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Oscar Tillman
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“You kids get out of here. Get out of this graveyard.” Oscar Tillman had walked up to the family cemetery with his metal pronged rake, straw hat, and handkerchief sticking out of his overalls pocket. Old farmers like Oscar Tillman didn’t go to work with water bottles, work gloves, or cell phones. He didn’t even own a cell phone. Mr. Tillman was eighty-nine years old and dying of skin cancer which had metastasized to his liver. He would soon be a resident of the Tillman family cemetery. He had walked up from his farmhouse to pull weeds and rake up some debris before sunset.

“Y’all get on out of here,” he screamed at four kids he had never seen before.

Mr. Tillman leaned against the chain link fence erected long ago and in need of repair. His arthritic elbows poked through the thin fabric of his shirt. The kids laughed at him. They mocked, and the eldest teenage boy told him to fuck off. The two girls and the young boy looked uneasy and scared but went along with the apparent ringleader. He continued to curse at the old man. Mr. Tillman had had enough. He went through the broken gate and trotted toward the mean kid with his rake raised high. He swung at him and fell when the kid deflected the blow. The kids ran off leaving Mr. Tillman lying face down.

Oscar Tillman had spent his entire eighty-nine years in Kendall, Alabama, which is a small town on U.S. Highway 11, nestled between the Appalachian foothills. Taking I-59, Kendall is a few miles to the Gladden exit and probably sixty miles to Birmingham. Mr. Tillman had never been to either city. He’d avoided military service and the overseas conflicts during his years. He didn’t purposely avoid the military but failed the entrance physical when his number came up. Oscar Tillman was deemed disqualified due to his low mental capacity. Due to his condition, a few people had called him bad names and some had called him that vile name. The “R” word. Through the years, he went from being called Oscar to Mr. Tillman. The mean kids who became mean adults called him Old Man Tillman. He was usually a kind man and minded his own business. He just wanted to clean up the family cemetery that day.

Oscar Tillman was a descendant of the Chesapeake Bay Tillmans. They were the Maryland Eastern Shore’s most prominent family through the colonial period, the American Revolution, and to the present day. The family had controlled great plantations, vast farms, and even an island. Mr. Tillman was a long way from the luxury and wealth of his ancestors. He was the last in line of several generations of sharecroppers. He was the grandson of the brother of Jeb Tillman, the man whose very grave on which his head still rested. Mr. Tillman never married, or felt the excitement of a first kiss, or attended a movie in a theater. He could drive a tractor but not a car. The women’s group—Church Ladies—at First Baptist Church, stopped in to check on him once a week and bring him food. The church Deacons would drop by occasionally to offer some help around the place. They would try to help with chores or make repairs, but he usually declined. Oscar Tillman was a proud man and so long as he was breathing, he figured he could take care of things himself.

* * *
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“Mr. Tillman! Mr. Tillman,” shouted Brother Ralph as he shook the unconscious man’s shoulder.

Brother Ralph wasn’t a Deacon, but he wanted to be. The flock of First Baptist Church of Kendall was a cliquish bunch. Ralph McDaniel had been a member for close to fifteen years and still had not gotten into the coveted position of Deacon.

“Mr. Tillman, why are you laying in the graveyard?”

“Ralph, is that you? Am I dead?”

Ralph pulled on Mr. Tillman’s thin arms. “Here sir, I’ll help you up.”

With a couple of grunts, he was upright and wondering what had happened. Ralph started asking questions about why he was there and why he was on the ground. Mr. Tillman looked confused and couldn’t give any answers. He let Ralph take his arm and walked with him down the short trail to his house. The house was one of five small houses the generations of Tillmans had lived in. Oscar Tillman had lived with his parents and siblings well into adulthood. He was a skilled and knowledgeable farmer and loyal son and brother. He never had the means to branch out on his own, plus his parents never trusted he would be able to take care of himself. That seemed to be just fine with Oscar. He worked the soil by day and played his harmonica at night. He was very good with it. On a quiet night, his tunes could be heard throughout the valley.
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The Stansfield Family
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The Stansfields were a peculiar family. Elliot and Carisa were coming up on twenty years of marriage and despite their marital strife, were talking about having an anniversary celebration later in the summer. The move to Kendall had been stressful. Boxes needed to be unpacked and they were concerned that the nearest schools were several miles away. They had even discussed home schooling but with four kids ranging in ages from ten to seventeen, the idea was starting to fade. Elliot had been a job-hopper for years, and Carisa had made just enough money to keep the lights on and buy groceries. The family had moved from house to house avoiding rent payments for as long as possible. Then the inheritance came in.

