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The mid-sized town of Clearfield Falls is carefully carved into thick forest running along granite cliffs. A handful of cars shuffle past offices and sit-down restaurants near a sleepy courthouse. Tidy, aging neighborhoods crisscross into the distance, church steeples anchoring block after block.

Solemn grave markers spread down the long, rolling hills of a sprawling local cemetery. A row of gleaming power mowers roars to life. Straddling each one, ball-capped teens in a tight, green company work shirts, Power Mower Incorporated printed large across their backs. The small fleet fans out among the stones.

In the distance, down a narrow asphalt path, beside an idling hearse, six aging, former frat-boy Pallbearers in tailored black suits impatiently grumble in a circle.

Look, I have to be on a call at eight-thirty, so can we please get this moving . . .  No one cares about your phone calls . . .  Don’t start with me . . .  How bad does this look, half the town council burying their Chairman on a Tuesday? No service. No people. It’s weird . . .  Heard they had to pry a ball gag out of his throat. The freak . . .  Hey. Come on. Rudy Morgan would’ve been Mayor Morgan someday. People liked him, what do you say we keep it that way . . .  Why? We didn’t make him do that to himself . . .  No, but that little freak bailed every one of us out at some point. And, evidently, we are very much his only friends, so, there’s that . . .  And also, there’s Ruth . . .  Who’s Ruth? I don’t know a Ruth . . .  His twin . . .  Twin? Never had one in school . . .  What? Yeah, he did . . .  Doesn’t say much, but sort of that hot-nerd category . . .  Huh . . .  Think she’s into the ball-gag thing?

Together they chuckle and, on cue, together find Ruth Morgan standing among them. They jump a foot.

Ruth, plain to the point of near invisibility, painfully eyes the hearse. She hides behind large glasses, long bangs and shapeless clothes.

A wheezing Undertaker stomps toward them.

Sorry to keep you all, he says, throwing open the hearse door. Damn lawn service couldn’t wait to get paid. Let’s get started, shall we? Yes. It’s going to be a warm one.

How long was she standing there, one Pallbearer whispers to another. 

Just grab the box, somebody coughs.

 

A few miles away, on a wide, blue-collar street, happy birds chirp outside Junior Mazurski’s house. His overgrown yard crowds a wide brick porch. High wooden fences and huge hedges help form a sleepy and inconspicuously secure bunker.

Inside, fading family artifacts stretching back decades line the walls. Mostly family photos and vacation landscapes. A jumble of yard-sale-ready furniture and art. Shelves and shelves of crime and adventure paperbacks. A handful of classic, carefully positioned plastic action figures along the mantel. A high-school diploma. Unused in the corner sits a tiny, ancient television with big rabbit ears.

Junior, an enormous, hairy, harmless, gentle giant, greying at the temples, coughs and smacks his lips as he wakes on an oversized couch. Cats scatter. An equally enormous dog at his feet stretches, part wolf, nearly always happy.

Morning, Rusty, Junior says, scratching his ears. How you doing, buddy?

The big dog yawns back at him.

Stumbling down a dark, dusty hallway, he pulls a tattered, blue bathrobe over his t-shirt and boxers. The kitchen is cluttered but clean. On a counter near the phone, a first-generation answering machine blinks. Putting an old copper kettle on to boil, Junior punches the button.

Hi, uhm, my name is Cathy Stubbs, a fuzzy speaker warbles. Sorry to call so early. I got your number from the phone book. We moved and need somebody to do our lawn. There are some hedges and a tree that may be dead . . .  Or dying, maybe. It just seems unhappy. Anyway. Sorry. It’s not too much. Only a couple things, and our neighbor loves you. My number is . . . 

While the message plays, Junior digs through a junk drawer for a short, dull pencil. Finding no paper, he tears the back off a box of kids’ cereal and scribbles.

Junior’s backyard is an impressive, high-walled, carefully manicured and sculpted garden full of color and quiet spaces. At the center, a patch of lawn as precise as a pool table. A big, industrial shed stands locked beside the house, along with a handful of other equipment. This is an isolated oasis, hidden from all but the sun.

