of narrow doorways and uncleared sidewalks, but must in fact go through life carrying his own plank. But Bentley, as we have seen, was not one to feel sorry for himself. Twice Miles set down the plank, and twice Bentley motored over it, and then they were inside, the door was closed, and, with a great synchronous shiver, two cloaks of snow slipped off the two men’s shoulders and onto the floor.

			

			—

			Wilson Bentley stayed with the Krzelewski-Petrosians for three days. Little did any of the parties know, but, as the snow fell gently on the land, there occurred a transfer, imperceptible at first yet in its sum tremendous, of matter from sky to earth. Water droplets once suspended in the atmosphere settled on the branches of the trees, and with each falling flake, the weight upon the boughs grew greater, and deep within the wood the fibers began to strain. And then, all over Greensbury, and across the border in Oakfield, the trees felt a twanging in the cords of their heartwood, and then their heartwood broke. Trees such as the eastern white pine by Rumphius’s driveway.

			Miles, standing with Bentley by the hole excavated in the carpet, heard it, and Bentley, too, and Olive, up in her room, awoke, and blinked at the darkness, but, finding no rent in her world, lay back asleep.

			To everyone’s great fortune, the great branch missed the ambulance by less than a foot. But it was a foot on the far side of the ambulance—in other words, between ambulance and road.

			To leave that night was thus out of the question, but so was leaving the next morning, for the chainsaw hanging in Rumphius’s garage was an aspirational chainsaw, and had been purchased by the good professor on a manly whim that had extended neither to fuel nor to oil. And since, somewhere in the land, another branch had taken with it a critical power line, when the gathered parties awoke the next morning (Reader, Bentley graciously took the couch), they found themselves in a Vermont little different from that of the first Snowflake Bentley—the children ecstatic at the prospect of a snow day, Kate relieved not to teach given the prior evening’s pandemonium, and Miles eager to resume the many conversational threads that had begun the night before in the emergency room, only to be cruelly interrupted by the cherubic rush.

			In fact, all were similarly charmed by Snowflake’s presence. The children both had heard of the first Bentley of course, and Kate had taken them aside and explained how their guest was a different sort of person, a nice man, a man who had helped Daddy, but a man with one very particular belief, odd, but harmless, or probably harmless. They ran downstairs to meet their guest, Olive marveling at this new contour of adult silliness, while Wesley cautiously appraised this person who was so clearly wrong about one thing, but astonishingly knowledgeable about everything else.

			

			—

			And then the tree service came, the driveway was clear, and Bentley climbed back onto his scooter and drove out into the snow.

			“Well, that was something,” said Kate, as Miles hobbled back to the door and the two turned to wave goodbye to their houseguest. And it was something. By then they were very grateful; it had been Bentley’s propane stove that had heated their water and their chili, and Bentley’s kerosene lantern that had kept the darkness away, and the children loved the scooter, which he let them drive around the house, couches to the side, Wesley gunning it with Olive riding, and then Olive at the wheel and Giuseppe in the basket, and if anyone worried about the carpet, they said nothing, because that ship had sailed. And Miles truly felt honored to have the entire—or near-entire—library of human folly parked there in his driveway. That’s it, he would think: a lot of Unreason, certainly, but how refreshing to have it all in one place.

			On balance, it was a not-unpleasurable way to pass their snowed-in hours. Kate was glad her husband had the company, and how else was Miles going to pass time with a bum knee, other than working on his dissertation? Indeed, watching the ambulance trundle off down the driveway, Miles felt a little pang that could only be described as loss. And now? he wondered. Standing at the doorway, shaking his new friend’s hand in valediction, he had found himself a little tongue-tied.

			“Say, you going to be okay?” Bentley had asked, though Miles had said nothing of his troubles. And he laughed. It was just a knee, right? With Bentley’s help, he’d found a true certificated orthopedist. But both men knew that this was not what his friend was asking, and Bentley looked at him through his thick, smudged lenses, as if he could see into his soul.

			“See you,” he said.

			“See you!”

			And Miles had walked back to the house, to his wife, with the ski poles he was using as crutches. His heart fell a little with each step. For now what was he to do, how was he to fill the days?

		

	
		
			Eleven
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			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.

		

	
		
		
			[image: Drawing of a prehistoric seascape showing two large winged reptiles with long beaks and sharp teeth swooping over the water, one chasing a dragonfly, while below a long‑necked sea creature rises from the waves toward a smaller flying reptile as a huge, toothy marine animal opens its jaws nearby, with rocky cliffs, a perched bird, and dense tropical plants framing the scene.]
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				Many hours I stood at the edge of the cliff and stared down on this new world. For dozens, no, hundreds of miles, the scene stretched out before me. Chains of steep, yellow mountains descended from the clouds onto a vast plain of meadow and forest, like our meadows and forests, but in the colors of the Inner World: yellow and pink and silver. The wind rustled through the trees, and from the heights, I saw cataracts of lava. Great birds with heads of giant lizards circled. Herds of wild animals gathered in the valleys of the golden rivers, all so bright, so bright, my eyes ached, although I couldn’t turn away. And in the center of this all: the Palace. For never in my dreams could I have conceived a creation of such beauty. It seemed as if it were an extension of the land itself, rising in great terraced stages, with gleaming rooftops and colonnades in infinite repetition, each of which would have been the envy of Rome or Athens, and yet here were but a tiny part of the great golden city, its spires reaching into the sky like spears. How could I have known at the time of whom I’d find there, of the people—our ancestors!—who had long left our corrupt, terrestrial world for this more perfect one; of the lost animals who soared in the skies and swam in the golden waters; of the beauty of those men and women who lived without want, in harmony with one another and with the land; of the kindness with which they would welcome me to their bosom; and of that kindred Klebian soul who long had awaited me.

				O Gabalor, O Gabalor!

				Wylkes, Colloquies, 1874/1899

			

		

	
		
			One

			
				[image: ]
			

			Miles Krzelewski, Hapless Scholar, Wounded Skier, White Liar, Courageous Taker of Old Country Roads, sat in the back row of the former banquet hall of the now defunct Mountain Catch restaurant, and listened to the dwindling applause as the room lights came on. It was ten o’clock. Down at the college, the postfilm discussion of Metropolis would be winding down, but such considerations were beside the point, even if Miles’s car had had four working tires.

			What he had listened to for the past three hours was, in a word, extraordinary.

			The meeting, as we have seen, had already begun when Miles stepped through the door. This was not entirely his fault, for the postcard had been delivered on a snowy afternoon, and the ink had run, converting “o”s to “u”s, circumcising the “J” of Jeremiah, and melting “7:00” to something like “7:30.” The other guests, forewarned that the diner parking was strewn with debris from the restaurant sign, had parked in the auto-body lot, among the auto bodies, all of which were promptly coated in a quarter-inch of snow.

			Thus they had arrived, and thus had the snow hidden evidence of their arrival.

			Miles, entering at 7:45, had not missed much. The evening had begun with a potluck. Andrei brought chili, Kayleigh brought venison casserole, Clem brought along his famous shish kebab, the “Exterminator’s Special.” Most had heard this joke before, and only the uninitiated were disgusted, it was just that delicious. Then Hugh had called them to their seats, the lights came down, and the PowerPoint started. He was on his second slide when Miles knocked on the door.

			The Southern Vermont Chapter of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, by charter, was granted its own authority in determining the structure and content of its meetings, but in truth hewed closely to that suggested by the National Jeremiah Wylkes Society: Potluck, Reports from Subcommittees, Original Research, and Discussion. Hugh, as chapter president, was tasked with guiding the proceedings, which were to end strictly at ten so that members—schoolteachers, exterminators, and orchardists among them—could get to bed on time. He also gave the Updates (this was the PowerPoint), which consisted mostly of news from other Jeremiah Wylkes chapters, some of it procedural (the Upper Pioneer Valley Chapter splitting from the Lower Pioneer Valley Chapter, etc.), but most of which concerned progress in the search for tunnels. Thus, snow melting from his shoes, was Miles greeted by a cascade of maps and images, aerial photos, cave and waterway schematics, newly discovered mining shafts, and reports from urban Wylkes chapters on the progress, ever complicated, of wrestling permission to explore the parks and sewers of Springfield, Hartford, Albany, Burlington. For what was city today had not been city in 1804.

			This was the first fact that Miles learned that evening: that the rumored Greensbury portal was but one of seven portals Wylkes had found across New England, roughly distributed along a ring that circled clockwise from Vermont, through Deerfield, Massachusetts, and into northern Connecticut, before turning north again. Greensbury, however, was special: the site of Wylkes’s revelation, and his first descent.

			The Updates had lasted close to an hour. To Miles’s surprise, Hugh, whom he had once considered an ignorant blowhard, was a meticulous and cautious student of Wylkesiana, a staunch empiricist, even a skeptic well aware of the dangers in following false prophets, mobilizing what appeared to be a vast amount of knowledge to dismiss many of the recent claims as specious, citing from not only geology and topography, but over one hundred years of scholarship and the Colloquies themselves.

			When it had all started, Miles was less interested in this cave or that outcropping than he was in the spectacle. Hugh transformed! Land trust director turns from skepticism to belief! Biochemist embraces conspiracy theory refuting known facts about geology! Dismantler of flimflam falls for flimflam! But as Hugh concluded, and “Research” began, Miles began to feel that what he was witnessing was more complex than he had first made out.

			

			—

			There were three Research Presentations that night: “Whither Polk?,” “Underground Water in Catamount Hollow—What Does Dowsing Tell Us?,” and “Picturing Gabalor.”

			The first to speak was an older man whom Miles had never seen before, who introduced himself as Earl Blossfeldt. As most of them knew, said Earl, he had long been researching the question of Ambrose Polk, and was there to present an update on his researches. He could never figure out the PowerPoint, and apologized that he did not have a slide presentation, but, nonetheless, he hoped they would enjoy his talk. To this the group responded with warm approbation, and one or two calls of encouragement, such as “Go, Earl!” and “We love you, Earl!”

			Kayleigh Swan gave a whoop.

			Earl went on. Given, he said, that there were several newer members, who perhaps did not know much or anything about Ambrose Polk and his relationship to the Colloquies, it seemed a good moment to review the history.

			He looked to Hugh, who nodded his approval.

			Earl went on. The 461 pages of the Colloquies, he said, had not simply appeared out of thin air, but had been left, if one is to believe the so-called Standard Version, on the steps of the Southern Vermont Historical Museum, in the good year 1897, by an unknown person. Attached was a letter, explaining that the writer, “X,” had made the acquaintance of Jeremiah Wylkes in the summer of 1874, while working as a forester in the Southern Greens. This X explained that he had long heard rumors of a recluse living in the hills above Green Pond, but had encountered neither man nor cabin until that June, when, caught in a summer downpour, he’d sought shelter beneath an overhang. Hesitant to linger by a cave in bear country, X was getting ready to leave when his eye was drawn to movement in the bush, and there appeared a “startling apparition,” a “pint-sized” fellow with long, straggly hair and wild beard, who walked up to the entrance to the cave, passed X as if he were not there, and disappeared inside. Utterly perplexed, by both the apparition and its seeming indifference to his presence, X waited for some time before summoning the courage to follow. He had no torch, but found his way along a narrow passage, which twisted this way and that before opening into a chamber, lit by beams of light that filtered down through openings above. There crouched the strange man before a fire, tending a kettle, which he proceeded to decant into a pair of tin cups, as if X had been expected.

			This, said Earl, was Jeremiah Wylkes, by then 104 years old and blind as a bat, and this was the fateful meeting that had started everything. Over the course of the next one hundred days, Wylkes dictated the full content of the Colloquies to the forester, from his discovery of the entrance, in 1804, until that very meeting. Then he rose, bowed, and disappeared forever down a path into his beloved underworld. He asked only that X wait one year before following, so that they would never meet.

			X obeyed. Followed. And, for the next twenty-three years, devoted himself to continuing Wylkes’s exploration of the Inner World, the entrance to which—one of the entrances to which—sat at the back of the very cave in which he had recorded the Colloquies. He was, therefore, able to confirm nearly all of Wylkes’s observations—he had seen the Crystal Palace, the herds of mammoths, the pterodactyls, the catamount and caribou and giant elk. And if he had not met the beautiful Princess Gabalor, who was away on a diplomatic voyage on the Inner Sea, he had nevertheless met many of the personages described by his mentor, observed the struggles between the virtuous Klebs and the evil Troncons, even joined a battle or two, and so on. Long had he resisted sharing these discoveries, fearing, as Wylkes did, the possibility of plunder. Age, however, had made him reconsider, and he decided, as his own mortal passage neared its end, and he prepared to make his final trip down into the hollow, to entrust the Colloquies to the one man of science he believed would not treat his discovery with ridicule: the director of the Southern Vermont Historical Museum, the good Professor Ambrose Polk. Only the location of the entrances he left secret. It would not do to have the world rush in, but he was certain that, with diligence and faith, those of “good heart” would find their way.

			Earl paused to take a sip of water, and Miles looked around the room. He had assumed that this extended bit of background was for his benefit, and feared the others might be bored, but, to his surprise, everyone seemed delighted to rehearse the story.

			Earl went on. Anyway, this was all familiar history; he was there to report on his ongoing work on Polk himself. For Polk’s account was the only account they had, X’s copy of the Colloquies having vanished in the 1927 floods. Polk, he said, as everybody knew, was quite a character—the subject, in fact, of two conventional biographies, one published in the 1930s by a historian at the college, and one, far more recent, by an Englishwoman interested in the late-nineteenth-century occult. In it, she had focused almost entirely on Polk’s relationship to other fin-de-siècle “men of science” who sought to study, “scientifically,” speculative phenomena, spiritualism, magic, miracles, and so forth. Only briefly did she touch on his publication, in 1899, of Wylkes’s Colloquies, a text she called “bizarre” even for Polk’s already low threshold, reviving the old charge that not only were the Colloquies a hoax, but one perpetuated by Polk himself.

			“Booooo!” shouted Kayleigh Swan.

			This brought them to Earl’s own research. For years, he had scoured archives across Vermont, looking for Polk’s correspondence, in the hope of finding reference to the Colloquies. In 2007, as they all knew, Earl had come across a letter from Polk to Charles Eliot, then president of Harvard, referring to “a puzzling document left literally at my doorstep, purporting to recount a subterranean continent.” This, along with Earl’s discovery of other letters from Polk to his sister-in-law Evelyn, with whom Polk had carried out a decade-long affair, argued forcefully against the Colloquies as Polk’s invention. Indeed, for the past two years, Earl had traveled monthly to Saratoga Springs, where he’d found Evelyn’s eighty-seven-year-old granddaughter, Doris, who had long puzzled over the great stashes of letters in an inscrutable hand, addressed to “Bunny” and “Tasty Lamb” and signed with such endearments as “Your Fox,” or “Your Hungry Wolf.” Though Doris had refused their publication, it hadn’t taken much persuading to get her to let Earl study them, on the agreement that he would give her legible transcriptions, an arrangement he had followed only partially, given the risqué, often graphic endearments of the good museum director.

			It was one of these trips that Earl had just returned from, and he was pleased to report—and here he looked around the room with manifest satisfaction—that he had found not one, not two, not three, but four more mentions of the Colloquies, across the months of March to June 1897. In other words: shortly after they had been deposited at the museum.

			There was, in the hall of the Mountain Catch, an audible gasp.

			Earl took up a piece of paper. The first three mentions were rather brief, referring to the “puzzling manuscript left at my doorstep,” but the fourth deserved mention in full. It was from June. After going on at some length about the heat, the stillness of the night, his thoughts of Evelyn, his memories of Evelyn, her eyes, her lips, her neck, her breasts, her sweet…

			“Ladies present, Earl,” said Hugh.

			“Aw, come on,” said Kayleigh Swan.

			…and so on, until there came the astonishing passage Earl then read: “I am nearing the end of my transcription of X’s manuscript. Still, I do not know what to make of it. I have begun to wonder if there is not some truth in it. If this is but one of the portals referred to since old times, and if the entrance to Paradise lay not in the stars above, but at our feet.”

			Earl looked up to a room now stunned to silence. Then Hugh began to clap, and Clem joined in, and soon all were clapping, and Earl stood back and beamed. Even Miles felt himself caught up in the enthusiasm, as if somehow this discovery proved the existence of an underworld, rather than, for example, that some credulous, philandering turn-of-the-century museum director Miles had never heard of until that moment had fallen for a hoax by a guy called X who claimed to have met a 104-year-old man beneath the earth. But Miles recognized the archivist’s rush, and the equal rush of camaraderie as Andrei met his eye and winked.

			
			Earl took his seat.

			

			—

			The next presentation was “Underground Water in Catamount Hollow—What Does Dowsing Tell Us?” and the presenter was none other than the aforementioned Andrei Abramov, Ph.D., who took his place at the podium while Hugh lowered the light, and an area map appeared on the screen. He began by thanking Hugh and Earl, and his friend Miles for joining them. In fact, he said, it had been with Miles that he first had the idea to dowse in Catamount Hollow. He did not remember if Miles could recall, but one day Miles had arrived while Andrei was dowsing in his orchard, leading him to put his dowsing rods away hastily, out of fear that Miles would tell Paloma, who, the last time she’d seen him dowsing, had printed out twelve scientific articles about how it didn’t work.

