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    Whose woods these are I think I know . . .

    —Robert Frost

  


  
PROLOGUE

  In the beginning was the Oak. Long before the first settlers came, before even the first tentative Abenaki Indian hunting parties probed that country, it dominated the mountain: awful and grim in its time-bent majesty. The weather-wounds of eons scarred its bole—ancient lightning slashes lipped over with thick, elephant-gray bark; the circular stubs of long-gone branches glaring outward like eyes beneath crusty brows; the limbs themselves—each thicker than any other tree on the mountain—moving against the sky in a cryptic, vegetable semaphore: as if the Oak were signaling to some distant star.

  The Indians, watching and aware, called the tree the “Weather-Maker.” Before the first hint of an approaching storm marked the horizon, the Oak seemed to stir the sky, its gnarled fingers spewing forth clouds that haled other clouds from the distance. As the wind grew in strength, the Oak began to talk. It was a language of clattering bark and pattering acorns, twigs ticking in the dry leaves below; then growing louder with creaks and groans, a dissonant howling through which ran the roar of wind in the Oak’s upper branches, falling at times to a whisper, a belly-deep muttering, then rising suddenly to a strident scream. The first lightning shivered across the racing black sky; thunder rolled through the hollows. The lightning drew nearer, as if the Oak had summoned it. Flash and explosion grew synchronous: the Indians cowered and shivered as the cold rain whipped down, their eyes clenched tight against the awful glare. Trees exploded around them—boiling steam of sap, super-heated on the instant by the sky’s white energy, hurling great raw spears of wood in every direction; dead branches whirled through the air like Manitou’s war clubs; the very mountain shook itself into a dance. And all the while the Oak roared its anger: the Oak that was father and mother both to ail the trees on the mountain; the Oak, ageless and immortal, the enemy of trespassers, the master of the mountain.

  The Indians collected their dead and wounded, marked the perimeter of the Oak’s domain with stone cairns to warn later visitors, and fled.

  The first white settlers in that region, hard-minded men and women from Connecticut who filtered north after the French and Indian Wars ended in 1763, paid no heed to the Indian legend. After all, God had created trees, even the mighty oaks, for the use of mankind: to provide the warmth of fires, to shape with their steel saws and axes, chisels and drawknives, into houses and bams and household implements. Their European minds abhorred the gloom of a forest Let in the light! Drive away the nightmare monsters! Within the span of a generation they had denuded the valleys and hollows, laying out neat meadows scribed with stone walls, leaving a second-growth woodlot or two to fuel their fireplaces, and gradually pushing the forest higher and higher up the mountain. Trees they could not turn into sawboards they simply girdled and killed, then burned into potash, for which a ready market existed in the woolen mills of their British homeland. But they left the high forest alone, and with it the Oak. The country up there was too steep, too distant for worthwhile logging, and only a few random hunters ever passed the central grove where the Oak itself stood. Eyes skinned for deer or bear; the hunters paid the Oak no heed.

  The mountain was known to the townsmen as Widdershins—a Scots word describing the anticlockwise twist the old Indian trail took up and around it (to avoid the menacing oak grove)—and the town itself as Hubleys Gore. A gore, in surveyor’s parlance, is a triangular piece of land, and that was how the first settler, Josiah Hubley, had laid it out between the mismeasured boundaries of two earlier “Hampshire Grants.” The region itself, in 1791, became known as Vermont—the fourteenth state of the new, young American union.

  In the early years of the nineteenth century, Hubley’s Gore was a bustling farm town, indistinguishable from hundreds of other villages and hamlets in that craggy, green state. The general store did a thriving business on market days; the blacksmith’s shop clanged and sparked and emitted its sharp reek of burning steel; from the austere white church, Episcopal in those days, the hymns of the God-fearing rose sweetly each Sunday. The white-painted houses of the town stood trig and tight against all weathers, each with its backyard barn well stocked to meet the winter. Sheep and dairy cattle thrived on the hillside meadows; corn creaked tall in the lowland flats; maples bled their sap in season to sweeten the hard, frugal lives of the uncomplaining farmers.

  Then, in the spring of 1815, two events half a world apart occurred to change Hubley’s Gore forever.

  The first was random: On the tropical isle of Soembawa in the Dutch East Indies, a 9,253-foot volcano named Tamboro erupted, killing twelve thousand people and sending a huge cloud of dust and smoke into the upper atmosphere. Dimming the sun to winter weakness, this vast cloud began a slow northeasterly journey toward the Americas. There was nothing especially noxious or deadly contained in the cloud; only the seeds of a year-long January.

