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BROUGHT TO YOU BY CRYSTAL LAKE PUBLISHING

TALES FROM THE DARKEST DEPTHS


1979

CEMETERY WHISPERS

Even before the calamity that shook the city to its deepest foundations, St. Charles, a place of some charm and innocence during the late seventies, held its traces of dark history and secrets. As St. Charles expanded, becoming more actual city than town, its shadows subsisted. With industry and developments accelerating the city’s way of life, many of the old tales, such as those surrounding Marion Cemetery, were forgotten by most. 

“Be careful around Marion Cemetery,” a few of the city’s fading elderly used to say to their children. “Or the shadows might carry you away.” 

Dominguez remembered. Having seen almost a full century, he was a man of many secrets. Though his frame was frail and his mind aged, he remembered much.

As the cemetery’s solitary gravedigger, Dominguez often strolled its outer perimeter during the dark hours. In his way, he walked the boundary of darkness and light.

His occasional whispering to the shadows punctured the silence, for two dark forms followed him closely.

Most other visitors to Marion Cemetery never saw the old whispering man with the deep-red ruby ring on his right hand. Some who came during the dark early hours heard his whispering, even if they did not see the man himself, and Lucy Newcomb was one such visitor.

On an autumn night of 1979, she approached a grave—a flat stone set in the dark-brown soil and surrounded by dried leaves that crunched with her approach. Dressed in a black coat with brass buttons, she came forward with a bouquet of sunflowers and daisies and laid them on the grave etched Newcomb. 

The plain gray stone suited her aunt, simple in manner but kind at heart and gone for a year past.

Between the crunching leaves and the soft-blowing breeze, Lucy barely heard the whispering. She released the bouquet onto the stone and stood up straight. Anxious, she glanced around.

“Hello?” Lucy called, but the voice she thoughtshe had heard went silent.

She looked at her aunt’s grave again, then back to the darkness. Beyond a freshly-dug grave, she could discern nothing.

She made for the cemetery’s black iron gates. Once past the gates and to the road which ran beside them, she hurried to the black Mercedes-Benz at the curb. She drove away, making only one more stop before leaving St. Charles.

Half an hour later, she sat in one of the small bars that clustered Candle Square. She didn’t like the look of the place, but she wanted a drink. One drink turned into two. She couldn’t shake the thoughts of the cemetery from her mind.

“Excuse me,” she said to the gray-haired man behind the bar. He paused in the midst of wiping off a section of the bar with a white towel.

“Yes, miss?” 

“What do you know about Marion Cemetery?” she asked him.

“What do you want to know? It’s an old cemetery, the oldest in St. Charles. Lots of history in that place.” 

“Sure, there’s history,” said another man sitting two stools away from Lucy. “It’s a cemetery.” The man sipped his gin and tonic and added, “Those people in the ground, they’re history.” 

The man had been sitting there for the past ten minutes, smoking his cigarette and drinking his drink beneath his brown mustache. A name tag pinned to the man’s blue-collared shirt read Mike. Lucy glanced at him but didn’t respond.

She looked back at the bartender. “I think I heard a voice there tonight. Someone whispering.” 

The bartender gave a slight nod, thinking. “You ought to be careful,” he said. “You never know who might be wandering around in the cemetery at night.” He finished wiping down the bar and moved along to another waiting customer at the opposite end.

As Lucy lifted her second Singapore Sling to her lips, she realized to her further discomfort that Mike still stared at her.

“So what did they say?” Mike asked.

“It was almost like he was watching me, whoever he was,” Lucy said without looking up. “He was saying something like, ‘Look at her, look how she breathes. She’s young. She probably has a healthy young heart, doesn’t she?’” 

“That’s weird.” Mike’s gaze dipped toward the scuffed brown surface of the bar. He cracked open a couple of peanuts and popped them into his mouth.

“It was creepy.” Lucy went back to her drink.

“Then what?” 

“Nothing. I left after that.” 

Mike lit another cigarette. “It kind of sounds like a bunch of bullshit to me.” 

“How would you know?” Lucy exclaimed. “You weren’t even there.” 

Mike didn’t reply this time, already having lost interest. He finished his drink and went back to smoking.

Lucy gathered her things, paid her tab, and walked out. She left St. Charles soon afterward to move on with her life elsewhere. Likewise, the city went on without her.


LOSS

I

In the spring of ’79, the efforts of Damon Sharpe’s research reached a pinnacle. He had in part been victorious, he believed, in his battle to unearth a truth obscured by time. He had only to look on it with his own eyes to verify the success as more than personal, though it remained a victory few recognized as authentic. 

