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CHAPTER 1


King of the Sea




All this and heaven too.


—Matthew Henry, 1662–1714










I’m going to tell you straight out, I hear voices.


Not the regular kind everybody hears. These voices are in my head.


It’s a talent, or a torture. I’m not sure which.


Some days I feel like a hero. Some days I feel like a freak. It all depends on the day.


Who do I hear talking?


Sometimes it’s people who just died here in Clover.


Sometimes it’s God, or at least I think it is.


Sometimes it’s my own voice talking to me. Kip Campbell talking to Kip.


Right now, though, all I hear is the wind whistling loud in my ears. I’m sitting up here on my throne, way high up on Clover Cliff. It’s not really a throne; I’m no king. It’s more like a chair carved out naturally in the rocks. Up here it’s just me and the sky and that big blue whippin’ wild Atlantic Ocean. I come here to figure things out.


To get to this spot I crawl out over the sea wall mountain-climber style. It’s easy until the last smooth boulder which doesn’t have a crevice to get a toehold on; I’ve nearly slipped in the drink a dozen times, and then, one quick leap and I’m in.


It’s like my own secret cave here, except, I told you, it’s a throne. When I was a little kid and I first discovered this place, I’d wear my superhero cape and hold up a stick to rule the seagulls. Those birds flew when they saw me. I was Neptune, King of the Sea. Tell anybody that and you’re dead. Just kidding.


I shouldn’t joke about the dead. My father—he’s a funeral director—would say that was disrespectful. Our family runs Campbell and Sons Funeral Home. We live upstairs from the business. Family on the second floor. Funerals on the first. Frankenstein stuff in the basement. Oooh, scary. No, not really. Somebody’s got to do this line of work. Dad says it’s more than a profession, it’s a sacred calling. If that’s true, don’t call me. Being a funeral director is the last thing I want to be.


Everybody in my family has a job with the business. Me, I’m the Outdoor Guy. I mow, rake, shovel, and handle the parking lot. I also have another job my family and friends don’t know about. I help the dead rest in peace.


I don’t help all the dead in Clover, just the ones with anchors weighing them down. Something important they needed to do or say. They can’t move on until that burden is gone. That’s where I come in. The dead tell me what they need and I take care of it. I’m sort of like their fairy godbrother without the wings and glitter.


When I do my job well, the anchors are lifted and then the dead are free as birds, light as kites, ready to sail to Good. That’s what I call heaven. Good.


Now, I know you know what life is because you’re reading this and so, guess what, you’re alive. Congratulations. As to what Good is…well, that’s a slipperier fish.


I’m not sure about angels and saints and pearly gates, but I’m pretty certain that if you live your life right, you get to go to Good.


 




There’s a green shamrock on the sign when you enter our town, Clover, Massachusetts. My grandmother, Nanbull, says the three petals on the clover remind us why we’re here:


To live.


To love.


To leave something better behind.


Simple, huh? But simple can be hard. When dead people from Clover can’t move on, it’s usually because something’s troubling them in one of those three simple areas. It’s my job to help them wrap things up so they can go in peace.


That’s what everybody says at a funeral: “May the dearly departed rest in peace.”


Personally, I don’t think the dead rest at all. I think once the funeral’s over and the family’s headed off to the potluck buffet lunch, the dead person sets sail to something better. When they open their eyes, they’re right smack in the center of their best birthday ever, with everything they’ve ever wanted and all the people they love and meatball subs and chocolate shakes never running out and they’re so whippin’ happy and the feeling never ends. I think that’s what heaven is. Your personal idea of good.


Just a few weeks ago I was all set to give up this job with the dead. I didn’t ask for it and I don’t know why I got picked. I’m just an average kid. Good-looking, but average. At first it was fun and I felt pretty decent about myself helping dead dudes move on. But then this work started mucking up my life. I’d never know when a dead one would start yakking in my head. Like, I’d be in center field with the bases loaded and the ball soaring sweet for my mitt and it’s all mine, all mine, when some dead lady starts telling me her problem and my brain freezes and I lose my focus and my buddies are screaming, “The ball, Kip, the ball!!” Or, in history class when my teacher called on me for an answer and some dead guy started talking and I shouted, “Not now!” and my teacher thought I was dissing her.


