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The Crypt

	 

	“But why is it sealed off?”

	The Reverend Glenn Winthrop looked across at his wife. They were eating breakfast in their small, cozy house just twenty yards away from Saint Mark’s church. A detail of the latter had begun to obsess the minister in recent weeks, much to the annoyance of his wife.

	“Finish your oatmeal,” she suggested. “And I have no idea why it’s sealed off, but maybe there’s a good reason?”

	Winthrop made an irritable gesture, one familiar to his spouse. It was the gesture he made when she suggested something sensible that he found disagreeable. Like wearing warm underwear in winter, or not sampling Lola Griswold’s homemade fruitcake. Susan Winthrop had known since well before their marriage that her husband was a good man at heart but prone to his little obsessions. Glenn Winthrop had, as Susan’s mother had once observed, a “hop-toad mind with a bulldog grip.”

	“I’ve found nothing in the parish records,” the minister went on. “Nothing about the crypt, just that old plan that shows it’s there. Yet they went to the trouble of digging it out, presumably flooring and walling it with stone. Only to block the entrance at some unspecified date, not long after the church was built. Makes no darn sense…”

	He frowned into his cooling oatmeal. Susan knew better than to try to cure him of this latest fixation. The sensible thing was to let it pass. All his previous obsessions had petered out after a few months at most. The briefest had been knitting, which after two days of very mild cursing had resulted in a strangely malformed sock. Photography was the only one that had endured, and it regularly produced some nice illustrations for the parish newsletter.

	Sadly, though—from Susan’s perspective—photography had also generated a new obsession. Her husband had experimented with infrared film and taken some shots of the church interior. One picture had revealed what was apparently called a thermal anomaly. A roughly rectangular patch on one wall, the exact size and shape of a doorway. Winthrop had quickly determined that, underneath a thick layer of plaster, a doorway was sealed with bricks and mortar. A little more research had yielded an old water-damaged plan of the church with the entrance to the crypt clearly marked. Winthrop had inexpertly gouged out some of the plaster to reveal the brickwork beneath.

	“It looks pretty solid, at first glance,” the minister murmured. “At least, they did a good job when they put it in. But the mortar might be a little fragile after all these years. None of the works of man can long endure.”

	Susan sighed. She knew it was now only a matter of time before he tried to break through the bricked-up entrance. She imagined him attacking the mortar with a crowbar or something more hazardous like a drill. Power tools and her clumsy husband did not mix. There must be a way to stop her husband from injuring himself. The face of the church handyman swam into her mind’s eye.

	“Old Jake Tanner can help you if you must start knocking holes in the church,” she said. “Don’t do it alone! You could have an accident. Remember the lightbulb incident.”

	Winthrop smiled at his wife as she gathered the breakfast things.

	“Of course not, dear,” he said brightly. “I just want to find out what’s down there. You never know. It might be something really interesting.”

	“Probably just a bunch of old bones,” she muttered to herself as she loaded the dishwasher. “Dusty old bones. Ugh!”

	 

	***

	 

	“Oh, I guess I could break it down for you.” Jake eyed up the blocked doorway. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea to go meddling,” the handyman went on. “‘Let sleeping dogs lie’ is a good rule to abide by, I reckon.”

	Winthrop almost told the man it was for the minister to decide what was best for the church, but he bit his tongue. Jake had been a mainstay of the congregation for more than twenty years before the Winthrops had arrived in Nashua. The handyman, now semi-retired, had a shock of white hair and piercing blue eyes. He also had a fund of local knowledge. But Jake, like every local Winthrop had asked, didn’t know why the crypt was sealed.

	“Aren’t you curious to know what’s down there?” he asked.

	“No, not particularly.” The older man gazed at the ancient brickwork. “If they closed the door, they had a reason. I’m guessing it was a good one.”

	They were standing at the right of the altar in St. Mark’s. The sun, low on this November morning, provided light but no warmth. When they’d met up earlier, Jake had remarked that the heating system could do with some maintenance. It was, Winthrop knew, a roundabout way of reminding him of a minister’s duties. But Winthrop would not be swayed. He felt a kind of personal affront at the fact that a chunk of his official domain was denied him. In all likelihood, it was a very interesting chunk.