			Miles indeed remembered his friend’s furtive shuffling, but had thought perhaps that Andrei was enjoying himself in his orchard, something that, in a typically Milesian, nonjudgmental way, he chalked up to local custom and natural rights. In any case, fortunately, Andrei hadn’t intended Miles to respond; the point was that he’d been perfecting his technique for almost two years when it occurred to him that it might aid the group’s efforts in mapping the subsoil of the Highly Likely Quadrangle. Since he’d begun, he’d made some dozen trips and produced the map they saw before them, which Hugh had helpfully overlaid with Frank’s magnetic studies and the mapping of vegetation disturbance by the late Wendell Saknussemm, may the good man rest in peace.

			What followed was actually pretty boring, which disappointed Miles, who was rooting for his friend. Perhaps it was because he was a humanist, so that the love letters of an obscure museum director were far more compelling than wells and watersheds. But everyone else seemed interested, very interested. People pointed to this or that spot on the map and mentioned this rock or that tree, and some took notes, and it only ended when Hugh took up the gavel and reminded them that they had to end by ten o’clock.

			“Candace?” said Hugh, and Farm Candy rose from her seat.

			

			—

			Thus they moved on to the last presentation of the night.

			The fact was that the Internet sensation, utterly comfortable patching a roof in little but her overalls for three hundred thousand followers, was very nervous before the gathering, a fact she acknowledged as she began.

			“You’re good, girl!” yelled Kayleigh Swan.

			“Thank you!” said Candace. The group meant the world to her. They all knew about the divorce, and sometimes social media just got so lonely. She felt trapped by fame, the world’s expectations. Nods all around, as if they all were also YouTube stars. Well, it had taken some time, said Candy, but, thanks to Hugh, to Kayleigh, she felt encouraged to share a bit of her own work.

			She wasn’t a historian like Earl, or a scientist like Andrei; she was a romantic, and for her, the Colloquies was, at heart, a love story. As everyone knew, she and Margie and Gerald had been getting together separately to closely read chapters 13 to 17, which some dismissed as a little kooky, a little, what’s the word—

			“Juvenile,” said Hugh. “But real.”

			Right, well, maybe she was just a little juvenile herself, but fact was that all that talk about magnetic anomalies and angles of repose left her a little cold…

			“No judgment!” shouted Kayleigh.

			…but since the first time she read the Colloquies in full, she’d been drawn to the character of Princess Gabalor.

			“Nothing wrong with Princess Gabalor,” said Hugh.

			Princess Gabalor, said Candace, gathering courage, who was so beautiful, but also so lonely, perhaps lonely because of her beauty, because of people who wanted to know her for the wrong reasons…and she’d been moved to do some drawings, and the drawings became paintings, and, well, there really wasn’t more to say.

			“Margie, can you turn on the lights?”

			

			—

			The meeting adjourned, as promised, exactly at ten. Everyone helped clean up the refreshments, and arrange the chairs, and at ten-fifteen, Miles found himself filing out through the kitchen, between Bentley and Andrei. For the first time since he had arrived in Greensbury, he felt he actually had a superabundance of friends: the question was not could he get a ride, but whom to ask without hurting the others’ feelings. But Andrei had come with Candace, Gerald, and Earl, and Bentley had come alone, and so, happily, Miles boarded Snowflake’s scooter, and rode into the back of the Encyclopedia of Foolish Errors, Registry of Unsubstantiated Nonsense, and Inventory of Wrong Ideas.

			It had been nearly a month since he had taken that first, fateful drive, and little had changed—the same foot shiatsu awaited him, the same candy wrappers littered the dashboard, and the same Slurpee sat in the cup holder. No sooner had they pulled out of the lot than Bentley asked what Miles had thought of the meeting.

			Miles was much more interested in hearing the opinion of Wilson “Snowflake” Bentley, Scourge of Folly, so he answered briefly, and truthfully, that he’d been surprised, and pleasantly so, having gone expecting, well, he wasn’t sure what he was expecting, save to be rescued from his doldrums, which now seemed so remote as to belong to a different individual entirely. That was not to say he didn’t have questions.

			“Shoot,” said Bentley.

			Well, said Miles, trying to figure out a way of phrasing this nonjudgmentally, and offering a few words of qualification, it was still not clear to him how much of the evening to take seriously.

			“I would take the entire evening seriously,” said Bentley.

			Perhaps, said Miles, he meant he wasn’t sure how much of the Colloquies he should take seriously.

			“That,” said Bentley, “is a different matter. But go on.”

			“Well,” said Miles. “Hugh, for example…”

			“Hugh thinks his herpes protects him against Covid,” said Bentley.

			“Got it,” said Miles.

			“Hugh thinks that the little pooch he found wandering in the woods is Jeremiah’s two-hundred-year-old dog, Whiskey, even though it had a name tag with another person’s name on it.”

			“I was wondering,” said Miles.

			“Hugh thinks I’m Denzel Washington,” said Snowflake.

			“Nothing crazy about that.”

			Snowflake flashed his handsomest grin. That, he said, was the correct answer. “But the point is, I’m not sure you should base any conclusions on what Hugh thinks.”

			“Then what about you?” asked Miles.

			Above, the sky had cleared, the moon was out, the snow upon the trees shone brightly. Well, said Bentley, after some time. The truth was: Some of it. Not none of it, and not all of it. But this was true of all the members, really. Most, if he could see inside their hearts and minds, believed a man had gone inside a cave and seen something extraordinary. Believed that this man had told another man, who’d written it down, who’d left it on the doorstep of another man, who’d published it. That seemed to him quite reasonable. That did not controvert his previously held understandings of nature, of geology, or his sense that people have private worlds and the need to share these private worlds with others. It also seemed reasonable to believe that, in addition to the world manifestly before us, there existed something one might call a Mystery, at times yielding its secrets, at times holding them more closely.

			When one recognized this, one realized that all one was really questioning was the particulars.

			“And the particulars?” asked Miles.

			“I believe a man found something in a cavern, am agnostic on the possible existence of more extensive geologic phenomena, doubtful but open to the possibility of the remnants of some ancient civilization, very doubtful as to its architectural achievements, very, very doubtful about the persistence of that civilization and the pterodactyls, and absolutely certain that Princess Gabalor was the invention of an old man who deeply yearned for female contact.”

			By then, they’d reached Farm Road, and turned up Miles’s driveway.

			This was not to say his was a majority position, said Bentley; there were those who believed every word as if it were Scripture, and those, it seemed, who wanted an excuse to go spelunking. Hugh, that fascinating smorgasbord of empiricism and credulity, believed everything Wylkes wrote. Also, he enjoyed the power, which fortified the smorgasbord. Andrei was going through some kind of Oedipal reaction against the academic-scientific-industrial complex that had betrayed him. Mike Randolph was banking on some chthonic action with the Princess’s ladies-in-waiting, a gamble made more urgent by the fact that he had ruined his real-life marriage because of his Hollow Earth obsession. Margie was lonely, and had cycled through a half-dozen other religions before finding solace in the Colloquies. Red Lidenbrock had a head injury. Earl, in another time and place, would have been a professional historian. Kayleigh saw the Colloquies as a natural extension of a political worldview that included Southern Vermont secessionism, anticorporate environmentalism, postapocalyptic survivalism, and a long-standing family beef with Massachusetts. Curt Hopkins had read too many fantasy magazines as a child. Dolly Prendergast thought there was treasure. Clem was there either for the buffet or to try to go to bed with Candy. A couple of the other guys were also trying to go to bed with Candy.

			Bentley parked. But Miles had another question. “And the postcard, and the secrecy?”

			“Ah,” said Bentley. He was glad Miles had asked. There was a time when they’d held public events, but then the people at the college started nosing around: anthropologists interested in conspiracy theorists and sociologists studying pseudoscientific organizations, and then a wave of literature professors who treated them like they were a book club, and kept saying the whole thing was a metaphor. And then a copper-mining company got wind of some of their surveys, and a group of Australians came poking about, and later a guy from an Italian marble conglomerate. The last thing they wanted was for Greensbury Mountain to end up as countertop.

			Miles nodded. He didn’t know whether to feel insulted or complimented that Snowflake didn’t consider him an academic. Then, after a moment, he said, “Not to tattle, but Hugh was talking pretty freely at the Land Conservancy.”

			Bentley waved his hand. “Oh, we know. But you’ve got the general vibe on Hugh; the more he talks, the more people think we’re nuts.”

			

			—

			The house was dark as Miles bid goodbye to Bentley and hobbled painfully up the walkway, his knee now hurting after so many hours of sitting. Inside, his family was sleeping. He moved quietly, not wishing to explain the car, the flats, the meeting, not merely because it meant admitting he had lied about Metropolis, but because it risked profaning something—something that, as he tiptoed through the house, seemed a kind of magic.

			How had he gone through life, forty-five years, scurrying about, above, and never thought of it? Not Gabalor and not the Troncon armies—that part was ridiculous. As it was to think that beneath his feet were silver forests, and towers rising to the clouds, and thousands of warriors gathered by the fluttering pennants of their battalions! The herds of caribou and elk, the stalking lions? And pterodactyls circling, and sea beasts in the seas? Pink sunsets, rivers of sand? Ha! But to have never questioned the simple illusion of solidity! To have no sense of what lay beneath him: the caves, the pith, the tumble.

			He looked down at the floor.

			And imagined, far below, within his earthy barracks, another person looking up.

			Giuseppe rose from his bed and ambled over.

			And you? thought Miles. Was that what you’ve been telling us?

			How lovely would it be if that were true! His pooch another Wylkesian, digging toward his long-lost double, itself now digging upward. Was that why he had turned the yard into the Western Front? Maddened by the Inner World, and not the stirrings of the rat?

			How mundane was his imagination! To have seen the chest and not the treasure. He of the Humbaba, of Burowak, of Okiroshi. Terrestrial-bound. Mundane, the thought. That was the word: of earth.

			

			—

			In the morning, the mundane awaited.

			Wednesdays, Kate had Masters Swimming at the college pool, and when Miles awoke, she had long been swept up by Miranda—a good thing, because she didn’t notice that the garage was empty. Meanwhile, Miles was catapulted into panic. Wrenched from an erotic dream featuring Candy’s painting of Princess Gabalor (Reader, he was not the only one), he realized suddenly that he had no way to get Olive to school.

			They had an hour. It was a seven-mile walk.

			But luck was on his side. Not only did the dispatcher at Area Taxi answer, but she said a car could be there in thirty minutes. Yes, she promised. The driver was her husband, she’d personally guarantee it. And then the secretary at Green Mountain Towing and Repair said that they could send a car up to the Mountain Catch. Twenty-nine minutes of parental jujitsu followed: Snack for Wesley, snack for Olive, snow boots discovered beneath the couch and behind the cabinet, stashed by dog or thrown by child. Milk mustaches wiped clean, bed-heads largely tamed, arguments over whether or not to wear a jacket averted with a reminder of the useful but apocryphal story of the area boy who had died the prior winter from hypothermia. And Wesley caught the bus, and the cab came for Miles and Olive, and if he didn’t have a chance to walk Giuseppe, the dog just watched him lazily from where he stretched out on the heating vent. He’d be back by noon, and what kind of damage could Giuseppe really do?

			Let’s rephrase that: What kind of damage could Giuseppe do that Giuseppe had not already done?

			

			—

			Since arriving in Greensbury, Miles had observed a certain phenomenon of small-town life: once you met a person, you met them everywhere. Had he, for example, in California, attended the meeting of a secretive Hollow Earth group, he would have been very surprised to find, the following morning, that his cabdriver turned out to be the very man who had presented at the meeting. But he had lived in Greensbury long enough that such things no longer startled him, and so felt merely a familiar frisson, when the battered sedan with rusted wheel wells pulled up honking in his driveway, to step outside and see Earl in the driver’s seat.

			Olive jumped in behind him, clearly thrilled by the novelty of the taxi.

			Briefly, Miles worried that Earl would say something about the meeting to Olive, and Olive would tell Kate, but Olive’s mind was already too abuzz with the complex web of allegiances and betrayals that awaited her at school to care what the old man was talking about when he sang the praises of “the lady artist.”

			Outside, fresh swaths of white covered the fields and meadows, lines of hoarfrost banded the mountains, and here, and there, clumps of snow sprung free of the bowed branches as the world woke up.

			They sped over rivers, and unfathomed caves, the vault beneath, the plunge, the firmament.

			They made good time.

			At school, Olive leapt from the taxi without looking back, and they were just pulling into Green Mountain Towing and Repair when Miles’s phone buzzed with a message from Kate, reminding him, though she was sure he didn’t need reminding, that this morning was the first day of the school play rehearsal, to which he’d been conscripted as a volunteer.

			“Oh, no,” said Miles.

			“Forgot something?” asked Earl.

			Miles explained the problem.

			But it wasn’t a problem at all. Earl could get Miles’s car for him.

			“Oh, I can’t ask you to do that.”

			“You’re not asking. I’m telling. The school play’s God’s work.”

			“But—”

			“Son,” said Earl. “You’re family. It’s good as done.”

		

	
		
			Two
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			It was a tradition in Greensbury, as in many a jurisdiction across America, for the third-grade class to perform a Shakespeare play. In Greensbury this was not only for the other children and their families, but—given the limited nightlife—the entire community. Each year there was suspense around which play would be selected, and each year it was A Midsummer Night’s Dream. As Miranda explained, every few years, Mrs. Littlejohn, the former drama teacher, besieged by parents who could recite the play from memory, had relented and tried another. But these same parents said that Romeo and Juliet was too suggestive, Hamlet too tormented, and King Lear had the nudity on the heath.

			But that didn’t stop them from nagging. So Mrs. Littlejohn put on Titus Andronicus, after which they didn’t nag her anymore.

			“Oh dear,” said Kate.

			“Isn’t Titus the one where the empress eats a pie made of her children?” asked Miles.

			Fortunately, said Miranda, someone had turned off the power before that happened. The next year, they were back to Midsummer. Still, the school kept the ritual of the announcement, the suspense, and still the town waited with bated breath.

			This year, they were performing A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

			Or, as it was variously described in the school emails, A Midsummer’s Night Dream, or, even more evocatively, Midsummer Night Dreams, which sounded like the series Miles’s friend Frank used to record for them surreptitiously on VHS, late nights on Cinemax.

			Miles had signed up to be a parent helper for the school play back in September. So much time had passed, and so many adventures, that he had almost forgotten his commitment. There’d been many opportunities, and over the school year, he had watched them come and go, appearing and disappearing in enthusiastic emails, groveling school apologies, and Olive’s nightly summaries. Dr. Anita taught sex ed; Candy taught painting; Andrei taught apple grafting, apple pruning, and borer removal. And if Miles didn’t have such elaborate plans—no heirloom trees, no watercolor portraits, no pipe-cleaner models of the male and female reproductive systems—nevertheless, he had ambitions for the play, which he had acted in when he was in third grade, and fifth grade, and summer drama camp.

			Oberon, Lysander, Puck.

			He had yet to be inside the school since parent-teacher night, and after making it past the security camera, intercom, and locked double doors that guarded even this remote American outpost, he presented himself at the front desk, where the school principal was busy stapling a pile of flyers.

			Despite her youth, Principal Tanner carried about her that indisputable air of authority that comes with mastery over hundreds of children. Miles introduced himself as Olive’s father, and was a little disappointed by the matter-of-fact manner with which she received this, as if he had expected that his daughter, such a star in his own eyes, would be the same in hers.

			The principal, a local girl, pronounced “Olive” as something between “Ahlive” and “Awhlive,” dropped the “t” when she showed Miles where to wait, and ended her sentences with a little puff of air. So great you can help with the play, she told him. Then she paused for a moment. “You’re the family from California?” Miles nodded, and she told him her sister lived in San Diego, as if to say she knew his tricks. Then she picked up the phone, dialed a single number, and told the voice on the end of the line that Mr. K., the parent helper, had arrived.

			Miles took a seat beneath a giant felt board, with little cutout felt children—apparently, the likenesses of actual schoolchildren—playing with little felt balls, chasing felt animals, flying felt balloons, and otherwise engaging in a world of such innocence and beauty that part of him believed, for a fleeting moment, that it might be possible. He had just found Olive, a little felt artist before a little felt painting of the mountains, when he became aware of a presence to his right and looked up to see a young woman in knee-high black boots, black stockings, very short, very puffy velvet pumpkin breeches, and a loose satin Red Sox bomber jacket over a form-fitting doublet, laced tightly across a frilly blouse.

			“Nausicaä,” she said, though it would be days before he learned about the umlaut. She held out her hand. “You must be Mr. K. The theater’s this way. Come.”

			

			—

			Nausicaä Torres-Lakeman had arrived in Greensbury two weeks before, after the departure of Mrs. Littlejohn, broken by so much Shakespeare, so many Pucks.

			Greensbury was but the most recent stop in the itinerant, marginally employed life of a drama-school graduate, she said. Before this: Denver, directing a musical of Death Comes for the Archbishop; Seattle, for an audience-participation production of No Exit; and Chicago, where she’d served as summer musical director of Camp Samuel Beckett. It was her first time in Vermont. Her mom was originally from Western Massachusetts—in fact, the Red Sox jacket once was her grandpa Morris’s. So far, she loved it here. Except there wasn’t anyone her age, and she hadn’t thought that it would be so cold.

			Generally, people wear pants, thought Miles, though he stopped short of telling her, correctly reasoning that, given how his eyes had unintentionally lingered on the stockings, it wasn’t the best way to start off what was going to be a two-month-long collaboration. Eventually, he thought, she’d learn the customs of the locals and adjust.

