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NOBODY



Prologue


Some days are better than others for walking in graveyards. This first day in April, following a rainy weekend, was less than ideal, thought Lucille Grant as she struck a path among the old slate and marble tombstones in Union Hill Cemetery. Built rather like a tombstone herself, tall and broad and weighty, Lucille sank into the mud with every step. The rain-softened ground pulled at her sensible brown hiking shoes like grasping hands.

Lucille directed a glare, one that only a former schoolteacher could have mastered, at the ground, as if disciplining recalcitrant sixth graders.

“Don’t be greedy,” she admonished the nineteenth-century ghosts whose remains moldered below her in our town’s Civil War-era cemetery. “I’ll join you one of these days, but in my own good time, thank you. Don’t rush me.”

With a hungry, sucking sound, the ground released her left foot. Lucille nodded approvingly. She squished forward to her goal: the grave of her great-great-grandfather who had been a distant cousin to Ulysses S. Grant.

“Good morning, Sarah!” Lucille sang out in a robust contralto to a tipsy gravestone that bore the ambiguous inscription: “Good Wife, Died a Mother, Loved God, None Other. Sarah Clark, b. 1824, d. 1848.”

As she marched past the grave, Lucille announced conversationally, “It’s a lovely spring day in the late twentieth century, Sarah. Bit of sunshine today, though we’ve had plenty of rain to nourish the elm trees you planted by the church. My love to your family, dear!”

The sun glanced off Sarah Clark’s tombstone in a slow wink.

They were alive to her, these ghosts, in a most friendly way. In her four decades as president of the Union Hill Cemetery Historical Society, eighty-year-old Lucille Grant had come to know well the inhabitants of these modest graves on a stark and lonely flat stretch of cliff overlooking the Atlantic Ocean outside of Port Frederick, Massachusetts. She knew which of them had lost their babies in childbirth and who had died of drowning. She could name the victims of consumption and of measles. She knew whose boys came rattling home from war over the dirt roads in plain pine boxes. Simply by judging the quality and size of a gravestone, Lucille could estimate the net worth and social status of its owner. And she sensed, by their absence among the graves in the old yard, who had stepped beyond the pale of nineteenth-century society into the outcast world of murder, suicide, or penury.

Lucille smiled gently at five little graves all in a row, small victims of a dreadful winter of influenza in Port Frederick in 1872.

“Oh dear, not again.” One of the little tombstones had fallen over on its back; worse, the ground had eroded over all five graves during the winter snows and spring rains. Those gullies would have to be filled and resodded, but who would pay for it? Heaven knew, young Stan Pittman over at the Harbor Lights Funeral Home was generous with his backhoe and dump truck, not to mention seed and sod. But as that father of his so often objected, they could hardly be expected to support Union Hill, where the paying customers had long since passed on beyond the reach of cemetery-plot salesmen! And the historical society always had such a time pinching pennies out of that tightwad Town Council, most of whose members she’d had in her classrooms and who should have known better than to talk back to her . . .

Lucille stuck her big rough hands into the pockets of her shapeless corduroy jacket. She frowned behind her hornrimmed glasses in worried thought. Where to get the money this year?

“Jenny Cain!” she crowed in sudden inspiration. “Of course! The dear child is director of that charitable foundation. I’ll remind her of what a sweet, obedient little girl she was in the sixth grade, and then I’ll ask her for the money.”

That settled, she resumed her purposeful march over the flat, eroded ground toward her great-great-grandparents’ graves, which lay on the single, gentle slope after which the cemetery was named. On the first relatively warm day of every spring, she liked to visit with her ancestors. She would stand over their graves and say a little prayer for their souls (even though they would have thought it “popish” and disapproved), then chat a bit about the latest doings in their old hometown, not that they would recognize it now with all the cars and computers. They would be sad to learn of the passing of the great-great-great-nephew of John Rudolph, and so young, too, but they would be pleased to hear she’d had their old cherry-wood table refinished so it looked as good as if Erasmus Pittman had built it yesterday instead of 135 years ago. And they would take joy in the births and marriages, though they would be shocked, as she was, by the recent divorces and separations. . . .

The soft jowls that framed her wide mouth eased from a disapproving pucker into a fond smile as she sighted the tall gravestones that marked the burial ground of Ulysses P. and Lida M. Grant. Obligingly, the sun broke through the remaining clouds to warm her annual visit with her distinguished forebears—distinguished, at least, by the modest standards of Port Frederick, where even a secondhand claim to fame qualifies one for local immortality. Lucille was, however, not so pleased to observe ugly striations in the earth around the two graves. Months of wet weather had washed away the topsoil; in fact, she saw to her dismay, the whole bottom of the slope was cut away a good foot where the rain had carved a new stream. To reach the graves, she stepped wide and carefully over rivulets that still ran several inches deep with cold water.

