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A small black crow of a boy leaned against the roof of a dead man. The boy’s features, where they were black, were extremely black, and where they were pale, extremely pale. A carefully combed slick of thick black hair defined his northern border, three parallel offshoots of which angled across his forehead like they had been gouged there by the claw of a cat.

He placed his cheek against the cool, smooth sarcophagus lid, his arms lolling across it and obscuring the name inscribed on its surface. The boy seemed to be listening for sounds from the long-dead remains inside, but his pale green eyes were mesmerized by the magic that a pair of men were conjuring less than a hundred feet away, across a throng of granite gravestones and angels. It involved a large pile of dirt, a long polished box, and a deep rectangular hole with precisely cut corners.

One of the men, a tall, bearded clod of dirt dressed in three different shades of brown, was saying to the other, “A major difference between kids and grown-ups is what they think about the important subject of holes. Kids love holes, and dig them often and in as many places as they can. Smooth sandy beaches, flat dirt lots, glistening fields of snow, ladle-shaped mounds of mashed potatoes—there’s nothing a kid hates more than an uninterrupted surface. Grown-ups, on the other hand, hate holes, and generally want them filled, flattened, and fixed out of existence. Potholes, sinkholes, holes in clothes, holes in theories, holes in emotional well-being … and they absolutely can’t stand gophers. Sometimes, it seems as if the entire adult world is dedicated to plugging holes.”

“Poor saps,” grunted the other man, who was pulling himself out of the hole. He was younger and sported a long green coat and long brown hair.

The brown man continued. “Few grown-ups manage to preserve the wonder that something, and in fact most things, can be dug. Even fewer find themselves fortunate enough to make a career out of digging holes. Feaster, we are lucky men.”

“Sure, Moss. And we have the blistered hands and aching backs to prove it.”

They both stared proudly down into their hole. It was twice as long as it was wide, about as deep as a bunk bed was tall, and seemed to be created to the exact specifications of the nearby polished wooden box with brass handles.

“It is certainly a fine hole,” said the man named Moss. “Wouldn’t mind being tucked in there myself, if I do say so myself.” He leaned against his shovel, which he’d planted firmly in the dirt like a flagpole.

“Sure. She’ll love it, I think,” agreed Feaster, taking off his hat and wiping his brow, which was sweaty despite the pre-autumn chill on the air. He flicked an unsettlingly thick earthworm back into the hole with the toe of his boot and looked around, squinting. “Speaking of kids who love holes, where’s Spadeful? Not like him to miss a planting.”

Thus summoned, the small black crow of a boy tore off from his sarcophagus perch and popped his head around the giant pile of dirt that had formerly occupied Moss and Feaster’s hole.

“Ah, ain’t nothing sadder than a kid in a cemetery …” said Feaster.

“Unless that kid is alive,” said Moss. “Nice tie.”

Spadeful’s real name was Douglas Mortimer. Only Moss and Feaster called him Spadeful. It was part of an ongoing joke that started when he was much smaller about how much dirt they’d need to fill his grave. Douglas was twelve years old, but still small for his age. It didn’t help matters that he was wearing a serious-looking black suit that was a tad too big, out of which peeked a little yellow beak of a tie.

“Sorry I’m late. Had to wait for Mom to drop me off. She wouldn’t let me walk over by myself.”

Douglas visited the cemetery almost every day. According to the plaque on the black iron gates at its entrance, the cemetery had been established in 1644. It was a year so far back, that for a long time Douglas had thought the number was the cemetery’s address. Inside, five hundred acres of hilly property stretched to the end of the earth as far as Douglas knew. Large mausoleums sprang from gentle hills, life-sized statues writhed in grief, tombstones sprouted in hundreds of different shapes, their eloquent epitaphs discussing eternity together. A cold stream cut a thin Styx through the back of the cemetery, where it was more forest than cemetery. Over that stream was a covered bridge where Douglas would play “Headless Horseman” when he wasn’t racing through the stones or searching for epitaphs that included his name.

“What’s wrong with Daisy today?” Douglas nodded at the monstrosity behind the two men.