They were lucky to be living in a large house with the largest piece of acreage in Kendall. Carisa was a relative of the last living member of the Kendall family and was left with the farm. Kendall was founded centuries earlier, and the Kendall family name was everywhere. They were all gone. Many of the town’s people were also gone. They had moved on to college, jobs, and bigger cities. Kendall no longer had working farms and no industry or businesses.

Elliot Stansfield was figuring pretty much on never having to work another day in his life. Carisa’s inheritance had not only included the huge farmhouse, barn, stables, and enough acreage to make it a working farm again, but she was suddenly a millionaire. Once the lawyers had gotten their huge share, she had been able to deposit close to five million dollars in the bank. A few people told her to consult an accountant. To speak with somebody versed in inheritance matters they had said. Elliot had control over everything in the family and told her the money would be safe in the bank.

“Elliot, I need to go shopping,” Carisa said. “We have nothing in the refrigerator.”

“Why are you telling me? Just go.”

“I need money. I need a bank card or a credit card, or maybe a street corner to stand on.”

“Dammit woman, what happened to the money I gave you last week?” Elliot fired back.

“Groceries, school clothes, and dog food. You insisted on getting that damned Rottweiler and he seems to shit more than he eats, which is a lot.”

Elliot rummaged through his pockets. “Here, take this and it better be enough. And be a smart ass to me once more and you know what you’ll get.”

Carisa took the hundred dollar bill and left the house crying. These days, one hundred dollars would buy three days’ worth of groceries at best. Plus, that beast of a dog would take up a big chunk of it. Not to mention the nearest grocery store was twelve miles away. “Why couldn’t Uncle What’s-His-Name have given me a house in civilization?”

The Stansfield couple never got around to their twentieth wedding anniversary celebration. Even with five million dollars in the bank, life took over and once again became humdrum. They decided to send the kids to the public schools which were nine miles away in the neighboring county. Carisa would have to drive them every day and pick them up. Elliot was deep in the bottle and spent his time drinking and napping. He had accrued tens of thousands of dollars of legal bills which had been caused by drunk driving. His driver’s license had been revoked in Ohio and he showed no interest in trying to become a legal driver in Alabama. He drove when he wanted to and made Carisa drive when he did not. Seventeen-year-old Michael had been begging his parents to let him get his license, but Elliot said no. In fact, none of the four children were ever allowed to do much of anything.

Sixteen-year-old Ellie was a junior and attended the high school with Michael. Gaby was twelve and attended the elementary school across the street from the high school with ten-year-old Charlie. Charlie wasn’t short for Charles. He was named Charlie, and everyone claimed he was Carisa’s favorite. He was her baby of course and was born a few weeks premature. He’d spent the same number of weeks he would have been in the womb, in the NICU fighting for his life. Carisa quit her job to stay at the hospital almost all day, every day. Little Charlie fought hard for his life, struggled, overcame, and grew to become a viable human, capable of living without tubes and a breathing machine. 

Charlie’s efforts were matched by Elliot’s self-destruction. He appeared to be drunk at all hours of the day and had more unemployed days than days on the job. Elliot was the leader of the family and was leading them into a state of dysfunction.

* * *
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The last weekend in September found the Stansfield kids hanging around the property and bored from the lack of anything to do. They were not involved in school activities or extracurriculars of any kind. No football. No soccer. No after school clubs. Seemingly from nowhere, a teenage boy showed up in the front yard.

“How’s it going?” asked Jackson.

Jackson Pritchett spoke with the Southern drawl specific to the Appalachian foothill region. It was distinguishable from the Southern accents spoken by people from other parts of the South, and very different from the upper Midwest accent of Michael.

“Umm, okay I guess.” Michael looked down as he answered.

Michael had trust issues. His dad had let him down and disappointed him so many times that he had become numb to new experiences and people. Despite that, he allowed himself to open up a little and introduced himself.

“I’m Michael. Do you live here?”

“Hell no, this place sucks. I’m here visiting my grandparents. I’m Jackson but most everybody calls me Jacks, spelled J-A-X.”

Michael asked, “What’s there to do around here?”

