
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Spooky 

Short Stories

The Gravedigger’s Story

Ghost Brother

Running with the Train

The Banshee and the Witch

Too Close to the Edge

[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]

By Kathryn Meyer Griffith



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The

Gravedigger’s Story

[image: ]




A Short Story of 6,200 words

[image: ]

BERNARD STUMPF THOUGHT he spied something thinly vaporous flit from behind a tree to a grave, one guarded over by an impressive stone angel with a sword in its hands, and then on to another grave. But it was hard to tell exactly what the mysterious shadow was because the night snow was being viciously churned by the wind and if he squinted his eyes hard enough, he could see all sorts of strange shapes in it. It was often like that. So perhaps the figure might have been his imagination, might have been nothing; might have been a ghost.

Sometimes the shadows were and sometimes they weren’t. Ghosts. He’d met many a spirit in St. Catherine’s cemetery over the years. Some of them had been harmless echoes, barely visible, scarcely recognizable as what they’d been in life and some of them had been evil remnants who were more than capable of hurting, if they were inclined to, the living. He made sure to stay far away from those varieties.

It was his curse to see the dead and, on occasion, being able to talk to them. Oh, he’d become used to the ghosts and sometimes he would even speak back to them. Not often, though. Ghosts could be quite pesky once they realized a living person could see and, even worse, hear them. Some could be mercurial, many selfish, a few childish...and some could be absolutely destructive. He kept his guard up among all of them.

The elderly man, built square and low to the ground like a compact tank, with weary eyes of blue ice, and silver hair trimmed close to his skull, lingered at the window and sighed. Once he’d been young, with muscled arms, strong limbs; a quick brain and a clever tongue. Now he was bent and used up. Once he’d had a family...a mother, a father, brothers and sisters, a loving wife, a spirited son and a granddaughter who somehow had all met their deaths before him. Now, except for the transient shades and his silent friends beneath the cemetery’s earth, he was alone in the world. Everyone else in his life was long gone–except for a finicky fat feline he called Casper, who let Bernard live with him.

The old man continued to stare through the glass into the cemetery he’d cared for and worked at for over fifty years. The snow, a curtain of ivory, was coming down heavier now. The ground beyond the window was covered in a deep, muffling blanket that hid most of the headstones or turned them into strange pale lumps dotting the grounds. The branches of the skeleton trees scattered among the tombstones were encrusted in glittering white and chattered in their tree language amongst themselves as the air tossed them about. The winter was proving to be a brutal one. The snow would not stop. It made it difficult to dig the graves when the earth was frozen. He should know. He was a gravedigger in a time when manual gravediggers, the men who dug the graves by hand with shovels, were becoming few and far between. He was one of the last of them. Time had moved on and more and more backhoes were now digging the graves for man, making these deep dark holes in the ground lickety-split. The frozen earth was no problem for the excavating machines. Who needed human gravediggers anymore?

The only reason St. Catherine’s Cemetery had kept a human gravedigger on their payroll as long as they had was because the church and the cemetery hadn’t had the money to buy a backhoe and a new dump truck. St. Catherine’s was a small church in a rural town. But the church’s meager assets had changed last year when one of their congregation, Myrtle Johnston, had passed away and left her whole life’s savings to the church. It had been a fortune and had enabled the church to do a total remodel, add solar panels to the roof and purchase a new dump truck, a shiny new backhoe and hire a younger man to operate them.

So, Bernard was being put out to pasture. Simple as that. It hadn’t come as a complete surprise. The church’s cemetery, in the middle of a town ironically named Heaven, wasn’t begging for customers. There were a lot of old people in the church and they died pretty regularly. Bernard had had to dig sixty graves the year before; this year, with the congregation steadily aging, there could be more. Digging that many graves was a load of work for an old man. Truth was, even with the church’s increasing death rate, Heaven was booming. The Wal-Mart Supercenter and the new car plant, where they made SUVs, had brought in a flood of new people to the town. Inevitably, eventually, which would mean more customers for the graveyard, that would mean more work for the gravedigger.