Lucille walked as lightly as a 192-pound woman could onto the mud atop her great-great-grandfather’s grave. She stood for a moment in meditation upon his leaning gravestone; “Fought and Nearly Wed in ’Sixty-four, Saved by the Lord for One Fight More.” They had loved poetry, the old ones, she mused wryly, although they didn’t necessarily discriminate as to quality; death provided one last chance for the telling epigram, the fitting epitaph, not to mention the strained rhyme and the wounded metaphor. She adored the old, crumbling tombstones with their colorful inscriptions and equally loathed the new “memorial parks,” which forbade such expressions of the individuality of the human species.

When Lucille awoke from her historical reverie, she was up to her shoelaces in cold, hungry mud.

“Bother.” She frowned at the ground where the toes of her shoes had disappeared.

Lucille tried to lift her feet from the mud. But her knees twisted painfully; her feet didn’t budge. The grasping hands of the mud held her tight, its soft fingers creeping now toward her ankles. A rumbling alerted her to ominous movement below. Then, with a monstrous shifting and sucking, the mud washed away all around her, carrying her and her ancestors’ graves with it down the slope. She pitched backward, tumbling and rolling in the mud like a child at play, but a child who was utterly surprised, and terrified of breathing mud into its lungs. She landed on her back at the bottom of the slope, gasping for breath and in terror. With her head toward the hill and her feet toward the road, Lucille looked backward at the once-lovely site where her great-great-grandparents’ graves had lain. Now there was only a cave, a horrible hollow in the hillside that laid bare the innards of the earth to her view. And what she saw, where two disintegrating coffins should have been, where two old skeletons might have been tossed to lie in the mud was . . . nothing.

Five feet below the crest of the hill, with the sun bright above her head, Lucille Grant wiped mud from her eyes, stared, and concluded to her horror that she was all alone. Great-great-grandfather wasn’t there; neither was his coffin. And with the side walls of the grave fallen away to reveal her great-great-grandmother’s grave, Lucille discovered that it, too, was empty.

She tried to raise herself from the mud. Excruciating pains shot through her twisted knees.

“Help!” She yelled with all the power of a woman with fifty years of playground duty behind her. “Help me, somebody!”

It took Stan Pittman’s grounds crew only a mercifully short time to hoist poor Miss Grant back to her feet, wash her off with a garden hose, wrap her in blankets, and escort her to a doctor. It took a little longer for them to ascertain that all the other graves in Union Hill were empty, too.
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“Jenny?” Marvin Lastelic said my name with the air of a man who is about to tell a joke. “Guess who’s buried in Grant’s Tomb.”

I looked up from a thick booklet that endeavored to explain the latest refinement of the tax code as it applies to charitable foundations, and gave him the look of a woman who is in no mood for jokes.

“Marv,” I said to the kind and conscientious gentleman who serves as the part-time accountant for the Port Frederick Civic Foundation, of which I am director, “that was old when Groucho Marx told it.”

“No, really, Jenny, take a guess.” He was standing by my desk, nodding his head and arching his eyebrows at me in encouragement. I noticed with interest that his gray hairs were curly, although the rest of his thinning, dark hair was straight. Was this what maturity had in store for me one day: naturally curly hair, at last? I hauled my attention back to the absurd question at hand, as Marv repeated himself: “Who’s buried in Grant’s Tomb?”

“Oh, Marvin.” I groaned, resting my chin in my palm. “All right. I don’t know. Who?”

“Nobody!” He grinned. “No body.”

I shook my head at my secretary, Faye Basil. Her desk was just on the other side of the wall from mine, and she had wheeled her chair over and craned her neck around so she could see us. Now she was observing us with that amused but long-suffering expression that mothers wear.

“It has happened, Faye,” I said in mournful tones. “I knew it would, someday. Leave a man alone in a room with tax forms for too many years, and eventually he cracks up. A man can take a lot, you know, prisoners of war have proved it time and again . . . torture, deprivation, loneliness. But the tax forms of the United States government are beyond the capacity of a sane man to behold and withstand, and every time our representatives, in their wisdom, Improve’ and ‘shorten’ the damn things, accountants all over the country get that much closer to the precipice that Marv here has obviously just plunged over.”

“Coffee, Marvin?” Faye inquired with false and humorous sympathy. “Aspirin?”