  The second event was far from random: in the spring of 1815, a wanderer with a mission arrived in Hubley’s Gore. His name was Obediah Durwood Magrute, he was about thirty years of age, and he had been searching the whole world over for a god to worship. A tall, thin, silent man with the flowing beard and fiery eyes of a prophet, Magrute spoke (though rarely) in a Gaelic burr overlaid with the tones of his travels: harsh sibilants picked up in Transylvania and the Harz Mountains of Central Europe, Punjabi and Turkish gutturals from farther east, even a click or two from the rain forests of West Africa. Somewhere in his travels he had acquired a splendid walking staff that was the wonder of the Gore. Tall as a shepherd’s crozier, its shaft was wound with the coiled body of a snake, each scale carved to perfection. But where the staff crooked at the top, it was surmounted with a strange device: a circular disk, like the face of the sun, from which sprouted up and backward the spread wings of an eagle.

  There were some in the Gore who said the staff had magical powers; two shepherd lads claimed they had seen Magrute repel the attack of a wolf pack on their flock merely by gesturing with it toward the leader. Others said it was a sort of dowsing wand that would dip at the taste of gold beneath the ground (otherwise how would so shabby a man as the newcomer be able to pay for his supplies with gold coinage?) Others still believed that the staff was Aaron’s rod, an implement involved in some way with the heretical worship of the Golden Calf, and that Magrute himself was the Devil’s disciple, come to woo them away from true belief. And some, more practical, just admired it as a fine example of woodcarver’s craft, a skill at which Magrute himself excelled. These last were quick to hire him to carve ax and scythe handles for them when he set himself up in business.

  For the most part Magrute spent his time wandering the hills, staff in hand, as if he were searching for something. One day he must have found it, for he appeared at the door of Noah Eldridge that evening wearing the first smile anyone in the Gore had seen on his face. Noah was a prosperous sheep farmer whose land covered the upper reaches of Widdershins Mountain. Though a widower he was fat and jolly, pleased with his burgeoning flocks and especially with his large, hardworking sons who tended them, sheared them, and kept his buildings in fine repair. The only blight on Noah’s life, and a worrisome one at that, was his daughter, Cassandra. A fey and woodsy girl with wild green eyes and long, wild blond hair that reached to her waist, she was at sixteen still barely able to speak. The schoolmistress had pronounced her ineducable, and Eldritch Cassie, as she was known, spent her days prowling the fields and woods of the Gore, gazing for long empty hours into trout pools or watching the dizzying, random dance of butterflies along the meadows’ edge. Often she accompanied Magrute on his searches, neither of them speaking except with their eyes.

  But Magrute had not come to Noah Eldridge to ask for Cassie’s hand in marriage (much as Noah would have welcomed such a request). Rather he asked to purchase from the father the wooded high reaches of the mountain.

  “It’s poor land at best,” Noah told him honestly. “Why would you want it?”

  “For my own purposes,” Magrute said. He chinked a leather bag full of coins. “I’ll pay you ten dollars the acre for it.”

  Even in the lush, lowland flats, land rarely brought that kind of money. But Noah remained reluctant. Had the stranger anything to add—say, about his daughter, the fair Cassandra? He couldn’t’ help but notice how the dear girl followed him wherever Magrute went. Had anything transpired between them, anything of a—well—man-and-woman nature? Magrute remained silent, dour. He chinked the coins in his purse.

  “If you wed her,” said Noah, “the land is yours. For only five an acre, at that.”

  Magrute counted out the money, coin by alien coin, but when Noah tallied it, he saw that the ten-dollar rate had been paid him.

  “I would not cheat you, Father,” said Magrute. “Cassie and I are already wed. In my own Church, and in my own manner.”

  So Farmer Eldridge had it both ways: the money in one hand, his daughter off his other. He could not have been happier.

  Nor could Cassie. Magrute’s harsh exterior melted to sweetness whenever he entered the Oak Grove. He spoke to her in a language she had never heard before, but one it seemed she had been waiting all her lone life to hear. She understood every word, and found her own words flowing as swiftly, as supply as a trout brook over her once-wooden tongue. In this new tongue that only the two of them shared, Magrute revealed to her his true purpose and identity.

  He was the Derwydd MoghRoith—the Druid Magrute—the last of a long line of Celtic priests who worshiped the way men were meant to worship: not under the spired roof of a musty church, its walls and roof built of the flesh of the forest; but rather under the living greenwood itself, before the body of God, the noblest of creation: the massive, mighty, holy Oak. For himself the Druid wanted no converts, but only to be left alone to worship as he pleased. Yet he was a man, and he needed a woman to love and love with him. Together they prayed beneath the out-stretched arms of the Oak, and with Obed’s tutelage she learned to understand the great tree’s language.