Daisy was a large, yellow contraption that looked like a cross between all the horrible parts of a spider and all the terrible parts of a scorpion. It had originally started out as a simple backhoe loader. A bucket and arm in the rear to dig holes, a loader in the front to fill them back in. Over the years, the two men had adapted this tractor to fit the needs of the cemetery, which amounted to more than digging and filling. Now, Daisy could carry grave vaults, lower caskets, seed and mow grass, install headstones, and do anything one needed for the dead, with the exception of maybe resurrecting them. The only downside to all their tinkering was that Daisy’s various mechanisms only worked about fifty percent of the time. That was why both men were now digging the grave by hand while Daisy propped up their backsides when they got tired.

“Don’t know. I think she decided that we should dig this beauty the old-fashioned way,” replied Moss.

“It’s good for us gravediggers to do that every once in a while,” added Feaster, who always smelled like cloves even when covered in dirt and sweat. “Else we’d never get to use the symbol of our office.” He grabbed his shovel and held it blade-up like a scepter.

“If I were a younger man, I’d agree. Since I’m not, you can take the symbol of our office”—Moss glanced at Douglas—“and dig your own grave.” He stuck both hands in the small of his back and arched himself until a violent series of cracks broke the solemn stillness of the cemetery. Douglas imagined the dead below, annoyed and mumbling to themselves before turning over in their caskets.

“Is this Mrs. Laurent?” Douglas pointed a finger at the wooden box while plopping himself down on the ground, his feet dangling off the edge of the hole like he was sitting on a dock.

“In person,” said one.

“In coffin,” said the other.

Douglas looked down into the hole. The grave was empty except for the open concrete grave liner, which was in place to hold the coffin and keep the earth from caving in when the coffin eventually decayed. Douglas saw the tail end of a prehistorically large earthworm squeezing itself through one of the drainage holes in the bottom of the liner.

“Can I see her?”

Moss squinted at Douglas, while Feaster yelped, “What?”

“Can I see her?”

“I guess,” said Feaster after a few seconds. He stretched his shoulders blades back until they almost touched and then stepped toward the coffin.

“Wait a minute there, sir.” Moss lifted a finger at Feaster and then turned to Douglas. “I know you’re just being curious, but I don’t think that would be a good idea, Spadeful.”

“Why?” asked Douglas. Feaster wrinkled his forehead at Moss, and the two earth-toned men exchanged a glance aimed over Douglas’s head. Then the two slowly opened a pair of mirrored grins that seemed, had they been sewn together, to stretch farther than the width of their faces combined.

Moss made a show of looking over his shoulder, and leaned closer to Douglas, using his shovel as a pivot. “It’s because, after she died, they discovered that she was a gorgon.” Feaster nodded beside him in what was either agreement or approval.

“What’s a gorgon?”

“Oh, it’s a fiendish beast, looks like a woman, but has snakes for hair and a forked tongue … well worth staying away from. If you see her face, even in death, you’ll turn into a stone fit to sit at the head of a grave.”

“They didn’t even open the casket for the funeral,” added Feaster. “Would have wrecked the whole thing, all those mourners gathered around suddenly becoming statues.”

Douglas smiled wide, and with two hands, pulled a pile of the moist, newly dug grave dirt toward him, which he started shaping into a castle. “Mom gets annoyed by your stories. She says you’re arresting my development or something.”

Moss swatted the notion away with a calloused hand. “Gah, if it weren’t for us, people like your mother would have to deal with the monster themselves. Heck, without us, the whole town of Cowlmouth would be overrun by them.”

“We’re very important to what you might call the ecosystem of the town,” explained Feaster. “We maintain Cowlmouth’s equilibrium.”

“That means balance,” translated Moss.

“Man and monster must live together, according to a very strict ratio. If it weren’t for the work we do right in this here rot garden”—Feaster stabbed the earth a few times with the blade of his shovel—“who knows what would happen?”

“It wouldn’t be good,” said Moss.

“Somebody needs to keep the dead down,” said Feaster.

“Someone needs to stake the hearts of the vampires when they rise from their crypts,” Moss added.

“Somebody needs to bash the brains out of the zombies when they claw their way back through the earth.”

“Somebody needs to shove the cackling curses of witches back into their toothless mouths.”

“Somebody needs to appease the plights of restless spirits.”

“Ghosts, the poor wretches. Sometimes, they just need a little direction.”