			In any case, he hardly had any time to offer his advice, or connect with her over Archbishop, the manuscript of which had been on display at the National Willa Cather Center when they’d stopped there that August, after choosing a route that added four hours to their transcontinental journey, only to discover it was closed on Thursdays, so the truth was that he had only seen it through the window. Because by then they’d reached the drama room, and Nausicaä, after turning on the lights, took off the jacket, plopped herself down on a couch, and motioned to Miles to take a seat as well.

			The only seat available was on the same couch. Miles, aware now that the pumpkin breeches covered much less of the legs sitting than standing, settled as far in the corner as possible, primly picking up the nearest prop, which was a donkey’s head.

			“And what is your story?” she asked.

			Miles told the short, dry version, which was that they had come so his wife could teach at the college, that he was working on his dissertation, which, he lied, for reasons then unclear to him, was near completion. It was, he said, now feeling unexpectedly flustered, about Tolstoy and rural life.

			Huh? Tolstoy? But he had answered so quickly that he didn’t know why he’d chosen this answer, his previous dissertation topic. Except that there was something about a folktale, with its shape-shifting enchantresses, that seemed risky in that moment. Tolstoy felt more like the topic of an older, more domestic man, and not an individual in possession of the thoughts that he was currently having. Yes, he had enough experience to know the effect that talking about his Tolstoy dissertation had on most women, which was to put them to sleep, and not a contented, sexy sleep, more like something medicinal. So that was probably why he’d lied, a little. And he had every reason to believe that this topic would have the same effect on this girl as it had on others.

			Thus he greatly misunderstood his newest audience, who put her hand to her breast and told him how much she loved Russian literature, that she was wild for Chekhov, having once performed as Nina in The Seagull, Irina Arkadina in The Seagull, Konstantin Treplev in a gender-neutral Seagull, all three sisters in Three Sisters, and everyone, even the orchard, in a one-woman rendition of The Cherry Orchard.

			This was not to say she didn’t love Tolstoy, too! Yes, what a coincidence: she’d even written a feminist adaptation of Anna Karenina, in which Vronsky is the married character, and Anna the seductress. One day, she could show him the script, if he liked.

			Anyway, she said, the students would be coming in soon, she and Miles had better talk about their plan. Honestly—she leaned toward him, and lowered her voice conspiratorially, although they were alone—at first she had been reluctant to take the offer, especially when she heard the play would be A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which was pretty fucking unoriginal. But she’d heard of what had happened with Titus, and a job was a job these days, and, of course, the text offered all sorts of possibilities. Her goal, she said—and she very much wanted to hear Miles’s opinion also—was to leave the bowdlerized elementary-school adaptations behind and return to Shakespeare’s original, with the attendant darkness of its oneiric depths.

			“Okay,” said Miles.

			The truth, continued Nausicaä, was that Midsummer Night’s reputation as a safe text was really based on the sanitized school-versions. But this couldn’t be further from Shakespeare. Last week, when she reread it, she’d been reminded how rich it was, how subversive, how thick with eros.

			Miles said he didn’t know this.

			“Really? I serve the Fairy Queen / To dew her orbs?…The female ivy so / Enrings the barky fingers of the elm?…Use me as your spaniel?”

			“I’m guessing that those are lines from the play,” said Miles.

			“You bet they’re lines from the play,” said Nausicaä. Her eyes flashed. “Against her lips I bob / And on her dewlap pour the ale. God, there are so many places that we can take this.”

			There was a pause. Miles wished neither to agree nor to disagree, being no fan of censorship. But he was unused to hearing Use me as your spaniel from anyone, let alone a female half his age, in rose-embroidered stockings, one of which had a run that ascended straight up over her calf, over her knee, across her thigh, and into the velvet bloomers, bloomers bunched up very high up on the legs, now crossed, now uncrossed, now crossed again, on the not-very-far side of a couch, a couch that evoked, in its sunkenness and accumulated odors, couches of high school, of college parties…

			“Okay, then, if you don’t believe me”—said Nausicaä to Miles, who believed her—“what about Nick Bottom?” She pointed to the donkey’s head in his lap. “What do you think Bottom and Titania are doing in the forest when she—quote—rounds…his hairy temples…with a coronet of fresh and fragrant flowers? Huh? And why would Shakespeare transform him into a donkey, of all creatures?”

			“Not sure,” said Miles.

			“Really? What do you think of when you think of a donkey?”

			“Someone stubborn, I guess,” said Miles.

			“That’s a mule,” said Nausicaä, fingers resting on the frills that overflowed her doublet, which seemed to have opened a little on its own. “Think,” she said, “think of the horse, the breath of the horse, the heat of the horse. His power.

			“You can say it,” she added. “I’m not going to accuse you of sexually harassing me.”

			The donkey’s head stared up at him, its smile now lascivious.

			“I think you have more or less said it yourself,” said Miles.

			The bell rang, and the hall filled with the clamoring of children.

			Nausicaä leaned back with a little bounce. “Anyway, it’s exciting to think how we can make this work on many levels. It’s not like I think the kids will understand everything.”

			“Nor should understand,” said Miles, at last asserting his role as the adult in the room.

			“Nor should understand,” conceded Nausicaä, as the players rushed in.

			

			—

			“Welcome, everybody!” Nausicaä shouted once the children had gathered, Olive among them, smiling shyly at her father, trying to look grown-up and ignore him while waving with both hands.

			Then Nausicaä introduced herself and “Mr. K.” and asked them for their names and favorite animal sounds. (Olive: “Neigh,” like her friend Harper, though Miles knew for certain it was “Woof.”) When they had gone around, she asked if anyone could say what they were there for.

			“On earth?” replied a little wise guy.

			“Exactly!”

			“Shakespeare?” asked a girl almost twice as tall as some of the others.

			“Very good!” said Nausicaä. She couldn’t have come up with better answers herself. They were here, on earth, for Shakespeare.

			“Shall we begin?” she asked.

			What happened next could only be described as an act of conjuring. What had she begun with? They were sweaty and smelly, and the boys had drawn robotic joints over their hands and fingers, and had been playing a game where they slurped a string of spit up and down in their mouths, while the girls looked like they ranged from six to sixteen, the tall ones slouching to be shorter, and at any given time, half the class had a finger in their nose, something Miles had thought was more a vice of the younger set but here was epidemic. Yet Nausicaä, armed only with a gift-shop cowbell with the words Bring Me the Cheese! emblazoned in the college colors, began the transformation. The rules were very simple. Ding, went the bell, and they were prowling lions; ding, growling dogs; ding, butterflies. That was it. But not even the skeptical among them could resist the spell—not the cool boys with baseball hats turned backward, not a pair of whispering girls, familiar to Miles from early playdates, but never seen since. Nausicaä’s parents had erred; they should have named her Circe, after the sorceress. The children were bewitched.

			By butterflies, she had them all. Gone was Ally, gone was Augusta, gone was Anna. Gone was Harper, gone was Sophie, gone was Carly. Gone was Olive, and the questions she had begun to ask her parents—whether she was pretty, whether they were proud of her. Gone were the fights and intrigues, the cruelties and cliques.

			“I said everybody, Mr. K.,” said Nausicaä, her smile scolding.

			And gone was Miles.

			Ding: I am a bear.

			Ding: I am a shark.

			Ding: I am an eagle.

			I am a flea, I am a rock, I am the sun, I am a shadow.

			Gone his dissertation. Gone even his knee.

			Until, with applause, his laughing colleague gathered up the little thespians for the next exercise, for they had only just begun.

			

			—

			And then it was over. Miss Kayleigh appeared to collect her kids, caught a flying shoe in one hand, handed Kleenex to the needy, manacled a little fellow who was dirty-dancing on a table, and winked warmly to her fellow traveler of the underworld. Nausicaä headed off to Greensbury Middle & High, where she was directing that winter’s Marat/Sade. And, Miles, exhausted as he had never been exhausted in his life, was left alone.

			Still, part of him didn’t want to leave, not yet. Schoolteacher, the career survey had recommended to him, so many years before this. Ha! Had it asked about pain tolerance, physical exhaustion? Because scything and skiing had nothing on what had just happened.

			On his phone were a pair of voice messages.

			From Earl, and from the repair shop. The car would be ready at three.

			It was one-thirty. He’d been hoping to get home to grab Giuseppe, though in truth it didn’t matter, the dog was probably so tired out from destroying something Miles hadn’t even registered as destructible that what were two more hours?

			He spent the time in the front office stapling flyers, before he hobbled off to the repair shop, just on the other side of the river from the school, got the car, and returned to pick up Olive.

			

			—

			To give the dog credit, the damage surprised even Miles.

			On reflection, a lifetime of cat-and-mouse cartoons should have taught him that the baseboard would be a natural target, and he shouldn’t have been surprised to find that the animal had turned his attention to it. On the upside, the scene—the hole extending into the wall, the pink insulation scattered everywhere, the pulverized plaster bearding the sated animal—at least meant that Kate, when an unfamiliar car dropped her off an hour later, after she’d sneaked in a quick ski at the mountain with one of her hundred friends, was so shocked that Miles hadn’t needed to make up a story about Metropolis, nor the first day of rehearsal, the latter of which should have been entirely about Olive, but now was complicated somewhat by Olive’s drama teacher. Which was silly, he told himself, because Kate would likely get a laugh out of the doublet and the stockings, though she might have raised an eyebrow upon learning that Miles had taken such close note of the roses and the run.

			In any case, Kate was more interested in hearing Olive’s take on the day, and her thoughts on the drama teacher, who Olive reported was really nice, and really funny, and who had them play, in addition to “Metamorphosis,” games of “Freeze Frame” and “Pinocchio” and “Leapfrog.” And did Daddy play “Leapfrog”? asked Kate, smiling. Daddy tried, but hurt his knee again, said Olive. Mostly, he had stood there next to Miss Nausicaä.

			Actually, said Miles, Miss Nausicaä stood next to Daddy, Miss Nausicaä stood very close to Daddy, even after Daddy had told her all about his happy home life.

			Now Kate did raise an eyebrow.

			Miss Nausicaä, Miles added, was wearing a wooden sword, and a Renaissance beret.

			No need to mention that, in the final minutes after cleaning up, before she raced off to the middle-schoolers, she had taken him by the elbow, so close that he could smell her shampoo, a mix of cinnamon and vanilla, and pulled up on her phone images of historical Midsummer performances. Where naked fairies danced, and addled noblewomen spilled out of their gowns into the arms of their enchanted consorts…

			No need, thought Miles. If Nausicaä seemed just a little addled herself, then certainly this was the fault of Shakespeare. Miles was just an innocent bystander. There was no rule against noticing a pair of stockings, or how two more buttons of the doublet had come undone during the tumult of the role play. Indeed, might not his wife even be grateful for the younger woman, who, along with last night’s dream of Candy’s Gabalor, had awakened in him a certain life-force which his monthlong funk had taken, paving the way—after the dishes were done and the children were put to bed and the dog locked up, and the damage to the house surveyed—to a return to form worthy of that great lover Norbert Rumphius? Which Kate welcomed, first with surprise and then, her body turning to him, appreciation.

			It was only later, after, as they lay in the dark, when she had whispered it was good to have him back, that he wondered if it might be a good time to explain, if not the secret meeting at the Mountain Catch, then his plan with Andrei, the following morning, to go spelunking.

		

	
		
			Three
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			But she was sleeping. And it turned out that spelunking would have to wait, because of the evil that drama improv had done to Miles’s MCL.

			Dr. Arbuthnot was not available, the doctor’s nurse told Miles, after repeating his question to someone sitting next to her, receiving an answer, and then repeating the answer to Miles. But if Doctor said to take it easy, not to push it, and Miles didn’t take it easy, then she was going to guess that Doctor would tell Miles to take it easy and not to push it, again.

			Andrei, fortunately, was understanding when Miles called him to apologize. One needed two good knees to go exploring. And the fact was that in winter, with the hibernating bears, they would just be mapping entrances, not going deep inside the caves.

			

			—

			Instead, he stayed home.

			Too bad, he thought, that the school play rehearsals were only weekly, and that he had to wait two weeks for the next meeting of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society.

			Well, it gave him time to clean up the plaster and the insulation, and tape pages from an old draft of his dissertation over the damage to the wall, which the dog promptly demolished. But how else was he to fix it?

			Then he remembered “Farm Candy Builds a Chicken Coop.”

			So he spent some time watching more Farm Candy videos.

			Helped Olive with her “My Survival Kit” school project, and Wesley with his profile on Sam, the school custodian, who, Miles realized with a shock of secret small-town pleasure, was Earl’s second cousin, and also in attendance that night at the Mountain Catch.

			Wesley had accepted this first assignment grumblingly, having inherited his vision of journalism from Child Rebellion, which Miles now recalled involved a muckraking middle-school reporter.

			“No offense,” said Wesley, “but is Sam newsworthy, really?”

			He’d proposed a host of other stories, only to be stonewalled by the editors.

			Why was the old math teacher fired?

			Was it true that Threads, the upscale outdoor-clothing store, was spreading lice rumors to shut down the school tag sale?

			What was going on behind the gates at the Pineridge Farm, just on the other side of Claymore? With its funny smells, high fence, and yellow smoke?

			“I think,” said Miles, “you need to write the stories they assign to you.” And Sam was a great topic. Sam, said Dr. I-Really-Shouldn’t-Tell-You-This Anita, had a basketball-sized umbilical hernia he referred to in the first-person plural and refused to have reduced. And he was an avid birdwatcher—there was an angle! That would easily take up a hundred words.

			

			—

			And, yes, he felt a little envy when Kate came back from skiing, cheeks flushed, so joyful. She was only teaching one course that semester, on Blake, and was going to the mountain almost daily. Like he had, in the days before his injury. How could he begrudge her?

			Double-dance. Single-dance.

			On a sunbeam, swift as a shooting star. As Milton had written.

			But he was happy for her; how could he not be happy for her? It was years since she’d been wheelchair-bound, but he remembered. And if he no longer had the snow, his life was full of thoughts of Shakespeare and the other world inside the earth.

			

			—

			For how, in the minds of the believers, did it work?

			Did the tunnel bore straight down, and open up inside a sphere, like the inner surface of a giant tennis ball? Did the kingdoms look up toward a private Heaven? If so, how did they, and how did Jeremiah, stay there, on the ceiling? And not tumble upward, drawn by gravity, into the sky’s abyss?

			Or did the spinning of the sphere itself retain them against the surface, like some fun-park centrifuge? If so, was there, in going down, a moment of transition? A place of turning, where descent from one world became ascent into another? When a going-down became a going-up?

			Or was this all wrong? What if the earth was not a giant tennis ball, and more a sponge, riddled with wormholes, amphitheaters of different sizes, each holding its own kingdom, its own civilization? Or nested planets, contained within one another? Our ground their sky, lava-lighted. Our glowworms, their stars.

			The seas, said some, poured swirling down under the North Pole and out again, beneath Antarctica.

			Not that he believed any of it.

			Heat, orbits, gravity—how? What rules?

			In a certain kingdom, in a certain land.

			Should he ask Wesley, with his cosmic notebooks? Wesley, builder of worlds?

			

			—

			Good afternoon, it’s two o’clock, and welcome to The Miscellaneous Minute, or, as we like to say, the only Minute that’s actually an Hour. This is Thursday, March 7, and I’m your host, Don Martel.

			Today we are talking pets. I’m here with Reena Kapur of the Vermont SPCA, Mark Hamlin of Hamlin’s Groomers, and Missy Cochran of Naughty Naughty Discipline and Obedience in Oakfield. Everyone, welcome to the show.

			Thanks, Don.

			Thanks, Don.

			Good to be here, Don.

			I gotta say, I’m really looking forward to the show today, friends, because I secretly hate pets, and every time I do this show and listen to what people call in about, I just am filled with gratitude that I don’t have one. But, before we go there, I wanted to start out with a question for Missy.

			Shoot, Don.

			So…I’ve lived in the area for my whole life and must have driven past Naughty Naughty Discipline and Obedience hundreds of times, but it wasn’t until we were preparing the show that I realized that it was a pet school.

			You’re not the first, Don.

			Okay, makes me feel better. Must have some disappointed folks walking through your door.

			It happens. We do our best to manage expectations—we put a big cartoon Snoopy on the door last year, and that’s helped some, though not entirely.

			And you haven’t thought to change the name?

			Sign cost fifteen grand, Don.

			Got it. Well, I’ll do my best to get the word out. Speaking of which, we’ve got callers already, and I haven’t even given out the number. Let’s go to Toddette in Wilmington. Toddette’s got a question about a Bichon Frisé. Gonna be a good one. Toddette.

			Hey, Don; hey, everybody. So the issue is with my pool.

			Todd, you again! I knew that fake high-pitched voice. “Toddette” has got to be the worst made-up name I’ve ever heard. You can’t keep doing this, man. How many times do I have to tell you?

			I’m sorry, Don, I had no choice!

			Todd, I don’t want to start blocking your calls, but we’ve done it before. Done it with Karen in Burlington. Done it with Clarence in Windham. Done it with Eddie with the skin condition, who kept sending photos years after we did “Dermatology”…

			Don, I’m desperate!

			And—oops!—the call was dropped. Let’s go to Clyde in Readsboro. Clyde!

			Oh, hey! I was just calling to see if you would take my call. You did!

			That’s right, buddy. You got a question?

			No, not really, but, wow, I can hear myself on the radio, right now. There’s a delay, but that’s me. Whoop! Whoop!