The only things that made Damon different to his wife, Anne, were that she loved him and that he was who he was—and he had loved her, even if no one else seemed to remember her. Damon’s wife, they probably called her, the ones who knew he had a wife. The invisible woman. 

Spring became summer, which faded into early autumn. The leaves turned and fell.

Anne lay among the sheets of the bed with her head against a flat white pillow. As the wall clock ticked away, she stared at the empty space on the other side of the bed.

At the age of 38, her husband had died of a heart attack and Anne was alone with a house full of things, unfilled wishes, dreams, and remnants.

The days and hours became lost in a blur. Now she stood in silence in front of a polished wooden casket.

It might be the first time any of them had noticed Anne’s wispy form, her light-complexioned features with pale blond hair that fell straight down on each side, and her brown eyes.

The others who filled the room spoke in hushed tones. Anne heard soft steps approaching from behind. A hand touched her shoulder. She pulled away from it.

“I’m sorry, dear,” the person, an elderly woman with curled white hair, said.

“Sorry for what?” Anne replied. She saw no value in artificial kindness. She certainly didn’t owe it to anyone.

She didn’t even know the woman who stood in front of her or most of the rest of these people, and they never knew her. They couldn’t know how she felt, what she and her husband had shared, or what remained now that he was gone.

The only things left of Damon Sharpe, other than the ring she wore and his still form in that casket, were inside of her and inside that house they had shared, though its contents had become almost worthless to her. The house might as well be empty. In a way, it was. 

“Anne,” a soft voice said to her from nearby, “if there is anything I can do, please let me know.” 

Anne turned and fixed the brown-haired woman in the gray dress with a flat stare. The woman swallowed, taking a step back.

“Anne, it’s me,” she said. “Tabby Reinhart. I know we haven’t talked in a while, but—” 

“Miss Sharpe?” another voice broke in, the voice of a man.

The tall man in the dark blue suit stood just outside of Anne’s peripheral vision, to her left and behind, as if he meant to force Anne to turn around to face him. She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. She continued to face the casket.

“My condolences,” the man’s low voice spoke.

“Why are you here?” Anne asked.

“Why, Miss Sharpe, I’ve come to pay my respects.” 

“There is nothing respectful about your visit here. We both know that.” 

The man shifted. She could imagine the amused look that crossed his face, even if she didn’t look at him.

“Miss Sharpe—”

“Mrs. Sharpe.” 

A cough.

“Very well, Mrs. Sharpe, my name is Brock Keller. Your husband and I—” 

“I know who you are,” Anne said, “and I know why you’re here. You’re here to have one last laugh before they lower my husband into the ground.” 

She faced the black-haired man in the blue suit and locked him full in her stare. “You have no right to be here.” 

Keller appeared surprised. The surprise was feigned, Anne knew. No matter what he pretended or said to the contrary, Keller knew the hardship he had inflicted.

“You did your best to destroy everything my husband worked for,” Anne said to him.

“No, Mrs. Sharpe, you have it wrong,” Keller said.

“He was my husband,” she said. “You think I don’t know what went on in his life? You think I don’t know about the things you’ve done? You’re a liar,Keller.” 

Keller looked around, becoming nervous. People were staring. Tabby Reinhart, still standing near, took another step back.

“Get out of here,” Anne said to Keller. “You are not welcome here. Get out.” 

“Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” he asked.

“Get out!” Her hand twisted into a fist. She swung and struck him right in the face.

Keller’s head jerked back. His face flushed crimson. He grabbed her arms and she fought him, screaming.

“GET OUT! GET OUT!” 

Arms grabbed Keller from behind and pulled him back. Tabby rushed between them, pleading quietly with Anne. Anne shoved her away. More people pulled Anne back, but she shouted and fought against them.

Keller yanked his arms free of those around him and strode for the door. At the door, he took a look back, his jaw clenched. His eyes burned with anger.

“Dear, please,” the older woman urged Anne. “It’s all right. He’s gone.” 

Anne turned her eyes toward the door where Keller stood a moment before, saw the truth of the old woman’s words, and forced her mouth shut. She pushed her shaking hands down to her sides.

“Will you be all right?” another voice asked her from out of eyesight. She didn’t know who had spoken and didn’t care. She took a deep breath. With this group of people around her, she felt like she was suffocating.

“Please,” she said through her teeth. “I just need to be alone.” 

The group hesitated. After a moment, someone stepped away. The rest soon followed, leaving Anne again to stand in front of her husband’s coffin, tears on her face, emotion pouring from her fractured life.

