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Nightfall: Clunk

“Psst. Hey. Chloe.”

Benny, as usual, thought he was being subtle and missed it by a mile.

“What?” Chloe stopped the sort-of-golf cart next to the ghoul’s chosen lair, a crumbling mausoleum. She was tired, it had been a long day, and she just wanted to go home.

The ghouls, wraiths, and ghosties had not been part of the job description. Or maybe they had, just not in so many words. The neatly printed sign next to the ornate gates had simply read: “Cemetery groundskeeper and caretaker needed. Inquire within.”

Chloe had inquired. It was only after she had landed the job, moved into the tiny studio apartment, and the neighborhood cautiously accepted her that she learned she was the only serious applicant. Belleview Cemetery and Memorial Gardens might have been prime resting space a century ago. Since then, the ghetto and slums had engulfed it, and what was left of the neighborhood... The ghoul was nicer than the junkies.

“What, Benny?” She prompted when the ghoul had stood there staring into space long enough. With her luck, he’d remember what he wanted to say, and then the ‘caretaker’ part of her job would kick in. If he forgot, as usual, she could go home and order sushi.

“Your hair is purple.” He said after a long silence. Silence was the wrong word. The cicadas were screaming into the falling darkness.

“Yes, Benny, I know.” Chloe resisted the urge to reach up and touch the messy bun.

“It was green.” He responded more quickly this time. He didn’t make a move toward her. The one time she had touched her hair in his presence he had wanted to touch it, too. She had panicked and thrown the cart into gear to get away. Benny had sulked for a week. A sulking ghoul was surprisingly destructive. She didn’t want to spark that again. So, Chloe patiently had a conversation in the twilight.

“Yes, it was. I wanted a change.” It wasn’t supposed to have been green. The blue dye hadn’t worked as advertised.

“There’s a green ghost.” Benny informed her, turning his head to look down the hill. “It’s lost.”

“Oh.” Chloe realized this, and not her hair color, was why he’d stopped her. “Um. That’s... sad?”

“It cries a lot.” Benny kicked the ground, looking down at his long grey toes. “Hard to sleep.”

“I see.” Chloe looked in the direction he’d indicated. “I’m sorry to hear that.” She added politely.

Benny squinted up at her. “You could talk to it. Make it stop.”

Chloe opened her mouth to protest that soothing ghostly apparitions was not her job, then closed it again. This, too, probably fell under ‘caretaker.’

“You sleep in the day.” She pointed out. “Can I come back in the morning?”

He yawned, a thoroughly revolting sight, and Chloe averted her eyes.

“Didn’t sleep a wink today,” He informed her.

She sighed and gave up on her dreams of sushi. The delivery drivers did not come to her address after dark.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

She drove the cart to the next aisle and turned down the hill. Belleview, she thought sometimes, was shaped by the same rationale as taking a big bucket of paint to the top of the hill and tipping it over. The cemetery flowed down to the bottom of the hill, widening as it went, with wavy margins. In general, the lower you went, the more modern the graves. Modern being a relative term.

Chloe, who had never been terribly interested in history, had found herself intrigued by the patterns she found among the gravestones. Epidemics traceable in clustered death dates. The rise and fall of a family by the conditions of their plots. Even things as simple as naming trends caught her eye on the stones.

This section, for instance. Benny wasn’t a high-class denizen of the cemetery, and the family whose mausoleum he’d occupied had died out at least fifty years ago. Chloe hadn’t found any graves with the family name date later than that, anyway.

The area she was putt-putting into on her trusty ride was no longer quite as overgrown as it had been when she was hired. Which wasn’t to say it was neatly manicured lawns, either. There was only so much Chloe could do on her own, and a hesitant question to her boss about bringing in a crew... He had lowered the newspaper slightly, fixing her with one laser-bright blue eye while the bushy gray eyebrow inched up his forehead like a strange caterpillar.

“If you can find workers, by all means.” The newspaper - and Chloe wondered where he got them daily, as the last paper in the city had gone out of business months ago - rose again like a door closing. Chloe had retreated to her little desk.

Her feeling of victory hadn’t lasted, and it felt like sour frustration now, a month later as she inched past the brush hiding gravestones. She had to consciously unclench her jaw. No-one had responded to her ad for men willing to do work in the cemetery.

It had gotten very dark in this part of the graveyard, with the tall old trees and the brush that arched over the access path. Cloe had been given the cart to use, as a truck would have been useless in much of the cemetery. She was grateful. No one had asked to see her driver’s license, which was good as she hadn’t gotten one. Yet.

She switched on the feeble little headlights, and a pair of startled glowing eyes resolved themselves into an opossum who quivered, torn between playing dead and running away. He rolled over, paws up.

“Drama-llama.” Chloe muttered, stopping the cart. She had no intention of running the wee beast over. She got out of the cart and made her way to the front of it.

The tunnel of brush narrowed ahead, and Chloe hesitated, ignoring the possum who had given up his ploy and was hustling away through the shadows. She couldn’t hear anything out of place.

Her first ghost encounter, a week after starting this job, had scared her stiff for about two minutes. You couldn’t be afraid of a big frowsy woman whose glowing hair made a fluffy halo around her indefinite face. Especially not when she marched up, put her hands on her hips, bent forward slowly and deliberately toward the girl standing there petrified with fear and said, “Boo.”

Chloe had been frozen, her blood cold as ice, right up until that second. It surprised both of them when what had popped out of her mouth was: “Boo Who?”

She had no idea how it worked, but the apparition had laughed so hard that she exploded into a million shimmering bits. It was like standing inside a firework for just a second. Then the ghost was gone, and Chloe was alone again, and no longer afraid.

After that encounter, the other inhabitants of Belleville slowly began to reveal themselves. Chloe was sure she still hadn’t met all of them. Like this lost ghost she was looking for. She turned around, looking into the dark.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a flicker of movement. Chloe stopped turning and pretended to look in the other direction. The ghost gathered, like fog coming together in a semi-solid and faintly luminous shape. Chloe didn’t dare look right at it, or move, lest she scare it away. The ghost flitted around like it was nervous. It was soundless.

Chloe stood there, and then her stomach growled loudly. The ghost jerked away, brightening. Chloe turned her head, reflexively.

“Sorry!” She blurted out before she thought it through.

The ghost dimmed, wavered. Chloe held out a hand. “Don’t go! I wanted to talk to you.”

The apparition grew brighter again, and for the first time Chloe could make out proper shapes and features. They didn’t help her much. The pale oval face with the sharply pointed chin looked like a child’s, neither male nor female. The eyes were dark shadows in the glow.

“Hello.” Chloe said for lack of a better idea.

It drew a little closer, then paused. She got the impression that it wanted to bolt, but for some reason it also wanted to communicate.

“I’m Chloe, the caretaker. Can I help you?” She mentally cursed her retail-trained reflexes. What was she going to do for a ghost?

That seemed to help, though. The ghost didn’t get brighter, it got more solid. Not corporeal, but she couldn't see right through it any more. It was dressed in an old-fashioned shirt, trousers, and a pair of suspenders. The haircut was what made her think it must have been a boy. Chloe waited. She had discovered that the dead were slow. It was like they no longer had any sense of the passage of time.

“You found me.” It wasn’t so much a sound, as a suggestion of a voice.

“I did.” Chloe agreed. “Benny pointed me at you.”