			Hello, Pulitzer, here I come! Clyde in Readsboro, people! What’s going on today? Next one better be about pets, or I’m leaving. Bev in Corbury Junction. Bev, you’re on.

			Hey, Don. So I have a question about breeding.

			Family program, Bev.

			Ha, you big lump. Still going at it. So my question—and I hope this doesn’t sound too strange—but I have an eight-year-old Siamese cat—Shirley, we call her, like Laverne and Shirley, remember?

			Who can forget, Bev?

			Well, about six months ago, she starts to plump up. And I’m thinking she just isn’t getting exercise, but she just got fatter and fatter, and last week we came home to find this spawn…

			I’m guessing you mean kittens, but go on.

			No, that’s the thing. I know what kittens look like, but these have beaks and little claws and feathers. Beaks and feathers on a cat. I’m freaked out, Don, because we have a parrot, and Shirley, she doesn’t get out, and I can’t say I watch them all the time…

			Gettin’ spicy! Bev, let’s ask our experts. Reena?

			Well, this is a first for me, but it does bring up the issue of getting your animals spayed and neutered. It’s safe, it’s easy, and, most of all, it makes sure that there is enough love to go around.

			Sounds like plenty of love going around in Bev’s house—right, Bev?

			Don, I feel terrible. We had a similar problem with my daughter, but we could have the talk with her. What do I do, just drown them?

			Mark Hamlin?

			Don, I’m a groomer.

			Missy Cochran?

			Got me. Bit too late for obedience training, sadly.

			Hey, Bev? Not to get off-topic, but have you called in before? I’m getting vibes…Maybe “Coins and Stamps”? “Gardens”?

			Called in a couple of times, Don. Hope that’s okay.

			Of course, as many times as you like. Not to get too philosophical so early in the show, but I was talking to a buddy who runs a program out in Maine, and he was saying, You ever wonder, Don, if, at the end of the day, you only have a single listener? And then I’m thinking: Could it be? Bev, what if it’s just you and me? Over and over, caught in a loop of endless time? No other people, no other life?

			…

			Bev? Looks like we lost her. Well, maybe it means it is time to go to an email here. This is from Marvin in Greensbury. He writes: Hi, Don, Thank you for your program, blah blah blah, compliment, compliment, you’re the best, blah, blah, blah, Don, you changed my life, blah blah…Okay, here we go. I’ve got a German shepherd, beautiful dog, never any problems until December, when, all of a sudden, he starts digging everywhere—lawn, couch, carpet—it’s bad. What changed? Is there anything that I can do?

			Missy, can’t dodge this one, babe.

			Happy to answer, Don. You know I’ve been hearing this all winter, all the obedience community is talking about it. Something strange is happening. It’s not normal. It’s like they know something that we don’t.

		

	
		
			Four
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			The children sat in a line before the stage, Nausicaä before them. Today she would be handing out the roles. There would be four lovers, six players, seven fairies, the Duke of Athens, and Queen of the Amazons. This made nineteen characters. There were two classes, Miss Cooper’s class and Miss Kayleigh’s class, each with twenty-three students. That made forty-six actors, if everyone actually showed up. In the real world, she would have auditions and send twenty-seven of them packing, and they would become baristas.

			A little boy began to cry.

			But this was not the real world.

			The boy stopped crying.

			Nausicaä began to pace the stage, her boots echoing with each step, the velvet of her doublet glimmering in the stage lights. The way she saw it, they had three options.

			One was to add some extra nonspeaking ensemble fairies, specifically twenty-seven nonspeaking fairies, which was a lot of fairies, though not inconceivable, because they usually rolled in big groups.

			The second option was to divide up the important roles so that—to use the example of Puck, who, let’s get this on the table, everyone wanted to play—one child, let’s call her Child 1, would play Puck for a few lines, then Child 2 would take up the next few lines, then Child 3, and so on, which would allow up to twenty-eight Pucks and still cover the remaining characters, which was fine, and they could create a sense of continuity in costumes. But this required the children to nail their lines, and really enunciate, and, given what she’d seen so far, she had to be realistic.

			This brought her to option three, which was more her preference, and which took things to another level, choreographically speaking. This was to have more than one child playing a character at the same time, providing balance and drowning out the mumblers. And this would allow for more Pucks. For example, they could have ten Pucks, eight lovers, double the players to make twelve total, one Duke of Athens and Queen of the Amazons, who, to be honest, weren’t exactly anyone’s favorites, two Oberons, two Titanias, and then the other four quieter fairies. She stopped mid-stomp. No, wait, she’d gotten that wrong. Her fingers went up. Ten Pucks, eight lovers, double the players, two Dukes, two Queens, two extra random fairies without speaking roles for the shy kids. That’s ten, eighteen, thirty-two, thirty-six, forty-two. Ah, shit. And her dad asked why she didn’t go into engineering! Okay, so they would double up on the fairies, two Oberons, two Titanias, two Cobwebs, two Mustardseeds, two Motes, two Peaseblossoms.

			She looked at Miles.

			“Forty-eight,” said Miles.

			“Okay,” she took a deep breath. “Model calm, Nausicaä. Model thinking on your feet. Maybe ten Pucks is too many. Let’s say eight.”

			The children groaned. The little boy started crying again.

			“Okay: ten Pucks. Fuck it.” She’d cut two of the randoms.

			The boy stopped crying. A cheer went up.

			
			

			—

			“Say,” she said, when the children filed out. “You have time for a drink?”

			Which he told himself meant coffee, because it was one-thirty in the afternoon.

			And was only natural, given the complexities of the performance, though really what she wanted to talk to him about was Tolstoy, whom she’d been thinking about a lot, she told him, occasionally brushing his leg with hers, in the booth she had selected in the campus pub, far toward the back.

			

			—

			The next Wylkes Society meeting was no less exciting than the first.

			This time, there was no movie playing at the campus film club, so Miles told Kate that he was getting together with Andrei and a couple of other guys. And Kate was pleased to hear this, but she had another departmental event. So the kids would stay home alone; well, with Giuseppe. Miles left them his phone.

			Miles took the car. Kate was getting a ride from someone in her department; so expansive was her network of friends these days that Miles had trouble remembering which one was the Italianist and who the Luso-Germanist. But now he had his own friends, lots of them. The meeting this time was at Earl’s house, or, more specifically, down in the basement of Earl’s house, where Earl’s wife, a devout woman who approved not of the blasphemies of Jeremiah Wylkes, had banished them.

			Earl’s house was in the old center of town, not far from the school—indeed, just down Main Street from the building where Nausicaä mentioned she was staying, had pointed out to him. Apartment three. In case he was passing by.

			Compared with the Mountain Catch, the basement was a cozy spot: well lit, and well warmed by a poorly insulated boiler that spilled most of its heat long before it rose to the sacred precincts of Mrs. Blossfeldt’s upstairs realm. A medley of lawn chairs and workbenches were arranged in a circle. Lanterns of different vintage hung from the ceiling. Earl was a collector of lanterns, just as he was a collector of band saws, jigsaws, and vintage circular saws, exemplars of which had been pushed aside to make space for the meeting. It could have served as a set for a horror film were it not for all the forest memorabilia. Photos on the wall showed men and trees, trees and men, men and lumber. Earl came from a line of lumbermen, log drivers who had cleared jams on the Hudson during the heyday by walking out onto the great roiling mass of trunks with nothing but pike poles and boots studded with hobnails. Here were more than a few photos, the river thick with logs as far as the eye could see, men standing in the middle of the jam, their hats pushed back, thumbs tucked in suspenders, leaning against pikes three times their height.

			Miles had arrived a few minutes early, and Earl the storyteller was happy to find a listener, and by the time the Jeremiah Wylkes Society had a quorum, he was deep into the tale of his great-grandfather Isaiah, who’d logged the far side of the mountain alongside his father, skidding fallen trees with sleds and cleated horses to the lake bed, where they stacked and stamped them, leaving them until spring came and the ice gave way and the swelling waters sent them running down the Foxkill.

			It was forty miles to the Hudson, and another fifty to the mills above Glens Falls, a lot of river for Greensbury logs to get mixed with the logs of other loggers, which meant the men would stalk the hodgepodge at the boom to guard their floating quarry. A photograph showed Isaiah, age thirteen, balanced on the jam. Miles’s knee hurt just looking at it.

			I have his boots, said Earl, and he reached up on a high shelf and brought down a pair of shoes scarcely larger than Olive’s, with worn nails stuck haphazardly through the sole.

			By then, the room had begun to fill with other Society members, and Miles handed back the shoes. But Earl wasn’t done with his story. He didn’t want Miles to think that he was just some old codger reminiscing, because his grandfather and the skid run had everything to do with Jeremiah Wylkes.

			

			—

			The evidence was a diary, missing its back cover, found among his great-grandfather’s belongings when the old man shuffled off to Heaven’s woods.

			It had begun with the aforementioned question of how to get the logs from here to there. To say it was hard work was the understatement of the century, but Earl’s great-grandfather had loved it, loved the logging, the skid, and, mostly, loved the river, wrote in his journal how in bed at night he could feel the shifting of the logs, even during the winter. But then, one summer—1871, to be exact—he was out above the falls, crossing the jam, when the retainer boom downstream gave way. It was not the first time that this had happened, and the fact was that the jam was already gridlocked, else the mass of logs would have obliterated just about every dock and harbor on the way to New York City. But Earl’s great-grandfather was on the leading edge that day, and he slipped, and was pulling himself back onto the drift when a huge trunk, turning in one of the eddies, swung round and crushed his leg.

			How Isaiah Blossfeldt made it across a half-mile of moving river filled with more forest than water was a mystery only God knew the answer to. But somehow he did, and someone set his leg and got him back to Greensbury, and when he had recovered, he knew he had to find a different way to get the trees from here to there.

			In the past few years, railroads had begun to spread deeper into the Green Mountains. Isaiah, limping through the little town—not unlike good Miles, added Earl—saw Greensbury as the center of the booming trade, his railway supplying the world not only with her lumber but with marble from her quarries. The only question was where to lay the tracks.

			For several years, Isaiah pondered this puzzle, courting anyone in town who might have money to invest. Then, in 1875, came the news that across the border in Massachusetts, the Troy and Greenfield Railroad had finished drilling Hoosac Mountain, the longest tunnel in the world. Sitting idle were eighteen pneumatic Burleigh drills, which he bought at a discount and hauled up to Vermont.

			Look down at the profile of the Southern Greens, said Earl, and you can make out places where the Almighty has seen fit to pinch it, east to west. It was in one of these spots that they began the excavation, setting up bores on both sides of the mountains and running a path of alignment towers so that the tunnels met. Not an easy feat, to drill two sides of a mountain and meet somewhere in the middle, but Isaiah was determined.

			The Hoosac Tunnel had been a death trap, and Isaiah, hiring from the valley, was keen to keep his workers safe. For an extraordinary fourteen months, they proceeded without incident; it was said that it was safer inside than out. The primary risk was a collapsing tunnel, and to understand what happened next, said Earl, one had to understand the geology of the solutional caves of the Southern Greens, a topic of some complexity, about which he had collected many books and journal articles, and not a few presentations by Jeremiah Wylkes Society members, and he referred Miles to “Metamorphosed Carbonate of the Upper Cambrian and Lower Ordovician: A Primer in Chemistry,” by Gerald Hurd, the former tenth-grade science teacher; “Rocks and Drills: Why Should We Care?,” by Earl himself; and “The Marble Labyrinth: A Poem,” by Margie, which Candy had illustrated. Basically, he said, the land beneath them had once been a shallow ocean, where the skeletons of sea creatures fused with compounds in the water to form limestone; the limestone was melted to marble, great deposits of it, miles thick, but twisted by the movement of the earth.

			The marble dissolved easily; that was why it was so hard to read the gravestones in the old Greensbury cemetery. The solutional caves were formed when water found its way into a crack and slowly opened up a path. The earth was laced with corridors, open in places, but in others filled by sediment, and loose.

			It was such illusory earth that collapsed one afternoon beneath the tunnel, casting the men into a massive cavern, and a subterranean lake.

			Perhaps, said Earl, Miles could see where this was going.

			“I can see a couple of places this is going,” said Miles.

			Somehow, the miners had made their way out and back to the entrance. Any other man would have seen the accident as a setback, and a devastating one. Isaiah considered changing course, but this meant backtracking, and they were running out of money. His engineer proposed to build a bridge over the cavern, but a bridge of such dimensions had never been attempted underground, and it was possible the route might be compromised for miles. For by then, further forays had revealed that the cavern system was far more extensive than they’d first perceived, descending slowly along an underground river into a series of domed rooms, each one bigger than the last, of extraordinary marble colors, ending in an amphitheater so vast that they could not perceive its height.

			“No,” said Miles.

			“Yes,” said Earl.

			“Don’t tell me they found old Jeremiah,” Miles said.

			Well, no, said Earl. Alas. But what they found was hardly less astounding: on a far wall, beside another corridor, engraved into the marble…

			And Earl beckoned Miles to a cabinet by the worktable, from which he withdrew an old photo album, full of more photos of men and trees, drawings of drills and trains, blueprints, multicolored maps, stopping at last at a piece of paper torn from an 1876 newspaper and rubbed with some kind of charcoal, like a child’s art project, to show

			
				1805

				J. WYLKES.

			

			“Earl,” said Hugh, and Miles turned to see that, in this time, the rest of the Society had gathered in their seats.

			

			—

			The meeting ended late that night. The Subcommittee of Geology (Andrei, Earl, and Morwenna Halverstal, the dog walker) made a report on a cluster of strange orange concretions that had been found at a spring just north of the Claymore complex, similar to compounds found in the Mohorovičić discontinuity, the boundary between the crust and mantle. The Subcommittee of Speleology (Hugh and Andrei and Tom Foss of Foss’s Tree Service) reported their progress with their winter survey. Kayleigh reported on photos she had turned up on Google Earth that showed indisputable signs of drilling activity in the Arctic at the Kola Superdeep Borehole. And Candy brought another pair of paintings, one of Gabalor in nothing but the sheerest shawl, and another au naturel, riding a pterodactyl, which Hugh reminded them had never happened, but which was of such high quality that many of the members took photos.

			Miles should have been in heaven. However nonsensical, illogical, indeed structurally impossible a hollow Earth was, he could not escape the sense that he was particularly suited for the Mystery that now presented itself. If anyone was good at going down—well, he really hated to use this metaphor again, but it was just so perfectly descriptive—a rabbit hole, this man was him. And here were a dozen other people going down the same hole, physically and metaphorically, which actually were many branching holes, and, as he looked up at the shelves of Earl’s library, the most pressing choice was whether to choose logging history or the geology of Vermont caverns.

			But as the night went on, he’d felt a gnawing guilt, very terrestrial, that he’d now lied twice to Kate. He was not one to hide; if anything, oversharing was a problem. So he resolved there, listening to Morwenna and Kayleigh debate the photographs of Kola, supposedly abandoned after the fall of the Soviet Union but now bearing fresh scars in the permafrost, that he would tell Kate that night about the Wylkesians. It was silly to hide it any longer. She did not need to believe the promises of waiting maidens to find some thrill in Earl’s stories of his great-grandfather, on the river, inside the earth.

			But it was more than this, thought Miles.

			For to tell her what he had been doing meant, by implication, also telling her what he had not been doing. Now six months into their country idyll, he was no closer to finishing his dissertation than the day they got there. She suspected, surely, and yet she didn’t know the full extent. Not a page, not a single usable page, had been written on the Russian folktale. Perhaps, he thought, it was time for them to have a larger conversation. He wasn’t ready to give up, not yet, but he could feel this decision growing closer. Kate would understand. They would just need to drag it out into the open.

			Okay, he could hear her saying. But what will you replace it with? Scything? Skiing? Jeremiah Wylkes?

			And behind these words, the question she had never asked, or perhaps was always asking: What if I fall sick again? If the drug’s magic doesn’t last forever?

			The answer he couldn’t imagine.

			If. When. What will you do, what will we do, then?

			

			—

			He had agreed to make it home by nine for the children’s bedtime, Kate’s departmental reception for some famous visiting poet taking precedence over his supposed “beer” with Andrei. And so, after the cookie break, he said goodbye to his friends and drove home, down Main Street, and—just by chance, because it was the natural route—Nausicaä’s apartment.

			And if he slowed a little, looking for her in the window, before continuing onward? So what if Jeremiah Wylkes was not the only person he was hiding from his wife? Technically, Kate had never asked him again about his co-director, and lately he’d seen so little of his wife that there never really seemed to be a good moment to bring up Nausicaä, or their collegial drink. And what was he to say? That Nausicaä had told him she’d taken the job in Greensbury after a bad breakup with her long-term boyfriend? Or that her mother told her that she fell for people a little too quickly, just like her grandpa Morris? Or that she wondered how the people in Greensbury survived the winter bundled so, without the warmth of human touch?

			And if Nausicaä seemed to have a little crush on him? Well, he was mature enough to recognize the difference in age, in life experiences. And if he’d had a beer, it was only because it seemed puritanical not to, since Nausicaä had two. Their meeting spot was hardly secretive—it didn’t get more public than the Greensbury Arms. Certainly, it was safer than the quiet, private drama room, with its walls festooned with costume fantasy, its sunken couch.

			All this he’d tell his wife. He, scytheman, storyteller, parent coach emeritus, object of a younger woman’s fancy. And thus, with Kate’s disappointment softened, a little, they’d put their heads together about his life.