And not to mention I was doing all this dead-work for free. I kept saying I needed to get a real job, one that paid money so I could save for the Nauset Whaler down at Maloney’s Marina I’ve been eyeing since I could see.


Finally, I gave notice. I was done. Finished, kaput. Hasta la vista, baby.


Then Billy Blye died.


I’d been afraid of that mean old fisherman my whole life. I refused to help. No way. He could be anchored here forever for all I cared.


Then I heard the most incredible words:


Do this work for one more year and it will be worth your weight in gold.


At first I thought, no way, what a scam. Do you think I’m a fishbrain or what?


Then, believe it or not, I found gold nuggets on the beach and took them to this pawn shop, Clover Stamp and Coin, and guess what? They were worth $1,180! Enough for me and Tuck to go to Camp Russell this summer like we’ve always wanted.


I figured maybe those nuggets were appetizers. Little franks in blankets with mustard dipping sauce before the gigundo roast beef dinner.


I calculated it all out and if I gain just twenty more pounds between now and next October, when I get my weight in gold, I’ll be almost a millionaire. Pretty sweet, huh?


My heart’s pounding just thinking about it. With that kind of dough, Tuck, Stew, Jupe, and I would never have to work a day in our lives. We could sail our mega–souped-up Nauset Whaler around the globe like those millionaire dudes on TV, living the good life forever.


You’re thinking what the heck’s my problem, right? Gold sounds good to you. The thing is…I want to know where the gold came from. I can’t stop wondering. This lady in Clover, Birdie O’Shaughnessy, held out something sparkly to show me one day on the beach. Was that gold? Did she put it there? Or maybe God did? Or was it from that old sunken pirate ship they’re excavating off the coast of Cape Cod? Where did the gold come from? I need to know.


All will be revealed in time.


I jump at the voice inside me, nearly fall off my throne.


A deal’s a deal, Kip. You agreed. Help the dead for one more year and it will be worth your weight in gold.















CHAPTER 2


The Christophers




…Heaven has no favorites.


—Lao-tzu, c. 604-c. 531 B.C.










Biking home from the beach for dinner, I spot a hawk perched high in a tree, gray-hooded and creepy like a medieval monk. That old gawker will wait, still as a statue, until the perfect moment, when it will pounce, sinking its talons deep into squirming fresh rodent flesh. That poor mouse won’t even see it coming.


It’s the end of October, getting colder; the first frost was last night. Fat brown oak and orange maple leaves are falling in front of my face, crackling under my tires, swirling up around me as I ride. I’ll be raking the yard all weekend at this rate. We don’t have one of those monster machines that sucks up leaves like a vacuum. I do it the old-fashioned way, with a rake.




Everybody in our family has a job with Campbell and Sons. My dad handles all the funeral arrangements. Mom manages the office. Uncle Marty is our embalmer. He prepares the body of the deceased for viewing. His wife, my Aunt Sally, does hair and makeup. My grandmother, Nanbull, writes the obituaries and funeral programs. Great Aunt Aggie’s our musician. My annoying big sister, Lizbreath, does flowers. She breathes on them and they die. Just kidding. My little sister, Chick, is cool; she basically just giggles. Me, well, I already told you. I’ve got two jobs.


That’s my house there on the corner of Piper and Glenn, the tall red-brick one with the green-canvas awnings and the black iron fence and the sign CAMPBELL AND SONS FUNERAL HOME SINCE 1875. Dad says it’s one of the oldest houses in Clover, “grand in its day.” Honk, honk, a vee of geese sails over me, off to a sunnier place. I look at our crumbling chimney, the roof shingles in need of repair. It doesn’t look grand anymore.


When I unlock the front door, the scent of flowers and furniture polish washes over me like fog on the beach. The first floor, the funeral floor, is eerily quiet; the viewing room is empty, lights off in the office and parlor. No viewing tonight.