Despite his mother’s cautions, Douglas was hooked, as he always was. He loved their stories of monsters, even if he didn’t believe them. Not really, anyway. Plus, if it weren’t for Moss and Feaster, Douglas wouldn’t have banshees and ifrits and gorgons, or any other exotic types of monster, to run wild in his imagination. And an imagination needed its monsters. Still, he couldn’t be too much of a kid about it in front of them.

“I’ve never seen any.”

Moss leaned closer to Douglas, the pivot of his shovel bending almost horizontal, his face deadly serious. “That’s a good thing, Spadeful. But there are monsters. You can bet your child-sized soul on that.”

A ragged howl ripped across the cemetery.


[image: image]

Moss and Feaster jumped to their feet, shovels at the ready, swiveling back and forth like they were baseball batters who couldn’t find the pitcher.

The howl quickly broke into high-pitched laughter as an angular silhouette stepped in front of the cemetery gates and pinched its face between the bars. “Moss! Feaster!” the form yelled. “Watch out for monsters!”

“That boy,” said Moss. “That demon boy.”

Douglas let out his own laugh and gave a goodbye salute to the two gravediggers. He leapfrogged tombstones until he got to the gate, where the thin form was still quaking with laughter. If Douglas was a crow of a boy, then Lowell Pumphrey was his pal scarecrow.

Lowell was a year older than Douglas, a year wiser, a year dumber, and almost fourteen according to Lowell, but that was just another way of saying thirteen. He was thin and tall, with wrists and ankles escaping in terror from the long sleeves of his orange sweatshirt and the legs of his jeans. Atop his head was a campfire of yellow, curly hair that looked like an anemone sifting the air for food. Douglas didn’t have a lot of friends, but a lot of friends for Lowell Pumphrey was a good trade.

“I was just at your house,” said Lowell.

“What were you doing there?”

“Eating your dinner.”

“Um …”

“I mean, I didn’t go there to eat, but you weren’t there, and your mom offered, so I thought, ‘What the hockey sticks?’ So how come you’re here? I mean, besides the fact that you’re almost always here.”

“I wanted to see Mrs. Laurent get buried. Moss and Feaster said she was a gorgon.”

“Awesome. Speaking of that, I was looking for you because I have big news. This town is about to get crazy.”

“Why?”

“You’ll like this. There’s a monster. In town. And not this Halloween stuff that Moss and Feaster feed you. I’m talking the kind of monster that would make those guys cower in their grave holes.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t have time now, man. I spent it all eating your mom’s chop suey. Tomorrow, though, let’s meet back here.” Lowell looked around to make sure that nobody was nearby. “It’s the kind of news that we don’t want any coffee-drinkers to overhear.”

“Tomorrow is Mr. Stauffer’s funeral.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m going to that, too. Afterwards, then. Anyway, gotta go. Second dinnertime. Dad’s making meatballs.” Lowell grabbed Douglas by the arms. “Round meat!”

“Sure. See you—”

Before he could finish the goodbye, Lowell bolted away, eating up the sidewalk with his long strides and taking mere seconds before he was little more than a tiny figure in the distance. Douglas could just make out his friend’s upraised arms and barely heard his battle cry of “Meatballs!” wafting behind him. In like a lion, out like a lion. That was Lowell Pumphrey.

Cowlmouth Cemetery wasn’t too far from Douglas’s house. Everywhere that Douglas went wasn’t too far from his house. The town of Cowlmouth was large enough as far as towns went in New England, but Douglas only really went to a few places. His house, the cemetery, school, Lowell’s house, the movie theater, the ice cream shop, all of which were within a few streets of one another.

A few streets are universe enough for a twelve-year-old boy, and close enough to it for everybody else.

As Douglas meandered home from the cemetery, he swished a white twig that he’d plucked from an obliging birch tree along the way. It glided back and forth in front of him like a harvesting scythe. Around him, Cowlmouth was starting to kindle its autumn fires. It was still early September, and only a few impatient trees lifted a red- or yellow-flaming torch in the midst of their mostly green branches. In another few weeks, every birch, every elm, and every oak would be in full five-alarm conflagration before finally fading to brown and being buried under snow for the winter.

Today, he didn’t notice the shifting of seasons too much, though. Douglas Mortimer was as worried as a boy could be, not having had much practice at it so far in life. His mother and father had changed in the past week or two—gotten busier, maybe. They weren’t around to see him as much. And he didn’t understand it. His parents worked from home—Douglas understood that part—but lately, it was as if they not only didn’t notice him, but didn’t want him to notice them.