  It was frightening at first—such harsh, such heartless words! The demands for blood appalled her: at each turn of season the Oak required sacrifice. Praying in words from the dawn of mankind, Obed slit the throat of a sheep as it stood under the Oak’s groping arms; the rich red blood soaked into the soil so swiftly it seemed the very roots of the tree were drinking it. Then the sheep was burned, its ashes spread in a circle around the Oak’s great bole.

  “In the old days,” Obed told her, “the Oak God demanded human blood and flesh. The ancient Celts burned hundreds—prisoners, usually—in great wicker cages, the smoke of their searing flesh filling the Sacred Groves, their screams ascending through the smoke in an echo of the Oak’s great wrathful voice. Even today, in the Punjab of India, villagers in the Kangra Mountains still offer, once a year, a girl in sacrifice to their sacred cedar. I have worshiped with them.”

  In return for this homage, he continued, the Oak made the rain to fall and the crops to grow; He kept the wolves from the folds and eased the pain of women in childbirth; He caused the trees, especially the noble oaks, to grow straight and fast and flawless, thus providing his worshipers with fuel and shelter—the wherewithal for survival in a harsh world.

  All through that year Obed and Cassie lived in the protective shadow of the Oak—the Bull Oak, as Obed now called Him. From deadwood Obed carved tool handles and platters, bas-reliefs and ornate mantelpieces, newel posts and intricate walking sticks, all of which found ready market in the village store. The two of them built a snug cabin under the Oak’s sprawling branches and were warm with oak fires through the winter. Their love grew grand as the Oak itself, and in the spring Cassie knew she was carrying Obed’s child. And she was happy.

  But it was not a true spring. Unbeknownst to anyone the great cloud of dust and detritus from the Soembawa volcanic explosion had now reached the upper atmosphere of North America. People marveled at the vivid apple reds and plum purples of the dawns and dusks, but the real fruits of that year were starvation and despair. The Javanese dust worked as a thin, almost invisible filter against the warmth of the waxing sun. In the heart of the woods the snow remained four feet deep at Easter. Stock ponds in the highlands never lost their ice, nor did the black anchor ice in the brooks and rivers ever loosen its grip. Apple trees tried valiantly to bloom, only to be nipped dead in the bud by dark returning frosts. Corn would not sprout in the fields, and vegetable seeds froze hard as bird shot in the ice-fanged earth. Blizzards blew on the Fourth of July. Everywhere farms failed, triggering a flood of migration from Vermont to western New York, to Ohio and even as far west as Iowa and Wisconsin. That miserable year—1816—is still remembered by Vermonters as “Eighteen-Hundred-and-Froze-to-Death,” or more simply, “The Year Without Summer.”

  Firewood of course was in short supply, and when available sold for the unheard of price of three dollars the cord: a month’s wages for a lucky man. In Huble’s Gore covetous eyes were cast on Obed and Cassie’s virgin oak grove. A group of businessmen led by Colonel Simeon Thorpe and Pastor Elihu Peggs, the two most powerful men in town, approached Obed with an offer to buy his wood. Their price was a decent one, but of course Obed refused. Threats followed, and Obed merely laughed. The stage was set for tragedy.

  The raiders struck in the dead of night, masked and moccasinned for stealth. They clubbed Obed unconscious as he reared up from sleep, then dragged him outside the cabin and chained him up by his wrists from a low branch of the Bull Oak. Cassie, now in her fifth month of pregnancy, watched in horror from the cabin door. Despite their disguises she recognized Thorpe and Peggs, along with Thorpe’s bullying lieutenant, Caleb Munro, who had once tried to rape her in the days of her mute childhood. Only her father’s heavy fist had saved her. Now Caleb wrapped an arm around her, his big hand on her breast. “Your tiddies is bigger’n they was,” he said in her ear. His breath reeked of sap beer and applejack. “That furriner must of pronged you right good, didn’t he, you hoor? Soon’s we get him sugared off, I’ll finish up what I started long time ago.” He gave her breast a vicious squeeze.

  The raiders piled deadwood under Obed’s dangling heels. Then Pastor Peggs, tall and rake-thin in the dark, pronounced his judgment: “You are an evil and an unbelieving man, Obed Magrute. You worship a false god, and you worship in the out-of-doors. You have committed the sin of Ahaz. That awful man, King of Judah, who brought alien and abominable rites to the Land of the Chosen. Even as you, Ahaz worshiped not in the sacred confines of the Temple, but in the wilderness. Abomination! The Lord God abjures us, Thou shalt not suffer a sinner to live. So be it.”

