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The air compressor in the small factory kept up its unceasing rhythm. 

Vroom-chunk. Vroom-chunk. 

Small piles of fallen leaves, filthy bits of trash, and a few desolate beer bottles were strewn along the rusty chain-link fence at the back property line. 

The workers inside the factory were perhaps dimly aware of the old cemetery next door, with its uneven ground and ancient gnarled trees. But the workers concentrated closely on the task at hand as they placed the plastic tops on metal spray cans. Millions of tops needed placing, and each worker earned a fraction of a cent for each. Today: hair spray. Yesterday: hair spray. Tomorrow: perhaps antiseptic cleaner — or more hair spray. To the workers, it was all the same. By the end of each piece-work shift, they might earn enough for the essentials of life: simple food for the table, cheap beer and a few aspirin to soothe aching overworked fingers.

But today there was a small commotion at the factory. A Boston Police officer had walked in the front door and asked, “Did your people see anyone in the cemetery?”

Workers abandoned their posts to peer through the chain-link fence. School kids were gathered near the cemetery’s front stone wall and padlocked wrought-iron gate. Some children hurried home in shock. Others stood, stared and murmured.

This was a Protestant cemetery—perhaps the only one in this heavily Irish Catholic community. The Boston police were flummoxed. There was no standard procedure for something like this. A call had been placed to an old stone Congregational Church a mile down the road. Perhaps this was fitting, as the Congregationalists were successors to the Puritan founders of Boston. Some of those laid to rest in this old graveyard in the 1600s and 1700s were undoubtedly good Puritans. But the sons and daughters of the original Puritans had long since departed the area.

A radio call was made to the department chaplain, an old Catholic monsignor. He was half an hour away at a murder scene in Charlestown. But with his snow-white hair and kindly face, maybe he’d know what to do.

Another call was made to the local firehouse. 

“Could you bring your bolt cutters to open the gate of the old cemetery? No, we won’t need an engine, just the bolt cutters. We had an incident and need access.”

The first police officers on scene hesitated. After all, this was not their usual line of work. Better to wait for the coroner, the chaplain, some mortuary workers—anybody. Plus, the gate was locked. Better to wait for the cemetery caretakers.

But one officer just hopped the wall. He was a rookie—unjaded by normal police procedures, unburdened by the fat of innumerable donuts and the stiffness of endless car patrols. Thin, quick on his feet, tall enough to have a clear view and smart enough not to disturb the crime scene, he moved with deliberation. 

Jack Doherty, his older Irish partner watched with amazement. These Black guys are really athletic, he thought. “Hey Jackson, you could get hurt doing that.”

Jackson responded with a silent wave and continued to move ahead.
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The lawn was uneven—sunken by depressions left by rotting coffins, heaved by centuries of frost. Old gravestones stood in seemingly random spots, the more ancient markers having fallen and been swallowed by the earth. He glanced at a small white rectangular stone, a child’s grave. The eroded marker read: Abigail aged 7.

A Harley-Davidson motorcycle roared past on the main street, followed closely by a thundering MBTA diesel bus. The factory’s compressor continued to hammer: 

Vroom-chunk, Vroom-chunk. 

When dear Abigail had been laid to eternal rest so long ago, this must have been a bucolic setting, a quiet place where the occasional passerby might have stopped his carriage to pay solemn respects. But time had been unkind to this place. Today, in the 1970s, Officer Martin Jackson was about to see something unthinkable to Boston’s Puritan founders.

His progress stopped. His feet felt frozen to the soil below. No Police Academy class had prepared him for this sight or warned him of the crime’s consequences. He studied the scene. The grey granite crypt was arched deeply into the earth. The cornerstone had been relief-carved with the year 1859 next to the name GRAYSON in large capital letters. The inch-thick iron door had been pried open; its antique padlock shattered. The tomb had been desecrated.