“Whiskey?” I suggested more usefully.

His grin grew even more gleeful, and he rubbed his bony hands together as if he were rolling dice. I began to wonder if my normally sane and sober accountant was adding with all his numbers.

“It’s true,” he insisted. “I heard it on the news as I was driving over here. Yesterday afternoon, the president of some Port Frederick historical society fell into Ulysses S. Grant’s grave. And guess what? It’s empty!”

“Not Ulysses S. Grant.” Derek Jones, my administrative assistant, closed the door of the outer office behind him as he came in from lunch. “Ulysses P. Grant, her cousin or something.”

“Not Ulysses P. Grant!” I exclaimed.

“Yeah,” Derek confirmed, nodding his blond head at me. “That’s what I just said.”

“No!” I shook my head back at him.

“Yes, Jenny.”

“No.” I held up my hand to still the bobbing heads. “What I mean is, that’s terrible news if it’s really Ulysses P. Grant, because that’s Miss Lucille Grant’s great-great-grandfather, of whom she is most inordinately proud. She’ll be crushed if he’s missing.”

“Missing?” Derek looked confused. “I thought he’d been dead for a hundred years.”

“She nearly was crushed,” Marv Lastelic informed me, and he explained what he had heard about the accident at Union Hill. “They say that all the graves are empty, all 133 of them! Her great-great-grandmother wasn’t there, either,” he added as an, afterthought.

I was shocked. Twenty years after the fact, I still remembered my beloved sixth grade teacher explaining the Civil War by illustrating it through the lives of her own ancestors, the illustrious Grants, who were buried in Union Hill. “But is she all right?. She wasn’t hurt, was she?”

“Twisted her knees,” Marv said.

Derek was beginning to grin. “Hey,” he said. “This gives a whole new perspective to that old joke, you know . . .”

“Who’s buried in Grant’s Tomb?” Faye and Marvin chorused back at him. And then, “No body!”

I grabbed my suit coat and left the office, abandoning them to their hilarity. I was going to pay a long-overdue visit to my sixth grade teacher. I had learned a lot about life and the love of same at her knees; now I wanted to return some of that love to those same, now-hurting knees.

If image always matched reality, Miss Grant should, by all rights, have retired to a charming, vine-covered cottage on a woody acre at the edge of town.

One can’t afford much charm on a schoolteacher’s salary, however, particularly when most of that salary was paid in the days before teachers’ unions. So she lived in the second-floor right-front apartment of a red brick fourplex in one of those neighborhoods where old ladies clutch their purses to their chests when they walk to the grocery store. Flower beds, just beginning to sprout with purple and yellow crocuses, hugged the outside walls. Her doing, I guessed. They had that tended look about them that some gardens and greatly loved children possess. We had all worn that look for a year, all of Miss Giant’s sixth graders. I wondered if the owner of the building or the other tenants pitched in to pay for seeds and fertilizer, or if she squeezed that out of her pension as well.

In the unlighted entryway, I rang the small ivory bell beneath the shiniest of the four gold mailboxes. “Luke Grant,” the label on the mailbox said. It was, I believed, her brother’s name; a stratagem, I supposed, to fool and discourage the monsters who prey on elderly single women who live alone. It made me feel sad and angry. I climbed the creaking stairs to her door. Beside the cheap metal knocker, she had affixed a sheaf of dried flowers and dried grasses, which she’d tied together with a hand-sewn ribbon that looked as if it might once have seen duty as the hem of a bedsheet. Charm, it seemed, like luck and beauty, lay where you found it. Or made it. I knocked.

“Yes?” I wasn’t prepared for the age and weariness I heard in the voice on the other side of the door. “Who is it?”

I stood straight, pulled back my shoulders, sucked in my stomach. Smiled when I realized what I was doing. “It’s Jennifer Cain, Miss Grant. May I come in?”

“Dear child.” The voice dropped years, gained vigor. “Of course.”

The three rooms in .which she lived—living room, dining room, bedroom, plus kitchen, porch, and tiny bath—were bright with yellows, comfortable with antiques, fragrant with cooking spices. In an ugly apartment building in a depressing neighborhood, Miss Grant had her charming English cottage after all.

After she had hobbled over on aluminum crutches to let me in the door, she allowed me to baby her to the extent of pouring Twining’s Gunpowder Green tea from her antique pewter pot into antique cups of translucent china. “In grateful memory of the Boston Tea Party,” she instructed me by way of a toast. “December 16, 1773. But of course you remember that, Jenny.”

“Of course,” I murmured.