Pastor Tomas had informed him the week before that by the end of February he would be retired and the machine would take over. Bernard had been upset at first but he knew it was for the best. His body was nothing but aches and pains. Then, after thinking on it, he realized, perhaps it was time. He was long past retirement age...and the church was going to give him a modest pension and let him remain living in the caretaker’s house until he died. Not a bad deal. He’d begun digging graves by hand, spadeful by spadeful, when he’d been just a boy of eleven, helping his father, who’d been caretaker before him. Sixty years ago. On a freezing night like this one was, the thought of retirement sounded heavenly. He smiled at the play on words.

His eyes traveled from the window to his wrinkled and gnarled hands. An old man’s hands. When had that happened? When had he grown so old? Ah, he thought, remembering...it had happened when Ellie, his granddaughter, was gone. Ten years ago now. That was when he had aged. The winter she’d gone missing along with the other two young women from town. They’d just vanished.

Ellie. He fought back the rage that had been with him since he’d lost her. She’d been a thoughtful girl with soft blond hair and laughing olive eyes; barely twenty years old. Her mother and father, his son Jared, had died in a freak avalanche during a skiing vacation when Ellie had only been ten years old. Both of them dead at once. Bernard lowered his head as the memory stung him as it still did after all these years. Losing them had been so hard, but he’d had little Ellie to save his sad heart. After her parents died she’d come to live with him in his small house tucked against the cemetery and he’d made room for her. She’d brightened up his life more than he could have hoped for. He had been the only family she’d had left. It hadn’t been easy. Already an old man, he raised her for the next decade and she’d quickly become his heart and happiness–until that fateful winter when his heart had shattered forever.

Ellie had gone missing on the fifth of December, the first of the three girls who would later be taken over the next couple of years, and the evil taunting letters to the local newspapers from the man who called himself The Butcher began the following week. The first letter claimed he’d taken Ellie. Then it went on in malevolent gory detail describing what he’d done to her–strangling her and then hacking her body into bloody pieces–before he’d killed and buried her in a place no one, he boasted, would ever find her. A place where he’d bury the others as well. Oh, from the start the police had had a darn good suspect for the women’s disappearances and had arrested him. He’d been a loner named Hector Cummings who lived in a ramshackle house not more than five miles away from the cemetery. But the police hadn’t had enough evidence to keep Hector in jail and so they released him. But Bernard had waylaid the suspect leaving the court house, and grabbing him, had stared into his eyes searching for the truth.

“Did you kill those girls, Hector?” he had demanded of the man. “Did you kill my Ellie?”

“Let me go. Get away from me, you crazy old man,” Hector had ranted beneath his breath as he’d roughly shoved Bernard to the ground. Then he’d leaned down over him and whispered, “So what if I did? They didn’t have enough evidence to charge me so I’m a free man.” The killer’s laugh was practically demonic.

“Did you kill my Ellie?”

“Maybe I did and maybe I didn’t.” Hector had smirked at him, spun on his heels and walked away as the media with their clicking cameras and microphones trailed after him like manic groupies.

But Bernard had seen it in the man’s eyes. They’d been eyes as flat as a spider’s, soulless and cruel. The eyes of a murderer. He’d butchered his Ellie for sure. He’d slaughtered those other girls all right, too. Besides being able to commune with ghosts, Bernard could stare into a person’s eyes and see their true selves. Hector Cummings was guilty. For sure.

And so had begun Bernard’s obsession to make the monster pay, one way or another, for what he’d done to Ellie and the other girls. Man’s justice wouldn’t do for him. Bernard would not rest, would not let himself die, until that monster was four feet under. Not six. That was a fallacy that a grave had to be six feet deep. The modern graves, because the caskets were no longer made of wood and were usually placed in a concrete vault, only needed to be placed four feet down in depth. Deeper than four and the casket would collapse under the pressure of the dirt.