Barefoot in his robe, he tends to a patch of flowering bushes with long clippers. Satisfied, he sets the clippers down and picks up his mug. Sipping, Junior gazes at his creation as he begins to pee.

An hour later, Junior throws open his front door, ready for work. A ball-capped, teenage guy in a Power Mower Incorporated shirt was just about to knock. He looks barely old enough to drive the truck. The Teen launches into a speech from a clipboard.

Hello, sir, the kid mutters. I am pleased to represent Power Mower Incorporated in your area, and I’m thrilled to let you know that you are chosen for one week of our free front-yard mowing and hedge-trimming service, because we, I mean I, are, I mean am, sure that you will find for yourself that Power Mower Incorporated is far superior to our local competitors, who frankly can’t beat our prices or . . . 

The Teen glances up from his clipboard to see that Junior wears a faded work shirt with the Mazurski & Son Gardening Service logo, along with the name Junior stitched below it.

Rusty bounces past their feet. The Teen turns to the driveway and spots a broken-down pickup with an aging mower perched in the back. The faded letters of Mazurski & Son are stenciled on the truck door. Rusty pants at them from the passenger seat.

Oh, I’m sorry, the Teen says. I didn’t . . . 

He backs away from the enormous man looming in the doorway. Junior smiles down at him.

Not so fast there, pal, Junior says. Don’t forget to trim the walk. And don’t be afraid to get up there and square off the tops of those hedges while you’re at it. I mean flat as a board, got it? Thanks, champ!

Junior climbs into his truck and drives away, leaving him alone and puzzled in the overgrown front yard.

 

In the cemetery parking lot, a police cruiser cools next to Rudy Morgan’s hearse. In the distance, Ruth and the Pallbearers stand over his grave. Behind the wheel, Officer Carroll is lost in thought, cell phone to his ear.

No, he says. No, of course I didn’t mean that. I want her back home safe, same as you. I’m just saying, she’s going to learn one way or the other, and, sorry to say, if I can’t break her, I’m afraid of what the hell will.

A loud squawk from the phone cuts him off as he pops open the glove box. Inside, a pint of vodka rests on its side. He opens and pours it into a cold cup of coffee, swallows hard and sets it back, softly clicking the latch.

You’re right, he says. Sorry. Another bad choice of words. No, she’s not a horse. I know that. I only mean . . .  You know what I mean. I’m here now. Got to go. Yeah. Love you too.

At Rudy’s grave, Ruth and the Pallbearers bow their heads.

Well, the Undertaker says. I don’t usually do this part, I mean, normally, so I guess if anybody has something to say . . . 

To their collective surprise, Ruth steps forward. She takes another step. Then another. Then all at once she lifts the edge of the casket lid with both hands. They leap to grab her, but freeze as the lid opens.

Inside, Rudy is the male mirror image of Ruth. He seems happy. Lip quivering, Ruth digs into her bra and finds a small figurine of a little girl, smiling with bows in her hair. The men collect themselves and move again towards her.

Leave her be, Carroll says, now only a few feet away. The Pallbearers are halted by the timber of his voice.

Ruth reaches into Rudy’s suit coat pocket and finds a matching figurine of a smiling boy holding a bucket. A chip is missing from the boy’s ear. She holds them side by side and tears flow to her eyes. Ruth tucks the girl figurine into Rudy’s suit coat pocket. She tucks the boy figurine into her bra and closes the lid.

My apologies, the Undertaker says, flustered. That is supposed to be locked.

Carroll takes Ruth by the shoulders.

Alright, he says. Let’s get going now.

Ruth nods and they walk away together.

The Undertaker quickly works the mechanism that lowers the casket. The Pallbearers look to each other in dismay and gratefully scatter back to their lives.

 

In the kitchen of their cottage-style house, Bob and Cathy Stubbs kiss, lingering for a long time. In her arms is their potty-training Daughter.

Say goodbye to Daddy, honey, she says. Have a good day at work.

You too, he smiles.

Their Daughter squirms in her arms.

Thanks, I’ll need it, she says. Alright, you, time to eat.

Bob is halfway to his car with a travel mug when his cell phone rings.

This is Bob, he says. Oh. Hi . . .  