The people standing behind her still wore those masks of concern, she imagined. She couldn’t turn to face them. Not now, in her moment of weakness. They didn’t deserve to witness this, her fragility. Besides, they wouldn’t understand.

It wasn’t sadness that possessed her and hardened her face against the tears that fell. It was hatred.

II

As far as Anne was concerned, the man who conducted the funeral didn’t even know her husband, but he was the first one who had offered to conduct the service. When the generic eulogy dribbled from his lips, Anne sat looking but not quite listening. When it ended, she stood up and walked for the door.

“Honey, I’m sorry,” someone said, and Anne moved right past her.

“Anne,” a man with dark hair and eyes, who had sat in the back until now, called to her. His voice failed to penetrate her cyclone of thoughts. She ignored everything around her, especially those who tried to approach or speak to her, and continued walking until she met the cold, drenching rain outside. Thunder tore through the gray skies.

Ruben Ramirez emerged from the funeral home behind her, calling her name again, but Anne kept walking. The cacophony of torrents overcame all else until she reached the small gray car, put the key in, opened the door, and climbed in. She slammed the car door shut against the rain.

The drive home was a gray mess of rain-swept streets.

Once parked in her driveway, she walked again through the deluge with no hurry in her step. She unlocked the door and stepped into the house. Rainwater gushed from her clothing.

Anne’s efforts to keep their home tidy despite Damon’s accumulated stacks of books, paper-packed folders, and curiosities were hours wasted. Even with the clutter, the place seemed like a hollow shell instead of a home.

How different it appeared to her now. Everything familiar had become a mockery. She didn’t think she could stay here any longer.

She found a black, blue-striped duffel bag jammed into one corner of the bedroom closet. She tossed it onto the bed and began throwing clothes into it.

Heedless of Anne’s incredulity, the object of her late husband’s studies persisted. Damon believed he had been close, but as close as he might have been, even he couldn’t traverse the chasm that was death. After years of research, he would never see a resolution. He would never know for certain.

But Anne might. A strange idea had entered her distant mind while she sat quiet during the droning monologue of his funeral service.

Before the funeral, she considered burning every last one of his papers. Damon had been so consumed with it that it kept him from sleep on many nights. Even when he did slide into bed, insomnia kept him fidgeting for an hour or more. It drove Anne to annoyance until Damon sprang up again to continue reading and speculating on that mythological obsession of his.

He kept stacks of photographs. Anne had flipped through them but could never make full sense of them, which sometimes prompted a lengthy explanation from Damon. She did recognize photos of mounds of rock and crumbling stone structures from a Peruvian archaeological site. Some of the photographs were of rather random piles of rock elsewhere. She remembered a photo of a gourd painted with an obscure image and many more photos of quipu, those knotted strands of varying colors that remained of the ancient world. There were many more photographs in the attic, boxes of them.

Damon had also bought books—obscure, unlisted books. He had written enough to fill a book of his own, but that had never been his goal.

In the later days, Damon’s sense of humor evaporated. His health waned. He became pale from too many hours indoors. He presented an odd sight in creeping through their home during the late hours in his efforts to keep from waking Anne, although she had already awoken. The ordeal had also taxed her.

A few men of influence had denounced Damon’s work. His correspondence with archaeologist Dr. Lawrence Cornwell, who had exhibited a rare interest in Damon’s discoveries, had become stagnant. Many of Damon’s colleagues had turned their backs on him. Most of this, if not all of it, Anne attributed to Brock Keller. The man had the tongue of a snake.

Keller had done his part to make life difficult for Damon. Damon had nowhere else to turn for support but Anne, and also Ruben, whose assistance had proven useful on numerous occasions.

Anne liked Ruben. He didn’t allow his emotions to get in the way of work. Anne might have been the same way, but today she proved to herself and others that she wasn’t. When she saw Keller at the funeral, she lost it.

Without Damon in her life, Anne had a lot to consider and a massive decision to make. It might be the death of her.

She turned away from the bag on the bed, now stuffed with clothing, and moved around the bed to the oil painting on the opposite wall. Damon had painted it in his younger days; against a background of orange-yellow sunlight, it featured a row of birds’ silhouettes perched on a fence. She slid the painting aside to reveal a wall safe.

She spun the combination dial through the proper sequence of numbers and opened the safe. Inside rested several stacks of cash and a folder thickly-padded with her husband’s research papers.

Prompted by an impulse she couldn’t place, Anne had left the folder in the safe before departing earlier for the funeral. Now she took the folder and every last dollar from the safe and transferred it into the duffel bag.

