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  Epigraph


  She was there, lost in darkness, …


  Never had a living creature been


  plunged more deeply into annihilation.


  Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame


  Come, grin on me;


  and I will think thou smil’st.


  William Shakespeare, King John


  The Sun turns black;


  Earth sinks in the sea,


  The hot stars down from heaven are whirled,…


  “Voluspo,” from The Poetic Edda


  Prologue


  Erik


  Children were screaming …


  Erik Robert Lindholm was screaming. Burning alive. In Hell.


  Then Erik woke up. And stopped screaming. But he was still afraid.


  Erik was frightened of lots of things. He was afraid that someone would push a button and blow up the world, like he’d heard might happen. He was afraid he was going to get sick and die like his uncle, because someone had said it ran in the family. And he was afraid that a psycho dressed as his mother was going to kill him, like he’d seen in a movie. But most of all he feared that God was going to send him to Hell.


  Erik tried hard to be good, to do right, but his parents were always shouting at him for doing wrong.


  What was and wasn’t wrong, though, sometimes changed from day to day, even minute to minute, and it was all so frustrating and confusing that Erik sometimes caught himself wishing he would die. But in the next instant he would frantically take the wish back, repeating over and over that he hadn’t meant it, because he knew that what happened after death was worse than staying alive.


  After death was when you met God.


  God was the scariest thing of all. God was always watching, always judging. He heard everything you said. He saw everything you did. God even knew what you were thinking. And if you were bad, God sent you to the Devil in Hell to be punished, forever.


  That’s what Erik had been told. That’s what Erik believed.


  Erik’s bedroom door slammed open. His father stood in the doorway, angry. Erik’s screams had awakened him.


  Erik whimpered. Even in his sleep he had been bad. And God was keeping score.


  Beth


  Children were screaming …


  Beth Ann Simpson was screaming, being spanked by her father, held over his knee, her panties pulled down.


  Angry about something again, Beth did not know what, he had started shouting at her mother and then, as often happened, started hitting.


  Beth had known she would be next. It always worked that way. He would get a funny look in his eyes and his attention would shift from her mother to her.


  But she had not run away.


  She had tried running away once. It had only made things worse for her mother, and later for her.


  As much as the spanking hurt, though, it was not why Beth was screaming. She could steel herself against the pain and keep silent if she wanted. She’d had lots of practice.


  She was screaming because maybe, if she screamed loudly enough, someone might hear her and stop him before he finished the spanking and started the other.


  Someone had stopped him once. Not her mother, never her mother. Old Mrs. James from next door. She’d pounded on the door with her cane and threatened to call the law if the yelling and screaming did not stop and stay stopped. And it had helped, until Mrs. James died. Then it had started again, worse than before, like today, curses spewing from his mouth as he struck her harder and harder—


  Then stopped.


  And began the other.


  While Beth kept screaming.


  As the monster begged her to forgive him.


  As he promised to show her how much he loved her.


  As he said she must show how much she loved him back.


  Screaming as he removed the rest of her clothing.


  Screaming as he kissed and touched her all over.


  Screaming was her only hope.


  But no one came to help.


  Karl


  Children were screaming …


  Karl Thomas Clayburn was screaming, locked in a dark clothes closet by his mother.


  She often punished him that way because she knew how much it scared him. But this time he was not just scared. This time he was wetting-his-pants terrified, because this time Big Monster, who lived in a deep dark hole beneath the earth, had sneaked into the closet and was hiding behind the hanging clothes.


  He had to get out before Big Monster grabbed him! Had to get out, had to get out, had to get out, kept pounding on the door with his small fists, screaming and squealing and pleading and promising his mother anything, anything, if only she would let him out.


  He was not asleep and dreaming, so he could not escape Big Monster this time by waking up. He was not tall enough to reach the closet’s light switch, so he could not use light to drive Big Monster back into its hole. Nor was he strong enough to force open the locked door and escape by running away. So she had to let him out. She was his mother and she had to let him out!


  But she did not.


  Big Monster was stirring now, reaching through the hanging clothes, reaching with cold, wet arms that moved like snakes, closer and closer.


  Karl screamed louder, pounded on the door harder, raw throat hurting, fists aching, screamed and begged and grabbed the doorknob and frantically pulled and twisted and screamed—


  And then fell silent.


  In the kitchen, the sudden silence made Susan Clayburn look up from her cooking. She waited for her son’s screams to continue, but they did not.