  He struck fire to the tinder and applied it to the deadwood. As smoke curled skyward and flames guttered in the dark, Cassie saw Obed’s eyes flash upward to the maze of oak branches. He spoke in the language of the Bull Oak. Instantly, from the west, came the answering mutter of thunder. Sheet lightning flared over Abednego Mountain across the way. The Bull Oak began to move, to mutter, and the raiders fell back. The creaks and groans of the swaying tree continued, and Cassie understood. Obed smiled down at her, resigned, and smiled, nodding.

  So he must die! The Bull Oak had said so: a sacrifice from which even greater sacrifices would be born. Tears filled her eyes as Caleb Munro grabbed her and threw her to the ground before Obed’s watching gaze. She felt her nightshirt ripped from her, felt the chill touch of the clammy night and the increasing heat of the nearby fire. Caleb was on her, penetrating her, his breath sour in her face. The flames roared loud now, hotter, the smell of woodsmoke going rank with that of burning flesh. And still Obed did not cry out. She could see him still through the smoke, watching, his eyes big and brighter than the flames.

  Then his voice boomed out through the woods:

  “Here ye now this,” he bellowed, “my curse, my blessing, my prayer! For my God has not forsaken me. Even as I die, you shall do Him honor.”. His eyes blazing out of the fire held the men frozen. Pastor Peggs reeled as if struck by a heavy bullet. Cassie felt Caleb go limp within her.

  “Whosoever among you or your heirs or assigns shall cut of this wood for whatever purpose, be it to build or to burn, to house your kine or kinsmen, to hew into tools or even the meanest stick—whatsoever his aim, that man shall suffer the Oak Death. Nor shall your children be spared my vengeance. Even as you have taken my dear woodwife and unborn son from me, and violated them so foully, so too shall this Wood take yours. My god shall have His disciples, and your blood shall both provide and feed them. And you, Cassandra, my dear wife and love, you shall ensure that my curse, my prophecy, is fulfilled.”

  His voice by now had gone hoarse with the fire and smoke that filled his lungs. He faded into the flames, until his eyes were part of them. An anvil cloud had formed over Widdershins; now thunder crashed, lightning forked downward, and Caleb Munro—running—disappeared in a sudden pink explosion of steaming meat. The raiders broke and ran, with trees hurling branches at them as they fled. The fire roared skyward to join the lightning.

  The fire blazed till midnight, then slowly died to gray-shrouded embers. At first light Cassie made her numb way to the garden patch and retrieved Obed’s crozier from where it lay hidden under the jungle of squash leaves. As she returned to the Bull Oak, she heard the jingle of harness and saw wagons and loggers entering the grove from the meadow. She waited, hidden in the green gloom, watching as they set about their business.

  They did not fell so much as a single sapling. The first touch of the ax brought a “widow maker” tumbling from the top of a tall oak: the huge dead branch crushed two loggers and sent another reeling away with a shattered shoulder. The next axman goggled in amazement as his sharp blade bounced as if from steel when it hit the bark and buried itself in his shin. A third tree, at the very edge of the grove, its trunk straight as a die, split when the saw was a quarter of the way into it, driving a three-foot splinter into Simon Thorpe’s throat. With that the loggers broke and ran, but even then the wrath of Obediah followed them: a wagon hastily loaded with deadwood unaccountably tipped as it raced down the smooth meadow slope, the far sideboard twirling like a blunt ax to smash on the backs of two men riding in the bed.

  When they were gone, Cassie emerged from the wood and searched through the still-smoldering ashes until she found all that remained of Obediah: the vaulted and fire-blacked dome of his skull. When it had cooled sufficiently to handle, she carried it to the grove’s edge. It was a fine summer’s day, and a warm breeze ghosted up the meadow, causing the daisies and black-eyed Susans to nod and dance as lightly as the butterflies that worked amongst them.

  They gazed down into the valley: Cassie’s eyes were bright as flint-struck steel; Obed’s stared empty, two hollow mouths that said, “Ah!”