She no longer wanted to burn her husband’s papers. She would keep them. Seeing Keller today had helped her to decide that. Damon was gone from her life, but Keller had shown his face today to prove he wasn’t. Damon’s work wasn’t done. If that was the truth of it, Anne had a tremendous step to take.

There was one more thing: a camera. She found Damon’s camera, bundled it in multiple layers of soft cloth, and placed it into the bag.

After zipping up the bag, she thought about calling Ruben, but hesitated in front of the phone.

A thud startled her. Anne closed the safe and maneuvered the painting back into place.

Had the sound come from the front door? Was someone here? She sat on the bed beside her packed bag and waited for them to go away.

Outside, the rain continued to pour.

She heard something else, some other sound—a click? She leaned forward, listening, but found it difficult to hear between the rushing rain and her position in the back bedroom.

She walked to the living room and approached the curtained window to peek outside. Before she had the chance, she heard the sound again.

An unmistakable click sounded from the front door. She looked to the doorknob as it turned, and her heart pounded when the door swung open.


INTRUDER

I

When the man stepped in and saw her there, he froze. Their eyes locked. 

He was bald, with a flat nose and narrow eyes. The beginnings of a gray-speckled black beard lined his jaw. His frame filled out a navy-blue tee-shirt and black jacket.

Anne broke away and ran. The intruder dashed after her. She reached the bedroom door and his hand twisted into the back of her shirt to jerk her backward. The clothing ripped. Thick gloved fingers seized her arm.

Anne spun and struck. Her knuckles struck his tender windpipe and he released her, shocked and gasping. He clutched his throat. Anne bolted into the bedroom.

She ran to the bag on the bed and grabbed for its strap but fumbled. The bald man charged through the bedroom doorway, running across the room toward her.

She turned and popped a vicious kick at him. Her heel glanced from his shin, and his weight slammed her to the edge of the bed. In her struggling, she slipped down to the carpet below. Her head struck the edge of the bed frame.

Dizziness spun her senses. Blood pounded in her ears. The man was on top of her, fighting to hold her down. She raised an arm to thrust for his eyes, but he pinned the arm. She screamed. He shoved a black-gloved hand over her mouth and slammed her head to the floor. She forced her jaws apart and bit deep, but scored only the leather of the thick glove.

He struck her in the side of the head. The smell of fear and violence filled Anne’s senses. Darkness swirled around her. She fought the vortex that threatened to devour her consciousness.

Her right arm was pinned and so was the left, but she was able to work the latter free. She swung. The man pulled his head back and she missed. He swung in turn and drove a fist into her jaw.

She grabbed for something, anything, but there was only the night table on this side of the bed. She flung an arm upward and latched onto the handle of the night table’s drawer. She yanked, and the weight of the drawer came free. It fell from her hand and toppled to the side. Paper and pens spilled out.

The man’s arm shot out—to what, she couldn’t tell—but her hand had already closed over one of the pens. She stabbed at his midsection, and hit her mark this time. He shouted. Anne stabbed again. He raised an arm and the pen’s point stuck into his jacket sleeve. Whether it did any damage, Anne doubted, but the man rolled off her. She maneuvered her body into position to attempt another pen-jab, but the man had moved out of range.  

She pulled herself up with no concern of grace. The man, the front of his shirt darkening with blood, also came to his feet. Anne snatched up the duffel bag before the intruder rose completely, kicked him back off-balance, and sped out the bedroom door.

The man righted himself. He pulled out a switchblade, snapped out its blade, and moved after her.

Anne ran across the house to the open front door. She shot outside and flung the door shut behind her.

She went for the car with her keys in her hand. Her frantic motions missed the keyhole twice. Finally, she slid the key in and opened the door. She threw herself in, tossed the bag into the passenger’s seat, and thrust the key into the ignition.

Through the heavy rain, she saw the front door of her house swing open. She started the car and revved the engine.

The man ran down the steps and toward the car, knife in his hand.

Anne shoved the car into reverse and sped backward. The man slowed when she curved back into the street. She shifted into first and shoved her foot against the gas pedal. Startled, the intruder almost stumbled backward when the car careened toward him. He ran back through the house’s front door. Anne stopped the car on her wet front lawn.

The man showed his face from her front door, his eyes wild with menace. He still clutched the switchblade in one hand. He held his other hand to his bleeding abdomen.

Anne pushed the gas pedal again, driving the car in a circle around the front lawn until she reached the street. She sped away.
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