Cathy waves from the window. Bob waves sheepishly toward his house, covers the phone receiver with his hand and hustles toward his car.

Hey, can’t really talk, he says. Wait, are you calling from my desk number? Me? Um, the brown suit with . . .  Oh you are, are you? Well, by the time I get to the office, I expect to find that report under my desk. That’s right. That’s what I said. Oh, you do, do you . . . 

Fumbling to get into his car, Bob drops his keys and is startled to spot Junior at the end of his driveway, staring at him, holding the address written on cardboard from a cereal box.

Their eyes meet. Bob forgets about the phone.

Can I help you, he asks.

Cathy is at the front door with a smile.

Are you the person from the yard service, she asks.

Yes, ma’am, Junior nods to her.

Terrific, she says. Please come on in. I just put on some water for tea. Bob, honey, you better get going.

Bob is stunned for a moment as gigantic Junior strides toward his front door. He collects himself and finds his keys.

Yes, Bob continues loudly into the phone. As I was saying, Harold, please make sure that file is on my desk by the time I get there or else . . . 

Junior and Cathy shake hands.

Harold is Bob’s assistant, she says. They’re on that phone all day. Blah, blah, blah.

Junior follows her into the house and Cathy closes the door.

Concerned, Bob lingers indecisively, then drives away.

In the kitchen, Cathy pours steaming water into cups and gets out a box of tea. Her Daughter squirms in a high chair, throwing peaches to the floor.

You see, Bob and I both grew up apartment people, she says. We don’t know one end of a lawnmower from the other.

Junior is fixated on a mall studio portrait pinned to the fridge with a big ladybug magnet.

You have a lovely family, he says.

Cathy hands Junior his mug.

Thank you, she says and turns to scoop up her Daughter. Alright then, what do you say we take this nice man outside and show him around our tiny little yard. What do you say? Hmmmm? What do you say?

The toddler smiles. Cathy balances her squirming Daughter expertly on her hip. Junior follows them out the door.

The photograph from the fridge is gone.

 

Next to his car at the cemetery, Carroll comforts Ruth, silently sobbing with a look of pure woe.

There there, now, he says. Rudy always asked us to look after you, and that is just what the missus and I will do. Remember, we are always right next door.

Ruth looks up at him, face smeared with tears and snot. Carroll looks around.

Ruth, he says. Where’s your car?

She shrugs.

Did you walk all the way here, he asks.

She sniffles and nods.

Well, get in, he says. I’ll drive you.

Ruth suddenly looks past him, eyes wide, in a general panic.

Officer Carroll, shouts Stan Reynolds, hurrying toward them in a rumpled suit, dodging tombstones, waving a notebook. Officer Carroll!

It’s that jerk from the paper, Carroll says. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him.

Morning, Stan says.

Yeah, Carroll says. What can I do for you?

About Councilman Morgan, Stan says. I know you were friends. Neighbors, correct?

Carroll yanks open his car door, not interested in talking. Ruth is already inside. Stan never saw her with Carroll.

Wait, Stan says, moving slowly forward. Please. I was talking to someone at the coroner’s office this morning. They used the term accidental suicide but wouldn’t elaborate. There’s still no official report. I have just a few questions concerning Mr. Morgan and how he was found. Whether it seemed suspicious at all. Whether there’s any kind of ongoing investigation about if this was the action of an otherwise stable, sober and even cheerful person, frankly. I mean, I don’t know how else to say it. Did he have enemies?

No, Carroll glares. Do you?

Rudy Morgan was an important part of this community, Stan says, trying to stay on his toes with Carroll. I mean, how would you like to find your name in the paper associated with covering up an important story?

How would you like to find that pen sticking out your ass, Carroll asks.

Carroll means it.

Right, Stan says. Duly noted.

 

Junior’s truck creaks to a stops in front of a large, ornate but tasteful house. Rusty pants from the passenger seat and obediently stays as he climbs out. On the mailbox, a bright yellow advertising card from Power Mower Incorporated, including coupons. Junior sighs and gathers his tools.

In the backyard, he wrestles a rusted wheelbarrow piled with soil down a steep row of flowing hedges. A long wood-handled shovel rests with one end on his shoulder, the other in the dirt.
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