  Above them reared the sacred crozier: its blank, round face; its wings of a stooping hawk.
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BOOK ONE
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  Spring


  
ONE

  The current heating season was not yet over, but already Jim Boggs was splitting wood for next year. It was a raw, blustery day—better suited to work in the barn or the carpenter shop—but just like his daddy before him Boggs felt that a man couldn’t start too early on his woodpile. The wood itself was fine white oak he had felled last winter, up back of the old Eldridge place when no one was looking, and he had hauled it out of the woods by tractor just as surreptitiously when the ground dried after mud season. What the hell, now that Sam was dead and his wife moved away, nobody’d miss it. Most of this wood would go to heating his own house and family, but Jim Boggs figured to split out six or eight cords to sell down in the flatlands, where townsfolk were shifting to wood heat in the wake of the sudden, OPEC-inspired rise in heating-oil costs. Ought to be able to get eighty dollars the cord for good, weather-dried oak, Jim reckoned, more if he trucked it downcountry to the Albany suburbs. The money’d come in handy for Christmas presents. He hadn’t been able to afford much for Polly and the kids these past few years, what with hard times all around and his Vietnam pension spent up on the farm and the kids being borned.

  That morning Polly had begged him to take the day off and come with her and the kids into town.

  “You’re turning into a reg’lar workaholic, Jimmy,” she pleaded. “You ain’t been down off the mountain since New Year’s. And you know it’s not safe to work the saw and the splittin’ all by yourself.”

  “I ain’t no baby, Poll,” he’d gruffed at her. “You worry too much. I been doing this kind of work since I was big enough to swing an ax.” But he’d hugged her to his big chest and patted her short, blond hair as he sent her on her way. She was a good woman, his Polly, though lately she’d grown very worn and wan-looking, as if maybe the loneliness of farm life was getting to her. “Tell you what,” he said as she shooed the children into the truck. “First thing when I sell some of this oak-wood, I’ll take you and the kids up to Rutland, to the movies, and maybe a big feed at Colonel Sanders. How’s that?”

  The kids squealed with delight and even Polly smiled for a change. She waved at him as she bumped down the driveway at the wheel of the rusting pickup, but her eyes still wore that bruise of worry that had begun, now, to worry him as well.

  Actually, Jim Boggs liked working on his woodpile. It was a form of therapy for him, in which he could take out his frustrations against a society for which he had laid his life on the line as a soldier only to be rewarded with a seemingly infinite future of grinding hard work at bare subsistence wages. Every time he split a log, he imagined it to be one bad guy or another: “Take that, you friggin’ Ayatollah!” Or: “Here’s one for you, Lee Iacocca, for sellin’ me that worthless hunka pickup truck!” Beyond the political, he got pleasure from “reading” the sawed face of the chunk at hand, seeing where the minuscule cracks were farming as the green wood dried and split, and then laying the sharp edge of his eight-pound splitting hammer precisely on target, feeling his muscles swing full power as the maul spun overhead at full arms’ reach, then the sock of the steel hitting home and the log popping open, neat and clean with the sour reek of oak sap all around him. When he got in the rhythm, his whole two hundred pounds behind it and the sweat whipping off of him even in zero weather wearing nothing warmer than a T-shirt, Jim Boggs could split nearly a cord of wood an hour. And that, by God, was fast—as fast as a hydraulic splitter, maybe even faster! He loved it.

  He was in the rhythm now, his big hand snaking into the wood heap with eyes of its own, his hard fingers snagging the log, yanking it free, standing it upright against the splitting block as his other arm started the maul on its upward swing. The hands meeting on the smooth, ash haft. The maul topping out above him while his eyes read the stress crevices, then the power swing: crack! And the log laying open to either side, defeated. Grab, set, swing, crack! Again and again and again.

  There was a hypnotic quality to the rhythm: his eyes began to blur out of focus as he fell deeper into it, the raw stink of split wood mixing with his own sweat, the deep grunt of his swing like some half-forgotten Montagnard war chant from his Vietnam days, the craggy bark of the oak chunks taking on the shape of leering masks, of demon faces, the howl of the wind rising in the woods at the top of the mountain. . . .

  He was just into the power swing when it happened. The earth seemed to shift under his widespread, booted feet. The log teetered, fell sideways to the right. The heavy steel maul, its edge glinting fanglike in the weak spring light, swung through its arc; Jim Boggs, off balance, shifted his left foot; the first resistance the great steel tooth encountered was Jim Boggs’s boot. The edge bit deep, splitting leather and sock and foot all in the same instant.

  “Shee-it!”

  He spun and fell backward against the log pile, his leg extended awkwardly before him. He felt nothing but a deep numbness. Then he saw the blood well up slowly through the clean-slit leather, soaking the frayed cotton of his sock as if it were a wick, spilling down over the laces into the dirty wood chips.