“I’m lost.”

“Well, it’s a bit messy in this area.” Chloe looked toward the cart, where the headlights were still lighting up the path. “You have been crying.”

“I’m so alone,” he said. “So alone and I can’t find my way home.”

“Then let’s get you back to your place.” Chloe suggested. She had no idea if that would work. Would it work? Reconnecting ghost and grave? It seemed like an idea. A place to start.

The ghost looked around, it’s face moving while the body did not. One pale slender hand reached out toward her. Chloe shuddered as the head made a full revolution before the eyes were aimed at her again. “I can’t remember...”

“Can’t remember what?” Chloe tried to be patient. “Where your grave is?”

“Can’t,” cried the ghost, seeming to clutch at its face. The soft voice rose to a howl. “Remember! Anything!”

Chloe suppressed her first reaction, which was to call the ghost, like the possum, a drama-llama. She’d probably have to explain what a llama was. “I’ll tell you what. If you’ll lurk here quietly, I’ll come tomorrow and we can look together.”

The ghost stopped with a faint sobbing gasp. “You’ll help?”

“Only if you are quiet.” Chloe felt like she was trading off Benny for the ghost as problems went. The ghost smelled better, though.

“Yes. Yesterday was... I don’t remember yesterday.” The ghost started to fade.

Chloe hopped into her cart and said, firmly: “tomorrow at dusk.”

She backed up carefully. Turning around was not possible here, and she wasn’t certain where this path came out, or if it did. Some of them dead-ended. The ghost had gone, and she was able to get home with no more interruptions.

Morning Has Broken

Morning got off to a great start.

“Horace. Stop being lewd with the mermaid.” Chloe had caught the movement out of the corner of her eye but deliberately didn’t look in that direction. She didn’t want to see.

There was a splash, then a spray of water hit her in the face. She tightened her hands on the grips of the zero-turn mower and debated just moving on with her work. But no... caretaker. She brought the machine to a stop and turned to look at the Merman. Nymph, although she thought that was female, and Horace was definitely not. Fortunately, he was discreetly fishy and finned from an appropriate level below the belly button.

Chloe didn’t want to talk to Horace. She had work to do. Part of why she had wanted this job was that she liked mowing - and the zero-turn was fun to use. Plus, she wanted to have time today to scout out the ghost’s path to see if she could navigate it without having to back up all the way out.

Horace, Chloe thought to herself while trying not to laugh at her own joke, was a wet blanket. He was currently sitting on the edge of the fountain, dripping. His pale, clammy skin had a distinctly green color to it. His tail, which was mostly still in the water, was a muddy green color, a little darker than the water. She wasn’t sure of the color of his hair - she had never seen it dry. It was straggling all down his face onto his shoulders, looking black.

“Why won’t you come with me?” Horace was asking now. “My city beneath the waves is wondrous beyond compare!”

He stretched out one long, skinny hand toward her. Chloe leaned on the handlebars of her mower with her elbows and counted down raised fingers with her other hand. “One, I breathe air. Two, I’m not convinced there is a city. Three, I’m working. Four, I don’t want a boyfriend. And finally,” she made a fist and shook it at him, laughing. “You’d eat me!”

He laughed, too. Horace, she had discovered after her initial impression of him as a creepy slimeball, wasn’t quite as awful as he tried to be. There was a reason, she suspected, that he lived in an algae-infested fountain in the nearly-deserted (by humans) cemetery.

“A guy can try, can’t he?” Horace splashed his fins, but this time aimed the spray away from her.

“Yes, but when a girl says no, you gotta respect that.” Chloe admonished him. “You’ll never get a girl if you don’t respect her. How is Goldie?”

The change of subject worked. Horace broke into a huge grin, which would have been better if it hadn’t revealed how sharklike his teeth were. Right down to the multiple rows and shedding. Chloe suppressed a shudder. She hated it when normals called her weird and avoided her, so from the beginning she had decided her new community here in the cemetery would get care, not fear, from her.

“Goldie is getting fat!” Horace dove back into the fountain and reappeared a second later, cupping a huge koi carefully in his hands. He showed Chloe, then released his pet. “Isn’t she a chonk? Such a beautiful chonky gurl!”

“Yes, she is. Let me know if you need more special food for her.” Chloe restarted the mower.

“We’re good!” Horace shouted over the roar of the engine. With a wave, he dove and disappeared into the murky waters.

Chloe rotated her machine and went back to work once she’d punched up her playlist again. The big headphones had been expensive, but totally worth it. Once she got into the groove with the mowing, she could just zone and chill. It was the best job. It was the other aspects of her job that were a little more challenging. But honestly, ghouls, ghosts, and other creeps were still better than McCampbell's managers had been. That, and she didn’t have to talk to humans in this job. Much.

She knocked off the mowing when she had done the quadrant she’d designated for the day, and headed toward the path where she’d met the lost ghost the night before. Benny’s home, which was a miniature greek temple replica, was closed up tight. He was probably sleeping. She hoped he was, anyway. Cranky ghouls were not a pleasant part of the job.

The path was less scary in the daylight, but still a green tunnel of brush. She frowned at it, sitting in her cart with the engine idling before she decided whether to walk it or drive. Sighing, she shut off the engine and walked. Backing was not her strong suit. Learning to drive had been a massive PITA, and if her parents hadn’t insisted that she learn to drive before she moved out, then she would have skipped it. She could take the bus! She had said.

Then you have to rely on the bus schedule, her mother had told her. It wasn’t until Chloe had to use the bus for a year that she really understood why being able to drive herself was important. Still... she didn’t like driving. The cart was ok. The cart didn’t make her feel like she was hurtling down the road atop tons of lethal steel. That was scary.

There was no sign of the ghost, but Cloe had already learned that she wouldn’t see them in daytime. Hear, yes, sometimes. But the visible seemed to require darkness. Right now, the sun was up and cheerful light flooded the tunnel, filtered through the leaves to make everything look green. Like being underwater. She wondered if this is what it would look like in Horace’s city. She’d never know, because if she took him up on it, she’d be dead, too.

The path did go all the way through, although a bit weedy towards the end where it reconnected with one of the many roads that wound a maze-like pattern through Belleview. She walked out onto it, and looked back. If she didn’t know she’d just been through there, she wouldn’t have realized there was a path. Well, she’d bring the cart through today and tomorrow, then come back with the brush hog. That was scarier than the lawnmower, but... Chloe squared her shoulders. Her boss had said he trusted her to make headway on what had once been a wonderful monument to those who had passed.

Sometimes she wondered if he knew just how many hadn’t passed on. That there was a thriving and diverse community here in Belleview. She waded back into the weeds, looking carefully at the ground. No headstones. This was a maintenance path, then, just a neglected one. Wouldn’t be the first she’d found, nor likely the last.

Chloe returned at twilight, having taken a lesson from the day before and gotten her sushi early. She drove confidently down the path she’d scouted, her dim headlights giving her just enough light to be sure she wasn’t going to run over the opossum... but she drove halfway into the ghost.

She almost screamed when he suddenly appeared and she couldn’t stop in time.

“Are you all right?” She threw it into park and jumped out. “Oh my gosh, you can’t wander out in front of people like that.”

“Oh.” He looked down vaguely where his middle disappeared into the golf cart’s short hood. “I don’t feel that.” He took a few steps and popped out of the entanglement.