She further permitted me to lift her bandaged legs onto a footstool—an enormous, heavy wooden Victorian thing with scrolled legs—and to fluff her pillows and to pass her the cream. But then I offered to stir her tea for her.

She lowered me back into an antique country side chair with the force of a stem glance and a frown. I was in the classroom again, caught talking out of turn.

“There is nothing wrong with my wrist, young lady,” she informed me. I half expected to be told to write it 100 times on the blackboard. “I can stir my own tea, thank you. I may be old, foolish, and horribly embarrassed, but I am not yet feeble.” The stem expression melted and the soft skin of her jowls quivered. “Oh, Jenny, all those years I labored over the archives of that cemetery—not to take all the credit for myself, you understand, but after all, I had the time. All the years I’ve dedicated to preserving that old graveyard, and there’s nobody buried in it!” She told me then all about her aborted stroll in Union Hill Cemetery. “Oh, I am an old and foolish woman, and so horribly embarrassed. Oh my . . .”

She trailed off into the unapproachable misery of the proud. I longed to pat her gardening-roughened hands but didn’t dare. Before I could speak words of comfort and denial, the old black telephone on the antique table beside her rang.

“Yes?” she said crisply into the receiver. I watched as she wrote on a pad of paper, “Lewis Riss, Port Frederick Times.” Then, in firm block letters, “NO!” which she underlined twice in thick, dark strokes. The tone she used with the reporter was the same one she had employed years before when little boys giggled behind their schoolbooks. “I have made a sufficient exhibition of myself for one day, young man. No, you may not interview me. Good-bye.” She set the receiver down as if it were a ruler and the phone were knuckles.

Miss Grant continued our conversation as if the phone had never rung. “If you only knew the irony of your coming here, Jenny.” Her smile was rueful. “I planned to approach you for money from that foundation you run! When I saw how badly the graves were eroded, I thought you might give us the money to replace the topsoil . . .”

Abruptly, she broke off. Her lips twitched. The smile grew wide and a merriness that I recalled returned to her eyes. “It will,” she admitted, “take quite a bit of dirt, won’t it, Jenny?”

We laughed then, until tears appeared in her eyes again. “Where are they, Jenny?” The despair in her voice tugged at my heart. “Where are my great-great-grandfather and my great-great-grandmother? How will I find them if I’m all laid up like this, trussed like a stuck pig! Oh, Jennifer.” Her voice went silent.

I heard myself saying, to my own astonishment, “I’ll find them, Miss Grant. I’ll be your legs. And I’ll run them off if I have to, to find your ancestors for you. I know the foundation will be happy to fund my search.”

“Jenny.” She beamed. I had earned an A. “You always were such a dear child, so pretty and sweet.”

Stupid, too, I thought, as an awful comprehension of my promise struck me; I have always had a real strong streak of stupid. I had tax laws to learn, reports to make, meetings to attend; I didn’t have time to go chasing all over the county after 133 dead bodies! As for my bosses, the foundation trustees, agreeing to fund this wild ghost chase, well. . . .

Besides, there was no telling how many times I would have to endure having some joker ask me who was buried in Grant’s Tomb. By the time I was through, I might well wish it were I.
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“If you find those damn bodies,” Stanley “Spitt” Pittman, Sr., swore to me the next day in his office at the Harbor Lights Funeral Home, “I will bury you, your next of kin, and your dog. Free.”

“Not anytime soon, I hope,” I said.

“When the time comes,” he promised in a sonorous rumble.

His son, Stan, Jr., murmured from a far comer of the office, “I guess you’ll have to get a dog then, Jenny.” I smiled down at my coffee cup. His father glared at him.

Luckily, the phone on Spitt’s massive Victorian desk interrupted us as it had continually since I had arrived for my appointment at 1:30 that afternoon. My trustees, it turned out, had not only okayed my mission, but had blessed it enthusiastically since some of their ancestors were among the missing. Stan, who looked rather unfortunately like Stan Laurel to his father’s Oliver Hardy, leapt up to grab the receiver. Spitt continued to glare at him as if the whole fiasco were his son’s fault. I waited as Stan listened to the now-familiar plaint of a burial-plot owner.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said in his reedy, hesitant voice. “I understand your concern, but I assure you, your Uncle Talbot still lies where we buried him. We don’t even own Union Hill Cemetery anymore, ma’am . . .” He listened to a voice whose dismay I sensed though I couldn’t hear the words. Suddenly Stan had the look of a man in a pain-reliever commercial. He sighed. He raised a finger to the narrow space between his eyes and pressed it there. “No, ma’am, there’s no need for you to sue us. If you wish us to dig up your uncle to make sure he’s still there, we’ll certainly do that for you.” Because he was listening intently, he failed to notice his father’s grimace. “A minimal charge, that’s all, ma’am, for the labor. Yes. Thank you. Good-bye.”