“Nothing really. I’m from Gladden just around the mountain. There ain’t much to do there either.”

The boys hung out on the porch for a good two hours chatting and messing around with their phones. Michael filled Jax in on how and why they had moved to Kendall. Jax was duly impressed and had questions.

“Do you miss your friends or anything? Did you have a girlfriend?” Jax asked.

“Nah, dude, it’s cool. There was nobody really.”

“Yeah, in Gladden there’s a few cool fellas. Maybe I’ll introduce you someday.”

Michael’s siblings came around the corner running and playing tag. The three kids stopped abruptly when they saw Jax. They had been in Kendall for three months and hadn’t met anyone they considered friends. The girls were more outgoing than the boys and had friends back in Ohio. They took the move to Alabama a little harder but were harshly brought out of their sorrow by Elliot. He didn’t tolerate whining, and certainly not crying.

Jax took the lead and said, “Hey, I’m Jax.”

“I’m Ellie, and this is Charlie.”

Ellie knew Charlie wouldn’t introduce himself, so she saved him the embarrassment of standing there awkwardly. She also knew Gaby would live up to her namesake and chatter with him all day. Ellie was thinking an afternoon session of chatting with Jax sounded better than the boredom of their new home. She found herself staring at him while Gaby was talking, but about what, she did not know. She had never met anybody quite like Jax.

Late-day Alabama sun in late September provided enough daylight to stay outside and play or hangout. Hang out especially with somebody as awesome as Jax. The Stansfield kids had pretty much been restricted to the farm since arriving, and the few days at school in the new school year hadn’t done much to help with that confinement. They had started calling it the farm, even though the place had not been farmed in a long time.

Jax snapped his fingers and said, “Hey, I know what we can do. Back when there were kids who lived here, we would go to the cemetery and goof around and when it got dark, walk the seven steps of death. Let’s go.”
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The 7 Steps of Death
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He walked the seven

steps of death,

with no regard for life.

They were all

dead you see,

Jeb and his wife.

—R.M.

Mr. Tillman spent several days recovering from the concussion he’d received in the fall. The Deacons had driven him to Riverside Hospital that night after Ralph called Pastor Rick. The E.R. doctor had ordered a head CT and did a thorough neurological exam. All his bones were intact, and the cranial nerves were firing nicely. He was discharged with the assurances by Deacon James that he would be taken care of. James and Ralph helped Mr. Tillman move from the wheelchair to the church van. Ralph was happy as a clam. Pastor Rick had asked him to go with the Deacons to the hospital and help take care of Mr. Tillman. “This just might be my chance to finally be a Deacon,” he whispered to Oscar.

The Church Ladies dropped in to make sure Oscar was eating. They walked down the trail to the small sharecroppers cabin he grew up in. The entire property had been deeded over to the Tillmans several years previous. The main farmhouse was close to the five cabins and had been empty for over two decades, but he stayed where he was comfortable and felt safe. He’d heard a knock at the door and walked from the back bedroom he had shared with his brothers for so many years. He didn’t have much of an appetite during his healthier days but now with a concussion and the cancer, Mr. Tillman hardly ate anything at all. The ladies were able to get him to drink Ensure, plus they knew he liked cornbread and buttermilk. His eyes brightened a little when Miss Lillian unwrapped the “bread” as she called it from the Reynolds Wrap. They also uncapped the buttermilk, so he ate a full glass of cornbread with buttermilk and black pepper sprinkled on top. Miss Lillian asked if he felt better, and he nodded his head yes. The ladies had never seen Oscar Tillman show emotion of any kind, so were surprised when he stood up and hugged each one of them while tears streamed down his cheeks.

Oscar had started feeling better to the point of going back to the graveyard to do some work. He took his rake and walked up to the family cemetery. His recovery had gone well, apparently, as his pace was a little faster, and he got there with an hour left until the sun went down. He strained and squinted his eyes as he got to the fence and he leaned on it. The same kids were there again and this time they were with somebody else.

“Well, looky here, it’s Old Man Tillman,” Jax blurted out while laughing.

“You kids get out. I told you before to get out and I mean it.”

Jax and his new friends had been running around and taking selfies while sitting on the headstones. They stayed and gawked at Oscar who went in and started to rake and pull weeds. After several minutes of work, the eighteen by twelve-inch flat stone grave markers of seven people became visible.

“There they are. I told you they were here. The seven steps of death,” Jax said.