“Right.” Chloe took a deep breath and tried to calm her jangled nerves. Of course, he didn’t. “So. Have you remembered anything?”

He brightened, literally. “I remember many things. I stayed awake and thought until you came, so I could tell you!”

“So where is your grave?”

“I don’t know. I know my name, though! And my parent’s names...”

She pulled her little notebook out of her pocket. “I have an idea.”

MicroWhatNow?

Chloe’s interview with the ghost was not entirely satisfactory. She was able to get his name, Bartholomew Parloa, and the names of his parents, his own parent’s dates of death, and his birthday, but he was a little fuzzy on his own date of death. Armed with this information and as much as she could figure out about his life, which seemed to her to have been the very utmost in boring, Chloe headed for her next destination.

This was a new facet in the caretaker part of her job. It just seemed to grow more complex all the time: Investigator. A very private investigator, of course.

The big city library was quiet as a tomb (or at least, one that wasn’t at Belleview and housing an entire family) when she walked in the next morning. She looked around the echoing lobby with its ornate columns and statuary. This was a very different place than the libraries she had grown up with. This one was more like a museum.

The other thing was that she had no idea where to start looking for records of people who had lived and died in the city. She wasn’t even sure she was in the right place. But her mother had taught her that when in doubt, start with the library. Chloe’s next idea was to find a librarian.

There didn’t seem to be anyone sitting at the main desk, so Chloe wandered into one of the side rooms. She disturbed a slumbering cat, who put his ears forward and started to walk towards her. He stopped to stretch and yawn, and a pair of slender bone-white hands scooped him up by the middle.

“Can I help you?”

She was a rather old-fashioned looking lady, the very ideal of a librarian. Dressed in a long black skirt and a black blouse, with a chunky white cardigan that looked homemade, she had a pair of glasses with no ear pieces that dangled from a chain on her chest. Her long white hair was pulled back into a tidy bun, unlike Chloe’s sloppy, spiky purple one. Chloe found herself a little self-conscious suddenly, standing there in a hoodie and jeans.

“Uh, I’m looking for... somebody. Well, ok, I’m looking for something about him. He’s dead.”

The woman raised her eyebrow slightly. “I see.”

“Er, um, it’s genealogy!” Chloe grasped at straws. “It’s an, um, ancestor. I’m trying to find his grave.”

“Have you visited findagrave dot com?” The woman asked.

Chloe blinked. She hadn’t expected such technological savvy from a librarian who could have walked out of that musical her mother loved. She looked very old school.

“Well, I’m pretty sure he’s in Belleview, and that’s not fully mapped yet.”

“Oh. Oh, I see… Belleview. Perhaps I can help. Let me show you where birth and death records are kept. They are in microfiche, have you ever used that?”

“Uh, no.” Chloe admitted.

“I can show you how. It’s not complicated, just a little tedious. If you have a date of death, that would be helpful.”

“Ah, er, I’m a little fuzzy on that. Date of birth, yes. And well, I’ve got his parent’s dates of death.”

“Ah, excellent. We should be able to narrow it down, then.” The librarian led Chloe through a door that did not look like it was normally used for public access, and then down a long dark hallway lit by dim sodium bulbs. They shed a slightly yellow glow onto the whole scene, and added to the growing feeling of unreality Chloe was feeling.

The woman still held the cat, who dangled limp as a scarf from her hands.

“Is the cat all right?” Chloe finally asked.

“Esmeralda is a ragdoll,” the librarian explained. “She relaxes when picked up.” She added drily, “It is not a survival trait.”

They came to a door, having gone down a short flight of metal stairs. The librarian transferred Esmeralda to the crook of her arm and unlocked the door. The room inside was dim, and she said over her shoulder to Chloe, “The lights take a minute,” as she pushed up the switch.

Chloe could hear them as they came on, with an odd buzzing and clicking. They illuminated a huge room full of large metal racks. On the racks were innumerable boxes, all neatly labeled.

“Here you go,” The librarian directed Chloe’s attention to the desks lining one wall, starting at the door. They were separated by partial dividers, and each station held a positively archaic metal apparatus.

“This is a microfiche reader.” She put Esmeralda down on the swivel chair seat. The cat promptly hopped down and walked deliberately away from both of them, her tail aloft like a smoky plume.

Chloe looked in the direction the cat was headed, and saw the ghost. The librarian was still talking, so after one wide-eyed glance at the slender translucent man dressed in old-fashioned clothes, she looked resolutely away again.

A short lesson in how to load the microfiche reader later, Chloe followed her new library guide into the racks. To her relief, the ghost was nowhere in sight. The librarian had produced a notepad and pencils from the desk’s single drawer and had written the names and dates on it.

“I’ll show you how to find the first, then I’m afraid you’re on your own.” She pointed. “Dates.” There was a placard at the end of each rack, Chloe saw. It bore a date range. “Then smaller ranges by box. You cannot remove anything from the room,” she added.

“Oh, yes, of course not.” Chloe flushed. She hadn’t even considered it, but it felt awkward to be reminded.

“We don’t allow patrons down here, but we are so short-staffed...” The librarian tut-tutted and lifted her glasses, which pinched onto the bridge of her nose. She peered through them at the label on the box. “November 2 to November 28. Not quite.”

Chloe looked at the next box. “November 29 to December 20?”

“Sounds right. Can you manage that?”

Chloe could, although as she followed the woman back toward the desks, she considered that this could be a workout if she had to go through many boxes.

The ghost appeared in the periphery of her vision. He was standing on the other side of the racks looking through a gap where boxes had been removed. He was the most well-defined ghost Chloe had ever seen, but she couldn’t tell what color his eyes had been as they locked gazes. He smiled with a friendly nod, and Chloe tried not to trip in her surprise. Spilling that box would be a hot mess.

The lady librarian pointed at one of the long tables between the racks and desks. “Put that there... oh, Kung! How did you get in here?”

Kung, it seemed, was a very large and muscular black cat, almost a half-scale panther, Chloe thought. He was sitting on the chair looking at them, his ears pricked. Esmeralda was curled up on the cushion of the chair next to his.

Chloe put the heavy box down on the table and offered him her knuckles to sniff. He politely whiffed, then stropped her hand with the side of his face, his long whiskers tickling her forearm.

And just like that, the librarian was gone, leaving the door ajar behind her.

Chloe looked after her. “I never even got her name.” She muttered aloud.

From behind her, a voice responded calmly, “Her name is Penelope.  Penny White.”  Chloe turned around and the ghost smiled disarmingly at her. “My name's Mark,” He said. “Mark Long, pleased to meet you.” He stuck out a hand and she looked from it to him. Then tentatively reached out her hand towards him. She wasn't quite sure what to expect. So, she was both surprised, and not surprised when, rather than being able to close her hand on his, her hand just sort of passed right through his with kind of a cool tingling sensation.

“I’m Chloe,” She said. “Chloe Brandt.”

“Nice to make your acquaintance!” He was the most cheerful ghost she’d ever met.

“And, er, yours.”  Chloe answered. “So is this where you, um...”

“Oh, I don't live here.” Mark said. “This just was my favorite place when I was alive and now that I’m dead I have all the time on my hands to be able to do the projects that I wanted to get done before... Well, you know.”

“Oh, I see.”

She looked at the box on the table behind him, “I, er, am working on a project myself.”