Bernard moved away from the window and stiff legged from the arthritis that had become his very own demon he stoked the fire in the fireplace. Standing there, he rubbed his hands above the flames to warm them. It was exceptionally cold that night. Colder than any night before and it was supposed to be as cold, if not colder, in the morning.

But, no matter how inclement the weather would be, he had a grave to dig when the sun came up.

Releasing a groan, the old man left the warmth of the fire. The clock on the wall showed it was almost ten and he knew he’d need a full night’s sleep to have the energy for what he had to do the next day. The temperature had been hovering around fifteen degrees the last week and the following morning was supposed to be closer to zero. The ground would be unforgiving. He’d been prepared for that, though. Earlier that day he’d spread out sixty-five pounds of charcoal, the cheap stuff he’d bought from Wal-Mart, on the potential gravesite. Then he’d mixed in old issues of newspaper for kindling, squirted on a quart of lighter fluid and had set the site ablaze. As the coals had begun to spark, he’d covered the future grave with a metal hood he’d hand-fashioned years ago and often used, then laid on a blanket of insulation. It would cook the ground overnight, melting the inches of frost and snow and would allow him to dig the next morning in plenty of time for the afternoon burial.

The continuing snow, though, would made it extra tricky. Bernard has seen snow as deep as forty inches in his time and had once filled in a grave when it was twenty below zero. He cringed remembering that day. Oh, that had been a miserable job. That dig. He’d had ice coming out of his nose, freezing above his upper lip. That had been the coldest day he’d ever had. Before he had finished, he’d feared his hands had frozen solid and would break off if anything knocked against them. He prayed tomorrow wouldn’t be that bad. Even digging a grave in hundred degree weather was better than digging one in a blizzard. He should know. Yet regardless the weather, a funeral was rarely canceled. Maybe a massive flood or an earthquake would do it, nothing less.

He stoked the fire a final time before he called it a night. When he headed for his bed, Casper rose on four paws, stretched butt up in the air, and with a yawning meow padded into the bedroom to stake his claim on the bed. The cat was his best friend and was always at his side, slept with him and would traipse along behind him when he was out digging the graves. The cat would climb a nearby tree and peer down at him or would lay on the top of a tombstone watching as Bernard worked. Lucky cat. It didn’t have to dig. But he loved the creature and the cat provided him with welcome companionship. He’d found Casper, a bedraggled kitten, drenched and with his tiny bones sticking out like a porcupine’s quills, on his porch one January dawn eighteen years ago. It’d been a frosty day, rainy, and he’d felt sorry for the kitten; made the mistake of feeding him and the cat had attached himself to Bernard like a cocklebur ever since. He was a good cat, though. Casper always went outside to do his business and never tore anything up with his claws.

Right before Bernard climbed into bed he glanced out the frosted window into the cemetery. Darn! There was that strange wispy shadow floating among the tombstones in the graveyard again. It was late but the snow, on the ground and still falling, made the night look like day. If there was some wraith out there waiting for him, they’d have to wait until the morning. There was no way he was going out there in the freezing dark to talk to some ghost.

“See you tomorrow, who-ever-you-are. It’s bedtime. Leave me alone,” Bernard grumbled, as he pulled the dusty blinds down, then got into bed. Casper was already sprawled across it, belly and legs raised towards the ceiling; snoring lightly. That cat could fall asleep faster than any cat he’d ever had and he’d had his share of them.

“Move over, bed hog.” Bernard shoved the feline over so he could crawl beneath the covers. His old bones were clicking together from the cold.

Something was persistently tapping at the window, but he ignored it. Long ago he’d had Pastor Thomas bless his little house so the ghosts couldn’t get in. Otherwise, they’d never leave him alone. In minutes he was snoring right along with his cat.
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BERNARD WOKE UP TO Casper’s warm tongue slurping across his face. The cat was hungry or had to go out. Either way, Bernard had to get out of the warm bed. Darn. It was seven a.m. and the grave he had to dig that day would take at least four hours of work. The burial ceremony was to be at three o’clock. He fed the fire then fed the cat. He’d eat later after his job was finished.