His father detonated. “That’s twenty-five of those nuts this morning alone!” Spittle flew from his mouth like sparks, lending a whole new meaning to the childhood nickname that had originated as a combination of the first letter of his first name and the first syllable of his last. “We’re gonna have to disinter the whole damn place to prove nobody’s stolen our stiffs! And what do you mean, minimal charge? What about the wear and tear to our equipment, what about oil and gasoline, what about soil and sod replacement? What about that, Mr. Minimal Charge?”

“We won’t have to dig up the whole place, Dad.” Stan returned to his chair and sat down with his hands under his thighs, his fingers grasping the front of the seat. He leaned forward like a small, earnest boy in the principal’s office, though this small boy was over thirty years old and nearly six feet tall. “After we dig up a couple, people will see that our park’s intact, and they’ll calm down. I’ll just dig up a few, Dad. You’ll see how quickly it all smooths over, honestly.”

“Dig up.” His father looked to the ceiling and spread his arms wide as if in appeal to a greater force, possibly one lodged within the acoustic tiles above him. “Ten years in business the boy’s got. Eight generations of funeral directors in the family. A degree from the best mortuary-science college in the country he’s got. And he still says, ‘dig up.’ The word is disinter, you dumb bunny. When are you going to learn that vocabulary is very important in this business.” Spitt appealed to me. “Wouldn’t you rather have your great-great-granddaddy disinterred than dug up?”

“I’d be happy just to find him,” I said to the man who had just called my late loved ones “stiffs.” “Some of my relatives are among the missing of Union Hill. May we talk about that?”

“Talk to Stan here.” He waved toward his heir. “He’s the damn historical buff around here, he’s the one got us involved with all those damn freeloaders in that historical society.” Spitt let out a great bark of ironic laughter. “Trim the shrubs, cut the grass, prop up the tombstones . . . and all the time, there’s nobody there! Pouring money down a damn hole, that’s what we’ve been doing! One hundred and thirty-three empty holes!”

With a discreet nod to me, Stan signaled our exit. At the door, he said to his father, “One of us has to attend John’s funeral, Dad. I’ll stick around to handle the phone if you’ll go on to the service.”

The old man pulled himself erect in his chair. He tugged at his shirt cuffs, flicked lint from his lapels, and straightened his tie. His complexion faded from grape to pink with amazing rapidity, and, as if his face were sculpted in wax, his expression melted down from ferocious to bland. In an instant, he was the very picture of a dignified funeral director.

“Thank you, son.” He smiled graciously at me.

Stan Pittman quietly closed the door of his father’s office, wearing the look of a lion tamer who has managed to escape with only flesh wounds.

He led me down a hallway that was lined with nineteenth-century American country antiques of the sort one finds all over Port Frederick. They are a source of local pride because they are homegrown, all of them having been constructed in the previous century at a local cabinetmaker’s shop. Above the furniture, Stan’s ancestors glared down at me from oil paintings, framed in rococo, on the walls. Most of them wore stiff white collars and grim expressions, with the exception of one blond, mustachioed fellow who twinkled at me across the centuries.

As we glided past closed doors, Stan gave me a quick Cook’s tour, pointing as he talked. “This is the management wing, Jenny. The public wing is through that door behind us, and the morgue is down that corridor to your right, and the crematorium is outside. This office belongs to Aaron Friedman, the personnel manager for all our companies . . . and this is Beryl Kamiski’s office, she’s our prearrangement sales manager . . . and this office is shared by Russell Bissell and our other salespeople . . . and my office is down here.”

There was a single secretary/receptionist’s desk midway down the hall, equidistant from Stan’s office and his dad’s, and a small reception area and a smaller lobby beyond that. The secretary’s desk was at the moment unoccupied, though a plastic nameplate said the desk belonged to one Sylvia Davis. Neatly stacked piles of paperwork surrounded her electronic typewriter, and her telephone bore three rows of red, throbbing buttons. As we passed her desk, Stan punched down one of the buttons and lifted the receiver.

“Harbor Lights Funeral Home,” he said pleasantly, and then after a few seconds, less pleasantly, “Yes, I know who’s buried in Grant’s Tomb!”

From the look on his face as he slammed the phone down, I suspected that Sylvia Davis had better return from lunch pretty soon if she valued her job.