“I heard that,” Mark said.  “So, this guy you’re looking for is...”  He walked over to the box and pulled the lid off. Chloe was startled. If he hadn't been able to take her hand, how could he handle the box lid? He started flipping through files.  Chloe realized as she watched his fingers in the file that his movements were not in synchronicity. He was moving things by some other means than physical manipulation. Which didn't reassure her exactly. The big black cat jumped up on the table again. He didn’t even look at the cat.

“Kung, get down. You know you're not supposed to be up here.”

The cat tilted his nose upward as if he were offended at the very thought. Chloe stifled a giggle.  Esmeralda, who had been curled up on one of the seats in the chairs under the table poked her head up above the table and saw Mark. She hopped up on the table and walked over towards the apparition and tried to lean on his arm.  She fell right through with a somewhat foolish look on her face. He laughed.

“Kung knows better.”  He said over his shoulder to Chloe, “but Esmeralda still hasn't gotten used to the idea that I'm not a real person.  She's a lovely pussy but she's a bit dim.” 

Chloe decided to ignore the ghost part of the equation and take advantage of Mark's being willing to help her. She walked up to stand by his elbow and peer into the box of the files. 

“What are these? I was expecting, er, well... records.”

“Newspaper files,” He said. “Given the date range, any births and deaths would've been reported in the newspaper. Back in the day, that’s how we did it.”  He came up to the December section and started to slow down a little bit. His rapid manipulation flicked through the files faster than Chloe could read along. He stopped and pulled out a piece of plastic looking stuff.

“This is what you're looking for.”  He stuck the file up sideways so they could find where it had gone and handed the object to her, warning “Don't touch the surface of it, just handle it by the edges, okay? I’ll show you how to get it in the reader.”

She turned and went back to the reader that Penny had so kindly switched on for her. “Slot it in right there...” Mark pointed.  “And then here, turn on the lamp...” he pointed again.

“How can you manipulate the files, but not the switches?” Chloe asked, feeling confused.

He grinned, “Clever of you to notice that. I think it's the electricity. It interferes with my field.”

Chloe stared at him, fascinated. This was the first time she met a ghost that had some awareness of their abilities beyond just simply dead or alive or, well - she thought back to the blousy woman at Belleview -making a joke. But then again this was the longest she’d had a conversation with the ghost as well, other than Bartholomew, and that wouldn't really count as a conversation. More like an interrogation to try and get something useful out of the distraught youth. The plastic - or celluloid, as Mark said it was - with the lamp shining through it threw a greatly enlarged replica of the text onto the screen. Which she could read and flip through by manipulating buttons, from page to page. Somewhat to her chagrin, the microfiche contained in miniature a complete replica of the entire newspaper, not just the section that she wanted.

With Mark over her shoulder helping her navigate - because it turned out that the Cincinnati Enquirer had a pattern in how it laid out its paper - she was able to quickly flip through. He had her slow down when she got close enough to the destination to find listings of deaths, then births. There were more deaths than there were births, it looked like. At least to her quick eye, looking for patterns. She found herself intrigued with the idea of coming back here to research some of the other inhabitants of the old cemetery. There had been some interesting names she’d spotted during her cleaning.

She turned her head and looked at Mark.  “So, I have a question you might not be able to answer.”

He raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Try me! I’m the ultimate research librarian.” He replied archly.

Chloe grinned back at him. He might be dead, but she liked him. “I'm guessing this isn't someplace that they just let the GP wander into...”

“GP?” He interrupted.

“General public. I'm just a random person off the street.”

He blinked. “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror?”

“Huh?” Chloe wasn't sure what he was talking about, and he gestured towards her chest. She looked down obediently and realized that she was wearing a hoodie that her boss had supplied. A sort of a working uniform, along with several T-shirts.  Emblazoned across the front in the ornate curlicue font used on the gates was ‘Belleview.’

“Oh... but how did Penny know...”

“Well, I'm guessing she had a conversation with your employer.”

Chloe blinked again. She wasn't sure when, when she'd only told her boss that morning. He did have a telephone on his desk, a very old one and very heavy. Chloe used it once, but she had never seen him use it and it seemed out of character for him. She supposed he would've had time to pick it up and dial when she had left and was working her way towards the library on the bus. That was not a quick trip.

“Oh, I think I see?” It also meant that her boss would've deduced what she was doing other than just that she had told him that she needed to do some research.  Work related. He had nodded at her over his newspaper. Newspaper. She looked down at the microfiche.

“I think there's more going on here than I realized.”

Mark nodded. “Clever girl, keep going, you'll figure it out.”

Chloe flipped over another page and pointed, “Look, there he is.  Bartholomew Parloa, born December 18, 1895 to parents John and Ella. This doesn't really help me find his grave.”

“I think you might be better served to try with his parents. If you can find their graves, chances are he's buried near them. At least if you're looking at Belleview. It seems likely that it would be a family plot.”

“Would there be a picture of their gravestones in the newspaper?”

He shrugged, “That seems unlikely. You'll notice that there's not a lot of photographs in the newspaper of this era.”

“Point,” Chloe admitted, “let's put this back.”

“I’ll help you find their deaths.”

Home Again, Home Again...

A couple of hours later, Chloe left the library, having made a new friend and having been reassured that she was welcome to come back anytime. Before leaving she found Esmeralda for final pats. Kung had disappeared somewhere back into the stacks during their efforts. He had appeared a couple of times while they were looking for boxes. Once on the top of the stacks with his chin hanging down and his big golden eyes staring at Chloe.

Mark had pspsps’d at him, telling him to go away and stop trying to scare the girl. Chloe laughed. “He's not going to scare me. He's a big old tomcat, isn’t he now?” She said that last in a syrupy tone she reserved for babies and animals.

Kung had blinked slowly and put his head on one side.

Mark had commented, “He doesn’t usually like people. Er, living persons.”

Chloe, sitting on the bus, clutching her notepad with the information that she hoped would help get her closer to finding Bartholomew's grave, thought about this. She could see ghosts and talk to them. Strange cats liked her. What was she?

When she arrived back in Belleview. Chloe stood for a second, hesitating in the circular driveway that led up to the grand house of the man who was her boss. He seemed to be in charge of the cemetery; she had never gotten a title from him. She turned, instead of going towards the stables where the lawncare equipment was kept. She went inside to the room that looked a lot like the library and he called their office. The house was still, dark, and quiet as it usually was.

Chloe wasn't sure that anyone else but him lived here. At least no one that she had seen, and she had never seen him outside of their office. He was always there when she came in the morning, sipping a cup of tea from an elegant teacup, a full tea service on the table and reading his newspaper. He'd been quite delighted when she joined him for tea, commenting that most young people didn't have a taste for it these days.

Now, it was afternoon, a time that Chloe wasn't usually in the office and she wasn't even sure she would find him, but she did. He was sitting with his back to the door at his own desk, much more majestic affair than her own, with a rolltop he could pull down to conceal the myriad of pigeonholes stuffed full of papers. He was writing with a gold fountain pen. He didn't look up when she came in and she stood quietly and waited for him to notice her and speak. It seemed rude to interrupt his thoughts. After a moment he put the pen down and looked up at her with a faint smile on his pale face.

“Good afternoon, Chloe.”

“Good afternoon sir.”

“Was your trip to the library productive?”  He asked.

So, he had known exactly where she had gone, and what she was doing. Well, he had known where she was going anyway.