Mr. Ebin Grayson’s sleep of more than a hundred years had been rudely interrupted. Someone had smashed open his decaying casket, dragged him outside, and sat his mortal remains against the tomb’s open door. A filter cigarette had been placed in his mouth.

Nearby, another figure had been propped against an old, misshapen tree. Like his father Ebin, Josiah Grayson had been buried in a dignified black suit. But now both father and son sat exposed to the sunlight in a most undignified manner. A teetotaler in life, Josiah sat mutely with an empty beer can on his head.

Jackson was startled by the plaintive tone of a deep human voice, clearly that of an elderly Black man. “Dear Lord Jesus, have mercy on us.”  The man switched the well-worn Bible he was carrying to his left hand and extended his right. “Rev. Gaskins.”

“Officer Jackson, Boston Police,” came the reply in a shaky tone. “How did you get through the locked gate?”

Rev. Gaskins smiled warmly. “Climbed over the wall, like everyone except the lazy cops. It’s only four foot tall, for heaven’s sake. You’re not from Roxbury, not with that accent.”

“Virginia Beach. Moved here for college.”

“Virginia is nice, especially in winter. You plan on staying in Boston?”

Jackson stared at the cigarette hanging out of Ebin Grayson’s decaying mouth. “After seeing this, I’m not too sure. Hey, how come a Black minister is working in the whitest neighborhood of Boston?”

Vroom-chunk. Vroom-chunk. 

“I’m covering for the regular minister who’s out of town. So why did they assign a Black cop to the richest, lily-whitest area of the city?”

“They have the best donut shops out here and they’re trying to make me fat and slow.”

In any other circumstance, Jackson’s comment would have drawn a laugh. But not now.
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The men heard the deep rumble of a fire engine pulling up in front of the graveyard gate. A group of firemen in full turnout gear hopped to the ground. One used a large bolt cutter to quickly snip the lock. A few seconds later, the truck was rolling back toward the firehouse.

Vroom-chunk. Vroom-chunk. 

Cops and a few civilians began to filter through the gate. Officer Jack Doherty surveyed the scene and muttered a curse. He’d seen plenty of strange things over the years, but never anything like this. 

“Whoever did this is a sick pup.”

He spotted Detective Michael Collins arrive in his white shirt, blue Baracuta jacket, and dark slacks. Collins reached into his jacket pocket and held out a packet of the cheapest cigarillos known to man. “Need one?”

Doherty knew that smokes like this were used to cover up the stench of dead bodies. He grasped the small cigar in his fingers and leaned down to take a light. “Been dead a hundred years, from the look of things.”

Detective Collins began to move. Doherty steeled himself and followed. Collins scanned the ground. “Let’s see where else they hit. It looks like they only broke into the old crypts—didn’t dig up any graves.” He paused to puff. “They’re too lazy to shovel, so that definitely makes them Irish.” Collins smiled broadly.

He stopped to inspect some fresh trash—a sub shop bag, sandwich wrappers, and three empty beer cans. They were of the same brand used to decorate Josiah Grayson’s head. 

Doherty leaned down to check a crypt. Locked solid. Only three more to check in this small graveyard. Collins scribbled some notes and finished his methodical search. He noticed Doherty lose his balance for a moment on the sunken ground. 

I’ll be lucky if Doherty doesn’t keel over, thought Collins. He’s almost ready for retirement and does as little work as possible. Thank goodness that new guy just got promoted to detective and assigned to me. He’s at a 30-minute meeting with District Commander Hogan, which probably stretched to 90, as usual. He’ll be here any minute. 
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Jackson gathered the courage to look into the open crypt. Among the shadows were three or four shattered adult-sized coffins. The top halves of the bodies had been removed; the decayed legs remained. One body had been reduced mostly to bones, some of which had been carelessly tossed about. Then, on the right, he spied child-sized boxes splintered and smashed to ruin. He gasped in horror and turned to the Reverend. “A whole young family is buried here.”

“Lord have mercy on us all,” he responded before turning away. 

Vroom-chunk. Vroom-chunk.