The seven markers identified the seven family members who had all died in 1905. The stones of the father and mother had their names and birth and death years, and the children had their names and ages. The stones read: Jeb Tillman 1860-1905, Amelia Tillman 1870-1905, Uriah 17 years old, Will 16 years old, Lola 14 years old, Sue 12 years old, and Luke 9 years old. The etching in the stones was faded and worn and barely readable. The top of each stone had read “Died of the Fever 1905.” Jeb’s marker was on flat ground while Amelia’s was slightly tilted. The children’s markers were all level in the ground but in a decline as if they were steps in which to walk down the slope of the cemetery ground.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Jax said. “I have a plan.”

He led them out of the fenced cemetery which held the remains of several generations of the Tillman family. They left the last remaining Tillman on his knees, brushing off dirt and debris from the seven stones. The two older boys left running and threw out a few insults as they headed for the Stansfield house. They all arrived as the sun dipped behind the mountain. Michael and Jax stayed on the porch talking while the girls and Charlie went inside. After the screen door slammed shut, Jax started the conversation with his trademark greeting.

“Hey, what time do you have to be in?”

“I’m supposed to be in now, but can probably sneak out after supper,” Michael said.

“Cool, I’ll be here waiting. We’re about to have some fun.”

Michael quietly walked out through the side door while everybody else was finishing supper and the girls were cleaning up. He figured Elliot would be retreating to his man cave for some drinking and napping and would not miss him. Jax was out front and holding a couple of tool-looking objects which were not identifiable in the dark. He got to Jax and saw one was a sledgehammer and the other a pick. He also had a flashlight jammed in his front pocket.

“What the hell are these for?”

“Dude, relax. Here’s the plan.”

After Jax filled Michael in on what he came up with for fun, they took the tools and headed for the cemetery. Michael resisted at first and came close to staying home. Jax insisted, saying he had to go back home the next day and might not be back for a while. Michael was concerned they would get into trouble and was afraid his dad would...well, he was just afraid of his dad. Jax insisted and even pulled him a few feet in the direction they were headed. Plus, Jax called Michael a punk.

“Okay, when walking the seven steps of death, you always start on the first one.”

Jax went first and put one foot at a time on each stone as he walked down.

“Come on man, don’t be a punk.” Jax taunted while looking up at Michael.

Michael gave in and with the help of a full moon on a clear night, stepped on the grave marker of Jeb Tillman. He then stepped on Amelia’s and then the five children’s stones in order from top to bottom. Uriah, Will, Lola, Sue, and Luke had the feet of two people trample on them decades after their untimely and tragic deaths. Taken way too early. That was nothing compared to what was about to come.

Jax and Michael sat on the large, upright headstone of John Isaac Tillman, and Jax pulled out a joint and lit it. He took a heavy drag and passed it to Michael like they had been doing it together for years. Michael was no stranger to weed. It helped him get through the bad days in Dayton, and he was hoping to find a source in Kendall.

“You know, that wasn’t as much fun as when I was a kid. Walking those seven steps at night used to be scary and fun. It’s a good thing I brought these.”

“Jax, I’ve got to go. It’s getting late and my dad will kill me if he catches me sneaking in the house.”

“We’ll be back before you know it but first, we must do this.”

Jax handed Michael the pick which looked like something a miner would use on one end of the metal part, and the other side looked like a narrow hoe. Jax walked over to the seven steps with the ten pound sledge and whacked Jeb’s stone. Jax thought it cracked in the middle but wasn’t sure.

“Hold the flashlight on the steps so I can see,” Jax screamed.

Michael was scared and trembling but too afraid to argue with Jax and running away was out of the question. He had been bullied by his dad and a few kids throughout the years and didn’t have the courage to stand up for himself. Michael held the light beam on the seven steps like he was told.

Jax pulled the sledgehammer back and up behind him in one circular motion like he had done that before. His teenage muscles were visible in the dark graveyard, dimly lit by the moon and a nine-dollar Walmart flashlight. Whack!!! The large, flat, octagonal head landed once again in the middle of Jeb Tillman’s grave marker. That time, the stone had been crushed into several pieces.

“Here Michael, it’s your turn.”

Michael knew not to say no, so he took the sledgehammer from Jax. Jax nudged him over to Amelia’s stone. Michael took a weak swing which didn’t even scratch it. Jax was getting frothy to the point of looking crazy in the eyes. He loudly told Michael to “hit the damn thing hard” so Michael hit it so hard the stone crushed and sank a little with one blow.