“I don't know yet, Sir.”  She looked down at the notebook in her hands. “I'm trying to find...” she looked up at him. “I'm not going crazy, Sir.”

“Ah.” He raised both his eyebrows. “Is that what you're worried about?”

“Well,” She took a deep breath. “There's a ghost...”

He nodded, “would you perhaps like some tea with cookies?”

Chloe blinked. That wasn't the reaction she had been expecting to her announcement.

“Yes, please?” Cookies sounded really good and she did like the way he made his tea.

“Then I think it is time for you to meet the rest of my household.” He lifted his hands and clapped twice sharply. The sound echoed through the room. In the hallway brisk footsteps sounded.

The door to the office - the other door, the one Chloe never used - opened.

“Ah, Della! Tea for two, please.”

The skeleton in the Victorian dress moved her head, directing her empty eye sockets from Chloe’s boss to Chloe and back again.

“Shall I introduce you? I suppose it’s time.” Mr. Cruor smiled, his thin lips nearly disappearing.

“Della Dear, this is Chloe Brandt. Chloe, this is Miss Dear. She has been here... well. Longer than I have.”

Chloe wasn’t sure what the etiquette books said about being formally introduced to a skeleton.

“Hi? Nice to meet you.”

The skeletal woman inclined her head, jaw bone almost touching the floral brooch pinned at the base of her throat to the lace collar of her dress. Then she withdrew and the door closed behind her.

“Good, good.” Mr. Cruor rubbed his hands together. “She likes you.”

“How can you tell?” Chloe blurted.

“She acknowledged your existence. You’d be surprised what people can persuade themselves doesn't exist if they ignore it hard enough.”

Chloe wasn’t sure how this translated to liking, but she let it slide.

“About the ghost, sir.”

Mr. Cruor gestured at the chairs by the table. “Please, sit.”

Once she had taken her place, and he seated himself on the opposite side of the small table, he asked, “Now, which ghost?”

“He says his name is Bartholomew Parloa. He was bothering Benny.”

Mr. Cruor raised both his eyebrows and his lips tucked in at the corners, like he was hiding a smile. “You have met Benny.”

“Er.” Chloe realized she shouldn’t have mentioned the ghoul. But after meeting the skeleton... “I’m not crazy.”

“Indeed, you are not. Benny would be hard to imagine.” Her boss looked up, just before the door opened. Della came in, appearing to glide over the smooth floor with her long skirt almost touching it. Chloe had no idea how Mr. Cruor had heard her coming, she floated rather than clattered as she moved. Chloe wondered how she stayed together. As Della set the tea tray smoothly on the table, Chloe could see that she was made up of polished white bones, no connective tissue in sight, or wires.

“Tea?” Mr. Cruor poised the pot over one of the flowered cups.

“Yes, please.” Chloe waited until he had poured and handed her a cup and saucer. That was followed by a small plate piled with crustless sandwiches and cookies.

“This looks... beautiful.” She told him. For the second time that day she felt conscious that she was dressed appropriately for mowing lawns. Not High Tea, or whatever this was.

“I told you she liked you.” He was making that ‘not-smiling’ face again. “So, you know Benny, and more than one ghost. Doubtless other members of our community as well.”

Chloe, caught with her mouth full of sandwich, just nodded.

He kept talking. “Which means this ghost is somehow special, since you have not previously ventured to break your silence. As he was bothering Benny, and I can’t imagine even someone as kind-hearted as yourself being entirely altruistic over the ghoul...”

Chloe felt her cheeks get warm with a blush. She really had been motivated more by a desire to shut Benny up.

“Just what is extraordinary about this ghost?”

“He’s lost,” Chloe explained. “He is pretty young. He was able to tell me when he was born, and his name, but that was only after I got him to calm down.  He was crying. Loudly.” She added to explain Benny’s involvement.

“I see. The intent of the trip to the library was to take him home once you had an address?”

Chloe shook her head. “I want to find his grave, first, and see if that, er, works.” She really wasn’t sure what it would take to lay a ghost to rest. This just seemed like a good place to start.

“I see.”

When he didn’t say anything else, Chloe started to explain herself.

“So that area, where I found him, is pretty overgrown. And he can’t remember when he died. But I thought if I could look up more about his family, I might be able to find his plot.”

Mr. Cruor’s eyebrows went up a little in what Chloe was interpreting as surprise.

“I found his parent’s obituaries,” She kept talking after a sip of tea. “And his. Turns out they all died in the same week after an accident. He didn’t know anything about his death, but he remembered theirs, which was weird.” Chloe subsided into silence and another cookie.

Her boss cleared his throat. “Why didn’t you come to me? I have a very good map of Belleview.” 

Chloe felt a surge of mingled relief and frustration. “I thought... I was afraid you’d think I was crazy. And fire me.” She had started loud, then her voice faded out as she finished up.

The lines of his face softened a little. “You like your job here at Belleview?”

“I do.” Chloe looked into her teacup, at the little pieces of leaves dark against the china through the amber liquid. “It’s... not what I expected. The caretaker part, I mean.”

“Oh?”

She looked at him through her eyelashes. He was sipping tea and looking at her with those light gray eyes. But not judging, she thought.

“I mean, I thought it was going to be like taking care of a garden. With sculptures, sort of. But there are people, and they need things too, and they can’t exactly leave this place, so...” She shrugged and lifted her chin. “I take care. It’s in the job description.”

He smiled, a warm and gentle expression that lit up his face. “I think when I hired you, I may have made the best decision in my long life. You are a rare jewel, Miss Brandt.”

Chloe didn’t know what to say to that. She opened her mouth, and all that came out was: “eep?”

“Now. Let us see if we can properly locate this lost soul of yours.” He clapped, a single clap this time, and the footsteps in the hall were different. Heavier, Chloe thought. She wondered who, or what, would come through the door.

Perchance to Dream

The door opened and a huge head and shoulder appeared. “Yeth, Mathter?”

The face of whatever that was fascinated Chloe. It was gray-green... was that a fern growing in his eyebrow... ridge... formation over the deepset eye? The mouth, nose, and eyes were all more like cracks in slightly wet-looking skin than they were fully shaped and recognizable. The head was mostly bald, and what there was growing on it looked more like moss than hair. Plus, he had to be at least eight feet tall. Those doors were seven feet if not more, and he was stooping just to look in on them.

“Trunk, I wanted to introduce you to Miss Brandt.” Mr. Cruor had stood and was heading toward his desk.

The enormous... being swiveled his head as much as he could. “Pleasmeetcha.”

“Pleased to meet you too, Trunk.” Chloe responded, feeling like she was in shock.

“I need the maps from... When did you say, Miss Brandt?”

Chloe wondered why he was being so formal, but followed his lead. “The deaths were in 1912, Mr. Cruor.”

“So I think the last map before the Great War, then.” He pulled a key ring with a single large skeleton key out of a cubbyhole, and walked toward Trunk.

“Herkay.” The head retreated and was replaced with a massive hand. The key looked like a toy as Mr. Cruor placed it on his palm. Then that, too, was gone and the door was closing in his wake. Chloe was no longer surprised she could hear him walking. She was more surprised the floors held him.

“Trunk,” Mr. Cruor returned to the table and set tea things on the tray. Chloe followed suit. “Is a troll. Specifically, the species of troll bound to bridges. You have read about them.”