Rev. Gaskins remained silent for a moment, perhaps to offer a prayer. Then he looked Jackson in the eye. “You know, Virginia Beach surely holds a brighter future for a young man like you. For fifty years I’ve ministered to the roughest parts of this city, but I’ve never seen pure evil like this. A devil is roaming these streets. Lord protect us all.”

Before Jackson could reply, an old Catholic priest with snow-white hair approached through the gate. “Hello Rev. Gaskins,” he said with warm familiarity, then extended his hand to Jackson. “Fr. Bob Purcell, Department Chaplain.” (He didn’t like to identify himself with the fancy title of Monsignor.)

Fr. Purcell quickly analyzed the scene and knew exactly what to do. There was no time for small talk; he was pressed for time. He had just rushed over from a gruesome murder scene across town. Now a druggie was threatening suicide over in Allston. He opened his small back bag, and took out a strip of embroidered fabric with a gold fringe on each end. This was a vestment called a Stole, his symbol of priestly authority. He placed it around his neck with a silent prayer and took out his container of Holy Water. 

This water had been created by combining Blessed Salt with ordinary water, and pronouncing the prescribed exorcisms and blessings. Through this ritual, the water had become a potent spiritual weapon.

He prayed as he sprinkled the Holy Water on each defiled body, upon the broken crypt and toward the four corners of the cemetery. His work done, he quietly returned to his vehicle. Others would clean up the physical mess.

The rain of Holy Water had barely settled on the old graveyard when Jackson was surprised by a sudden tug at his ankle. It was a small, expensive-looking dog with beautiful golden curls. It ran a few steps, waited for Jackson to follow, then darted to the back corner of the cemetery.

Jackson excused himself from Rev. Gaskins and followed the dog. He found it beyond the fence next to the railroad tracks, yipping excitedly. Jackson eyeballed the rusty six foot fence and spoke to the dog. “If a little guy like you can get back there, I guess I can too.” He pulled himself to the top of the fence and hopped to the ground.

The dog paused to let Jackson pat its golden curls. “What do you want boy? What’s back here on these train tracks?”

The dog began to walk sadly down the tracks until it came to a broken off tree trunk. Jackson stopped and gasped, “My dear Lord.”

A woman’s filthy, mummified skull with long black hair had been placed atop the trunk. The dog walked over as if to comfort Jackson as he stared in shock.

Jackson thought he was hearing things when a gentle voice came whispering from the golden dog. “You can’t fight this with a badge.”
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Detective Collins tossed his cigarillo to the gutter. “Hey Corky,” he called. “Wanna coffee?”

Newly minted Detective Paul Corcoran grinned and gave a quick thumbs up. He was a young man with a clean shaven face. He’s trying to hide that he’s a cop with that Southie sweatshirt and brand new Red Sox baseball cap, thought Collins. At least he ditched that black trench coat. It screamed cop.

The two men jaywalked through stopped traffic—a Boston tradition—and were soon sipping coffee in a booth at a nearly empty donut shop. It being almost 2:40 p.m., the donuts were nearly gone and the shop would soon close. They each had to settle for a plain cruller.

“Sick,” said Corky. “Whoever did that is a candidate for Bridgewater.”  (Bridgewater State Prison for the Criminally Insane.)

Collins shook his head as he took a bite of cruller. “I hate to tell you, but we’d be lucky to get Youth Services.” (The modern, lenient Massachusetts version of Reform School.)  “This was done by juveniles—teenagers cutting school. At most, the judge would order psych counseling.”

Corky nodded.

“From what I can piece together, this was done yesterday after lunchtime. There were two or three kids. They bought a six-pack of cheap beer at the liquor store and some subs down the street. The cemetery is the most secluded drinking spot around. They were wise guys. The beer went to their heads, and they thought it was funny to break into the old tombs.”

“Where can a teenager buy beer around here?”

“Anywhere. They had a crackdown last year, so now it’s all straw purchases. Finish your cruller; I’ll show you.”
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