  Annoyed that the obedience lesson had stopped having the proper effect, she tiptoed to the closet and leaned near the door.


  Silence.


  “Karl?” she called out. “If you’re trying to trick me, young man, it’s not going to work. I’ve got too much to do to play games.”


  She waited. Nothing.


  “Maybe I should leave you in there the rest of the afternoon, until your father comes home. What would you say about that?”


  She expected him to start squealing again at the threat, but the silence continued.


  A twinge of worry finally touched her. Could he have hurt himself somehow? Perhaps hit his head too hard on the door?


  She flipped the lock she’d had installed on the outside of the door and pulled it open.


  Karl did not make a sudden break for freedom as she’d expected. Nor was he huddled weeping and repentant against the door as he had been last time.


  She heard something move. She turned on the closet light. She leaned down.


  Karl was sitting with his back against the wall, knees drawn up to his chest, half hidden by the shadows of the hanging clothes.


  He frowned and pointed at her as he glanced to one side. “That’s her,” he whispered.


  “And just what do you think you’re doing, young man?”


  “Playing with my Big Friend. Go away. Please. Thank you. We want to play some more.”


  In Stoneridge, Kansas, children were screaming and screaming.


  And the screams left scars.
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  Revy-Poo


  “Reverend Yarburough!”


  Reverend Anthony Yarburough opened his eyes. There was a horrid stench in his bedroom. His east window was dark. Not yet dawn.


  “Wake up, Baby!” A woman’s voice. Close. Familiar. In his room? How? Who?


  Reverend Yarburough fumbled on his bedside table, found his glasses, put them on, and clicked his Jesus the Good Shepard nightlight on. He gasped in surprise.


  A naked woman stood at the foot of his bed.


  “Hi, Revy-Poo!” She gave a little wave. Her face was in shadow. “I’m going to fix you up!”


  She leaped onto the bed and sat astride him.


  Light touched her face. She grinned.


  It was Mrs. Susan Clayburn!


  “Did you mean all those nice things you said at my funeral?” she asked, then smothered his scream with a kiss.


  2


  Old Hel


  “What’s wrong, Ann? Please, tell me what’s wrong.”


  Axel Lindholm’s wife stood atop her grave, wreathed in swirling mist, as young as the day they were married more than half a century ago.


  In his dream, Axel stepped closer to his wife. “Ann, please. What’s wrong?”


  Ann grinned at him, leaped at him, grabbed him; then it was not Ann but something else, and her grave had become a dark hole leading down to the throne of Old Hel.


  Axel awoke.


  Ann, he thought. Bless her, she’d managed to get through again. It must mean that the big trouble she’d warned him to expect was drawing near.


  But he was not ready, still weak from the flu, if it had ever really been the flu.


  “Damn it to hell.” Axel turned on the table lamp that sat on his nightstand. Next to the lamp were his glasses and a gold wristwatch Ann had given him on their golden wedding anniversary. Also on the nightstand was a ball-peen hammer.


  He put on his glasses and checked the time: 4:07 a.m.


  He picked up the hammer then clutched to his chest, struggling to gather his strength.


  “I’ll do everything I can, Ann,” he promised. “I’ll try not to let you and your new friends down.”
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  The Rustling of Dead Leaves


  Karl Clayburn’s father, Charles “Chuck” Clayburn, died of a heart attack while Karl was in high school. It was just over a year later before Chuck showed up in a dream.


  Susan Eleanor Clayburn, Karl’s mother, was buried three days ago, but Karl had already dreamed about her three times.


  The first night he dreamed he was in her casket, trapped beneath ground, pressed against her rigid corpse. Then she awoke.


  The second night he dreamed she broke out of her casket and clawed her way to the surface.


  Tonight, he dreamed she stood outside his bedroom window, grinning in at him.


  He woke up as she turned to leave, and he seemed to hear the rustling of dead leaves as she walked away.


  Incredible, he thought. I knew I hated her, but this is ridiculous.
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  Savior


  The town of Stoneridge, Kansas, population 503, was forty-three-years-plus-one-century old. Clara Wilson was sixty-two.


  She’d been born in Stoneridge, gone to school there, gotten married, grown old and buried her parents, her husband, and her only child.


  Alone now except for friends, she worked several jobs to support herself, took in laundry, set hair, worked part-time at various places, and on Saturday mornings, for a hundred dollars a month, before she went to the Clayburn Drug and Sundries for the afternoon shift, Clara dusted and vacuumed and otherwise cleaned her church.