“I didn’t think they were real, though.” Chloe said.

“Oh, very real. Very shy, and displaced from their habitats in many areas, with the result that they are endangered.” Mr. Cruor shook his head, frowning. “I am afraid Trunk may be the last of his kind on the Ohio River.”

“He lives under a bridge?” Chloe knew they weren’t far from the big river - one of her favorite things as a girl had been to go to the overlook park and watch the ships traveling up and down.

“He did, and now he lives here in Belleview. There are some small bridges, and that suffices for him, but his heart yearns for something bigger.”

“Oh. That’s...” Chloe realized she felt bad for the huge creature. “That’s really sad.”

“You are familiar with host plants?” Her boss asked, taking the tea tray to the small table near the inner door.

“Like Monarch butterflies needing milkweed plants?” Chloe was wondering what he was talking about now. Her day thus far had been... Unsettling.

“Precisely so. Trunk’s kind needs bridges.”

Chloe had a wild mental image of Trunk hatching out into something with wings. Really, really big wings. She felt a giggle starting and tried to change the subject.

“This means my research at the library wasn’t necessary?” She asked.

“No, no, it was vital.” He cocked his head. “Ah, there he is. Such a gifted organizer, Trunk is. The archives were hopeless before his arrival.”

Chloe wanted to ask when that had been, but that would lead toward knowing Mr. Cruor’s age, and she had decided some time ago she didn’t want to know. Knowing too much was...

She realized what she had done. “You needed the dates.”

“Yes, they help with finding the proper map. You see, they have changed so, over the years, and the cartographers have not always consulted the previous work.”

“Findagrave doesn’t have all the cemetery mapped.” Chloe commented, remembering the librarian - Penny’s - question.

“No... I’m afraid it was impossible to let them continue.” Her boss looked upset, briefly, before his usual calm returned.

“I understand.” Chloe did see it, now, that letting random people wander all over Belleview, poking into the brush and hidden places... “That could be very...”

“Inconvenient.” Her boss said firmly, opening the door. A rolled-up piece of paper half as long as he was tall was thrust inside. “Thank you, Trunk. Efficient as ever.”

There was a noise that sounded pleased to Chloe, and the door closed again. Mr. Cruor’s smile had returned as he walked briskly toward the table where they had been having tea shortly before. Chloe thought to herself that he didn’t move like an old person, even if his hair was thin and white. He unrolled the big map on the table. Chloe grabbed a couple of things from her own desk to keep the corners from rolling up again.

This was supposed to be just about finding Bartholomew’s grave, but Chloe was excited that she would finally get a birds-eye view of the whole of her workplace. She bent over the table, looking at the age-faded markings on the map.

“This looks...” She didn’t look up as she spoke.

“All hand drawn, of course.”  He put a magnifying glass down in front of her. “I recommend this.”

“Thank you.” Chloe felt very much like a detective, holding the magnifying glass and peering at the tiny writing. “It’s written so small!”

Her boss, on the other side of the table, where he seemed to be having no trouble at all reading upside-down, murmured agreement.

“Did you say Parloa?” He asked a minute later.

“Yes.” Chloe looked up, hopeful. “P-a-r-l-o-a.”

“Ah! you can spell when you want to.” He flashed a laughing look at her. “False alarm, I’m afraid, this is a Barlow with a crabbed hand.”

Chloe didn’t want to ask what that was. Now she was going to dream about giant crabs roaming the cemetery. She kept looking. Behind them, the door opened, and Chloe looked around to see Della quietly taking the tea tray away. After that distraction, she was trying to find her place again.

“Oh!” Chloe almost squeaked in her excitement. “Here...”

“The Parloa plots?” He didn’t look up and lose his place like she had.

“Yes! Here is Ba, that must be him only abbreviated. He’s to the right of Ella, and she’s to the right of John. At least, I’m hoping that’s what El and Jhn mean.”

“I believe you are correct.” He moved around next to her, waiting politely until she had placed her magnifying glass as a marker to the plots and moved away. Then he, with his larger magnifier, leaned in and took a closer look. “Yes, that looks very likely. They aren’t graves, you know, this symbol indicates a family crypt. Now, where is Benny’s mausoleum from there?”

“It’s over here, sir.” She pointed at an intersection some distance from his finger on the Parloa plot. “And there is where the ghost is.”

“Curious, is it not?”

“What?” Chloe looked at the map. She knew the area where the Parloa plot was. It was deep in the worst of the invasive brush that needed to be cleared. But she didn’t think there was anything weird about it.

Well, as far as was possible in Belleview to be normal.

“How little a distance from here to there can make one lost.” He tapped his short fingernail against the inked letters. “Have you given any thought about how you are to get young Bartholomew to his grave?”

Chloe frowned in thought. “I was just going to...” She couldn’t take him by his hand. She wasn’t sure if he’d be able to ride on the cart, last night he’d just kind of sunk into it. “Lead him there? Slowly?”

“Sadly, as I am unable to monitor the grounds as I once was, you shall have to be my eyes, ears, hands and feet.” He sat down in one of the chairs and stared into space.

Chloe stayed quiet. She recognized deep thought. He was tapping the magnifying glass gently against his knee. She sat down, too, but kept looking at the map, trying to make out more of the paths that were either overgrown, or had been removed entirely in the ensuing century.

“I rather think that is the best plan.” He stood up and walked quickly toward the window. The blinds were drawn. They were always drawn, Chloe had noted. He flicked at one quickly, then nodded. “Still light enough. I shall come with you.”

She blinked. “Are you sure, sir?”

“Certainly. A little fresh air and sunshine will do me good.” He picked up an ivory-headed cane from the stand by the door. “Let us go scout the locale, Miss Brandt.”

Chloe followed him outside. Light was a relative term. It was very near sunset, and the sunshine was a heavy gold trimmed with deep green shadows where it slanted across the trees but not through them.

“I’ll bring the cart, then?” She asked.

He stood on the steps; his nose lifted high like he was sniffing the air. “Eh? Oh, certainly. That is an excellent idea.”

The third evening in a row, Chloe navigated the cart into the green path at twilight. It was almost a tunnel of brush and trees, and darker than the rest of their journey had been. Mr. Cruor sat next to her, bolt upright, with his cane in between his knees. When she had pulled up in front of the house in the cart to pick him up, he regarded it with such a look of alarm and suspicion, Chloe began to wonder just whose idea the cart had been. What had her predecessor been like? Mr. Cruor climbed up into the cart a trifle awkwardly, and positioned himself on the seat before acknowledging that he was ready for them to go.

And now here they were in pursuit of the lost ghosts. She wondered if her days would ever seem normal again. Since starting this job, the weird only seemed to be accelerating. She put the cart in part and turned off the key.

Silence fell around them. There was the screaming of cicadas, and chirping of crickets, but there was no sign of the ghost. Chloe looked sideways at Mr. Cruor. He had his eyes closed and seemed to be completely ignoring her presence.

"This is where…" She broke off because Mr. Cruor had raised one slim, pale hand to silence her.

Chloe closed her lips obediently and looked around. There wasn't much to see at this time of the day. The shadows were deep under the trees now. A little bit of light remained, nothing like the golden light of the sunset time. The light they had driven through as she slowly putted away from the big house towards this far corner of the cemetery. Chloe was left to sit and think in silence. She wondered if maybe the reason Bartholomew didn't come out of hiding was that Mr. Cruor was there with her. Maybe she should have parked further away and walked down here to meet him, before revealing that she had someone else with her.