			When he got home, Wesley was still awake, working on an article about the JV wrestling team. Olive was reading. The evening, they said, had been completely uneventful. If the dishes were still on the table, and the kitchen door left open, and the half-eaten microwavable burritos within striking distance of an animal who loved to cruise the counter, there was no damage, no destruction, and the dog was curled in utter bliss in Olive’s lap.

		

	
		
			Five

			
				[image: ]
			

			That night, Olive asked for a story, and Miles asked if she would like to hear another tale of Whiskey.

			“Whiskers, you mean,” Olive corrected him, for though it had been some months since he had trotted out the little collie, eternal is a child’s memory for scandal.

			“Whiskers,” he said. This time he made nothing up, and as he spoke he found himself telling her the story as he had come to understand it, part legend, part history, the story of a man who many years ago had fled the city of his childhood and church, and settled in the woods, where, one day, wandering, his little dog had disappeared into a cave, and he had followed. Down, down, down he went, into the solutional network. It was cold and wet and very tight in places, but footprints in the earth told him that people had been there before him. At times he came across what seemed to be some kind of writing, hidden in the patterns of mineral deposits, a script that, once he learned to read it, told of an ancient civilization. Or so he said.

			But that was later, much later. This was just the man’s first trip; he had no idea what secrets awaited him. Deeper he went. The passage narrowed, sometimes he had to scramble over boulders, Whiskey following at his side.

			“Whiskers.”

			“Whiskers.”

			Deep unto deep. Hours passed, and he was getting hungry, but he pushed on, the tunnels leading him through marble chambers, covered with swirling colors of the rainbow, greens and blues and reds…

			Olive smiled. What other colors were there? And he told her, eyes on her Crayola 64. Sapphire, orange, apricot, and lemon. Pale green, blue like eggshells, jade and emerald. Silver stalagmites hanging from the ceiling.

			“Stalactites,” shouted Wesley, from the other room.

			“Stalactites, from the ceiling,” said Miles. “And stalagmites grew up from the earth.”

			For days, the man wandered through the caves. Before he reached some kind of door, and opened it.

			“Is this story true?” asked Olive.

			Miles paused a moment, for she had stopped him as they stood upon a threshold, between the possible and magical.

			“So far,” said Miles. The part he wasn’t sure of was the part that came next.

			“What came next?”

			And he told her.

			

			—

			He woke next to her, his face pressed against the whiskers of a large stuffed mouse. Olive slept quietly. Everything was dark and still. He rose and tiptoed out.

			It was almost midnight. Quietly, still half asleep, he went downstairs and to his bedroom, expecting to find Kate curled up beneath the covers, but they were empty. This woke him fully. Immediately rose up a vision: an empty country road, a bridge, black ice. A passing truck, drunk students coming back to Greensbury from some party at a sister college.

			Everything okay? he texted her, heart pounding unexpectedly.

			And she, after an excruciating minute: Yes, sorry. Be there soon, please go to sleep.

			

			—

			So that night Miles didn’t tell Kate about Jeremiah Wylkes. And it wasn’t until the following afternoon that Kate told him about her night, the reading, the visiting poet, who did not believe in any self/world differentiation, and didn’t use a name. Who had famously claimed that if speech had begun as song, language expressed in anything but verse was, at its core, an act of violence. A bold and interesting claim, said Kate, but one which made the Q&A quite difficult. Afterward, once the visitor had been (silently) deposited at the college hotel, a crew had proceeded to the Greensbury Arms and, exhausted, gotten drunk.

			It felt a bit like old times, Kate describing a world that Miles couldn’t fully be a part of. When she asked him about his day, he told her that it was uneventful. That morning, he’d gone back to Earl’s house, and spent some hours in the basement, reading an old copy of the Colloquies as published by the Southern Vermont Historical Museum, Ambrose Polk, editor. It was the first time he’d read in detail of the world as Wylkes had found it, the splendor of the cities, the plains and forests filled with wolves and bears and elk. It was all a little sad, he thought, so raw with yearning, for companionship, for those creatures that had already begun to disappear from Wylkes’s New England. For goodness and kindness and harmony with nature and fellow man. But he told Kate none of this, not only because it meant risking her disapproval. Now, thinking of her with her colleagues, he considered another possibility: that she might find something brilliant to say about it. It, them, the Society, the dream of hidden worlds.

			He did not want it all explained. It was as if the only person outside the Jeremiah Wylkes Society that he wished to talk to was Olive. And he felt an affinity with the nameless visiting poet, the demands to speak not in prose what should only be spoken of in verse.

			“I’m sorry it was uneventful,” Kate said, when he had answered her. For she was hoping that if he went to town at least he’d have a chance to see a friend?

			He had, he said.

			“Great! Who?”

			Miles told her.

			“Earl?”

			“Old guy I met through Andrei. He owns Area Taxi.”

			“Area Taxi?” said Kate, searching his face, the next natural question being how they’d met. But by then both had become aware that Olive was no longer playing with the friends she had invited over, and was curled up on the couch with Giuseppe, beneath a blanket. Miles looked at Kate, and Kate called, “Olive,” and they heard that she was crying.

			Just then, the front door swung open. Wesley stomped inside in a flurry of snow; something had happened, he needed to talk to Miles. And off each went, she to manage the cruelties of nine-year-old girls, he to his son.

			

			—

			What Wesley wanted to talk to Miles about was journalism. And he wanted to talk to Miles because he’d done something that seemed like the kind of thing that his dad might do, and his mom might disapprove of.

			“Okay,” said Miles. For a moment, he studied his son, seemingly taller than yesterday, with a new haircut that Miles hadn’t fully registered, his mop now more a studied tousle, a hint at vanity that Miles didn’t think the boy possessed. Was this a good thing? he wondered. To care, all of a sudden?

			But: journalism. “Yes?”

			Despite his more conventional assignments, said Wesley, for the past two months, he had not given up on his dream of a Big Story, settling at last on his earlier interest in the Pineridge Farm.

			Until now, he had kept this hidden from his parents. He had sensed their disapproval, their desire to keep a low profile, their sense that they were visitors, strangers in a strange land, dependent on the hospitality of their hosts. He’d understood this, he truly had, and each time the stories were assigned, he’d held his tongue, interviewed the captain of the Junior Varsity golf team, covered the dog parade, profiled Vice-Principal Strickland, who made decorative ceramic pumpkins. He’d written for the fabled “Getting to Know” column (“Getting to Know: Nurse Erica, Healer;” “Getting to Know: Bjorn Nordqvist, Paratrooper, Coach”), run straw opinion polls on the best school lunches. But then, every day, the bus would take him by the Pineridge Farm, and every day he’d wonder what was happening behind that looming fence, and no matter whom he asked, the good country neighbors just kept to their own business. But the truth was out there, somewhere. In his free period at school, he looked around on Google Maps, and the town GIS, and the recently digitized collection of the college museum. And he sent emails from his school account to the town manager and the director of environmental management and the Department of Animal Welfare. His leading suspicion then was some kind of CAFO, a concentrated animal feeding operation, operated by an investment group that had been buying up the area’s farms and homes and medical practices. But he was either ignored, or given some vague answer that suggested his correspondent didn’t want to be bothered, and certainly not by a seventh-grader, even if he was posing as a twelfth-grader then.

			“Sorry, what?” said Miles.

			But still he kept at it; he had his friends to help him out. By then the sleuthing had become a game in its own right. Who needed Cosmos? They took it seriously, but didn’t really take it seriously. Or perhaps a better way of putting it: truth was the game, part of the pretending. They made up names for each other, opened new email accounts with official-sounding titles: the Vermont Center for Agricultural Studies, the Rural Response Network, VRDEP (which didn’t stand for anything). And because no one answered their official-sounding letters, it still felt just like make-believe.

			Then, one day, they got an email back.

			The note came from a Gmail account that none of the children recognized; the sender, John B., claimed to be a former employee of a contractor that had done work at the farm during the pandemic, and he himself had grown suspicious about what was going on there. Lies were being told, rules were being flouted. Now he was working for one of the state agencies they’d contacted—he didn’t dare use his work account. He just needed to know he could trust “Steve” from “VRDEP” (which doesn’t seem to be a real organization, and so I suspect “Steve” is not your real name).

			“And?” said Miles, who throughout the whole story had been thinking about what exactly made it the kind of thing that his dad might do, and his mom might disapprove of. Because certainly it was.

			“And nothing, yet. Internet safety, right? That’s why I’m asking.”

			

			—

			Wesley had pulled up the pertinent information on his school laptop and was beginning to walk Miles through it when there was a knock on his bedroom door. It was Kate. Time to take Augusta and Harper home, she said. There had been some ganging up, and though she was always a fan of working out one’s differences, and she knew there were multiple sides to every story, in this case they were going to need to talk about whether Harper was really a good friend for Olive. But they could deal with that later. If Miles didn’t mind pulling together dinner, she would drop off Olive’s friends. She had to swing by her office anyway.

			“And, just to warn you,” said Kate, “she’s mad at you.”

			“At me? What did I do?”

			“I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me.”

			So Miles left his son and went to find his daughter, no longer hidden under a blanket, but defiantly turning the pages of her sketchbook. Giuseppe was in her lap, a sad streak of snot across his ear; he appeared to be in heaven. Miles sat down next to her, and she turned away.

			In the sketchbook: the drive from California, the rust duff of Sierran foothills, aspen yellows, Iowa’s green horizontal, house as imagined, house as it was.

			“Mom says I’m in trouble.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Was it because I sold Wesley?”

			“That’s not funny.”

			“I know. But we needed the money. Now I can get you another sketchbook.”

			“I said that’s not funny.”

			“You’re right.” He leaned against her a little, and she turned, but didn’t scoot away. “But I still don’t know the crime I am accused of.”

			“Lying.”

			“Lying?”

			It came out. They had been talking about, of all topics, bears, and Harper, whose father hunted, told Olive he had once shot a little cub that was messing with their chickens. Olive said that she didn’t believe this, that it was illegal, and Harper said it wasn’t, and even if it was, it was okay in self-defense. Her dad shot coyotes all the time, and had trapped a bobcat. She’d seen it, with its broken leg. The coyotes, which he left dead in the woods. Pups, too, because they’d grow up to be adults.

			Olive’s story had come out haltingly, her lip trembling, her face disfigured, her grief palpable. She looked down into her sketchbook, at her portrait of her family, her dog.

			Miles could feel, physically feel, the heat of her outrage; the collar of her shirt was wet with tears and sweat, tented from the constant wiping of her nose.

			Gently, because she still wouldn’t let him hug her, he rested a hand upon the dog.

			It was all too easy to imagine how the conversation had unfolded. Months ago, he had come to the sudden realization that Olive, before Vermont, didn’t know that people hunted bears, in fact was only vaguely aware that people hunted animals outside of fairy tales. She’d adjusted to the truth with unexpected equanimity, filing it somewhere with all other outrages that the adult world somehow tolerated, carried on despite. But there were moments when such essential horrors broke through her composure. A year ago, out of the blue, she had become, suddenly, convulsively, aware of death, beset by fits of tears, which seemed not so much directed at the dizzying consideration of Nothingness as at her parents, for just going on with life, unanguished. But this was different. These tears were less about the bears or cubs, and more about the other little girl, whose approval and opinion were so central to Olive’s world. A little girl who—Miles knew, but didn’t quite know how to say this to Olive without her repeating it to Harper—lived in a mobile home barely larger than Rumphius’s living room, among a rank of mobile homes arrayed along a rutted court, strewn with abandoned appliances and uncollected trash. Who lived there with only her father, her mother never mentioned. Who stared with palpable envy, each time that she came over, at Olive’s stuffed-animal collection, the wolf, the fox, the bear.

			What he could not say: some kind of revenge had been enacted that afternoon, and this revenge was part of a larger revenge unfolding in the adult world, which the adult world was also trying to understand.

			But even had he known how to explain this, he didn’t think that it would help now. Nor, for that matter, was it clear what this had to do with him, save for the vague charge of all children against all parents, that they have been inadequately protected against the world’s cruelty.

			But Olive wasn’t finished yet. Harper, apparently, seeing her friend close to tears, had taken the chance to tell her that everybody knew that she was lying when she told their friends about the dog who disappeared inside the cave.

			“Ah,” said her father.

			Perhaps, he thought later, the right thing to do in that moment would have just been to listen, to apologize, to say something about how maybe Harper’s life was a lot harder than Olive’s life, and that sometimes people pick fights about one thing because they can’t pick fights about another. But perhaps because he had been accused of lying, and perhaps because it was just last night that he had told the story, and because, aware of the dangers of the Humbaba, he’d thought that he’d been very clear about what was possible and what was Jeremiah’s fancy—because of this, he started to explain how some of it was real, some probably imagined. But then he had the sense that Olive wasn’t really listening, that she didn’t want a complicated justification, only comfort. So he abandoned his explanation, and just remained there for a while, with his daughter and his dog.

			

			—

			And then it was bedtime. Kate was home; Wesley reluctantly agreed to do nothing about his anonymous informant until Miles had some time to think about it; ice cream had mended Olive’s mood a little, though, to punish him as only she knew how, she asked for a story from Afanasyev (Traditional Russian Tales, 1859) instead of one of his creations.

			Kate sang to them, then settled in the kitchen to finish her lecture for the following morning. Miles wanted to talk to her about Wesley, about Olive, but something was bothering her, too, and it was late, and he’d had enough of long discussions. As Afanasyev had written, “The morning is wiser than the evening.”

			Indeed, when he woke the next morning, the world seemed wiser. It was snowing lightly, and beautiful beyond imagining. Kate slept deeply; how lovely he found her when she slept! In the kitchen, on the table, a still-life bore witness to a very late night: a forgotten phone, a wineglass, a finished bar of chocolate, her copy of Blake’s Complete Illuminated Books.

			Miles leaned forward and drew the volume toward him. He’d always liked the idea of Blake a bit more than he liked Blake’s actual poetry, but now an image caught his eye, a cross-section of a scene that showed both world above and world below, a chasm through which tree roots descended. It was the cover of the pamphlet The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, which Miles once had been assigned but never read. Now he turned the pages slowly, his eyes skimming the poet’s scrawl, the strange theology, until the word “cave” caught his eye, and “cavern,” and he stopped and read:

			
				So he took me thro’ a stable & thro’ a church

				& down into the church vault, at the end of which

				was a mill: thro’ the mill we went, and came to a

				cave; down the winding cavern we groped our tedi-

				-ous way, till a void boundless as a nether sky ap-

				-pear’d beneath us, & we held by the roots of trees

				and hung over this immensity…

			

			You, too, William? he thought.

			He wanted to wake Kate and tell her. Blake and Wylkes! In such company, who could deny the pleasures of Jeremiah’s visions? It seemed silly that he had kept the secret. Only now he had children to wake and take to school. But later! And he picked up her phone to check the time, and on her lock screen was a text, from an unlabeled 802 number, and then the words, I need 2 talk R u awake?

			

			—

			Miles sat very still, one hand on the book, the other on the cellphone, the text message innocently resting beneath the home-screen photo of Olive and Wesley camping, taken years ago in the Sierras, arms around each other, faces white with sunblock. Olive looking up with adulation at her brother, who raised a fern above him like a scepter.

			The screen went dark.

			Miles tapped it once again: again the image of his happy children, the anonymous message, like some mocking subtitle to two of the three loves of his life.

			12:48 a.m.

			Paloma? Miranda? Eleanor? But theirs were numbers saved long ago as contacts. This was either someone new, or someone Kate wanted to keep hidden.

			I need 2 talk R u awake?

			He knew her password; it would be easy to see what else this person had texted. But he couldn’t bear the thought of what he’d find there. Not now, with the children waking, the day ahead.

			But he couldn’t ignore it, either. A name was all he wanted, just a name. Perhaps he’d find that it was innocent, even a mistake. The area code 802 covered all Vermont. On a hunch, he went and picked up his phone, pulled down the search bar, and typed in the number. Names appeared—Andrei, the school, the library—only to disappear as he typed further.

			There were no matches in his contacts. There was, however, an email, and he opened it. Innocence took another step toward Experience. It was from the Southern Vermont Ski League, and the phone number belonged to Bjorn.

		

	
		
			Six
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			Whereupon Miles, standing in the kitchen, William Blake open before him, Giuseppe stirring in his living-room crate, found himself thinking not of the fabled double-dancer, not of the text, not of how long this had been going on and how and where, but of two other moments when he had also felt his heart wobble on its axis, and sensed the unforeseen fragility of something he had never thought could fall apart.

			

			—

			The first time was during graduate school. They’d been dating for two years. Kate was in remission. They had recently returned from a conference in Southern France, sunburnt, sleepy, the fragrance of the maquis still hanging on their clothing, when one of her advisers, a Byron scholar, recently hired, had asked her to join him at the faculty club. This alone was no cause for alarm—it was not uncommon to meet one’s adviser for lunch. But rumors had already begun to swirl around Paul Kohl and the Byronic magnetism that extended far beyond his scholarly work.

			Also like Byron, Paul liked to swim, had seen Kate at the pool, mentioned the open-water swims he sometimes took off the coast in Santa Cruz, a mile back and forth between two beaches, through the kelp, where sometimes he saw otters. He went with a group, a colleague from UC Santa Cruz, and several others. Would she be interested? They were always looking for more people.