	“If you’d rather not break it down, I’ll just do it myself,” Winthrop said. “A large hammer should be adequate.”

	Jake sighed.

	“Now, don’t go doing anything hasty, Reverend,” he said. “I’ll go get some tools and some dust sheets. Guess there’s gonna be a mess.”

	Winthrop spent most of the day on actual parish duties. He conducted services, visited the sick, and rehearsed a wedding with a nervous young couple. The sun had long since set by the time he summoned Jake, and they started to work on the sealed door. Removing the rest of the plaster was easy but messy, raising clouds of powdery debris. But eventually, they had exposed the whole doorway. And Jake, unprompted, confirmed Winthrop’s opinion of the mortar.

	“Well, that’s crumbly as hell—pardon my French, Reverend.”

	It took the handyman mere minutes to create a hole big enough for the slimly built minister to squeeze through. Winthrop’s flashlight revealed a flight of stone stairs leading down into pitch darkness.

	“I’ll go first!” he exclaimed, picking up his camera.

	“Feel free.” Jake peered into the hole, then picked up his flashlight. “I’ll be right behind you, and that’s where I’ll stay.”

	Winthrop had had the foresight to wear a pair of old sweatpants, a washed-out baseball shirt, and hiking boots. He clambered through the doorway and paused at the top of the stairs. Susan’s remark about old bones came back to him. He had never admitted it, not even to his wife, but Winthrop was not comfortable in the presence of the dead. Even the long dead.

	The flashlight beam revealed that the crypt was only about twenty feet by fifteen. This was disappointing, but at least the chamber was not empty. Far from it.

	“Well, look at that,” Jake whispered. “That Dracula’s tomb, do you think?”

	The handyman’s reaction was understandable. The huge stone coffin in the middle of the crypt floor was large and ornate. Winthrop carefully descended the steps, picking his way, then paused to examine the sarcophagus. It was roughly eight feet by three feet, and two feet deep. Much of the sides and lid were covered by elaborate decorations. Winthrop made out winged beings, presumably angels, at each corner lid. Scattered about, someone had carved vaguely familiar symbols. Astrological signs, perhaps?

	“Looks like granite,” Jake commented from the top of the stairs. “Fine workmanship. Cost somebody a bomb even back in the olden days.”

	Winthrop walked around the coffin, brushing aside spiderwebs that hung from the low ceiling. Surely there would be some indication of who had been interred here all those years ago? You didn’t go to so much trouble and then leave no inscription. Finally, he found something. A metal plaque, somewhat corroded by time, was set into the head end of the coffin. After wiping away some cobwebs and dust, Winthrop could just make out a few letters.

	“That’s an E, I guess, and a V. E.V. and then WELLS! Must be the departed’s name! And another word, starts with an H. Oh, I see, it reads ‘E.V. Wells Here.’ You’d think it would be ‘Lies Here’ but maybe they ran out of space.”

	He put down his flashlight to use his camera and took several flash photos of the stone coffin from various angles.

	“Wells, you say?”

	Jake had come halfway down the stairs and was peering at the coffin.

	“Yes,” the minister replied. “Was there a prominent local family with that name? Rich landowners, maybe?”

	Jake was often a great resource for local history and folklore, but not this time.

	“Not that I know of. Never met anyone called Wells around these parts. Unless you count Wells Fargo.”

	Winthrop took a few more pictures, anticipating Susan’s reaction when he showed her how impressive his find was. The crypt had provided him with another mystery. He would write a series of illustrated articles for the newsletter, and maybe the local press would be interested. Heck, why not the TV people, too? And university professors, archaeologists, and historians. The publicity would not do St. Mark’s any harm.

	Winthrop felt a swelling of pride at his achievement.

	No, whispered a small voice. Not yet. Don’t tell anyone. Don’t show off or seek attention.

	The minister felt a pang of guilt. Pride was a sin. His conscience had corrected him quite rightly. He had never imagined it speaking to him quite like that, but it was the message that counted. He would tell no one except Susan.

	“It’s getting late,” Jake said. “A warm bed is calling me. How about you, Reverend?”