She became aware of the faint sound of whimpering somewhere off to her left. She turned her head that way to look but didn't see anything. She looked back at Mr. Cruor and saw that although his eyes were still closed his head was inclined slightly in that direction. She looked back again and startled, her whole body twitching. Bartholomew was standing right there looking at her.

"You scared me." Chloe scolded him.

He hung his head, "I didn't mean to."

"It's all right. I came with good news." She offered, and his head popped back up. He was as clear as she had seen him. The expression on his face was easy to read. A look of eagerness spread over it, and he asked, "you found it?"

Chloe nodded. "We did. I know right where it is and I can take you there."

Bartholomew looked at the cart with a dubious expression. "I don't think…"

Mr. Cruor spoke for the first time since Bartholomew had appeared. Bartholomew's eyes flew to Chloe’s boss and got very big.

"No, we will walk with you to your grave."

The walk to Bartholomew’s grave was a strange procession. By unspoken agreement, Mr. Cruor took the lead, leaning on his cane as he walked slowly and silently. Bartholomew hung back, almost reluctant, but Chloe urged him on. “We are hoping that the grave will help you rest.” She explained to him. “Come on, it’s not far.”

He walked beside her, and they caught up with her boss quickly. Chloe modulated her steps, and realized that Bartholomew was moving his legs, but it wasn’t quite walking. And he tended to just move through objects in his way rather than around them.

The moon rose, and in the silvery light it cast down on them, the ghost looked more solid than ever.

“Look.” Chloe pointed. “That’s it, I think.”

His family was all laid to rest in one of the mausoleums that dotted the landscape around them. Low, Chloe suspected partly underground, it boasted two simple Grecian columns at the front which faced down the steep hillside. The peaked roof projected back into the ground level with the earth behind it. In context, it made some sense, as the slope here was difficult to walk on. Or mow, as Chloe was familiar with this section and maintained it.

Bartholomew turned to her, and the moonlight caught on twin sparkles on his cheeks.

“Are you crying?” Chloe asked without stopping to think about how boys felt about emotional revelations.

“I’m afraid.” He said, and his lip quivered as he spoke.

Mr. Cruor walked up to the mausoleum door, and stopped a little. He was too tall to stand under the tiny portico the columns made.

“It will be fine.” Chloe assured the young-looking ghost. “Your family is all here.”

“Will you come with me?” The boy asked, holding out his hand as he stood on the marble slab just outside the heavy wrought-iron door. It was chained shut, Chloe noted, with a heavy rusted padlock that looked old. She tried to remember when the last burial here had been.

“I can’t, not inside.” She pointed at the door. “I haven’t got the key.”

“I can take you.” Bartholomew gave her a watery smile. There were sparkles of moonlight trailing down his cheeks. “Please.”

She looked down at his hand, which was pale, but firm-looking. She hesitated and glanced at Mr. Cruor, who the ghost was ignoring. Her boss stood very still, but he shook his head, just a little.

“You can do it.” She told Bartholomew in what she hoped was an encouraging tone. “I couldn’t get in, anyway.”

“If you take my hand, I can carry you in with me.” He said it again.

“That’s not how this works.” Chloe walked right up to the wrought iron gate. Behind it was a more pragmatic solid door, she couldn’t tell what that was made of in the dark.

“I’ll show you.” Bartholomew walked up to the gate and melted partway through it. One hand extended toward Chloe. “Come with me. Please.”

Behind her, Mr. Cruor coughed, a small noise, but it reminded Chloe that he was there. She shook her head. The hand disappeared.

She looked back at Mr. Cruor. “Do you think it’s all right?”

“Would you like to check?” He pulled a huge ring of keys from his pocket.

“Wow. Do you have the key?” Chloe looked at it. “Shall I call him back?”

“No. I don’t think so. But you can go in...” He located a key. “I think this may be it.”

She took it when he offered it, and started to put it in the padlock, then hesitated. “What’s, er, what’s in there?”

“Coffins in crypts. You won’t see bodies, Miss. Brandt.”

Relieved, Chloe wrestled with the old lock. “This isn’t cooperating... oh. There. When was it last opened?”  

“I honestly don’t know. I don’t remember ever opening it.” He took the keys back from her while she pried the lock fully open.

“I wonder if he’s ok.” She tugged on the inner door. That one was metal, old, and unlocked. It swung outward a bit, then stuck. Cloe put her weight on it, but it only came out a few more inches. She put her head in. “Bartholomew?”

The inside was indescribably musty. She sneezed and backed out. “I think he’s gone.”

“Perhaps.” Mr. Cruor took her place and shone a little flashlight into the vault. “Oh.”

Chloe saw it. She knew from his tone something was wrong, and then the light slid over a pale dome lying on the floor. “There are skulls... whole bodies in there.”

“Step away, Chloe.” He started to shut the uncooperative door.

“No, I need to see...” She slid inside, carefully not stepping on them. “Light?”

“Miss Brandt!” He sounded upset, but the light came back on. “What are you...”

Chloe crouched. “Look.” She pointed, and the light followed her finger. “That’s 70s floral fabric.”

She moved her hand to point at the other body. “The one underneath, that shoe... that’s fifties.”

“How do you know these things?”

“I’m into fashion.” She shivered, and looked behind her. The small room was empty other than the crevices in the walls, which were covered by small doors.

“He brought them in here, didn’t he?” She stood up. “I want out now.”

Mr. Cruor stepped quickly out of her way, and Chloe walked several feet out into the moonlight, taking deep breaths.

“Are you quite all right?”

“No.” Chloe said. “I’m not. I would have gone with him, if you hadn’t been here. I didn’t think that through.”

“That he would have had to bring you out again?” Mr. Cruor walked up next to her, near, but not touching. She appreciated that. He was leaning on his cane and gazing up at the moon. “I wasn’t certain. I had no idea he had done this before. It simply seemed... odd. That he was so fixated on you he forgot I existed.”

“But you did, and you saved my life.” Chloe shivered again. “Those poor girls, they must...”

“Try not to think about it. You were sensible not to come alone. They would have had no idea, poor things. Can you imagine telling someone you were trying to help a ghost?”

“Besides you?” Chloe looked up at him, his eyes clear and shining in the moon’s reflection. “No. I see.”

“Perhaps you do. You are a remarkable young woman.” He looked down at her. “What do you plan to do next?”

“Call the cops.”

He raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

Chloe sighed. “It will be a frightful disruption, I know, but those girls... they have family somewhere.” She suddenly felt a deep bubble welling up in her chest. “I’m going... gonna cry.”

The sob wrenched out of her against her will. “I could be in there with them.” She managed in a strangled gasp.

“You are not.” A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. “Have you a mother?”

Chloe nodded. Her throat had closed up and she couldn’t speak.

“Shall I call her?” He asked.

Chloe shook her head frantically. “She... worries.”

“Would you like me to notify the police?” His hand was still resting on her shoulder, and she was trying to stop shaking.

“N - no. In the morning.” She sucked in a breath and forced herself to hold it, to stop the convulsive sobs. “I’ll call and say that the bodies were found during routine maintenance. Can’t say I was lured in by a ghost.”