  Stoneridge had two churches, one Methodist, the other Catholic. Clara was a Methodist.


  She rather enjoyed cleaning her church. It made her feel she was doing something really important. It was God’s house, after all, and she loved the way being inside made her feel, especially the basement, because that was where she had first learned about Jesus, sixty years ago, in Sunday School.


  But something about the church basement was different today. The closer she got to the bottom of the stairs, the more uneasy she became.


  She reached the bottom and stood for a moment, breathing shallowly, clutching the paper grocery sack containing her cleaning supplies, resisting an urge to turn around and leave.


  In spite of her heavy winter coat and gloves, she felt cold. But that was not surprising, because the heat was not on and the cold front that had pushed through during the night had lowered the temperature. No, the trouble was not the cold.


  The trouble, she decided, was the smell, a smell she associated with fear and death, the musty, mildewed odor of a damp and dark storm cellar.


  When Clara was a child, there was a cellar, infested by spiders, under their house. Her folks took her there to wait out bad storms, praying a tornado didn’t hit. Each time Clara went into the cellar she was terrified she was going to die.


  Of course the old church basement always smelled a little musty. But the odor seemed stronger today, more like that old storm cellar. And there was another odor, too, mixed with the mildew, a sort of fishy smell. So, yes, of course. That was what had her spooked. Just a smell.


  She shook her head at her silliness. She had to get on with her cleaning.


  Clara went into the first basement room on her right, her old Sunday School room. She always cleaned it first.


  She flipped on the lights, put down her sack of cleaning supplies, then looked at the picture of Jesus above the old upright piano.


  The vintage print showed her Savior sitting on a hillside at night, watching over a sleeping city as a full moon emerged from behind the dark clouds of a passing storm.


  It was her favorite picture of Jesus. Before it had faded with age, it had hung upstairs in the entrance hall leading to the Sanctuary. That’s where Clara had first seen it, as a child, and seeing it always made her feel good deep down inside, made her feel safe and certain that Christ was watching over her soul.


  After smiling at the picture for a moment, Clara took off her gloves, unbuttoned her coat, took out a feather duster, and began dusting, carefully looking for spiders under tables and chairs and crushing any she found.


  A floorboard creaked outside the room.


  Clara jumped at the sound. “Hello?” she called out. There was no reply. “Is someone there?”


  Another creak.


  “Reverend Yarburough?”


  The minister lived in the parsonage next door and often came over to chat with her while she cleaned. She liked him much better than the last minister they’d had. He gave much better sermons and always visited the elderly and sick on Saturdays, faithfully making his rounds, rain or shine or snow. And besides, he was young and single and quite handsome, and such a gentleman, a real charmer, always neatly groomed and well dressed.


  Another creak. Then, after a pause, another.


  “Reverend Yarburough?”


  And another. Closer. The bad smell seemed to be getting stronger, too.


  “Who’s there?” she demanded.


  It was silly to be afraid. She was safe in the basement of her own church!


  Maybe someone was playing a joke. Maybe the neighborhood kids. It would not be the first time they had pulled something on her.


  Halloween had been three days ago. Maybe someone still had some goblins to get out of their systems. Well, she did not want to spoil their fun. She would act like they had scared her good before sending them on their way and getting back to work.


  Then, in the doorway, He appeared.


  Clara almost screamed but stopped herself. She was terrified, but she must not scream. What would He think if she screamed?


  He looked just like His picture over the piano. He was beautiful, so beautiful. But seeing Him could only mean one thing: It was her time to go. And that terrified her.


  Even knowing she would soon be seeing her husband and son in Paradise did not help. She was still afraid of dying. And that embarrassed her, because He would know. But He would also understand. And He would forgive. Even if—


  Then Clara’s Savior leaped at her and in mid-leap became something else and she did scream, short and sharp. But no one heard. And she did not get a second chance.
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  Cold Flesh


  An asphalt road left the state highway south of Stoneridge, led a mile north to the city limits, and widened into Main Street. Main continued through three blocks of residential houses then two blocks of one-story buildings that comprised the business district. It crossed the railroad tracks marking the town’s northern city limits, narrowed into a country road, and a mile later reached a low hill whose black earth contained the graves of the city’s dead.