			Did Kate suspect an interest? Already, she was all too familiar with the friendliness of some professors, the suspicious invitations to the distant conference, the visiting Chaucer scholar with the wandering hands. A lunch, yes. A dinner, probably not. A swim? There were others going, weren’t there? And Miles encouraged her. A year before, she’d spent the summer in a wheelchair. Swimming still seemed like a miracle. They had no idea how long her luck might last.

			Left unsaid: Paul was only four years older, as handsome as Lord B. himself.

			Except, when Kate showed up, Paul was the only one there. She’d followed him into the water; nothing wrong with this, of course, it was not like he had invited her to a hotel room. Swam, and then drove back alone, and didn’t accept another of his invitations. When Miles asked about the day, she told him everything—he thought—the heaving waves, the otters bobbing in the kelp, pelicans low over their heads. Her persistent, astonished joy to find her limbs obeying her. She told him that Paul, at one point, treading water near a secluded stretch of beach, had asked if she would like to go ashore and take a break. That was all, Kate said, hardly unreasonable—the swim was long and they were tired. But there was something in the way he asked, and in the Byronic curls that fell across his Byronic forehead, his dark Byronic eyes, and their shared breathlessness, their shared flushed cheeks…that made her think it was best that they keep on swimming.

			That was all that happened: Kate said, and Miles believed her. But he also knew, could see it—could see her, in the moment, buoyed in the water, when she’d understood that she was being offered something different, and by someone who, she knew, Miles would never be.

			What she did not say was whether she didn’t trust Paul or didn’t trust herself.

			The second time, the circumstances were murkier, and more threatening. Wesley was five and Olive was two, and Kate had gone to give a talk at UC Irvine, not far from where she’d grown up. Kate’s mother had come up to the Bay Area to help Miles with the children. In contrast with the standard prejudices, Miles quite liked his mother-in-law, an energetic and eternally optimistic woman, as well as a master of Brazilian cooking, driven, she would say, not just by love but by saudade, a homesickness, a longing for her native Minas Gerais. Indeed, there were times when Clelia seemed to visit just to cook for them, arriving with bags full of ingredients, scarcely pausing to kiss her grandchildren before she turned the oven on.

			What followed was nothing short of witchcraft, mountains of frango com quiabo, creamy tutu de feijão, moqueca capixaba, virado à paulista, leitão à pururuca…He had no idea what the Portuguese meant, and yet it made him hungry just to say the words. It was like a cartoon banquet in a starving man’s hallucination; the apartment for weeks would smell of lime, coconut, fried onion, coriander. And Clelia loved Miles from the start, not only because of his dedication to her daughter, but also his enthusiasm for her creations, such that the man who was 175 pounds upon her arrival was 182 when she left.

			And there he would have remained, were they not subsequently visited by his own mother, a blessed woman, who had birthed him, had raised him in the world, and couldn’t cook anything without somehow simultaneously burning it and undercooking it, such that, growing up, Miles and his sister would fight each other for the “mantle,” the thin edible stratum between the frozen and the charred.

			All of which is to say that Miles’s reservations about being left alone for four days with two little children were more than compensated by the nourishment he had been thinking of for weeks, nourishment that lived up to every expectation, as steaming heaps of feijoada and moqueca covered his plate.

			Kate had been away several times before for job talks, and Miles was used to the ritual: her call from the hotel room after the departmental dinner was over, asking after the kids, what did they eat, when did they go to bed, did Wesley enjoy his playdate, did Olive have her bath. Except, this time, Kate did not call in the evening, only the following morning, saying the dinner had gone on forever, she had gotten back too late. As for her talk, it was fine, dinner was fine—same old, same old. The only surprise was that she’d run into Nick, her old high-school boyfriend, who was working as a bartender at the restaurant.

			Miles knew as much as he wanted to know about Nick, whom Kate had dated most of high school and continued, as she said, “to see” on visits home from Yale. She made no effort to hide that she’d been very taken with him, even as their paths in life had separated, Nick working construction with his older brother and attending community college while Kate burrowed more deeply into her books. Miles also knew that she had lost her virginity to Nick, which bothered him, no matter how much he told himself that it would be unreasonable to expect, or want, her to be a virgin when they’d started dating. Just as Miles was bothered that she couldn’t hide a look that came into her eyes each time she mentioned Nick.

			No, “bother” was too soft a word; what Miles felt was a surge of primitive, almost existential fear.

			And it was more than that. Nick had known her when she was healthy, truly healthy. Nick had been the one to take her to the emergency room for the chest pain the doctors had dismissed as a panic attack. Had helped her inject her medication during times when she’d grown sick and tired of injecting it herself. Like Miles, later. But Nick had been there during those early, rawest days, as she’d faced the immensity that life had just served up.

			So she’d seen Nick.

			And maybe he wouldn’t have thought anything about it, except, when he came home later that afternoon from teaching, something had changed about Clelia—she was playing with Olive and she didn’t look up when Miles entered, and when Miles went to kiss his daughter, Clelia rose in a way that kept Miles from seeing her face.

			Had she heard from Kate? he asked.

			Yes, said Clelia, now busying herself in the kitchen. She’d heard, Catarina was coming back tonight.

			Clelia, he knew, had never hidden her sadness that her daughter, in kindergarten, jealous of the Kristins and the Jennys, had opted for the American version of her name. Grudgingly, Clelia had tried to learn to use it. Juliana, Kate’s older sister, had chosen Julie; this was 1996. But there were times—their marriage, Wesley’s birth, and Olive’s—when Clelia slipped.

			“Tonight?” said Miles. “I thought she was coming back tomorrow.”

			But Kate had changed her flight, and he knew, watching his mother-in-law, hearing “Catarina,” that she’d closed ranks against him, had joined her daughter’s side. That Kate had told her something that Kate hadn’t told Miles, something she couldn’t tell Miles, either because it involved Miles, or because what had happened had made her once again the person that she was before he came into her life.

			Perhaps, he wondered, with a sickening feeling, her multiple sclerosis had returned, brought on by the heat of summer, the stress of travel, publication. By then she was almost eight years into remission, the sole mark of her disease the lingering colds due to the immune suppression. The doctors pleased, if cautious. No one saying what they all knew. That there was no such thing as a cure.

			Part of Miles, that afternoon, hearing of Nick, even wished that she had relapsed. How horrible this thought, and how he hated himself for thinking it. But some part of him could not help but recognize its perverse logic. There were treatments for relapses, many of them. Whereas it was not clear his family would survive intact if she had slept with Nick.

			He’d insisted on picking her up at the airport, though UC Irvine would have paid for a cab, and when she got into the car, she kissed him, very forcefully, in a way she hadn’t kissed him in a long time. As they drove she talked, without stopping, about the trip, the lecture, colleagues, everything, except the one person he was waiting for her to mention. Thinking of the hours unaccounted for, between her dinner and her phone call late that morning.

			“And Nick?”

			“What about Nick?”

			“Come on.”

			Nothing, she said. It was strange to see him, that’s all. There was so much history; it had shaken her a little, nothing else.

			Shaken you? Miles thought. Had Miles ever shaken her? In the mountains, swimming to that spot behind the boulder resting on the water? Lying in her hospital bed beside her when she couldn’t sleep? She loved him—he told himself. He was dedicated and dependable, and good, and never once did he sense that he’d unmoored her, in the way he knew she’d been unmoored by Nick.

			Silence rolled over them, and stayed there, and for the following week, whenever Miles came home, whenever Miles awoke, whenever Miles heard her speak, he waited, for something, for her to tell him what had happened.

			But she didn’t tell him, and one morning after Clelia had left, Miles, sick with envy, had opened Kate’s computer and read her email, opened her phone and read her texts, even pulled up their shared telephone statement, looking for any sign that she wasn’t telling him the truth.

			He had never done anything so desperate, but he was long past caring. He found nothing. Had she hidden the evidence? She was a humanist specializing in the pre-industrial poetics, not very good with technology. She lost emails, couldn’t remember how to back up her computer. Drafts littered the desktop of her laptop. Most everything on her phone—the home screen, the ringtones—had been set up by her five-year-old son. But it was more than this. She wouldn’t have bothered to hide anything, because she did not think he was the type to snoop.

			Once or twice over the weeks that followed, it seemed like she was ready to tell him something, but she didn’t, and, slowly, the trip had retreated into the past. Slowly, he began to wonder if he had made too much of nothing, and if his insecurity had less to do with her than with himself. If maybe he could believe her. And perhaps he never would have heard of Nick again, had he not come home one evening to find Kate crying, and learned that Nick had died, had fallen from the roof of a house he’d been working on with his brother, and Miles could say nothing, just put his arms around her and let her sob into his chest.

		

	
		
			Seven
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			And now Bjorn, he thought, pulling onto River Road. Olive rode shotgun. To hell with the booster seat she hated: he needed all the allies he could get. Wind whipped through the treetops. The forecast was for a storm, and for a big one, something vast and laden, churning the humid exhalations of the oceans toward an arctic bulwark hunched across Vermont.

			They were running late. Line workers from the electrical utility were backing a massive vehicle onto the college playing fields, and then they found themselves behind a plow, blade up and moving slowly, scattering violet salt from whirligigs beneath its bed. The bell was ringing as they pulled into the parking lot.

			Olive ran, her backpack heaving side to side. Miles had made a good show of normality that morning, marveling with his daughter at the gathering vehicles, letting her cycle through the heating options on the dashboard. Whatever happened now, whatever chaos Kate had just unleashed, whatever the fury now engulfing him, he knew he must protect his daughter and his son.

			Olive joined the line of other stragglers funneling in between two teachers. Someone honked behind him, but he waited, hoping against hope that she’d look back.

			She looked back. He waved, though it didn’t seem that she could see him through the windshield glass.

			And now? he thought, as he began to drive.

			The obvious answer was to go back home, confront his wife about the message. But thinking of the text again, the images that now rose up unbidden, made him nauseated with humiliation. Bjorn? An ocean-swimming Byron scholar, yes. Even an unforgotten high-school love. But Bjorn Nordqvist? It was a bad joke, he thought, the Vermont version of sleeping with the salsa teacher with the too-tight pants. The kind of stupid, shallow thing a man would do, not Kate.

			Or had she, like him, been seduced not by Bjorn, but by the skiing, the speed, the snow, the sense of flying, of being carried by the earth?

			Or was it not Bjorn, but Miles himself? Was this his mistake, to fail to understand that the Slight Disappointment was no longer just a Slight Disappointment, but a dawning realization of the limits of the person that she’d married?

			Because who wouldn’t have grown tired of a forty-five-year-old man still stuck in his coming-of-age story? That was his mistake: to think that she’d accepted the invitation to this far-off kingdom for the lark, perhaps for him to finish up his dissertation, whereas, really, she had hoped to save their marriage. And he, pursuing fantasies with half-deluded misfits, had misunderstood.

			In the fairy tales he studied, a common plot involved a foolish peasant who has the impossible fortune to win the heart of a magnificently beautiful princess. Simple men, farmers or woodsmen, who did nothing but free a dove from its entrapment, or kill, often by an act of stupid courage, an imprisoning ogre. Again and again these stories appeared, and every time that Miles read one, he found part of him protesting that this was not the way they truly ended. That these were the folktales told by peasants, whereas in the folktales told to each other by princesses, the fool was rewarded with a thanks, a peck on the cheek, a horse, or an ox, and the princess went off to marry someone else.

			And he thought that, until that moment, despite the ups and downs of his life, despite the moments of Tragedy and lots of History, he had been blessed to live, as his professor once had told him, in a Comedy, and this was about to shift.

			He should go back, he thought, but at the road to home, he turned north, deeper into Vermont, along the highway they had driven together the first morning of their arrival. Had the memory of that morning not been so clear, he never would have recognized it, the lush green valley now a monotype of gray and white. They seemed like different people then, embarrassingly innocent, astonished by the smallness of the towns and bigness of the forests, the magic of the streams, the bounty. He could recall the moment, shortly after their arrival, sitting by the swimming hole, Kate’s shoulder pressed to his, the wet fabric of her swimsuit clinging to her belly.

			Olive, Wesley, splashing through the water, so clear that he could see their wavering bodies as they dove for river stones, the future perfect with its possibilities.

			And now it had come to this.

			He drove aimlessly at first, wanting to be anywhere but home, thinking of other moments from the past few weeks, the rides that Kate had taken home from friends whose names she never thought to mention, dinners that dragged on long into the night. And he had missed it. He, who had written half of a dissertation on Anna Karenina, as if it were a novel about the joys of rural life and not about adultery, which was what every other person in the world would say it was about.

			He drove for nearly an hour. He was hungry then, and he realized that he had not eaten breakfast, and stopped at the gas station where his family had stopped for their first breakfast after their arrival.

			Now the lot was packed with line crews. For the first time, the full seriousness of the storm broke through his ruminations. It looked like an army preparing an invasion, the trucks in ranks, snow gathering on plows and pistons. Diesel in the air. Inside, the little store was crowded, men milling around the coffee and the counter, where they talked with the attendant, or watched a news report on television. There was something almost superhuman about them, the plowmen, the saltmen, the linemen, who—in a matter of hours, according to the forecast—would be in buckets forty feet up in the air, inches from high wires sluicing with current. They seemed bigger, more solid versions of people. The coats they wore were made of heavy canvas striped with reflective tape, their boots of heavy rubber, their gloves the size of gauntlets.

			The room was thick with the heat of breath and bodies, the melted snow, the smell of wet canvas, the flavors of the coffee. The windows streamed with condensation; the cowbell on the door rang constantly. Elsewhere in the shop, a woman was talking with a friend about her car that wasn’t working, and when to get her kids from day care.

			No one noticed Miles.

			He lingered, finished his coffee in the aisle alive with iridescent chips and lurid candies.

			Outside, the air was changed, balmy, tropical even. He got back into his car and drove until he heard the phone ring in his pocket, and stopped, certain it was Kate.

			It wasn’t Kate. It was the school calling, and his heart clenched a little, as it always did, to see the number. Had Olive hurt herself, or were the cruelties of yesterday ongoing? But it was only an automated message regarding the storm. The forecasts had changed, and there would be early pickup. He now had to hurry, pulling out onto the highway as heavier flakes began to fall.

			
			

			—

			It was a half-hour to the school, and Olive and Harper were waiting with Miss Kayleigh when he got there. He smiled, a bit pathetically, it felt, when he saw his fellow Wylkesian—as if Miss Kayleigh might console him. But Miss Kayleigh was all business. Harper’s dad, who worked in Massachusetts, couldn’t come to get her, and Harper had chosen to go home with Olive. Apparently, what had happened yesterday between the girls had been forgotten; they talked with excitement about a television program Olive had never seen, but whose details she knew intimately. Wesley was already home when they arrived, quick to report they were out of milk, out of Cheerios, tortillas, bananas, and yogurt, so Miles got into the car and drove off to the Co-op. To town for groceries, he started to write Kate, but stopped. The thought occurred to him that she might be with Bjorn at that moment, and the image of his domestic text arriving at the Olympian’s bedside as he double-danced his wife into the pillows made him sick.

			But no, he’d forgotten; it was two, and she was just finishing class.

			It was as he parked that he saw Nausicaä, leaving the store with a bag of groceries, weaving through the crowded lot. She wore her Red Sox jacket, and above her boots, he could see the hint of stockings, touchingly ineffective against the weather. Protruding from the top of the bag were flowers. All winter, he had seen versions of them in the store, sad and clearly the worse for wear from the great distance they had traveled. He had often wondered who bought them. Now snow gathered on them, and in Nausicaä’s hair, and he saw her wipe her glasses with the back of her fingerless gloves.

			How cold her fingers must be, he thought.

			Between the Co-op and her house was nearly a half-mile of snow-covered sidewalk, the roads messy with de-iced slush. It would have been a reasonable thing to call out to her, to offer to drive her, and yet he hesitated. He understood that the moment he said her name, he would set in motion a series of words, of looks, of motions which he could not stop, and did not want to. That back in the booth at the pub, as she had pressed her foot against his, and then her calf against his, and then her knee, he hadn’t pulled away, at least not swiftly enough to send a message. That now, if he took her home, she would invite him up, and he would accept her offer, would follow, and give himself up to her enchantment. Up to her apartment, which he imagined now like the stage set taking form back at the school, thyme bed canopied with woodbine, walls slung with oxlip and violet, a wreath of flowers waiting for her to set upon his head. As the tempest struck and the roads closed around them.

			
				The female ivy so

				Enrings the barky fingers of the elm.

			

			In a certain kingdom, in a certain land.

			Miles closed his eyes, as a diver closes his eyes before his leap.

			Just then his phone rang. This time it was Kate; he let it go to voicemail. Now Nausicaä was standing by the road, inches from a plow that heaved its folds of slush onto the sidewalk. In a moment, she’d be across, and down the footpath to her apartment. Miles turned the car back on, and backed up, hoping to catch her before she had to cross.

			Again the phone rang. Again he sent it to voicemail. But the third time she called, he answered. Let her tell me now, he thought, with a defiance that surprised himself.

			He tried to say her name, but his voice failed, and from across the falling snow, across the valley, his wife was speaking.

			“Miles, do you have Olive?”

			The plow passed. Nausicaä dashed to the far sidewalk, and vanished down the path.

			“Olive? No. I left her with Wesley and Harper.”

			“Well, Harper says that Olive went outside, and her boots are gone, and her jacket is gone, but I can’t find her anywhere. Miles, I’m probably overreacting, but the snow is really coming down. I can’t even see footprints. I don’t think she should be out.”