But it wasn’t just them. It was other adults, too. Like Dr. Coffman, the family doctor. Douglas didn’t know how old Dr. Coffman was, but he always thought him to be the oldest person he had ever seen. White wispy hair on his head, white bristly hair on his cheeks, a cadaverously thin frame. His ears and nostrils were plugged with white hairs, as well, as if his head were full of the richest soil a growing thing could want. The other day, the doctor had dropped by Douglas’s house. He didn’t even say hi to Douglas or offer any of the lemon candy that he always had on him. The kind that Douglas didn’t really like, but liked getting all the same. Dr. Coffman had nodded absentmindedly at him before Douglas’s parents had shooed Douglas out of the room. His parents weren’t normally ones to shoo.

By the time he arrived home, Lowell’s bluster had almost blown away his troubling thoughts. Douglas couldn’t even begin to guess what kind of monster Lowell had been talking about, but judging by the look in his friend’s eyes, it was exciting.

Douglas paused in front of his house. He remembered that his mother had made him promise to have Moss or Feaster give him a lift home. Hopefully, she wouldn’t ask. Besides, he wasn’t even sure if the gravediggers were allowed to cross the borders of the cemetery. Seemed like it was the only place he ever saw them. His mother’s request was weird, anyway. He’d walked to and from the cemetery by himself hundreds of times.

Douglas’s house was a towering construct, paneled and painted a somber forest green, with dark purple shutters and a black roof. The house was old, large, and sprawling, with two big towers like the eye stalks of a snail, and so many pointy gables and dormers that it looked like the architect didn’t know how to draw a straight line. A wide, dark green sign with gold lettering in a comforting script was staked on two granite posts into the front lawn. It read MORTIMER FAMILY FUNERAL HOME.

It was his family. And his home.

Home sweet funeral home.
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Douglas Mortimer had come to grips with death at an early age: birth.

It’s bound to happen when one’s parents run a funeral home, and it’s bound and gagged to happen when one’s parents are the third generation to do so. Douglas’s first memory was of the dead. He recalled his father lifting him up over the lip of a coffin so that he could touch the body inside. He couldn’t have been more than three at the time, and the only impression that stuck with him from the experience was the heat of his father’s hands beneath his armpits.

That was why Douglas felt right at home beneath the gigantic dying Jesus at the back of the auditorium of Cowlmouth Center Church, handing out funeral programs to mourners lining up in the foyer for the Stauffer funeral. Up front, the organ groaned out a dirge that he had heard enough times that he almost found it catchy.

Cowlmouth Center Church was a vast establishment. Dark rib-like beams buttressed a sweeping white ceiling over soft red carpeting that matched the upholstered wooden pews. The pulpit on the dais at the front was a massive piece of dark furniture that almost eclipsed the tiered choir loft behind it. Backdropping both the pulpit and the choir loft was an enormous round stained glass window with an abstract pattern of mostly blue, red, and white panels that made whoever stood at the pulpit look like the pupil in a giant eye. At the back of the church, on both sides of the oversized dying Jesus, was a pair of balconies that almost doubled the seating capacity of the place of worship.

That was how the church always looked, but today, at the foot of the pulpit, another massive piece of wooden furniture dominated the holy place—the coffin of Irwin Stauffer. Leaning in apparent inconsolable grief against the side of the coffin was a large, white sign with red lettering that proclaimed: HOT DOGS: $2.50. Below the price was a cartoon drawing of a tube of meat with wide eyes and an outstretched tongue.

Irwin Stauffer had been a popular man in Cowlmouth, which was why his funeral had to be held at the largest church in town. All it took to secure that pre-death fame and post-death regard was a small red-and-white-striped cart laden with hot dogs, near the town square. Mr. Stauffer had parked his little cart there every summer for sixty years and was as much a fixture of the town as the old library or the massive bronze statue of its colonial founder that stood guard in front of the town hall. He always boasted that he had sold a hot dog to “darn near everybody in this town at one time or another, even the vegetarians.” It was rumored that plans were now in the works to name the square after him.