  “Good-lookin’ gal like Beth Simpson shouldn’t be messin’ with dead folks all the time.”


  “That’s a damned stupid thing to say, Vernon.” Erik Lindholm shook his head. “She’s done a fine job with the funeral home since her dad died.”


  Erik’s pickup had just passed the Simpson Mortuary west of Main. Vernon Rogers was his passenger. Vernon sniffed and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his green parka. November had just begun and he was afraid he’d already caught a cold. “Don’t matter none how good a job Beth’s gone and done, ’cause I’ve heard talk.”


  “Pool hall gossip, you mean.”


  “Talk about how maybe she likes that job a mite too much. Maybe likes dead men’s cold flesh better’n live ones. Gotta be some reason a looker like her’s never been hitched.”


  “What a load of shit. Which one of your brain-damaged cronies thought that one up?”


  Erik had been part-time deputy city marshal until the part-time marshal, Larry Livins, died. Now Erik was marshal. In addition to the marshal’s duties, he owned the Lindholm Feed and Hardware on the northern end of the business district. Erik had been helping Jake and Roy, his two employees, with inventory when Vernon interrupted.


  Vernon did odd jobs around town, including cemetery maintenance, which occasionally meant using a backhoe machine to dig graves. Vernon considered himself Erik’s deputy, but the relationship was not official. The town council felt the community could do without paying a part-time deputy marshal’s salary.


  “I ain’t sayin’ where I heard ’bout Beth.” Vernon wiped his nose on his sleeve again.


  “How about Karl Clayburn. Beth and Karl have been flirting with each other since first grade!”


  “Karl don’t count, ’cause they’re both weirdos.”


  “Watch it, Vernon. Karl and Beth are my oldest friends.”


  “Facts is facts. Karl’s a poor excuse for a son, else he wouldn’t of gone off all half-cocked and joined the Army like he did, leavin’ his momma all alone.”


  “Serving his country is not, in my opinion, going off half-cocked.”


  “Don’t matter, ’cause his momma should’ve come first, God rest her. Shouldn’t’ve left his momma like that.”


  “She didn’t have it any worse than most, Vernon, and better than some.”


  “Don’t know ’bout that, but I do know ’bout somethin’ else. The Army didn’t make no man out of him. Just made him weirder. Why, hell, I’ve tried talkin’ to him since he come back, but he don’t want to talk ’bout nothin’ interestin’.”


  “Meaning he doesn’t like to gossip?”


  “Meanin’ he’s all eat up with them diddly books he writes.”


  “Diddly books?”


  “Sure. Only good for diddlin’ in the bathroom.”


  “You’re just full of shit today. How many of his books have you read? None, right?”


  “Don’t need to, ’cause Orin Jensen showed me some parts in one his wife’d got. Sick shit that’d give a grown man bad dreams and nasty sex stuff that’d make a whore blush.”


  “Not everyone thinks sex is nasty.”


  “Not everyone’s got no sense, neither.”


  “What a load of shit.”


  “Damn shame, though, Beth’s bein’ so screwed up. Damned shame.”


  “Know what I think, Vernon? I think you and your pals at the pool hall are just horny old men jealous of Karl and the dead.”


  “Damn if we are.”


  “Because you all wish you didn’t have to wait until you’re dead to be naked with Beth. But even the thought of being naked with her after you’re dead probably excites you.”


  “Now who’s talkin’ shit?”


  “Admit it. You’ve all thought about how someday you’ll die and be stretched out baby-bare on Beth’s cold metal embalming table. And here she comes to take a look. But there’ll be nothing you can do about it.”


  “Damn if that ain’t the sickest shit I ever heard.”


  “You’d already thought about it, though.”


  “No damn way.”


  “Or maybe when the time comes you can do something about it. Did you know male corpses can sometimes get it up?”


  “Just stop that shit right now.”


  “Expanding gases from decomposition can give a male corpse an erection.”


  “That’s even sicker.”


  “But I doubt if Beth’s anxious to see how high your tired old pecker can rise.”


  “If I was younger, you’d be missin’ some teeth about now.”


  “If you were younger, so would you.”


  “Damn if I would.”


  “Look, Vernon, Beth and Karl are both good people who deserve better than being the subject of filthy rumors, and I don’t want to hear you or anyone else talking that shit about them again.”


  “Gonna arrest me for it?”


  “It’s not right, Vernon. And you should stop listening to pool hall gossip anyway. It’s not good for your heart.”