			

			—

			They had begun by splitting up—Miles took the woods behind the house, and Kate the road, stopping at each neighbor’s house to ask if they had seen her. From what they could gather from Harper’s increasingly evasive answers, Olive had left not long after Miles went to town. They had been arguing about the caves that Olive said her dad had found, Harper knew she was lying, Olive told Harper she was stupid, Olive used the F-word, Harper actually had no idea about anything. She wanted to go home.

			By then it was five-thirty, and though they had more than an hour before the sun set, the sky was dark, the snow fell in great Bentleyan clumps.

			Kate, to her credit, had said nothing of the Humbaba. Had she done so, perhaps Miles would have asked her where she’d been these afternoons and evenings; perhaps if she weren’t busy screwing Mr. Olympics her daughter wouldn’t have wandered off. But he also knew that, an hour earlier, he’d idled in the parking lot, thinking of following the run in Nausicaä’s stocking to its logical conclusion. Without a thought that he’d just left his daughter alone with the same friend who only yesterday had driven her to tears.

			But both stocking and skier seemed to belong to a different world entirely. Even Miles’s knee belonged to someone else, defied all orthopedic logic. The pain was gone; he forgot that it had ever bothered him as he sprinted up the trail behind the house.

			Many times, Miles had been in these woods, alone, or with the dog, or with his children, and many times, he’d let Olive play there. The hill went up; there was a single trail; it was impossible to lose it. To get back to the road, one simply followed gravity. But now, in the snow, the path was barely legible, and he knew that once one reached the rise above them, they were crossing into Claymore, and Conservancy lands, where the watersheds were more deceptive, the forest denser. There was also the question of what, exactly, Olive was doing. She wasn’t a fool. She had a temper, but she wasn’t stupid enough to go hunting for some bear den, let alone in the middle of a storm. But rushing off in anger, and then getting lost—this seemed very possible, he thought, as he reached a branch in the trail. Now there was not only the choice of where to go, but also when it would no longer be just a matter for him and Kate.

			To get cellphone reception, he’d have to go back to the house. Already, he could hear himself arguing with the imagined police dispatcher: Yes, I know it’s light out. No, I know an hour isn’t a long time to be missing. Yes, she knows her way around. But if we wait much longer, soon none of this will be the case. Do you have children? How long would you wait?

			But going back to the house also meant leaving the trail, and the possibility that Olive was near him. He recalled the night that he had lost her, briefly, skiing. He stopped, waiting. Breath steaming. Listening. And then, reluctantly, turned back.

			Kate must have been thinking the same, because Miles reached the road just as the patrol car was arriving, an SUV, the snow nearly to its bumper. Kate ran up to meet it; she looked to Miles, and Miles shook his head. Two officers got out, and Miles’s heart dropped. Both men were older, dressed in normal uniforms, nothing to suggest they’d be the ones to head into the woods themselves. Miles listened as Kate spoke, grateful for what she did not say: My husband told her about a magic cave, and left her. Left her alone with just another little kid.

			The officer who took Kate’s story said he’d call the dispatcher. Greensbury had a Search and Rescue Squad, and if they couldn’t find her, the state police had a helicopter with infrared cameras, though, given the storm, he didn’t think that they could fly it. But he’d call. The team was made up of volunteers who lived across the county; usually, they could pull a group together within a couple of hours.

			“A couple of hours?” asked Kate.

			She was almost unrecognizable. Gone was the grace with which she moved and spoke. Only when she had given birth could Miles remember such a look, such a ferocity. And the officer must then have sensed it, too, for he said he’d see what he could do.

			He went back to his car and got on the radio. “I’m not waiting,” said Kate. “I’m calling friends.” And she went back to the house, already dialing. Miles followed her. He saw her wait and leave a message, then dial someone else. Who? he wondered: Miranda, Paloma, her colleagues in English, those great woodsmen and woodswomen? Bjorn? Bjorn knew the snow, Bjorn was capable of moving swiftly. Might his wife’s lover be the one to find his daughter? Ha! But he was long past irony, past jealousy, past anger, well on to bargaining; if Bjorn found Olive, Bjorn could sleep with Kate as often as he wanted. Miles would sleep with Bjorn if Bjorn found Olive, if that was what the hero wished.

			If only Hugh were here, thought Miles. Bjorn might know the snow, but Hugh knew Claymore, knew every inch of Claymore, above, below.

			He dialed Andrei, but Andrei didn’t answer.

			He dialed Snowflake, but Snowflake didn’t answer.

			Who else might have Hugh’s number? Kayleigh? Candy? But he didn’t know how to reach them, except through school, through Instagram.

			“Miles, do something.”

			“I’m trying to find a number.”

			“Whose number?”

			“A guy I know. Hugh Lamoreaux.”

			You’ve met him, he thought. Long ago. But none of this mattered.

			“Tyler Lamoreaux?” asked Kate.

			“Not Tyler—Hugh,” said Miles. He paused. “Who’s Tyler?”

			“Hell if I know—isn’t that the name on Wesley’s jacket?”

			For a second, Miles closed his eyes as if in prayer. “Where’s Wesley?”

			“Up the road, I sent him up the road.”

			Miles ran. Out of the dusk came Wesley. “Did you find her?” asked the son, as the father nearly tackled him, tore the jacket off his shoulders, and held the tag up to the fading light so he could read the number.

			

			—

			They convened in the dining room, around the table, the map laid out before them, the nine known caves in the Claymore sector marked with “X”s. Hugh knew all of them, most no bigger than a fox den, but three—this, and this, and this one here—were big enough for someone Olive’s size. The group would separate in fan formation; they needed to cover as much ground as possible. He didn’t want to scare them, but they didn’t have much time.

			By then, two members of the area Search and Rescue had arrived, but in Hugh they recognized authority, and took their marching orders dutifully from him.

			Kate watched all of this, the gathered searchers, her eyes drifting from time to time to Miles, wonderingly. How had he pulled this ragtag group together? How did he know them? Candace of those ridiculous videos, and Olive’s teacher, and the Land Conservancy director, and wasn’t that the Rat Man, standing by the school custodian with the hernia straining pregnantly against his coat? And Margie, the English Department administrator, who was let go during a recent downsizing? And Andrei? And why was Snowflake Bentley sitting in the driveway in his old converted ambulance?

			Who the hell were all these people?

			But if she had questions, now was not the time to ask them. She also took her orders. She would continue going house to house, alerting neighbors. Snowflake, said Hugh, would patrol the road. Miles would join the others, following the search lines through the woods.

			

			—

			And then outside, into the night, into the chaos of cars, the radios sputtering, the beacons turning, the beams of flashlights wobbling.

			It no longer seemed the woods he knew. They walked the forest, separating. Clumps of snow sloughed off the weighted branches. People were everywhere, from the road rose voices, and yet it seemed like he was pushing through a rising silence. Stone, the trail, tree stump, unfamiliar. Darkness visible. Too still, too quiet. He looked back down. The cars now white, the trail, his steps, all fading. Color long had vanished; what hope he had to see the pink announcement of her jacket hung on fading shades of gray. In time he heard an engine, but it was only Bentley’s ambulance, circling. An ambulance that once, before its current incarnation, must have known other roads, other forest thresholds, waited while other parents sought other children in the woods…

			No. He fought the thought. He kept on walking. Snow growing deeper. Something writhing in his chest. He began to cough, and it was only then he realized that he’d been screaming for her since he’d left the house.
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				Epilogue
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				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 of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, the spouse of one member, and that member’s son and daughter. The ceiling sloped down until they had to crawl, but they crawled; then it opened, and they stood. They went to the right, and to the left, and down, and up, then left again, and right, and then they stopped, in a gray low-ceilinged chamber that didn’t seem to have an opening. For a few minutes, the crew wandered around, kicking stones and prodding the soil, until at last they found a passage, blocked by gravel washed into the chamber. But they hadn’t brought a shovel, and after futilely scraping at it with their hands, they decided reluctantly to go back, and return with proper digging implements.

				Then Miles had an inspiration. Taking a piece of kibble from his pocket, he pushed it deep inside the gravel with Hugh’s alpenstock.

				Giuseppe looked at him.

				“Yes, it’s okay,” said Miles, who had said “No!” so many times before. “Now, dig.”

				

				—

				Reader, how I want to tell you that Cave A-76 turned out to be the long-fabled entrance to the underworld, that this ragtag group of true believers and partial believers and on-the-balance doubters had finally discovered the fabled staircase that led down into the forgotten world beneath. How wonderful, in all senses of the word, it would have been to describe that descent as Jeremiah Wylkes described it, down golden channels to the golden door that opened upon the enchanted cities of a hollow Earth! How I wish that I could show the meeting of these men and women with their long-lost brethren, who likely would have grown up hearing legends of the Outer World! What satisfactions awaited all the Klebian maidens, with men like Hugh and Clem! What new age of peace and prosperity might be ushered in by the meetings of these civilizations, and, if not peace and prosperity, tourism.

				But no. No cities. No maidens. Not yet.

				There was another chamber, however, and when Giuseppe had cleared enough silt for the human party to follow him, they passed into a vaulted space lit faintly by an opening at the far end, where a pulsing light played dimly against the ceiling—silver, sapphire, and ruby red.

				

				—

				Which brings us to the brother of Puck 4, sitting next to his father in the auditorium.

				Wesley had been finishing up his story on the Spring Chicken Social at the Greensbury Center for Adult Living, muttering to himself about the indignities of junior-high-school journalism, when he heard Olive and Harper arguing, then a door slam, then footsteps heading down the stairs. Because of this, he would feel partially to blame for Olive’s disappearance. Had he stopped writing for just a minute, he might have slowed her down enough to get her to reconsider her stormy flight into the woods. Not to say he was as guilty as his father, who had left them alone, or his mother, who wasn’t there at all. But he took his responsibilities seriously.

				He had, therefore, thrown himself into the search with both penance and love.

				When his father had gone off into the woods, and his mother headed up the road to call on neighbors, he’d been told to stick close. They could only have one child missing.

				So he’d walked up and down the road. If the growing fear he felt was not as sharp as his parents’ fear, it was perhaps because most of his examples of missing children involved wormholes or portals, and even if a child was kidnapped by intergalactic traders, they usually escaped. He was more frightened by the sight of his parents, who seemed so utterly beside themselves, so uncertain, as he had never seen before.

				As the night progressed, new adults began to come into his life: the policemen with their beacons catching on the falling snow; the Search and Rescue volunteers; the odd members of some club he hadn’t known his father was a part of, with the giant man with the crazy truck who thought he was the legendary Snowflake Bentley; and Olive’s teacher; and the band director; and his classmate Jackson’s mom, Candace, around whom swirled great tides of adolescent fascination. For three hours, he’d been silent witness to adult futility, to bombast and hubris, to a frantic desperation that transformed his mother from the paragon of poise into someone unrecognizable, inconsolable, and his father into someone much smaller than he had ever been before. He watched the ebb and flow of hope, and ebb and ebb, and saw how grim the grown-ups, coming and going, grew as the night progressed. He saw this in the drawn faces of the searchers when they came to warm up in the kitchen, and in the faces of his parents, from whom he asked no reassurance, and who gave none.

				Wesley was also at the house when the man who thought he was Snowflake Bentley noticed that Giuseppe was covered with clay, and so he joined the group that set off behind the dog. And he was with his parents when they found her, saw his mother collapse when Olive answered them, crumpling as she began to sob into his father. He was with them, and then he wasn’t, because, being the smallest member of the party, he was the first inside.

				When he stepped into the chamber, and called to Olive, he had two thoughts. The first was how very happy he was to see her. The second was that this was a far better story than the Spring Chicken Social. Even his exposé of the dark forces behind the Pineridge Farm could wait (though he was coming for them). This was his break. And as the group convened behind him, and his parents ran to Olive, and Olive to his parents, and the flashlight beams rose up the walls and to the sloping corridor, he felt the sentences furl out before him. Then they were off, and by the time the little party reached the mound of gravel that blocked their passage, he could fill an entire issue of The Greensbury Yodeler.

				It was also he who first recognized that their long and sinuous path, down and down and left and right and up and left and down and right and up and left, etc. etc., had in fact led them back to the room where they had started, and that the flickering lights at the distant opening were not the beacon of a long-lost city, but the police cars that had come to rescue his sister.

				But he waited to tell the grown-ups this, to let them, at least for one more minute, bask in the possibilities.

				

				—

				So, once again, a supernatural phenomenon had a naturalistic explanation. And though a few of those present (Kate) said that there was a nice moral to the story of a path that led back to where it had started, and that perhaps our world and our families are magical enough, for once this lauded genius was a touch dishonest. For, as they traveled onward through the caves, there were moments when she couldn’t help but dream of lakes with liquid fire, hills torn and transported by subterranean winds, and legions of entranced angelic forms thick as autumnal leaves. Moments when she thought: What if the book she’d dedicated her life to was not an invention but a dispatch, from a staircase spiraling down beneath old Milton’s house?

				Her disappointment, however, was nothing compared with that of the stalwart members of the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, who had come so close. So close! And if some tried to find consolation in the fact that their reason for being there that evening was to find the lost daughter of their new and much-loved member, and that in this they had been magnificently successful, the truth was that even those who doubted the extravagances of the legend still closed their eyes so that the splendors of the glorious city might linger just a little longer. Hugh was actually crying, and Miles worried that Andrei was going to have some kind of mental breakdown and blame Miles, because Miles’s daughter’s disappearance was forcing Andrei to go through an emotional roller-coaster of hope and disappointment so familiar from his years in the laboratory.

				But if he did, it was a very fleeting mental breakdown; indeed, one by one, the members came to the same realization, articulated then and there by Hugh as he wiped his tears away: that an unenchanted discovery does not in any way preclude another, enchanted one. If anything, the presence of such a cave emphasized the likelihood of similar passages everywhere. Yes, said Hugh: When one stopped to think about it, it was as if they’d discovered the cities of the Inner World. In fact, as they were walking, he’d seen hatch marks that were likely, maybe even definitely, by human hands, and that, taken together, the cave, the footprints, the wall markings, suggested they were very close.

				“I’m sorry, there were footprints?” asked Wesley.

				Anyway, said Hugh, what it meant was that they should focus their search on the to-be-known-from-this-day-forward Rumphius sub-sector, whose geology and hydrology now seemed so promising.

				And so, grumbled Snowflake Bentley, Rumor and Unreason found themselves immune yet once again to Evidence, and he went back to his catalogues, and filed away another card.

				

				—

				Now the Jeremiah Wylkes Society had not one but four new members, including the first two junior members in its history, and the second animal member if we count Whiskey, as we should. For Miles no longer had to hide his friends from Kate. Indeed, she could feel nothing but goodwill—love, actually—for the Wylkesians, and the more she thought about it, and the more Miles laid the history before her, the more she found it rich with resonance for her own work. At the next meeting, she gave a brilliant talk on the history of the concept of a hollow Earth in fiction, not only the underworld in Blake and Milton, but Dante, Verne, Poe, Tolkien, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Alice in Wonderland, and Hell generally. This was all far from her professional scope, of course, but then Hugh was not an actual geologist, Earl drove a cab, and God knows where Kayleigh got her depth data on Arctic boreholes. Still, her talk was well received by all who attended, though most secretly resented comparing the Colloquies to works of fiction, even classics.

				After her Society presentation, when she had returned to her seat, her husband took her hand. For Olive’s disappearance and discovery had prompted not only a conversation about the Jeremiah Wylkes Society, but also about Bjorn Nordqvist, infernal Serpent, who, Kate acknowledged, had been giving her private skiing lessons, but certainly not double-dancing her. The text message, she explained to Miles—and backed this up with evidence of the entire text chain preceding it—had to do with a certain emotional neediness on behalf of the former paratrooper, who was going through a painful separation from his wife, also a former paratrooper, not that this was particularly unusual in Norway, where military service was mandatory, and many couples met in winter maneuvers. Kate had made the mistake of asking Bjorn for some pointers; this had led to a conversation about her teaching at the college, which in turn had led to a conversation about what it was like to move to a new place, and the effect that it had on relationships, and Kate must have said something about the challenges, because Bjorn just let it out and didn’t stop. In the beginning, she had tolerated it; she was even a little flattered to be the confidante of such a hero, and it gave her a chance to do some chaste but up-close Bjorning. And who wouldn’t want the inside scoop on the marital ups and downs of two seemingly superhuman people? But, wow, was that man needy! Three days a week, as she dutifully carried out her role as substitute parent coach, she endured his heartbreak, until he started calling her to talk.

				“You could have told me,” said Miles.

				“I was going to tell you,” said Kate. But now it was his time to tell her about why Paloma had seen his car parked one night on Main Street near the apartment of the new drama teacher who dressed like a medieval tavern wench at an Aerosmith concert. And Miranda had seen them out to lunch, playing footsie in the booth in back.

				

				—

				And he told her everything; there was no sense in hiding temptation from the woman whose dissertation was on Eve. But Nausicaä was only a very small part of the story, which went back years, to the seminar where he and Kate had met, and wound through the very history of books and words, with which, he’d come to understand, he and his wife had a very different relationship.

				He did not know what he would do, he told her, that evening as they lay in bed, talking until the wee hours, but he had come to feel the world had enough Russian folktale dissertations, or, more accurately, that perhaps the next Russian folktale dissertation should be written by someone else, that his Russian folktale dissertation was no longer meant to be more than a form of private worship. That he’d come to the stories for the descriptions of the woods, the fields, the Mystery, but that they would exist without his worrying over them.