We stepped into Stan’s office—a smaller, plainer version of his father’s—and he closed the door. I took a seat across from his desk. In his bookshelf there were framed photographs of a pretty woman with three small children and an inconspicuous sign: “Thou Shalt Not Be Unctuous.”

Stan took the raincoat I had brought with me and hung it over a hook on the back of his door. Then he walked over to the chair behind his desk and slumped into it. “I wanted to be a writer,” he said in wistful tones as he sat down. “That’s all I ever really wanted to be, you know? I just wanted to sit in a small, quiet room at the top of a quaint Victorian mansion and write Pulitzer Prize-winning short stories on parchment with a quill pen. Would you like some more coffee, Jenny?”

I accepted gratefully the hot refill he poured from a coffeepot on his desk and sipped it while he took more calls from worried descendants of people who were buried in the Harbor Lights Memorial Park. Maybe, I thought, the caffeine would compensate for all the hours of sleep I had sacrificed on the altar of worry about this impossible task I had set for myself. One hundred and thirty-three missing bodies, indeed. Did I think I would find them under a few telltale humps in somebody’s basement?

“But, sir,” Stan said to one of his callers, “we buried your mother only last month, and it was an open-casket funeral. You saw her yourself.” He paused to listen. “Well, everybody else said she looked just like herself.” And to another: “He was cremated, ma’am. It would be difficult to identify the remains.” And finally: “No, Mr. Riss, please don’t call my father. I’ll talk to you, although I don’t know what I can tell you to help you with your story.”

Stan answered the other flashing red lights by unplugging his phone from the wall. Then he leaned his elbows on his desk, placed his palms against his forehead, and grimaced. “Lord, I felt bad enough this morning, even before these calls started. We had our annual Founder’s Day party last night, Jenny, and we’re all a little the worse for wear. At least, I am. It’s probably why Dad’s such a bear today.” He sighed, then picked up his coffee and drank it in straight gulps, then poured himself more.

“Do we,” I inquired, after a tactful pause to allow him time to pull himself together, “do we have any reason to suppose those bodies were ever buried there at all?”

“Yes,” he said with what sounded to me like regret. “Our diggers found evidence of cribbings.”

“Cribbings?”

“Wooden planks. Nobody has been buried there since before the turn of the century, which was also before the day of the backhoe. In those days, gravediggers had to drive planks in parallel to the sides of the grave to keep the dirt from giving way and burying the gravediggers. You see, there wouldn’t be any reason for cribbings if there hadn’t ever been any graves.”

It seemed to me there was a slight flaw in his logic, but I let it go. “Next question, Stan . . . if you don’t own Union Hill, who does?”

“Well, actually, we used to own it, Jenny, but we weren’t using it, so my father gave it to the historical society in, I don’t know, the early 1950s, ’round about then.”

“That was nice of him.”

“Yeah, it was a nice tax deduction. And it was nice to get out from under the upkeep and the property taxes, that’s how nice it was. Of course, now it’s a not-for-profit organization.” He was tapping his long, narrow fingers against a file folder on his desk and seemed hardly to be listening to his own answers to my questions. When he looked up at me again, he had a determined gleam in his pale brown eyes.

“You ever seen a grave dug up, Jenny?”

“Can’t say as I have, Stan.”

“Probably not high on your list of fun things to do in your spare time.” He smiled briefly. “But as long as you’re looking for bodies anyway, let’s go find one. We can talk about Union Hill while I get this business over with. Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.”

I thought perhaps kill was a verb better left unsaid in a funeral home.

“Whose body are we looking for?”

“Anybody’s. Just to prove we’ve still got our bodies buried in our yard. I’d like to have positive, visible proof for that reporter when he shows up this afternoon.” I glanced out the window at the drizzly day and felt dubious about the entire proposition. Stan was saying, as if to himself, “I’ve already got the approval of the health department, and God knows we’ve got the approval of the next of kin.” He helped me into my coat. “You know, I’ve heard of runs on banks to get money out, but a run on a memorial park to get the bodies out? Give me a break.”

As we headed outdoors, Stan said, “What I want to do is prove the business in Union Hill Cemetery is an isolated case that has nothing to do with us.”

“You’re sure that’s true?” I asked him.

He looked at me. “Don’t even suggest it, Jenny.” With the unfailing courtesy of a born funeral director, he held open the front door for me. “Whatever happened in Union Hill happened a long time ago, and it doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

“If you say so.” I stepped outside and pulled up my collar against the cold mist. “But what will your father say?”