“There you go, new buddy,” Jax said smiling. “Now hit the next one.”

Michael hit Uriah’s stone. Then Will’s and Lola’s stone. He had found his sweet spot and cracked them on the first blow. Meanwhile, Jax was digging up the crumbled stones with the pick. Michael saw this and stopped hitting the stones. There were two remaining and they belonged to Sue and Luke.

“What are you doing? We’ll go to jail for this,” Michael said.

“Move. Give me that.”

Jax grabbed the sledgehammer and smashed the two remaining stones with two swings each. He grabbed back the pick and continued to work on unearthing the grave markers of the Jeb Tillman family of Kendall, Alabama.

Michael stood in disbelief as Jax dug and chipped at every stone of all seven family members. The grave markers had effectively been turned into large gravel. Jax stopped swinging and stood in the now total darkness and let his shoulders slump. All he could see of Michael was the beam of the flashlight shining from his hand.

“We’d better go.”

Both boys walked out of the cemetery and back into town and into Michael’s front yard. Not a word was spoken between them on the way back until Jax said, “I’ll take this. I need to get back.” He took the sledgehammer from Michael, and it would be a few months before they saw each other again.
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Brad & Heather
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Oscar fell to his knees and started sobbing uncontrollably. He had walked up the trail to the cemetery to rake up a little more debris. He could tell something was different as he got close to the desecration and quickened his pace using the rake for support. The broken stones marking the graves of his relatives hit him like a huge fist to the gut. He cried, and sobbed, and his chest heaved, as he screamed to God. Oscar Tillman had been a regular in the pews of First Baptist Church. He had attended for decades but had never prayed in public. He might not have been praying then, but he screamed to the heavens and asked, “Why Lord, why?”

He continued to sit there on his old knees sobbing with tears flowing down his leathered face and onto the stained t-shirt he had been wearing for several days under his overalls. He tried piecing the broken stones into some semblance of their previous form. He raked the newly plowed dirt with his fingers to make it look better and more respectful. His crying stopped when he had nothing more to give. He just sat there staring when a near-by neighbor walked up from behind.

“Mr. Tillman. What’s wrong, sir?”

“I need to go home.”

“I’ll help you get home,” Brad Dawson said.

Brad was a young man compared to many of the Kendall residents. He walked Mr. Tillman to the house and helped him sit at the kitchen table. He didn’t ask but poured a glass of water from the faucet which vibrated and made a racket as the water came out. It provided water though and he put the glass on the table. Mr. Tillman just stared at it. His breathing was shallow and rapid. Brad knew of the cancer diagnosis and was getting worried. His wife had been an emergency room nurse but now worked at a pediatric practice a few miles away. He called her, and she was at the house in less than five minutes. She had impeccable bedside manner and took his pulse without him even knowing it. His breathing slowed and became more regular. His heart rate was ninety-six but that didn’t worry her as much as what her husband told her about what he had seen at the cemetery.

The Dawson couple left Oscar feeling confident he would be fine by himself until the Church Ladies could get there to check on him the next day. Meanwhile, Brad called the county sheriff’s department since Kendall didn’t have their own police force. The sheriff’s department patrol car came around maybe twice a week to check on things, but law enforcement wasn’t usually needed. Brad spoke with an investigator who was working nights. He told him one of the day shift investigators would be out the next day. Brad gave him his name, address, and phone number and told him he would be home tomorrow to give his statement and to help with Mr. Tillman.

“Who could have done that, Brad?”

“I have no idea,” Brad told his wife.