“Your dad wanted me to find out if you were all set for programs.” Christopher Shin was a tall Korean man in his early twenties. The individual hairs of his thin moustache seemed to each be separated by half an inch of bald skin, and his blue-striped tie was held in place by a gold-plated bar that matched a pair of cuff links holding his sleeve-ends together. On his suit lapel was a green and gold Mortimer Family Funeral Home name tag that matched the one on Douglas’s own lapel.

Christopher was the Mortimer Family Funeral Home apprentice, which meant he was learning the trade the hard way, answering midnight calls for corpse removals, picking up flowers, and doing all the little jobs that it takes to eventually get a body six feet under the ground. Like Douglas, he lived at the funeral home, but unlike Douglas, he had chosen this lifestyle. Douglas never could figure out why. Christopher often acted as if the people who died in this town did so simply to overload him with work.

“I got plenty.” He motioned at the four boxes on the table behind him.

“Good. You’ll need them. A lot of people are coming. It’s going to be a real hassle.” Christopher moved off to tackle whatever next duty was going to decrease the quality of his life.

“Hi, Douglas. That’s a nice tie.” It was Chief Pumphrey, Lowell’s father. Lowell and his kid brother, Josh, were behind him. Douglas’s tie was dark green with scallop shapes that made it look like a scaly lizard seeking shelter in his dark blue blazer.

“Thanks.” Douglas handed Lowell’s father a funeral program. On the front was a painting of Mr. Stauffer in his trademark straw boater hat and red suspenders, beaming from behind his hot dog cart, a mustard-smeared hot dog in one hand and a ketchup-smeared one in the other. The original painting had hung in a corridor at the town hall for at least a decade.

Lowell passed Douglas, turned down a program, gave him a bump on the shoulder with a sideways fist, and tapped two fingers on the side of his nose before passing him wordlessly to find a place to sit. Douglas heard the message like it had been shouted: “Don’t forget about the cemetery afterwards … a real-life monster … and your tie isn’t that nice.”

Before Douglas had too much time to wonder again about the monster, a small hand missing one of its fingers eagerly thrust itself forward for a program. The man with only nine fingers was short. Like almost Douglas’s height. He was also rather meaty for his size, which explained the slight skim of sweat that formed on the bridge of his nose and made his thick curly brown hair droop in damp bunches like Spanish moss around his head. The bottom half of his face had a perpetual fuzz of stubble, and the top half was punctured with two deep-set, dark brown eyes. One of them winked at Douglas.

“How do I smell, Douglas?”

Douglas took a whiff. “You smell like leather. And formaldehyde.”

“New cologne.” Eddie Brunswick worked for the Mortimer family as an embalmer, and he was on an ongoing quest to cover up what he did for a living. That meant the smell and the stains. As a result, Eddie was an expert on colognes and detergents. He hadn’t yet succeeded in his mission, but he could name just about any scent at twenty paces and could work wizardry with a washing machine. After receiving his program, Eddie took a step inside and spent a few seconds of intense deliberation as he scoped out the attendees. He chose an open seat on the pew beside the nearest pretty girl he could find. The girl scooted away, closer to her boyfriend, who sat on her other side.

The line to get into the auditorium was starting to back up, so Douglas began handing out programs as fast as he could, regularly diving into the cardboard boxes on the table to get more when he ran out. Fortunately, he had already claimed one of the programs for his own personal collection. It rested in his inside jacket pocket, beside his scaly tie.

Soon his rhythm of handing out programs grew so flawless that he hardly stopped to acknowledge the people he knew or to ineffectually brush the stiff, shiny strands of black hair on his forehead back into place. He was halfway through a second box of programs when the girl happened.

He didn’t have much time to observe her, as she was gone before he’d realized he’d handed her a program. All he retained was a vague afterimage of long, black hair and a flash of purple. But it had been enough time to interrupt his pace. The pause must have dragged on a bit too long; an ugly snort startled his attention back to the line of mourners.

“Hrmph.”

A tall woman wearing thick-framed glasses and a dark dress dotted with flowers so small they appeared as though they were being sucked into a void towered over him. Douglas’s face turned the color of the church carpet, and he quickly handed her a program.