“The same thing he always says.” Stan puffed out his thin cheeks in a passable imitation of his dad. “‘You dumb bunny!’ “

I laughed sympathetically.

Stan steered me toward the entrance to the memorial park, a wide, green expanse of cemetery, which surrounded the funeral home on three sides. On its far northwest edge, the park abutted Union Hill Cemetery, from which it was separated by a century and a chain-link fence. “We’ll start at this end, Jenny. I don’t think these late, great customers will mind if we disturb their slumber.”

“Slumber?”

Stan, who was looking at his feet as we walked, smiled at his shoes. “That’s funeralese for dead, Jenny. We do not die, you know. We rest, we sleep, we slumber.”

I thought about that.

“Listen, if these guys are merely resting, I’d like your personal assurance we won’t wake them up. You know how cross Count Dracula could be when awakened early from his naps.”

Stan smiled at his shoes.
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From inside a maintenance shed where they had been hovering to escape the weather, Stan retrieved three gravediggers to do the job. Under a rapidly lowering sky, we watched them remove squares of sod from atop a grave and then tear into the earth with a backhoe.

“We don’t call them gravediggers anymore,” Stan corrected me when I did that very thing. “They’re maintenance men. Or groundskeepers. Like at a ball park.”

“Or a ritzy home?” I suggested.

He smiled.

I raised my eyes from the macabre operation that was proceeding before me and looked across the park toward Union Hill Cemetery. I saw that a graveside service was at that moment being conducted near the fence that separated the two burial grounds. There was a green canopy to shelter the family, and even from that distance I could see that Spitt Pittman seemed to be patting a lot of hands.

Still farther on, across the fence, Union Hill looked like a playground for prairie dogs, or a bomb site; the “graves” had not been refilled since they were dug up. Their tombstones leaned forlornly over nothingness, like an existentialist’s ultimate metaphor: Sartre would have loved it. If God was indeed dead, our twentieth-century churches marked, like those tombstones, empty graves. Or maybe God wasn’t dead but only missing, like those Civil War corpses. Maybe angels had rolled away the stones from those 133 graves, and their occupants had walked, like Jesus, into immortality. Where, I wondered, do 133 dead people go when they’re not at home?

Standing there in the near-rain, by a deepening grave, I shivered at the meanderings of my own imagination. If I weren’t careful, I would be seeing ghosts.

Stan was staring at the far fence, too.

“In your widest dreams,” I mused aloud, “did you ever think there was nobody actually buried there?”

“Yes,” he said. “I did.”

“What?” I stared at him. “You knew?”

“Well, I never dug up a grave to check it out, but yeah, I’ve always suspected it.”

I was dumbfounded and must have looked it.

“You ever walk around in an old graveyard, Jenny? You know how the ground is uneven? Because of the sinking of the graves?”

“Yes,” I said shortly.

He flushed. “Well, you ever take a stroll in Union Hill?”

“Sure.” I felt my eyes widen. “The ground is even, Stan! Flat as an ironing board!”

“Yep. It’s decaying coffins and bodies that cause the ground to sink. That’s one of the reasons that modem cemeteries require vaults. I mean, we don’t want to drive our trucks over the ground and have them fall in a hole. But if there aren’t any bodies or coffins, there’s no sink. Believe me, nobody’s ever had to refill the graves in Union Hill.”

“You didn’t tell anybody!”

He shrugged, but the flush remained on his cheeks. “Look at the fuss now that everybody knows. Weren’t you happier when you thought your dearly beloved were safe and snug underground? Wasn’t Miss Grant happier? What does anybody gain from this knowledge?”

“You think I ought to butt out.”

He glanced at me. “Why not let sleeping dogs . . . bodies . . . lie, Jenny?”

I gestured impatiently toward the fence. “But those particular bodies aren’t sleeping, Stan.”

“Neither,” he said firmly, “are they walking.”

“Stan! We can’t just fill in the dirt and prop up the tombstones and pretend our relatives are buried there! Do you think people are going to bring out their picnics and flowers on Memorial Day and sit there over empty graves? You think this town is going to rest until we find those bodies and bury them where they belong?”

“They’re dead. What do they care where they’re buried?”

“You surprise me,” I said. “In the extremis.”

His smile flickered. “Extremis. Very good. You’re picking up our lingo like a born funeral director. Next thing you’ll be saying ‘remains’ instead of ‘bodies’ and ‘caskets’ instead of ‘coffins.’”

I let him change the subject. “What’s the difference?”