Heather Dawson was a graduate of the Jacksonville State University nursing program and had been in nursing practice fifteen years. She had become burned out in emergency medicine and needed a change. Brad worked remotely, and rarely had to leave home. They had dreamed of a slower lifestyle and wanted to start a house-flipping business, just like the ones they watched on television every weekend. A Realtor friend told them about the fixer-upper in Kendall which they could get both a great deal and on the job training to start their flipping business. They fell in love with the house and the quiet little town. This horrible act of vandalism had them both rattled. The sheriff’s investigator could not get there soon enough.
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Samson Collins
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Senior Investigator Samson Collins had been a deputy sheriff since he became old enough to join. He had excelled in football and basketball at Gladden High School and although he had a few looks from colleges, he had gotten no offers to play at that level. Samson wasn’t interested in college anyway. He told his mother he wanted to be a policeman at age eight. Milda Collins thought this was just a phase he was going through and it would surely pass by the time he was grown. He went to the library faithfully and studied for the entrance exam. He stayed in football shape so he could pass the medical exam and physical fitness test. The day of the test came and he passed easily with the second highest score of all the candidates. Samson was thrilled of course but Milda was scared. She was happy for him and told him so, but deep down knew Samson would face difficulty because people from their part of town didn’t get jobs like that. African Americans didn’t get jobs like that. Samson and his momma and three siblings had lived within sight and smell of the steel plant. The sulfur and carbon dioxide billowing from the plant’s smokestacks could be seen for miles and was breathed in by the poor people living around its fence line.

Samson had been working and had a little money saved. He and his momma went to the mall and bought a suit to wear to the interview. He remembered that he didn’t get a call after a few days, so he called the sheriff’s department human resources office. A civilian employee efficiently answered on the first ring. 

“Sheriff’s department, Ms. Meadows, may I help you?” 

Samson identified himself and stated his business. “But ma’am, I scored second highest on the list of everybody. How can I not be called in for an interview?”

“Mr. Collins,” she sounded exasperated. “I just work here. There’s nobody here at this minute who can answer why in the world you were not called for an interview.”

Chief Deputy Donovan Gibbs was walking through the main administration office after a meeting with the Chief of Administration. He overheard most of the conversation and said to the employee who was speaking with Samson, “I might be able to help” and held out his hand for the phone.

“This is Chief Deputy Gibbs. Who am I speaking with?”

“Aah, ah, Samson Collins, sir.”

“What can I do for you?” the Chief asked with authority.

“Well sir, I was telling the lady how I made the second highest score on the entrance exam and I haven’t been called in for an interv—”

“Be at HR tomorrow morning at 8 a.m. sharp to fill out paperwork. Second floor of the courthouse. If you are late, you don’t get an interview. I’m not promising you a job, but you will get an interview.”

Chief Deputy Gibbs was the first African American to be employed as a county deputy twenty-five years previous. He was in effect more powerful than the sheriff who won the election by a couple hundred votes and was immediately not popular with the rank and file. Gibbs wielded that power like a king. He secured the interview for Samson, and the interview went so well he got the job. After training and working his way up through the ranks in the jail, on patrol, and then investigations, Senior Investigator Samson Collins found himself on the porch of Brad Dawson.

* * *
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“Good morning. Senior Investigator Collins.” Collins introduced himself at the Dawson’s front door.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Brad Dawson.”

The men shook hands and Brad told him the story as he knew it. He related to Collins how he had found Mr. Tillman sobbing and on his knees at the family cemetery. He told him about the smashed grave markers. He expressed how concerned he and his wife were about the nature of the vandalism occurring in their small community where everybody knew each other. The two men walked up the street to the Tillman family cemetery. Collins stood there looking at the destroyed stones. He was silent for several minutes and then said, “Let’s go see Mr. Tillman.”

Senior Investigator Collins rapped on the screen door, and it banged back and forth as he hit it. Mr. Tillman stood up from the kitchen table and when he got to the door, stood there without saying anything. 

“Good morning, sir. I’d like to speak with you about the damage at the cemetery. Can we come in?” The screen door opened, and the two men went in and took a seat at the table. All Mr. Tillman’s responses were nods and shakes of his head except for the last question.

“I have one last question. Do you know who would want to do this to you?”

“Jackson. Jackson Pritchett.”

* * *
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October in Alabama has football in full swing. Both high school and college football reigned supreme on Friday nights and on Saturdays. There was a slight change to the leaf color on the mountains of which Kendall lies between. The colors would pop more in a few days but the chill in the evening breeze had folks pulling on the hoodies and driving to the stadiums to get there by the 7 p.m. kickoff. The Stansfields were not among those high school football fans and were at home. Elliot was three sheets to the wind, Carisa was reading her second Harlequin of the week, and Michael was on the porch listening to Oscar Tillman playing church hymns on his harmonica.

A sudden wind blew up and flowed down the street from the direction of the cemetery. The wind turned the cool autumn air, warm and musty. The air swirled and whipped and despite its warmth, gave Michael a chill like the one he’d gotten when Senior Investigator Collins questioned him about the graveyard vandalism. The air abruptly stilled, and the harmonica notes grew louder. Michael and family were not church goers and the religious sounds and mysterious wind collided with the memory of Collins accusing him of busting up the grave markers. He ran inside with the screen door slamming behind him.