  “Nothin’ wrong with my heart. And it ain’t gossip. Just talk ’mongst friends. If I was a gossipin’ man, half the town’d be followin’ us out to the boneyard, ’cause I’d of blabbed ’bout what I found all over the place.”


  “You probably did, but everyone thought you were just seeing things out of a wine bottle again.”


  Vernon was silent. He decided that this time he wouldn’t mind if what he’d seen really wasn’t there. He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Not everyone shares your opinion of me.”


  “Like you said, Vernon, not everyone’s got any sense.”
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  Wednesday on Saturday


  Karl Clayburn drove to the Simpson Mortuary and thought about Beth Simpson, one of his favorite things to do since childhood.


  In grade school she had been a skinny girl with blond hair that always looked like it needed to be combed. Beth, the undertaker’s spooky daughter, the brunt of jokes by other kids. She looked at the ground when she walked, usually seemed about to cry, and always had a bruise somewhere. But Karl had secretly watched her instead of paying attention in class. To him, she was a blond version of Wednesday Addams, and he had a secret crush on Wednesday. But then she had turned into Morticia, Wednesday’s mother, tall, slender, and intelligent, a woman with a quirky sense of humor whose sarcasm only Karl seemed to appreciate.


  What did she remember about him from school? Probably not much. He’d tried to attract as little attention as possible. It was easier that way to keep hold of the fantasy world that insulated him from reality.


  At least he had never been mean to Beth, and he remembered once, when a bunch of kids were bullying her, he had fantasized about rescuing her.


  He wished he had tried to help her for real, wished he’d had the courage to tell her how much he liked her. And still did. More than anyone else he’d ever met.


  But maybe she knew. And he hoped that maybe she even felt the same.


  A cold front had come through, the sky was heavy with gray clouds, and snow was predicted, but to Karl it seemed a beautiful day. Beth had agreed to go for a Saturday morning ride with him in his new Jeep.
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  Hel Hole


  The road that led to the graveyard was marred by potholes as it wound its way to the Stoneridge Memorial Park.


  The old cemetery had three gates. Erik drove his pickup through the one that led to the place where Vernon had found something for Erik to see. It was at Karl Clayburn’s mother’s grave. Erik had been a pallbearer at her funeral just three days ago.


  He stopped the pickup near an old cedar tree. They would have to walk the rest of the way.


  Icy air engulfed Erik as he climbed out of the warm truck. He slipped on his leather work gloves but left his quilted cold-weather coat unzipped. He had a plain gray sweatshirt beneath the coat. His blue jeans were new and unfaded. His tan leather work boots were waterproof and had steel toes.


  The north wind ruffled his blond hair as he took a slow, deep breath of the frigid air through his nostrils to warm it before it reached his lungs. His Grandpa Axel had taught him to do that.


  Erik did not mind cold weather. It was the Viking in his blood, Axel said.


  “Goddamned cold,” Vernon complained, shivering as he followed Erik to the grave. Vernon pulled his fur-lined parka hood over his head and tied the drawstrings tight. His hands, inside fur-lined leather gloves, were thrust deep into his pockets. He was wearing long underwear beneath his overalls and two pairs of sweat socks inside his tightly laced boots.


  They reached Karl’s mother’s grave.


  “Well,” Vernon said, “there it is.” He sniffed loudly, wiped his nose on his sleeve, and spit to one side. “And damn if I don’t guess it’s real, from the look on your face.”


  Erik tried to think of some explanation for what he saw.


  The grave of Karl’s father, next to where his mother had been buried, was unchanged. But Susan Clayburn’s grave had become a vertical shaft.


  Six feet down, where the casket should have been, the grave just kept going into darkness. There was no pile of dirt nearby. The dirt that had filled the grave was simply gone.


  Cold wind whipped around them. Vernon shivered again. “Damned if it don’t look like the bottom just up and dropped out. Ain’t that what it looks like to you?”


  It did, but Erik didn’t say so. He was remembering that there was an old salt mine near town. There were salt deposits all around the area, the remains of an inland, saltwater sea that had covered Kansas in the days of the dinosaurs.


  The Stoneridge salt mine had been closed for decades. Could there have been an undiscovered salt dome beneath the graveyard, which had collapsed? Did salt domes ever come within six feet of the surface? He didn’t know. But even if they did, it seemed highly unlikely that a collapse would have merely extended a grave downward.
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