“Only semantics, I suppose.” He frowned. “They were generally called coffins until the nineteenth century. Then we pinned a label on them that connotes something fine and valuable. I mean, what would you put in caskets, Jenny? You’d put jewels, treasures, things of great worth, right? You wouldn’t dump something you valued in a plain pine box, now would you? A coffin can be a plain pine box in which to dump a body, but a casket . . . now a casket is something fine and beautiful in which to secure the remains!”

“Fine, beautiful, and expensive.”

He grinned. “Now you’ve got it.”

“Stan,” I said, “are you sure you’re in the right business?”

“Yes,” he said. I waited for him to expand on this seeming contradiction between his ironic view of his profession and his choice of that profession as a life’s work, but he didn’t. My old high school classmate was, it seemed, a more complicated man than I had previously assumed. I turned my attention back to the gravediggers.

Two of them descended into the grave with their shovels to finish the job. The first one in was a white kid, maybe nineteen. His dark blond hair stood up in greasy, sculpted points on his head, like the spikes on a mace. He wore work boots and gray-and-white striped coveralls over a bulky gray sweater. A large gold earring—a skull and crossbones—dangled on a gold chain from his right earlobe. The other two gravediggers were black men, considerably older than the kid, maybe in their fifties, with creased and tired faces that said maybe gravedigging wasn’t the worst job they had ever had.

As if he were suddenly aware of my gaze, the white kid stuck his shovel in the dirt and looked up at me from inside the grave. He stared at me out of dark, blank eyes. After a long, unsmiling moment, he lowered his gaze and let it travel slowly, insolently down my body. Then with a flicker of a private smile, he hoisted his shovel again.

I shivered. “How much longer?” I asked Stan.

“Not much.”

A strong, moisture-laden gust of wind came off the ocean. I shivered again. The folks at the graveside service, even nearer to the ocean, must be freezing, I thought. I hoped their minister and our gravediggers hurried. I felt unaccountably chilled by something colder and more penetrating than the weather. I wished I were back at the office or, better yet, at home beside the fireplace.

“Who are they burying over there?” I asked, to take my mind off my misgivings.

Stan looked in the direction my finger was pointing.

“One of ours,” he said. “John Rudolph. He was one of our funeral directors. That’s his wife over there in the brown coat, and his kids.” Stan, too, pointed, and said morosely, “I should be there. If it weren’t for this disinterment mess, I would be, along with everybody else from our shop.”

That explained the empty desks and the closed doors. Not to mention the unusual number of perfectly correct black suits, male and female, that I observed in attendance at the graveside. Maybe Sylvia Davis, the receptionist, had a good excuse, after all, for her absence from her desk. Or maybe she’d had too good a time at the Founder’s Day party the night before.

“What did he the of, Stan?” It seemed somehow callous to watch a burial without becoming acquainted with the deceased, however slightly and posthumously.

“Terminal hominess,” Stan blurted out. He blushed. “God, I shouldn’t have said that. A heart attack, Jenny, that’s what it was. Only thirty-eight years old. Built like a bantam rooster; you’d have thought he was one of those tough little birds who would live forever. Thirty-eight years old! You know, if I weren’t already surrounded by plenty of evidence of mortality, that’d do it for me.”

I hardly heard him. I was squinting into the rain at a most remarkable sight. I nudged Stan and pointed again.

He, too, stared at the unlikely vision coming toward us across the muddy lawn in the rain. “My God, I’ve never seen my father run,” Stan said in awestruck tones. Then, half-jokingly, “What do you suppose the old man thinks I’ve done now?”

From inside the grave there came a disembodied bellow: “We’ve hit the vault!”

“Open ’er up!” Stan yelled back.

But we weren’t nearly so interested in that operation anymore as we were in the arrival of Spitt Pittman. He came puffing up to us like a short, fat locomotive.

“Stanley!” It was all he managed to sputter before he bent over and placed his hands on his knees. Stan and I had to bend over, too, to catch his words. We must have looked, I thought, like penitents, or three drunks losing our lunch. Between gasps, Spitt issued commands: “Get over there, boy, and get that damn woman to calm down! Tell her it’s in bad taste, tell her it’s locked, tell her it’s against the law, for Christ’s sake!”

“Who?” Stan asked, reasonably enough, I thought. “What?”

“Muriel Rudolph, you dumb bunny!” Plainly, Spitt Pittman was furious and his son was the nearest handy target. The open grave behind us had become quiet as a, well, tomb. The third gravedigger stepped back a few feet from the edge of the grave as if he hoped he could disappear between rain-drops. “She wants the damn coffin opened! Says she’s got to make sure he’s in there! Says with all those bodies missing, maybe somebody has stolen John!”
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