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Spring had most definitely not sprung.

Micki Bennett rose from her bed at 6:55, as she did every morning. Most of her night was spent awake from the near-constant thunder rumbling, and torrents of rain pounding incessantly on her roof and windows. 

It was the worst storm in the area for years. 

She wished she could just jump out of her bed, run into the kitchen, make a cup of tea, and then get back into bed and huddle under the blankets and just spend the day there. The only thing that would make that wish even better was if she had a special someone to cuddle with under the blankets.

Still, she had a job to do. 

Wrapping up warmly in a terry cloth robe that while comfy, had seen better days, she sat on the edge of the bed, and reached for her thermal socks. As she slipped the sock on her foot, a boom of thunder rocked her tiny cottage, followed by a flash of lightning that could be seen through the narrow crack in the heavy drapes covering the old-style sash window.

She hurried to the hallway, intent on completing her morning task, and hopefully getting back into her bed for another hour or two of precious sleep.

In the closet, she reached for her bright pink raincoat and stepped into her knee-high rain boots. Finally, she made her way to the kitchen and grabbed the ring of keys from a hook, took a flashlight from a drawer, and opened the door.

Almost immediately, the wind took the door from her grasp and sent it with a tremendous bang against the exterior stone of the cottage. Stepping out, she grabbed for the door. After a minor tug of war between her and the wind, she managed to get the door securely closed.

At once, the wind whipped her hair all around her face, and icy rain pelted her skin. 

A thick fog hung in the air, and swollen rain-filled clouds rolled through the grey sky. Micki turned on the flashlight to cut through the foggy air. She hurried her way from the cottage, and through the puddles of gathered rain water on the path, to the imposing wrought iron gates. With one hand, she attempted to brush away the raindrops that clung to her eyelashes, and fumbled to hold the flashlight steady as she used the key to open the padlock and pushed open the gates.

The purchase of the cottage, which sat in an isolated area of the upscale market town of Edgerton, had been a steal, dramatically under priced for the sought-after area. Yet, the cottage, or more pointedly, what stood on the grounds of the cottage, was not for the squeamish. The cottage was once upon a time ago a chapel, and what surrounded the chapel was a small graveyard. A stately church built in the mid-nineteenth century once owned the chapel and graveyard, and buried its parishioners upon their deaths. When the graveyard ran out of space, the church eventually locked the gates and distanced itself from it. Likely, they did not want the expense of its upkeep. 

Only recently, Micki discovered the difference between a graveyard and a cemetery.

A graveyard now or at one time, belonged to a church. 

A cemetery had no association with a church. 

Yet, with time and expansions of graveyards and church closings, and the opening of large cemeteries, most people now settled upon the word cemetery. Micki was happy to call her little plot a graveyard.

Regardless if people believed the cottage that sat on the grounds was a haunted graveyard or a cemetery, no one was very interested in living amongst the dead, and the property languished on the market for years. Even the solid maple floors, bespoke kitchen, and the stained-glass window in the bathroom weren’t enough to convince a buyer to lay down their money.

It was their loss.

She checked the listing daily at the estate agent’s website hoping for a miracle. Every few weeks, the price dropped a little bit more and filled her with the hope that this cottage, along with its graveyard, was meant to be hers.

When the price dropped to an amount Micki could comfortably afford, she snapped up the cottage — graveyard and all — and moved in. She paid the listing price and didn’t even think to quibble over a further price reduction. 

The sale stipulated that Micki must maintain the grounds, and the graveyard must be made available every day to the public. So, every morning at seven, she opened the gates, and at seven every night, she locked them. Sadly, she never saw a living soul in the graveyard.

She was now quite comfortable in her little home and lost hours every spring and summer lovingly maintaining the grounds and washing the stones. In winter, she would sit in the window seat near the fire and gaze out at the picturesque scene created by the snow on the gravestones. This summer she would begin planting flowers and assorted shrubbery to make her graveyard more eye appealing. 

Maybe then, there would be visitors. 

For some reason she couldn’t understand, she felt the need to plant as many lilacs that she could comfortably fit in the graveyard and all around the perimeter of the cottage.

Lilacs just seemed…appropriate.

No, appropriate wasn’t the right word.

The lilacs belonged there, just as the cottage and the graveyard belonged there.

The lilacs were simply meant to be there, and she would be sure that they would be, and she would care for those lilacs until they were the most beautiful flowers in the village.