A glance at the calendar on the wall revealed what he already knew. It was December fifth. The day Ellie went missing ten long years past. A shiver crept up through his veins, and he shook his head. He didn’t want to think about any of that. He had work to do.

Lordy, it was still a blizzard outside, and he felt sorry for the family of the dearly departed and their friends who would be attending the burial in the afternoon. It was a miserable day for a funeral. The graveyard beyond his windows was an elaborate ice sculpture, and he prayed the bed of burning charcoal had done its job and loosened the earth. Otherwise his digging would be a heck of a lot harder. His muscles ached just thinking about it.

When he was dressed in long underwear, jeans, two layers of work shirts, thick socks, a black knit cap, warm gloves and his coat, he hobbled outside and, collecting the thin-bladed, steel-shank shovel he’d use to dig the grave, he trudged on through the deep snow.

It was so horrible outside Casper hadn’t followed him out. That cat was no dummy. He knew if he went out in the storm he’d be a frozen cat for sure.

The ice pellets cut at the gravedigger’s face as he made his way behind the house, climbed in and drove the old dump truck into the graveyard; parking it as near to the bed of charcoal, the new grave, as he could get. It wasn’t easy. The plots in the cemetery were packed in tightly and if he wasn’t careful someone’s gravestone would end up in pieces beneath the truck’s wheels. It was a tricky thing to maneuver the weather-beaten vehicle; one he’d had since he’d purchased it brand new in nineteen-eighty five and fiddled with year after year so it would keep running, through the crowded graveyard. Not an easy task but he’d been doing it for so long he was pretty much an expert. Well, most of the time. There had been this one unlucky incident about two years ago when he’d backed the truck into someone’s mausoleum and smashed up the front of the tomb. Bernard didn’t like to think about that, either. Good thing the inhabitant had been past caring. Bernard chuckled. Pastor Thomas had not been happy, though. Just another reason, he supposed, he should retire. His eyesight wasn’t so good anymore, either.

The minute he began digging he knew there was going to be a problem. The bed of coals hadn’t totally thawed the ground below all the way down. He’d been digging, shaving the sides of the grave so they were straight, placing the wooden cribbing in one level after another as he had so many times before. Until the last foot or so, and then the ground proved nearly impossible to shovel out. His arms began to shake and yet he kept at it. What choice did he have? The grave had to be ready, waiting for the ceremony, the expensive casket and the artificial grass rug that would cover the gaping hole. Bernard had never not had a gravesite ready on time and he wasn’t about to start now. As the snow continued to fall around him, he dug harder, so hard the leg that pushed down the shovel began to hurt.

The grave was almost done, when he glanced up and saw her...a white translucent figure wavering, fading in and out among the snow flakes, at the end of the open hole. She was staring at him. At first his mind refused to accept who the apparition was. He dropped the shovel. His mouth fell open.

Hello, Grandpa, the spirit’s voice was a soft whisper that somehow rose above the howling wind of the snowstorm. Then he realized the ghost’s voice was in his mind and not only in the air between them. Her arms lifted to him and her white face attempted a smile. It almost made it.

“Ellie?” He couldn’t believe it. Her spirit had decided to visit him after all these years. He’d prayed for it, but it had never happened until now. Then he remembered...it was the ten year anniversary after all. An unusual happiness warmed him as he returned her smile, his frozen lips forming a stiff curve. But there had to be a reason she was showing herself to him at that exact moment. “What do you want, child?” He didn’t have to yell for her to hear him. She heard him well enough.

The ghost levitated over to him. I missed you so, Grandpa.

“And I missed you, too, granddaughter.” He felt the tears rim his eyes and he wiped them away before they fell and froze. “Why are you here? Are you here because it’s the anniversary of your abduction, your death?”

No, I am here because he has died.
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