The long line of gold-framed Christophers stare solemnly out at me as I pass by. Six generations of funeral directors. There’s the portrait of my father, Christopher Francis Campbell. My grandfather, Christopher Edmund Campbell. My great-grandfather, Christopher Desmond Campbell. All the way back to the original, Christopher Addison Campbell, one grim-looking dude if you ask me. Six proud Christophers in a row, with an empty space on the wall for the face of number seven. Everyone assumes that will be me.


Seven is supposed to be a lucky number. It doesn’t feel lucky to me. I know it’s my father’s dream to pass on the funeral home to me. That’s what the Christophers do. They pass along the business in a never-ending chain like royalty, father to son, father to son. That chain would anchor me here for good.


It’s not that I don’t love my family or my town. No, I’ve got the best family in the world and Clover’s a good enough place to live. It’s just that I don’t want to be a funeral director and if I stay I’ll have to. It would break my father’s heart if I didn’t.


I want to have a normal life, come and go as I please, without worrying about somebody dying and their loved one calling, waking you up in the middle of the night. I want to be free of all that. Too heavy an anchor, if you ask me.


The problem is that it will hurt my dad so bad if I don’t follow in his footsteps. He’s so proud of this business. It’s his family’s legacy. Everything he’s worked for, every day of his life. Campbell and Sons Funeral Home. Seven generations proud.


You don’t break a link in a chain that strong.


Not without consequences.















CHAPTER 3


The Cowboys




There’s a tree that grows in Brooklyn. 
Some people call it the Tree of Heaven. 
No matter where its seed falls, it makes a tree
 which struggles to reach the sky.


—Betty Wehner Smith, 1904–1972










Upstairs, Mom and Dad are in the kitchen, bills spread out between them on the table, radio turned to the Red Sox game. We’ve got a real shot at the series this year. Mom’s tapping keys on a calculator.


“We need another loan,” she says.


Dad shakes his head. “No, Evelyn, we—” Dad sees me and stops talking. He starts stuffing the bills in a folder.


Mom smiles at me. She stands up and moves toward the stove. “How was school, Kip?” she says all cheery, like everything is fine. She puts a skillet on the stove and pours in some oil.




“Okay,” I say. “Any funeral calls today, Dad?”


“No, son,” he says sadly.


Dad isn’t as smooth as Mom about covering his worries with a smiley face. The fat pockets under his big brown eyes are drooping low like a hound dog’s. Golden’s, the new deluxe funeral home that just opened in town, is stealing away our business, big-time. They’ve got four huge viewing rooms, two chapels, a theater for showing memorial video tributes, a gigantic parking lot with fountains out front, and a fleet of sleek black limousines. They’ve got money to burn on advertising. I’m sick of seeing that Golden guy on the television screen every night, looking like he’s a saint, like he really cares about Clover families. He doesn’t know us. He’s not from here. My grandmother, Nanbull, says Golden’s is part of a huge national chain. They’re gobbling up little guys like Campbell’s for breakfast. Nanbull calls them the cowboys.


Our business is down, way down. That’s bad. Not that we want anybody to die. Of course not. But no funerals, no income, it’s as simple as that. The fall is usually a busy season. Once you hit Thanksgiving and then Christmas, the death rate drops off. Somehow the dying manage to hang in there until January. It’s like they try hard to give their families one last nice holiday gift. I don’t know how they do it, but they do. It’s really pretty thoughtful of them, actually.


“You need a haircut, Kip,” Dad says, tapping above his ear, to show the appropriate length.


“I’m all right, Dad.” I flick my hair off my forehead. I like my hair. It’s dark brown and shiny and it flips off all shaggy on the ends. The best thing is that it’s finally long enough to cover my big ears, and the bangs are good camouflage from teacher eyes—like in math today We’re doing a section on Algebra. I usually ace math, but Algebra’s a different animal, mixing up numbers with letters; that doesn’t seem right.


“No, it’s not all right, Christopher,” Dad says, still talking about my hair. “It doesn’t look professional.”


“Come on, Dad. I’m not a professional. I’m a kid. Everybody’s hair is long.”


“I’m not everybody’s father,” Dad says in a tired but calm voice.
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