As soon as the stream of funeral attendees ended, Douglas put the box of remaining programs under the table and made his way deeper into the church. Normally, he would sit in the back so he could hold the door for the pallbearers at the end of the service. His place was always saved at Mortimer Family funerals. The only other person who could say that was the deceased, and they couldn’t actually say that. His parents, on the other hand, rarely could be found in one place, much less sitting during the funerals they arranged. Instead they hovered on the edges, ready to make sure that everything went smoothly for the bereaved.

Douglas saw his father in a side aisle moving a large arrangement of flowers out of the way to allow a group easier access to a pew. He nodded solemnly at Douglas across the crowd before focusing his attention back on the funeral. Mr. Mortimer was of medium height, with fine black hair, pale skin, and a general tautness to his features. Douglas had inherited most of his own physical characteristics from him. Douglas couldn’t see his mother, but was sure she was attending to the less visible parts of the funeral—calling the cemetery to ensure that everything was prepared, planning cleanup, or checking with the police assigned to direct the long procession that would be slithering its way across town in the next hour.

Instead of taking his place near the doors, Douglas walked along the back wall of the auditorium to the stairs that led to the left-hand balcony. On his way, he passed Lowell’s father talking quietly to Dr. Coffman.

“I feel terrible for thinking it, especially at his funeral, but Irwin’s death couldn’t have been better timed.” That was Chief Pumphrey.

“I assume you mean because it’s distracting everyone from the … untimely death of Mrs. Laurent?” returned Dr. Coffman.

“Exactly.”

“Man always did put the town first.”

Douglas barely registered the name of the woman Moss and Feaster had called a “gorgon.” He ascended the stairs, and without even looking around, walked to the very last row of the large gallery and took an empty seat in the back corner. His nearest neighbor was the giant head of Jesus rearing up beside him like a Titan rising from the sea. He scanned the crowd in the balcony, searching for the dark-haired girl. She was five rows in front of him. All he could see of her was the back of her head, but he scrutinized that sleek veil of black hair like someone peering into a fresh night sky waiting for the stars to come out.

The organ abruptly cut off in the middle of one of its sadder chords and a man in black religious attire walked to the pulpit above the prone Mr. Stauffer. Like the coffin and the pulpit, Revered Ahlgrim and Mr. Stauffer now formed a set of perpendicular lines. Douglas knew the reverend well, as his family had worked with him longer than Douglas had been alive. He was a very round man. His stomach was round. The lenses of his spectacles were round. His bald head was round. Even the way he formed his words was round. He was like a snowman. In fact, the only angles on him were the four that formed the golden crucifix around his neck.

From this angle and at this distance, Douglas saw Mr. Stauffer’s still face as an indistinct flesh-colored oval against the light satin of the coffin interior. Douglas had seen him back at the funeral home. Mr. Stauffer had fewer wrinkles than he should have for his age, and a loose head of hair that had wilted to gray. His final expression was as though he were listening to his favorite music on headphones. As usual, Eddie had done good work.

Reverend Ahlgrim began the service. “Good morning, fellow mourners.” Douglas could hear every “o” in that opening address. “Irwin Stauffer was a man made of summer. The season didn’t officially start here in Cowlmouth until Irwin sold his first hot dog. Unfortunately, as we leave this last summer and pass into fall, Irwin passes, too …”

So far, the service was an excellent one in Douglas’s opinion. And his opinion mattered because he’d been to many funerals. Mr. Stauffer looked great, the flowers looked great, the turnout was great, and even Reverend Ahlgrim’s eulogy was great, full of comforting words.

However, even at their best, Douglas had always been slightly dissatisfied with funerals. For him, death was a regular event. It was a time for people to gather together, just the same as Christmas, a birthday, or the Fourth of July, as inevitable as Wednesday following Tuesday, March following February. Every sentence has a punctuation mark. Everybody gets a year older until they don’t. Everybody dies.

He thought that funerals should be merrier. Instead of blowing into tissues, attendees should be blowing into party favors. Eulogies should be accompanied by toasts. Mourners should wear party hats instead of veils. The silk-lined boxes should be treated with the same anticipation as paper-wrapped ones.

Eventually, the funeral ended, and the organ below resurrected itself with a moan like the grim realization of a school morning. Seven pallbearers, including the mayor and Chief Pumphrey, approached the coffin. Douglas’s father closed the lid with a gentle and practiced motion, and six of them reverently picked up Mr. Stauffer and walked down the aisle. The seventh grabbed the hot dog sign and held it in front of him like a flag at a state procession. After a few moments in which the remaining members of the Stauffer family left the front rows and followed the pallbearers out to the awaiting hearse, the rest of the attendees began to shuffle out of their rows to leave the church.