Oscar Tillman was sitting in the same spot on the front porch he had sat on from childhood until the night he’d played his heart out and felt the presence of his Great Uncle Jeb. He felt a warm sensation and strong hands on his tired shoulders. He had never had anybody massage his shoulders and this felt both odd and nice at the same time. A whisper brushed his right ear and he heard, Oscar, I’m with you son, and everything will be okay. The warmth remained but the pressure on the shoulders was gone, as was the voice and the feeling of a presence. He cried uncontrollably. He had not been called Oscar or son in many years. All he had heard when people addressed him was Mr. Tillman or Old Man Tillman. Oscar finally had cried all his tears and continued playing his harmonica well into the morning hours.

* * *
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Carisa had been out and about and found the Piggly Wiggly down I-59 in Attalla. It had gotten easier getting money from Elliot. He was drunk or hungover most of the time and much more willing to pull out his wallet. This was a concern to her as she had no control of her inheritance and knew he was spending it like a drunken sailor. From all outward appearances, the abuse from Elliot was more verbal than physical during those days. He gave her an occasional slap in the back of the head, but the put-downs and name calling had her at the edge of a breakdown. She thought a therapist or antidepressants would help, but she didn’t have enough money. Grocery money was one thing, but medical bills were out of the question. She would not dare bring up that topic with Elliot.

Carisa pulled into the Piggly Wiggly parking lot and quickly found an open spot. She still drove the minivan with high mileage they’d brought down from Dayton. Surprisingly, Elliot had not bought himself a new car. The van got her from A to B, so she didn’t complain. She walked up to the front and got a cart which she had heard the locals call “buggies.” She shopped with a list but had always enjoyed just browsing and picking up any item that caught her eye. In the produce section she found herself squeezing the tomatoes and thumping the melons. She felt a sudden warmth and thought someone had bumped into her. She turned quickly and nobody was there. She was all alone in the produce aisle. She heard a whispering voice say, Hi Carisa, everything will be okay. She should have been afraid she later remembered thinking, but instead felt a sense of calm and contentment. She finished her shopping and pulled out of the parking lot for the drive back to Kendall, singing and feeling happier than she had in a long time.
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The Investigation
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Senior Investigator Collins was given only a few minutes to question Jackson Pritchett of East Gladden, Alabama. Jax met him at the front door and was vague about his visit to his grandparents’ house. He told Collins he had met the new kids in town, hung out with them for a few minutes, and then left. He said he didn’t know anything about the damage done at the cemetery. Jax’s mother, Cheryl Cooper, cut the interview short and closed the front door on Collins. He had been able to speak with Jax’s grandparents the same day he had spoken with Oscar Tillman. They were elderly but very lucid, considering their age. Collins had even noted they were young for their age. They’d told him Jax had stayed a couple days and did what he did every visit. He spent time on his phone, played video games on his hand-held game system, and sneaked out to smoke weed. The only thing different was Jax came in late after being with the new kid up the street. Collins decided to go pay them another visit.

Dr. O’Grady answered the door and walked out on the porch to speak with Collins. Bill O’Grady had been the town doctor for decades and had delivered babies and declared some of them deceased. He used to brag about offering service from the womb to the tomb. His son, Wallace O’Grady—thought to be named after Governor George Wallace—but it was instead a family name on Ann’s side, joined the U.S. Navy after graduating high school. He was born late in Bill’s life, and Bill of course wanted him to follow in his footsteps and go to medical school. Wallace had other plans and left for boot camp in Orlando three weeks after graduation. He was stationed in Charleston and met Cheryl Irwin on Spruill Avenue at a dive bar. Cheryl was a bar fly and a drug addict and was easy. They were married within two months of when they first met. Jackson soon followed. The couple stayed together long enough for Wallace to be discharged from the Navy a year before his enlistment was up. He got in trouble for too many alcohol related incidents and the Navy let him go. And go he did. He went back to Alabama and moved in with his parents. Not long after settling in, he was killed in a car crash. He was driving drunk and killed himself and a family of four. Cheryl and Jax were living in a small town with people they did not know, and life was miserable. Her only way out was to marry again and do it quickly. She married the first man who asked and had a job. She and her three-year-old boy moved out of the O’Grady house the weekend she got married.