“No, that won’t do.” He dropped his hand from her shoulder as she regained control of herself. “Routine maintenance would have caught this long ago. I rather think that you will find in the morning that the lock is broken and someone attempted burglary. When you entered, you found the bodies and called.”

Chloe straightened her shoulders. “Ok. One more night won’t hurt them.” She didn’t ask who was going to break the lock. She didn’t want to know.

“Good girl. Now. Shall we get cocoa before you retire for the night?”

“I’m not sure I want to sleep.” She admitted as they walked back toward the cart. She noticed he was moving faster now, even in the dark. He’d been moving like an old man for Bartholomew’s benefit, she realized. “I’ll have nightmares.”

“If Benny hasn’t given you nightmares yet, I imagine you will be fine shortly. Your routine will give you solace.” He climbed up on the cart and sat waiting for her to drive.

“Yeah.” Chloe wasn’t so sure of that.

“It’s peculiar, how we can come to a place and realize that it is right for us, in spite of conventions.”

She wasn’t sure that was directed at her. It sounded like he was talking about himself, as he looked around at the moonlit gravestones. She had to admit that in the dark, the cemetery was an eerie but beautiful sight.

“I took the job as caretaker and groundskeeper.” Chloe began. “I just didn’t realize how far ‘care’ went.”

He looked over at her. “You take care of all herein? Also,” He offered her a ghost of a smile, “You attempt to keep in the ground what should be in the ground.”

“It’s my job?” Chloe wasn’t sure what he meant.

“And you are, above all, dutiful and honorable.”

They pulled up in front of the big house. Warm golden light spilled from some of the windows.

“I just do my job. Even when it’s weird, it’s still my job.”

“I see. I think you will do well here.” He climbed out. “But now, cocoa!”

That sounded good to Chloe. She turned off the cart and followed him into the warmth. There was one last chill brush of wind at her cheek, and then she closed the door on the night.

Fini


An Excerpt from The Case of the Perambulating Hatrack

If you enjoyed The Groundskeeper: Raking Up the Dead, you may also like this story by Cedar Sanderson!

Enter Hatrack 

When she walked into the office, I knew she was trouble. Milda looked up and smiled, already asking 'how may I help you?' but it was too late. I was caught. 

I'm not usually in the waiting room. I prefer to hide in my office, with the back door so I can slip out quiet-like when moments like this happen. Milda's got a button under the lip of her desk to press and warn me. It's just that today, my coffee maker was busted. So I went out there to get a cup from the public one and she walked in. Through the door like a small thundercloud, with a pixie-cut bob haircut that spelled k-a-r-e-n and a look on her face that backed it up. 

She pivoted toward me, drawn by some ineffable sense, and thrust a finger out toward my chest. "You! You can help me." 

"Uh." I am known for my wit and repartee, but I was also backed into the coffee counter and had no polite way to escape. I looked over the woman's shoulder at Milda, who smirked and shrugged. 

"When I saw it in the antique shop, I had to buy it and now it’s… it's...." She sniffed, and to my horror I saw her eyes well up with wetness. It took no time at all for tears to burst out. I tried to lean back out of the splash zone. "It's walking!" she wailed. 

"Er," More of my world-renowned loquacity came to the fore. "Would you like to step into my office?" 

She nodded, more tears splashing my shirtfront. But at least she backed off and turned toward the open door that led to my sanctum sanctorum. "Oh, Mr. Dennessy, I'm so happy you will take my case..." She walked into the office, her voice trailing behind her like a rippling veil. 

I shot another look at Milda, who was having trouble repressing her mirth. "I'll be in my office." I informed her, putting my nose in the air and sweeping through the door, pulling it shut behind me. 

"Ah, I don't believe I caught your name?" I gestured at the chair in front of my desk. "Please, have a seat." 

She sniffled, and collapsed into it with the grace of a thrown sack of potatoes. "I'm Dakota Taylor-Ashton. It's not like it was my grandfather's, or anything. It's just that it had these cool curvy legs and what-do-you-call-them hat holder parts. It fit my aesthetic but it started to move around at night and I'd get up and think I was losing my mind and then I got a nannycam and it's walking around Mr. Dennessy!" That last was delivered in a breathless wail. 

I leaned back in my own chair and steepled my fingertips together. Less out of a desire to look wise and thoughtful, and more to stay out of the spray zone. On second thought, I reached into a drawer of my desk and produced a floral printed box of tissues, and gently nudged it in her direction. She took one and blew with a flourish that would have made Duke Ellington proud. 

"Ms. Taylor-Ashton, has it made any, er, menacing moves toward you?" 

She started to shake her head; her face half obscured with the second tissue. The first was in a wad on my desk, and I eyed it with, I hoped, concealed disgust. Then she dropped that tissue and looked at me, eyes wide. "It kicked Mr. Pebbles!" 

I blinked. "Who is, er, Mr. Pebbles?" 

"My teacup chiweenie! He's my precious baby." She scrabbled in her purse. "I have pictures on my phone." 

"Of the hatrack kicking him?" I allowed a tiny sliver of curiosity, although the idea of a chiweenie made me want to shudder in revulsion. Little rat dogs with nasty tempers. 

"No, silly. Of Mr. Pebbles." She produced the rectangle of a smart phone. 

"Have you any photos of the hatrack?" I asked, cultivating my patience. It was a barren field, Milda assured me, but I did put some effort into it nonetheless. 

"Oh, no... Well, maybe." She tapped at the screen. Behind her, I saw a flicker of movement and looked up. Milda was standing in the doorway, having opened the door against my strict orders to never do so while I was in consultation. 

Milda's face was a picture, but it would take me a thousand words to describe what I saw there. I heaved myself out of my chair. "Excuse me for a moment, please." 

I didn't wait to see if I were excused. I headed for Milda, and something that might be even more interesting than a perambulating hatrack.

"You saved me from the dire chiweenie." I pulled the door mostly closed behind me and kept my voice low. 

The normally unflappable Milda blinked at this sally. Then I realized there was a lot of underlying strain in her expression, more than my joke could account for. She didn't keep me in suspense.

"The MAAC called. They need you to report to an, um, incident tonight."

The Magic and Alchemy Committee was both the bane of my life, and the source of much of my income, which allowed for the cushy office, Milda, and the coffeemaker in that order of importance. I could live without the nice office. Milda was essential. Coffee was what fueled the bitter black blood in my veins... 

"It hasn't happened yet?" I asked cautiously. 

She shook her head, which didn't sway her cap of neatly clipped salt-and-pepper hair one bit. I repressed my ever-present urge to poke at it and see if it really was hair, or some kind of all-in-one unit. "Brevington wasn't clear about it. It just has to be tonight, no earlier than eleven o'clock." 

"At least it's not midnight." I cracked a smile. "Shoot me the address. Now, back to the lair of the chiweenie I go..." I opened the door with a hand behind me and spun around. 

"Ms Ashton-Taylor, will you take me to your hatrack?" I cried gaily. 

The Case of the Perambulating Hatrack will be available at fine booksellers near you in late 2020. Don’t miss out on these adventures!
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“The knife slips in so skillfully, it doesn't even hurt, at first. And the following paragraphs play off that beautifully, slowly. Each has an intro that tells you, up front, that the Bad Thing is coming, and then resumes, depicting the surroundings as if they were slowly unraveling. And there is a bit of dread mixed in.”
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“Cedar Sanderson weaves a tightly-paced, readable story.”
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