Douglas stayed glued in place, secretly investigating the profile of the dark-haired girl as she walked toward the aisle. She was as pale as birch bark, with delicate features and a slight awkwardness to her walk. On her hand—the hand that held the very program he had given her—was a large, purple stone set in silver. Her black dress had bits of red lint on it from the pew.

She looked back in his direction.

It was just a glance, one that might have been random or intended for the giant Christ head that peeked over Douglas’s shoulder, but it gave him a sense of vertigo, like he was on an elevator descending too fast.

Before he knew it, she’d disappeared down the stairs.

Outside, Mr. Stauffer was being loaded into the Mortimer Family Funeral Home hearse, which would take him to a cemetery in nearby Osshua, the town where he was born. Moss and Feaster wouldn’t get the honor of planting this man.

And while Mr. Stauffer might not be going to Cowlmouth Cemetery that afternoon, Douglas certainly was. He had to find out about Lowell’s monster.

Preoccupied with that big news and the girl with the purple ring (but mostly the girl with the purple ring) Douglas leaped down the balcony steps three at a time, only to run right into a stare hard enough to almost knock the wind out him. Standing at the opposite side of the church was that same tall woman he’d handed a program to, boring holes into his skull through the magnifying lenses of her glasses. Her expression didn’t seem to have changed at all in the past hour. Douglas headed toward the exit with a little more purpose, but turned his head one last time to look back at her. She was still glowering at him through those narrowed eyes, the tiny flowers on her dress still being eaten by the void.


[image: image]

Douglas loved Cowlmouth Cemetery. It was his park, his backyard, his playground. It was a foundation for his imagination and a forum for all his big questions. His parents were okay with that. They didn’t find it morbid. Or, more accurately, they found it morbid, but morbid means something totally different to morticians. Lowell and Douglas had passed many a day here in the old rot garden, as Feaster called it.

Today, the sky was clear, the sun bright, and the temperature comfortable. It was beautiful … which meant that it was a less-than-ideal day to visit a cemetery. Cemetery visits, Douglas believed, were best enjoyed when the weather was chilly, the sky was overcast, and nature itself seemed to be in mourning.

The gravestones Douglas and Lowell passed as they walked deeper into the graveyard seemed different, as if they sensed the approaching Halloween, that time of year when they would be most in season.

They eventually found themselves near a grave with a window. It marked the final earthly resting place of Harold Dumont, MD. The doctor had apparently been so afraid of being buried alive that he had designed his grave to ensure that it didn’t happen. A horizontal stone was inset into the top of a knoll, with a small, thick pane of glass centered in the stone six feet above and directly over where Dr. Dumont’s face was. Another capstone supposedly hid a stairwell that led directly into the grave. The story went that Dr. Dumont was buried with a bell in his hand and a breathing tube connecting his mouth to the surface, although Douglas had never been able to find any evidence of it around the grave. In addition, decades of moisture and mold had made the window all but opaque and impenetrable by even the brightest police-issue flashlight, which the boys had, of course, borrowed from Lowell’s father. They found it much creepier not seeing Dr. Dumont, knowing that as they stared down into the glass-topped hole, an unseen skull grinned back at them from six feet below.

Lowell dropped himself heavily onto the flat stone, rapped on the window, and shouted at the top of his lungs, “Helloooooo, Dr. Dumont.” He placed an apple on top of the window.

They could thank Moss and Feaster for this little tradition. The gravediggers wove quite a different tale about the grave of Dr. Dumont. According to them, Dr. Dumont was insane and could reanimate monsters from sewed-together corpse parts that he had robbed from the town cemetery—this town cemetery. He was eventually caught and hanged for his crimes, but the people of Cowlmouth were so terrified that he had unlocked the secrets of resurrection that they installed the window so that they could check on his corpse to ensure he was politely moldering the way God intended, instead of rising again to terrorize the town. Moss and Feaster advised Douglas that an apple a visit would help keep this mad doctor away. Lowell and Douglas found the idea funny enough to oblige it more often than not.
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