Of course, accomplishing this brought about a bit of a bother. 

It seemed that there were people in the village who stealthily walked around the village with a concealed pair of gardening shears or some sort of sharp scissors and clipped the most prized flowers. It had even made the local weekly newspaper, but the thefts continued. To Micki, if the biggest danger in the village was a few people stealing plant and flower cuttings, well, then it was a good place to live.

Once her daily chore was complete, the gates open to any visitors who would never arrive, she was about to dart back into the cottage, but stopped to shine the beam of the flashlight toward the gravestones. The wind had been fierce all night and showed no signs of relenting. She needed a peek at the graveyard to be sure no trees were uprooted or stones were damaged. After all, there were stones from as far back as 1830. Some of them were so weathered, the inscriptions were no longer readable, and most were very fragile. 

When she had first moved in, she found a broken stone of an infant who had passed away in the late nineteenth century. The stone had been callously thrown in a pile of rubble at the back of the graveyard. She had wept as she collected the pieces of stone and brought them into the cottage. She paid for a replacement stone out of her own money. The stonemason discounted his price for the new stone and the engraving, and he waived his fee to install it.

There were still good people in the world.

Several large tree branches lay on the ground. That could be cleaned up after the storm. There was no point in moving anything now since more branches were likely to fall during the day. 

At the end of the long row of gravestones, something did not look right. She needed to investigate it or it would stay on her mind all day until she returned outside to check on it. 

Micki walked along the line of stones, with each step her rain boots sunk into the squishy mud. Her worst fear was confirmed – one of the above-ground vaults had partially collapsed. With a sigh, she crouched down beside the broken stone and first shined the light around it, apprehensive to look into the vault itself in fear of seeing something unpleasant that was meant to stay hidden. Mustering her courage, she focused on the gaping hole, now surrounded by rubble.

It wasn’t what she expected to find.

She had never with her own eyes seen an open vault before, but she had seen photographs. Usually, there was a casket inside the stone vault enclosure. If a vault collapsed, it would crush the aged casket inside, exposing its contents. She didn’t really want to deal with, let alone see the bones of some long-deceased person exposed to the elements.

But there was no casket to be seen, only a broken stone platform, and a dark, gaping hole.

Had the ground subsided, and the casket fell deep into the earth? 

Or had there never been a casket at all? 

Perhaps the crypt had been purchased by a family who may have moved away from the area, decided to be buried elsewhere, or perhaps were cremated and their ashes scattered.

Perplexing for sure, but with the wind increasing in its ferocity, and the rain coming down in sheets, she needed to get back into the cottage before she either blew away or got struck by an errant lightning bolt and laid unconscious in the graveyard without anyone knowing she was there. There was nothing she could do now, and no one ever prepared her for such an incident. Later, she would call a stonemason for advice, and to schedule an emergency repair.

She stood, ready to hurry back to her warm cottage when she heard it.

A whimper.

Was it coming from the open grave?

Imagination, she assured herself, as a cold shudder came over her.

Then she heard it again. A soft cry now. At once, Micki’s legs turned to jelly, and she dropped to her knees.

Had a dog fallen into the hole beneath the broken vault? 

Maybe a cat?

It didn’t sound like the cry of an animal. 

It sounded…human. 

Was it a child trapped in the hole, lost, possibly injured, and in danger of what remained of the vault collapsing on top of him or her? 

Her heart palpitated in her chest as she leaned into the broken vault, hoping and praying the whole unstable mass would not collapse on top of her and the poor child trapped in the hole.

A sudden waft of damp, moldy air reminiscent of an old, abandoned cellar caused Micki’s stomach to heave. Recovering quickly, she shined the beam of the flashlight into the hole. For a moment, time seemed to be still, and Micki merely stared. 

Was she dreaming? Or hallucinating? Her mind could not process what her eyes now stared at.

It wasn’t a dog.

Or a cat.

It wasn’t a child, either.

In the corner of the hole, sat a young woman crying pitifully, with her knees drawn up. In the dim light, Micki couldn’t make out a lot of detail, except long hair, and limbs.

She knew she should run back to the cottage as quickly as her feet could carry her and telephone the police, and also ask for an ambulance to be sent as well. But with the chance of an imminent collapse, instead, she leaned further into the hole and extended her arm to the woman.
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