Collins asked some of the same questions as in his previous meeting with Dr. O’Grady. He then asked if he could walk around the property. Bill asked him why.

“What are you looking for?”

“Oh, nothing in particular,” Collins lied.

Bill seemed reluctant to grant permission but said okay so long as he could tag along.

“Of course. It’s your property, sir.”

Collins and the doctor walked around the neat and well-maintained front, side, and back yards of the place. A shed sat toward the back with an unlocked combination lock in the hasp.

“Do you mind?” He opened the door and found a riding lawn mower, a push mower, a rake, and a bag of bird seed. “Do you cut your own grass, Doc?”

“Yes, and I have been for years.”

“What about your garden? I suppose you take care of the garden as well.”

Senior Investigator Collins’ tone had almost an accusatory sting to it. Dr. O’Grady bristled a bit but answered, “yes.”

“Where do you keep your gardening tools, your shovel, your hoe, your pick? Also, doctor, do you have a sledgehammer?”

* * *

[image: ]


It was a Tuesday, but he decided to call on the Stansfield family anyway. He wasn’t surprised when he looked through the screen door and saw Michael lying on the couch playing video games. Michael fell off the couch when he turned and saw Collins standing in the doorway. He got up and walked throughout the large house calling for his mother.

Carisa drove the twelve miles back up I-59 in a good mood but also thinking about the voice. Or was it just a presence? Just her imagination? She had never believed in visits from the dead, so maybe this was her mother trying to comfort her. Carisa’s mother died of pancreatic cancer when she was in the eighth grade. The most awful time to have her mother taken from her. Her mother was the Kendall in the family. Her dad had done a good job raising her and her older brother. He was a third generation Mexican-American with the last name of Del Rio. People would look at her sideways at times because she didn’t look like a Del Rio. She spent her remaining school years mourning the loss of her mother but more significantly, mourning the loss of her development as a woman. Carisa had tried junior college for a semester. She took English and a Humanities class but got bored and met Elliot. They partied for a few months and found a trailer and moved in. They got married at her insistence, and the cycle of drinking and abuse started immediately. She loved her children dearly, but God how she wished she had never met Elliot Stansfield.

Carisa pulled into the driveway and saw Collins on the porch. She wasn’t involved in his questioning of Michael the first time, but she knew who he was. She put the van in park and walked up to the porch with the groceries still in the cargo compartment. Collins stepped off the porch and greeted her.

“Good afternoon, ma’am, I’m Senior Investi—”

“I know who you are,” she interrupted. “What do you want?”

“Well ma’am, I was hoping to be able to speak with you and your husband about the vandalism at the cemetery. I see Michael is home from school, so I’d like to speak with him as well.”

“You were told before. Michael had nothing to do with that.”

“Yes, I’m sure. I’m sure he didn’t, but maybe he knows something about it.”

Carisa walked past Collins and into the house. Michael was in the kitchen in the back of the house sitting at the table. “Where’s your father?” snapped Carisa.

“Probably in the barn. You know....”

Elliot’s new favorite drinking spot was the barn. He had his liquor stash there and in the future, had plans for a fridge for beer. He had gained twenty-five pounds since moving to Kendall and had spent a fortune on alcohol. Fortunately, he had a fortune to spend but it was surely getting smaller by the day.

Carisa walked back outside and told Collins her husband wasn’t feeling well. Michael had sneaked up by the door so he could listen. He had been worried about his part in this and had been having trouble sleeping.

“And Michael? Will you ask Michael to come out?”

“No. No sir. He’s not feeling well either.”

Collins got back into his county-owned Crown Victoria and drove off.
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The Visits
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Late October had the night air cold, and the wind was tunneling between the mountains as usual. Oscar felt more at peace and had a sense of happiness which was noticed by the Church Ladies earlier in the day when they went to check on him. They’d brought him a few groceries and of course Miss Lillian brought cornbread. Oscar was a simple man but had feelings like everyone else. He also had the ability to know he was getting old and dying of cancer. That had been weighing heavily on his mind until the visit from Uncle Jeb. Jeb had visited a couple other times since, and the visits occurred on the nights Oscar played his harmonica. The two visits weren’t felt as physically as the first but were pleasant, nonetheless. He had had a good day and decided to play his harmonica, so he sat at his spot on the porch and played.
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