  Who’d of thunk it? I split my gawddamn foot After all these years a friggin’ lousy flatlander trick like that! Bleedin’ pretty bad, too. And here comes the pain. Get a tourniquet on that sucker, Jimmy boy. You gotta lot of juice in you, but you can’t let it all run out. Then get down to the house and call Doc Peggs. Damn but it hurts. And Polly’s got the truck.

  As he shifted to reach for his bandanna, he felt the woodpile against which he was leaning begin to move. Looking up, he saw it had slid forward from the impact of his hitting it when he fell. Now it loomed over him like the lip of some great wooden avalanche about to cut loose. A heavy log teetered and then fell, knocking him sideways, dizzy, head exploding with white lights. He felt the blood start down his face, into his eyes, from his ripped scalp. Then the whole log pile tumbled, heavy still with sap, rumbled and slid, cascading down over him in a roaring cloud of dust and bark.

  He was pinned.

  He pushed with his right arm—the left was numb, probably broken, he thought numbly, up in the shoulder—and got his face clear. He could see his left foot sticking out from the edge of the tumbled logs. The blood continued to pump, bright arterial blood, pooling in the wood chips and dirt and stomped grass, pooling higher, then spilling downhill in a thick red rivulet. He could feel his senses thinning out into the air, like wood-smoke on the wind. The world was going pale, receding and thinning like blood in water.

  He saw something standing against the light—something upright, tall. A man! But he could not focus, all he could see were the legs, the thin upper body, the dark, motionless head. The man was watching him, still and waiting.

  “Help,” Jim Boggs said weakly. “Bleeding. A tourniquet . . .”

  The figure remained motionless. Behind it, just before he sank into unconsciousness, Jim Boggs thought he saw other figures approaching. Then it all went white.

  The house had been advertised as a “handyman special,” which in real-estate parlance means “total wreck.” No central heating, rusty plumbing, plenty of dry rot. Still, Mark and Laura Avery didn’t mind that in the least Both of them were “handy” with tools and more than willing to give the place the abundant “T.L.C.” that the chipper copywriter warned it would need. After all the house had four bedrooms, a big “country kitchen” well lighted from the south and east by authentic colonial six-over-six windows replete with wavy glass, and a cozy Dutch oven in the kitchen that needed only a little pointing up with mortar to be back in business. The floors, though creaky in spots, were of random-width white pine cut more than two hundred years ago when this hilly corner of western Vermont stood tall in climax forest. Though the roof leaked in the lightest drizzle, the walls were paneled in lustrous fine-grained hardwood that lent the low-ceilinged rooms a warm, clubby aura, and the post-and-beam frame of the house was rock solid: sturdy hand-hewn timbers of white oak and maple, wood-pegged at their joints, still bearing the bite of ancient adzes long since moldered into rust.

  “Nope,” said the real-estate agent, a glad-handing flatlander from New Jersey who affected a false Vermont twang, “she ain’t a-goin’ nowheres.” He kicked one of the eight-by-eight-inch posts in the musty, cavernous attic and winced as the soft leather of his pigskin-lined L. L. Bean chukka boot buckled against the scarred hardwood. Mark Avery, who played at carpentry in his spare time, rapped a beam with his knuckles and grunted noncommittally.

  “Maybe not,” he said, “but it sure needs a hell of a lot of work. Who are the previous owners?”

  “Old couple named Eldridge,” said the agent, consulting his listing book. “Husband died last year and the widow moved downstate with her daughter’s family.”

  “How did the poor man die?” asked Laura Avery.

  “Beats me,” said the agent hurriedly. “I don’t live in this neck of the woods personally. Old age, prob’ly. Why don’t we take a look down cellar?” He herded them toward the rickety staircase that led to the second floor. “Yaas, Mr. Avery, the old house she do need some work, I reckon, but a healthy young couple like you and your missus here, you should get her shaped up in jig time. . . .”

  Well, Mark thought, smiling to himself, work or no work it’s still a good deal. The house, a barn, a hillside root cellar and twenty acres of land for only sixty grand. Petty cash, considering today’s market. The monthly payments on the house would come to less than half of what they paid in rent for their apartment in the Apthorp on Manhattan’s West Side. What Mark wanted most in the world was to quit the city and his stagnating career as a commercial artist and take a crack at country living. He would keep a few of his better contracts with the magazines and concentrate most of his effort on serious painting. At the age of thirty he had already left it a bit late, but over the past year he had had two one-man shows at the Napier Gallery off Fifty-seventh Street and his notices had been enthusiastic enough to warrant the gamble. Laura’s income as a television model was nearly as good as his. Their combined savings and investments were substantial, but it would take them a year or two to learn country ways and become reasonably self-sufficient, so any saving they might be able to squeeze on the house deal was welcome.