				He said that, though he tried to tell himself, every day, there were other reasons to keep reading, to keep writing, it was because of her he hadn’t given up.

				That even when he’d met her, back in school, he’d thought of quitting, but he had stayed to be with her.

				“There are probably better ways of being in love than trying and failing to write eleven Ph.D. dissertations,” he said.

				“Worse ways, too,” said Kate.

				He’d need to find some other way to contribute to the family, he said, if she would have him. Of course she’d have him, Kate said. Sharpener of Chainsaws, Snath Repairer, Scytheman, Setter of Humane Traps, Storyteller, Parent Coach. She kissed him: Don’t be ridiculous. And though they couldn’t know then, they only had to wait three weeks until some other way arrived, in a phone call from Greensbury Elementary, in the middle of the day, the kind of call that stirs the heart of any parent, especially one who has lost their daughter in a solutional cave network once already.

				It was the principal. Miles knew her voice: no “t”s, that little puff. She was calling with a question. As he knew, Miss Kayleigh had just had her baby, and though they had a substitute until the summer break, Miss Kayleigh had informed them that she would not return the following autumn. Miss Kayleigh, the principal reminded him, in addition to her teaching, her baby, her work with the Wylkes Society, had successfully run a grassroots campaign to set up a wildlife preserve in the contested zone, by arguing it was Bigfoot habitat, succeeding where two decades of environmental activism to protect the endangered dwarf wedgemussel had foundered. And now she was running for Congress, a lovely and surprising career turn, but one that put them in a bind. It was not that they couldn’t post a job, but Miss Cooper was also leaving, and three other teachers had been priced out of the valley due to a surge of second-home purchases during the pandemic. Because this is what they had come to, she said, her voice rising, homes for the out-of-towners, while the locals lived in the motels. Anyway. She took a deep breath. Anyway, it had come to her attention that Miles was beloved by the children, and though they had many parent volunteers, he’d set a standard against which Anita’s pipe cleaners couldn’t hold a candle. The point was, she was wondering what his plan for next year was. If they were staying. If he might consider teaching third grade.

				Because, if so, then it was just a matter of credentials.

				“I’ve taught college for eleven years,” said Miles, who was under the full assumption that his family was returning to California, and had not discussed otherwise with Kate.

				“And I assume you have some kind of teaching credential?” said Principal Tanner.

				“Well, that’s a long story,” said Miles.

				“You are going to need some kind of teaching credential,” said Principal Tanner. “I can work magic, but I need something to work my magic with.”

				“I taught English in Thailand,” said Miles, who now really should have said, Well, this is a surprise, and very generous, but first let me talk about it with my wife.

				“Did they give you a certificate?”

				“I guess you could call it a certificate? There is a piece of paper, somewhere.” For he had attended a cultural-sensitivity training course, he said, learning not to point his feet at people or eat with his left hand, which was traditionally reserved for cleansing…

				“I can work with a piece of paper,” interrupted Principal Tanner. And she went on to explain that, with a certificate in hand, she could exploit a loophole in the Vermont Education Code Paragraph 17 on emergency hiring, and—long an open secret of rural school administrators—file a long form in accordance with the 1987 Rural Education Act, Part C, which had a waiver for non-M.Ed. credentials. By summer, they’d have preliminary approval from Montpelier. Typically, a Paragraph 17 was a six-month process, but her cousin sat on the Commission for Accreditation.

				“What do you think?” she asked.

				

				—

				“What do you think?” Miles asked Kate as they sat on the tattered remnants of Professor Rumphius’s couch. Outside, bright-green leaves were appearing on the trees, and flowers on the crabapples, while birdsong rose from the awakening fields.

				“Well,” said Kate. For there was also something she had been meaning to ask him. The Department of English, after much flirtation, had expressed its interest formally. The donor who’d funded the visiting professorship had long dreamed of endowing a chair in English. As he had told the president of the college over racquetball, his daughter, now a student, a bit of a lost soul, had taken Kate’s seminar, finding it so transformative that she had started dressing in clothing other than pajamas, decided to apply to law school, and even was dating a boy she met in class, an Eastern European. It had been Milton that had done it, Milton who had taught her to look for paradise not outside herself, but in her heart.

				For some years, this donor had been mulling over such a possibility; it was, in fact, one of the reasons Kate had been invited. Now the offer was official, if the family might consider moving…

				In a certain kingdom, in a certain land.

				

				—

				And so Miles wrote a letter to Norbert Rumphius, telling him how much they loved his home, and that they had decided to remain in Greensbury, and that they were interested in staying longer if it was possible. They were even prepared to make an offer, if selling was something he would consider, including an offer for the furniture. And Rumphius—who had several times tried to dump the house, only to find each offer fall through after inspection—Rumphius, sitting pantless in the finance minister’s flat in Porto, feeding olives to his dark-eyed lover while they looked out upon the deep-green Douro—Rumphius, not a religious man—wrote back, My God Yes Praise the Lord, before erasing it and typing, Yes, I might consider. When, at last, a deal was hammered out, he even threw in the beanbags.

				

				—

				Which leaves the only member of the family not at William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

				That night, as the ten Pucks of the Greensbury Elementary production stood on the stage and apologized to the audience for the offense of shadows, and linked hands with the twelve players, twelve fairies, eight lovers, and the newly married Duke and Queen; and the crowd rose to their feet in thundering applause; and the director leapt upon the stage, bowing extravagantly, before raising her beret toward the man at the top of the auditorium, who now stood, applauding back to her—while all this happened, six miles south, guarding the home on Farm Road, the dog known to human beings as Giuseppe, but to his brethren as a beguiling mixture of aromas, lay on a sumptuously shredded pillow, rank with the secrets of the fields its cotton had been culled from, the dark mills where it had been assembled, the hands of the toiling men and women who had assembled it, the oceans that had carried it to this country, the progression of creatures, human and otherwise, that had used it to rest their heads. It had been a long day. He had only been outside once, but in that short time, he’d gathered from the winds a tale of roots and moles and worms, of ghosts hidden within the leaf-fall, of rats and springtails, mosses, snakes. It had come down from the mountain through the trees where lumbermen had labored, through the scars torn deep into the earth, through dens of bear and fox and wolf and lion, down, down, through the paths that turned and twisted, through cities, seas, and silvered forests, before it rose again, into the corridors of pine and maple. And meadows then, green with young spring grasses. Past apple trees and hawthorns, trunks scarred by the secret scripts of sapsuckers, down past gall and wasp, and tumbling water, and dragonfly, and nymph. The world trembled in his nostrils. Some of this was new, and some familiar. Closing his eyes, he took it in, all in, and then he pricked his ears and stared into the darkness.

				Something extraordinary was coming.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Specifically, he saw: Miranda, in a blue dress, who was sitting next to Clem “the Rat Man of Vermont,” and his wife, Opal, who was sitting next to Earl and Agnes Blossfeldt, the women hunched in postures of church gossip while the men leaned back and forth in awkward synchrony as they tried to talk over their wives. And behind Earl, Miles saw Melvin Blevin the organic-oregano seller, his face and neck covered with tattoos of beloved family members and the letters RIP, while behind Melvin’s hulking six-foot-eight was Farm Candy, talking to Frank Howe, former proprietor of Shear Adventure Sheep Farm, who had come with his old high-school classmate Don Martel, grandfather of Harper (Puck 9), and Don’s new girlfriend, Bev—Bev, who, Miles had learned, on air, had won “Dinner with Don” at a public-radio fundraiser raffle, one thing leading to another, a love-at-first-sight, meant-for-each-other story that Bev just now—hypothesized Miles—was telling the mothers of Puck 3, Eleanor Jones and Vy Nguyen, chair of the English Department and proprietor of Eden Pick-Your-Own, respectively. And two rows back, Miles spotted Andrei, hunched like a cormorant over Anna Karenina, and Paloma, who was talking to Lily Smith, the yoga teacher, whose dad, Bob, had been the scytheman in the field the fateful day Andrei was rescued from his melancholy—Bob, who, himself, was seated six rows back with his wife, Marilyn, now munching patiently on a bag of Flamin’ Hot Limón Cheetos she’d swiped from the gas station where she worked, savoring the delicious burn as she quietly awaited the commencement of her fourteenth Midsummer Night, eleven of which had starred one of her grandchildren. And beside her was her daughter, Kathleen—Lily’s twin sister—whom Miles recognized from her job as the vet hospital receptionist—and Kathleen’s husband, Ted Vrooman, of Vrooman’s Small Engine Repair, the hunter who had threatened Miles and Giuseppe. And Miles saw that these good people were talking to none other than Dr. Anita in the seat in front of them—Anita and her husband, Herb—the Parent Coach—who, Miles observed, was trying to suppress a smile, which, Miles suspected, was because Anita must have told Herb how Ted had come to see her following an encounter with a stag that April in a sunlit glen, a creature so powerful, so magnificent, drawn hypnotically to Ted’s presence by the Doe-in-Rut® that Ted had accidentally spilled on his jacket. And he had stared at Ted from beneath his dark, mysterious, almost-human lashes, his muscular haunches quivering as their eyes met and Ted began to feel—and really Anita shouldn’t have told her husband this, really she shouldn’t have told Miranda, Kate, Eleanor, Vy, and Farnaz—Ted the hunter felt a certain frisson long absent from his relations with his wife, a frisson that both thrilled and terrified him, and for which Dr. Anita tried to perform rudimentary psychotherapy, laying him down upon the examining table and taking a seat near his head, not because she had any training in this, but because of the dearth of mental-health providers in rural America generally, and also out of prurient interest. And, speaking of Farnaz, Miles saw her toward the front with Charles Osgood of the eponymous tree service whom Miles had met at one of the Wylkesian meetings, before the fabled orchardist had stormed out muttering, “Ye loony bastards!”—Osgood, who, it should be said, was looking like a hippie pirate in his overalls tie-dyed with Chemical, but who, for all his many odors, seemed to have charmed Farnaz, now touching his arm as she laughed. And why not flirt a little, for Darius, her husband, was home recovering from being run over by the Lawnosaur belonging to his buddy John, now two rows down, who was talking to Red Lidenbrock, Wylkesian, and Dolly Prendergast, another Wylkesian, who—Miles had learned—had been in love with Red since they were in seventh grade, sixty-six years ago, though Dolly still had not told him. And these, Miles saw, were not the only Wylkesians there, for on the far left, down by the exit, he spotted Hugh and Emily Lamoreaux, talking to a young man Kate identified as Franz Kafka, who was sitting next to Yvette the vet (that’s her name, I’m not making this up), who was sitting with her son Kyle, the PA, and secretly reading over Kyle’s shoulder as he tried to compose a flirty reply to “VermontNausika” on Where’s the Beef, a rural hook-up app, which, to be fair, Kyle only used reluctantly, worried that he might meet one of his patients, but Greensbury, a beautiful place, a tranquil place, a magical place, was also a place where “sowing one’s oats” was a turn of phrase used literally, not figuratively. And since we are on the topic of romance, absent was Snowflake Bentley, who’d met a pretty lady at the Co-op, when he’d gone to hunt for more examples of Delusional Nonsense in the nutraceutical aisle, but showed unexpected flexibility when he saw this lovely lady paying forty-seven dollars for organic wrinkle-cream, kept his truthful mouth shut, and now was home preparing a risotto for her, with the shiatsu at the ready should she want to kick back and watch a movie. While present, just in front of Miles, was Margie, lonely Margie, lovelorn Margie, who, Miles saw, as the auditorium lights blinked twice to call the gathered people to their seats, had come, not by herself, but with an unknown gentleman.
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			Good afternoon, it’s two o’clock, and welcome to The Miscellaneous Minute, or, as we like to say, the only Minute that’s actually an Hour. This is Friday, June 16, and I’m your host, Don Martel. Today we have a special edition on “Pools and Pool Care.” Thinking of taking a dive? Wondering what’s floating in the deep end? With me to answer all your questions about pools and pool care are Mike Jennings of Mike’s Pool and Hot Tub in Burlington, Pete Carter of Green Valley Plumbing, and Gail Simmons of the Vermont Department of Public Health. Welcome to the program.

			Great to be here, Don.

			Hi, Don.

			Love the show, Don.

			Well, so…I have to admit this is a new one for me. We’ve never done pools, but, sadly, Leroy, our model-trains guy, is now laying track with the Big Guy upstairs, and we thought, Why not give something new a whirl? It’s summertime, it’s getting warm, and, given that, in a couple of years, there is a good chance that North America will be a fire-ravaged wasteland incompatible with outdoor life, there is no time better than now to enjoy it.

			You got it, Don.

			Now, I have to be honest, I love a dip like the next guy, but I never really understood having a pool in New England, a region where you get three months of swimming weather, max. But, Mike Jennings, I understand that there are people around here who do that.

			Absolutely, Don. A pool’s a lovely thing. Summer may be short, but memories last forever.

			Right, sounds like you plucked that line right off your website. But listen, first thing I have to ask you: I have a friend in Massachusetts who came home and found an entire herd of deer, frozen. In his pool. Ever seen that?

			A herd’s a lot, Don. Certainly, we see porcupine, the occasional muskrat, even a deer once in a blue moon, but I haven’t seen a herd.

			Pete?

			Lots of frogs, Don. Plagues of them.

			Gail?

			Don, I’m a public-health officer specializing in pool safety. I don’t think you want to hear what I have seen.

			Got it, sweetheart. Well, looks like our phone lines are as backed up as a skimmer after a kiddie swim party. Let’s go now to Todd in Wilmington. Todd.

			Hey, Don, so, first of all, I wanted to start out with an apology. I’ve been calling in for months now, trying to get my question answered about my pool…

			Todd! You’re the guy! Toddette!

			Yeah, I’m the guy, Don! Please, don’t hold it against me.

			Todd, let’s get this over with, my friend, okay? Once and for all.

			Okay, but I think you’ll understand why I need some expert advice. You see, about a year ago, we were down in North Carolina during the summer, just for a week, and when we came back, we found the pool completely empty, I mean bone-dry, and, worse than that, it was about three feet out of the ground.

			Holy Moses. Mike Jennings?

			This one I have heard of, Don. Usually, this happens when a pool is emptied but someone forgets to open a drain called an equilibration valve that sits on the bottom and allows water to come back in to release pressure in the surrounding earth. If it’s not opened, the whole pool becomes a kind of empty container, and if there is water pressure in the surrounding soil, it can either push the walls in, or lift the whole thing out of the ground. We call it the $150,000 valve. Todd, I’m sorry to hear that.

			Sorry, Todd.

			Tough break, Todd.

			Todd, I can see why you kept calling. I’d be mighty worked up myself.

			Thanks, guys. But that’s just the start of it, you see. I’d actually heard about this sort of thing—there was this lady it happened to in Connecticut some time ago, and she was on TV, suing the pool guy. But, see, I didn’t drain my pool—no way, why would I do that? So…I’m thinking there must be some kind of leak, and, sure enough, when I went down inside to check it out, and cleaned away some dirt and leaves, there’s this thin crack running right along the bottom.

			Ouch.

			Yeah, well, then, over the next few days, it opens further—never seen anything like it—about two feet across, and we called just about every contractor, every plumber we knew, but we live up in the hills, can’t get anyone to come. Guys happy to get paid to build a pool, but no money in fixing it, right, and, meanwhile, every day the crack is getting wider. My wife says let it go, but I’m kind of a DIY guy, so I went down and started poking around, and by then part of the crack was wide enough for me to lower myself down inside it, just barely, but I’m a skinny guy, I love my wife, but her cooking…anyway, thing is…and this is the part where you are going to think I’m crazy, but the crack, it leads down into this kind of cave thing, really pretty—the light was coming in from above and just lighting up all the, what do you call them, stalactites, and I go back out and get a flashlight to explore it farther, and, man, if it doesn’t continue! And I’m going farther and farther, and it’s like there are stairs cut into the floor, like people have been there before, it just goes down and down, and I’m worried about my flashlight going out, but I can’t stop, the whole thing is too exciting. I’m just a regular guy, right? This sort of discovery isn’t supposed to happen to me. And then I get to the end of this chamber, and I can see my light isn’t going to last much longer, when there is a door, like a castle door. And when I open it, that’s when I see it, it’s like…it’s a whole world, and…and…Don, I want to tell everyone we are not alone! The old generations are still here, the animals are here, they are all still with us! Caribou, elk! Chestnuts, Don, and dodos, and the skies! And the beauty of their cities, their people, their civilizations. They are good and kind and just, and I’m here now. The cell service isn’t great, but, if only you could see…the woods, the fields, the firmament!

			Todd?

			…I can’t…I…

			Todd? Got some trouble with the connection.

			…Don, I can’t go back, not after where I’ve been. Don, tell my wife I love her!…

			Todd, I think we’ve lost you, buddy. Yowzah. I’m used to nutters, but that one…man! Let’s see what our guests think. Mike? Gail? Pete? Any thoughts? Mike Jennings, you are shaking your head.

			First for me, Don.

			Gail?

			I mean, there is a lot of take-home here about pool safety.

			Pete?

			Not sure Todd needs a plumber, Don.

			Ha, no kidding, brother. All right, let’s go to Ron in Shadd’s Falls. Let’s see, Ron’s got a question about a dog. What’s with you people? This is pool hour, folks! But, heck, Ron, let’s have it. This is America! Woof! You’re on the air. Woof! Woof!
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