	“Yes.” Winthrop picked up his flashlight. “I think we should be discreet about this find, Jake. Until we determine all the facts.”

	“I get it,” the older man grunted. “Top secret. Fine by me. This place gives me the creeps. Less I have to do with it, the better.”

	 

	***

	 

	Susan Winthrop woke with a start. Something had aroused her from a dreamless slumber, and now she was on high alert. She lay listening, wondering what had happened. The most likely explanation was a phone beeping. She reached out and picked up her cell from the bedside table, checking for messages or missed calls. Nothing. Then, she rolled over to ask Glenn if he was awake.

	Her husband wasn’t there.

	Then she remembered. The sound that had dragged her instantly from sleep to wakefulness might have been the front door closing. It tended to swing shut with a bang. But that would mean…

	“Glenn? Honey?”

	No reply. She swung her legs out of bed and, yawning, got up, and padded barefoot into the hall. No light spilled from under the bathroom door. She checked downstairs and found no sign of him. An odd foreboding took hold of her then. She remembered her husband’s excitement over his find and the way he’d almost drooled over the pictures he’d shown her. Something about that stone coffin seemed downright sinister to her.

	She rushed upstairs and saw a light come on in the church as she was hastily dressing. Her charity work included a couple of marathons a year, a fact for which she was grateful as she raced after her husband. As she entered the church, it suddenly occurred to her that he might be sleepwalking. He’d never done it, but there was always a first time. Maybe he had already fallen down the stairs into the crypt. She began to pray and whimper a little as she ran to the newly unsealed doorway and into the gloom.

	She had not been to the church since the doorway had been opened. She didn’t like it. Something about the ragged opening suggested a distorted mouth, one stretched unnaturally wide in a scream. The temperature, already chilly, seemed to drop to near freezing as she stepped over the threshold. And there was something else, a sense of being watched. And resented.

	Just your imagination, she told herself.

	She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Glenn crouching by the sarcophagus. He was barefoot and in his pajamas. She shouted his name, annoyance surging to rival her concern for his safety. He didn’t react. Instead, he seemed to be straining to push the huge granite lid aside. The sight of this triggered something primal in Susan. The thought of exposing whatever remains lay in the coffin horrified her.

	“Glenn, stop!”

	She ran down the steps and almost fell in her haste. As she reached the bottom, a sudden grinding of stone against stone alarmed her. The lid had shifted. Just an inch or so, but it was quite perceptible even in the gloom.

	“Stop! Don’t open it!”

	Her husband hesitated, turning his head toward her. She rushed to his side and flung her arms around him.

	“Glenn, wake up! For God’s sake!”

	His eyes, which had been staring at nothing, suddenly focused on her. He smiled quizzically and then looked down at his pajamas.

	“My feet are cold,” he said. “What happened?”

	“Come back to bed, honey. You’ll catch your death.”

	She helped him stand, talking rapidly about somnambulism, urging him toward the steps. She needed to get him out of this place as fast as possible. There was a genuine sense of menace about the place.

	“Why did you come here, honey?” she asked as they re-entered the church. “What made you do it?”

	He looked at her, blinking in confusion.

	“Someone was calling me. Yes, I remember now. There was a voice. It sounded so wise… so calm…”

	Susan shuddered.

	“It was just a dream.” She led him to a bench. “You’ve been overworking. Sit here, and I’ll get you some clothes. And shoes.”

	 

	***

	 

	For the next three nights, Susan Winthrop made a point of staying awake while her husband slept. She drank a lot of coffee and spent her days muddle-brained and irritable, napping to catch up on lost sleep. On the third night, her efforts paid off in a way. She awoke from a very light doze to find Glenn climbing out of bed. She intercepted him on his way to the bedroom door.

	“Wake up! Wake up, honey!” She slapped him lightly on the cheek. Instead of waking him, though, the slap galvanized her husband. He grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved her aside. He’d never done anything so rough, and it scared her, but she wasn’t a quitter.

	“Glenn; don’t listen to the voice! Wake up!”

	She struggled with the sleepwalker, his greater strength against her determination and agility. She eventually hooked her leg behind his and
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