  “I don’t know,” Mark said when they got downstairs, “your ad didn’t say anything about that leaky roof and those water stains in the upstairs bedrooms. I’m just an amateur with hammer and saw, and with my wife expecting . . . I think fifty thousand would be a fairer price.”

  The agent’s sudden smile took Mark aback. Maybe he should have started at forty. . . .

  “If dat’s an offer, Mistuh Avery,” the agent said, reverting to pure “Joisey,” “I t’ink you gotta deal.”

  Mark exchanged a quick glance with Laura.

  “Would you mind if my wife and I talked it over in private?” he asked. “We’ll just take a stroll up into the meadow, so we can get a better perspective on the house and the setting.”

  “Fine,” said the agent. “You won’t see a nicer country view this side of Norman Rockwell.”

  They walked up into the meadow, dead grass and winter-dried black-eyed Susans hissing against their jeans, and when they were out of the agent’s earshot, Laura giggled.

  “What’s that about me being preggers? Do you know something I don’t?”

  “Hardly.” Mark laughed. “But all’s fair in love and real estate. I just figured it would get the price down, but the way he snapped at the offer I’m not so sure. After all, the house will be a lot of work and we do want to have a baby when and if we buy it. What do you think?”

  They stopped a few hundred yards from the house and looked back down at it. From a distance the peeling paint, the loose roof slates, the crumbling mortar between the chimney bricks, were invisible. The house was indeed a Norman Rockwell dream—a snug white clean-lined block of security in the austere New England countryside. It was early spring and the big sugar maples that flanked the winding gravel road stretched their gray-barked arms crookedly at the metal-bright sky; a brook flashed and winked its way down the valley, sending bell-notes up to them as it purled over ice-polished boulders; a red-tailed hawk circled the ridge across from them, its high scream sounding faint and wild as it echoed down the hollow.

  “Well,” said Laura, plumping herself down in the grass, “I think it’s just the place we’ve been looking for. That big north bedroom upstairs would make a fine studio for you, and I could use one of the others for a sewing room. There’s a nice-sized room for the baby, too. Sure, it’ll be hard work—but that’s what we want, isn’t it? To get away from that precious Bloomingdale’s-Studio-54-Bloody-Mary-Brunch-at-the-Bogart-Festival bullshit, as you so daintily phrase it. And once we’ve got the place spiffed up, I’ll have the baby and you can get cracking on your canvases.”

  “It is a marvelous view, isn’t it?” Mark said. “Look how the light works on those far mountains, just the hint of purple in that gunmetal blue, and the flax-white of those hay fields to the north there—like hammered pewter and white gold. I could set up my easel in this meadow and paint the same scene for a year straight and still never repeat myself. And those trees up there, oaks by the look of them—you can almost see faces in that craggy bark. I could become a portraitist of trees, not to mention those great weathered human faces we saw in front of the store when we came through town.”

  “The town is terribly tiny,” Laura said doubtfully. “Just the store, the sawmill, the church, and that saloon on the road coming in. But the houses are just too much the quintessence of quaint. The place is almost a little too dreamy. I bet the townsfolk are mean and nasty and aloof and inbred, harboring some evil secret and only waiting the chance to work their spells on us innocent flatlanders.”

  “Easy.” Mark laughed. “You’ve been reading too much Stephen King.”

  “Look at this!” Laura had been poking in the grass and now she came up with a tiny three-leaved plant, crinkly-edged and rust red in color. “Wild strawberry? Yes, it is—I’m sure. Oh, look! Under the grass—the whole meadow is full of them! In a couple of months we’ll be up to our elbows in strawberry jam!” Her denim-clad bottom waved above the grass tops as she crawled. Unable to resist so tempting a target, Mark gave her a light swat just south of the Calvin Klein logo.

  “Come on, you budding horticulturist.” He laughed. “I happen to be allergic to strawberries as you well know. But if you keep waving that delightful derriere at me I’ll be right down there in the weeds with you. And we won’t be studying botany. Let’s go down and buy ourselves a farm.”

  Driving back through town later that afternoon, having given the agent a binder on the property, Mark and Laura again commented on the old-timey quality of Hubley’s Gore (population 608 at the 1980 census). Apart from the sight of a few cars and pickup trucks parked in driveways and the two shiny Mobil pumps in front of Minter’s General Store, the town might have been bypassed by the twentieth century. There was none of the sullen seediness common to so many poverty-wracked and dying American small towns, no peeling paint and junked cars growing rust in muddy backyards, no tawdry shopping centers on the edge of town with their ubiquitous Radio Shacks and pizza/submarine parlors, no scruffy sporting-goods store with the ominous word GUNS tolling in faded capitals above a window glittering with Saturday-night specials.

  No, the Gore was different. The houses were neatly painted, the lawns carefully raked of the winter’s leaf and branch litter. Covered tin sap buckets hung from the thick-trunked maples that lined the streets at this, the end of the sugaring season. Broad-beamed housewives in worn denims and rubber knee boots worked busily in their garden plots, turning the soil and planting early crops: peas and spinach and radishes most likely. Laura’s own latent gardening instincts stirred: she longed to feel black dirt under her carefully manicured nails. Far back behind the store, where the rarely used railroad track skirted the town, smoke rose from the chimney of. the Widdershins Sawmill & Lumberyard, apparently the only industry in the Gore. The high ripping whine of a buzz saw echoed faintly through the chill spring air.

  “Something’s up at the cemetery,” said Mark as they passed the churchyard. Laura looked and saw a funeral in progress. A simple coffin of raw yellow pine stood on sawhorses beside the wet brown maw of a newly dug grave. A knot of mourners in drab but tidy suits and dresses stood hatless at the graveside. As Mark drove past, Laura noticed a young woman of about her own age, blond and hollow-eyed under a veil, standing with one hand on the coffin lid. Four children, ranging in size from toddler to gawky preteen stood stiffly beside her, the older boy uneasy and solemn in a sport shirt buttoned at the throat. The woman held a pink-blanketed bundle in one arm: a baby. Laura felt a stab of anguish at the sight of the obvious widow and her young brood. She wanted to look away, but the horrid pathos of the sight held her gaze for a long, aching moment. Next to the widow stood a very tall, distinguished-looking older man—the woman’s father?—with iron-gray hair bared to the April wind. He looked up at that instant and his gaze caught hers across the weatherworn and canted headstones. His eyes were deep-set and glacial blue, penetrating and hawklike. He nodded to her as Mark pressed down on the accelerator and they sped out of town, back to New York. The eyes stayed with Laura for days afterward.

  Somehow the memory of the old man’s glance came back to her most strongly the night, a month later, when they said good-bye to Bill McGregor. The best of their many friends in New York, Bill had courted Laura before she met Mark. It hadn’t worked out: Bill was by his own admission a perpetual bachelor, the result, he said, of having studied for the priesthood in his youth. The “crisis of faith” that dropped him from the ranks of the nascent Jesuits had left him agnostic, but still saddled with many of the psychic side effects of the priestly life. He was a tall, slim, sandy-haired man of forty, wry and bespectacled, and he taught history at New York University, specializing in pre-Civil War Americana. One night in bed Laura had asked him what constituted his “crisis of faith.”

  “I could give you a whole night’s worth of metaphysical mumbo-jumbo replete with Thomistic proofs and Kantian refutations,” he said. “But what it really came down to was that my balls were more influential than my intellect. Or to couch it in sporting terms, it’s groin over grace in the human race. And yet, that dry priestly voice still mutters to me at night behind the confessional screen. I’d make a lousy husband—at least right now I would. Perhaps in a few years . . . say ten or twenty . . .”

  Then Mark came along, ardent, creative, perhaps not as “deep” as Bill nor as witty, but blessed with a paucity of hang-ups. Bill had taken Laura’s change of allegiance with good grace, and indeed he and Mark soon became the closest of friends, arch-rivals at racquetball and football betting and her favorite sport of all, Being-Nice-to-Laura. Indeed it was Bill who indirectly steered them to Hubley’s Gore. For the better part of a year their house-hunting had proved disappointing. They had written off the Hamptons at the outset as too expensive and far too Manhattan Inbred. Starting on the western slopes of the Catskills, they had found incredible land values—one place in Chenango County, a well-built house, three cathedrallike bams, two ponds, a trout stream, and a hundred prime acres, was priced at sixty nine thousand dollars: cheap dirt indeed—but a cultural wasteland. The closest big town had only one bookstore, and that of the “adult” persuasion. The Adirondacks, though wild and scenic enough, were scuzzy and teeming with ticky-tack in the areas where land was available. The ski zones of Vermont and New Hampshire were high-priced, studded with mock-Nordic and Alpine architectural abortions, and aswarm with screwed-up, displaced New Yorkers—the last people they wanted for neighbors: losers to a man (or bull dyke).
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