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Dedication

For those who keep their hands in the soil,
for those who notice what waits longest,
and for the quiet companions who stay just behind,
thank you for doing the work that no one else will,
and for understanding, even without words, what it means to finish well.




About This Book

Lyle Undermound has buried eight hundred and forty-three people in the clay at St Crispin's. Today is number eight hundred and forty-four. His apprentice Kevin Holes has done this before and is thinking about it more carefully than expected.


One day. One burial. A priest who follows threads too long. An apple tree with a history of ladder incidents. Ground that objects to everything equally, which Lyle considers the closest thing to fairness he's encountered.


Lyle prays and swears in the same breath. He argues with God about vocabulary. He reads grief like weather patterns and is occasionally wrong. Kevin asks questions a beat too late and is not wrong about anything.


The ground gets the last word.


A novelette about work, mortality, and the quiet dignity of doing one thing well for twenty-six years. Dry, unsentimental, and occasionally obscene in the way that only honesty is.
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Chapter One

World’s Okayest Fisherman



      The ground at St Crispin's was mostly clay, which Lyle Undermound considered a personal insult. Clay held water like a grudge. It came up in great dark slabs that smelled of somewhere older than the town and it stuck to everything — boots, blade, the knees of your trousers if you were the kneeling type, which Lyle was not.

      He'd been at it forty minutes. The hole was taking shape in the way holes do when you know what you're doing — not fast, not slow, just continuous, like weather.

      Kevin Holes was watching.

      This was, technically, not what Kevin was supposed to be doing. Kevin was supposed to be on the other spade. There was another spade. It was leaning against the yew tree at the northwest corner of the plot looking available, and Kevin was looking at Lyle the way people look at a man doing something they're not sure they're allowed to interrupt.

      'Are you going to stand there,' Lyle said, without looking up, 'or are you going to be useful?'

      Kevin picked up the spade.

      Lyle had not yet looked at him. He looked at the ground the way other men looked at problems they were working through — not with hostility, just attention. The spade went in. The clay came up. He set it aside. The spade went in again.

      'It's heavier than I thought,' Kevin said, about the clay.

      'Yes,' said Lyle.

      'I mean the whole —' Kevin gestured at the hole. 'The whole thing.'

      Lyle stopped. Looked at Kevin for the first time that morning. Kevin was twenty-three and had the face of a man perpetually on the verge of a follow-up question.

      'It's a hole,' Lyle said. 'You're making it heavier than it is.'

      He went back to digging.

      Kevin dug too, after a moment. He wasn't bad at it, Lyle noted. He had the right instinct — let the weight of the tool do the work, don't fight the ground. He'd probably been told this, or worked it out somewhere in his first week. The ones who fought the ground were usually gone by the second.

      At eleven o'clock Lyle stopped, climbed out of the hole with the unhurried efficiency of a man who has climbed out of a great many holes, and went to the car.

      The car was a 1987 Volvo 240 the colour of a decision you'd already regretted. He opened the boot, which contained: a thermos, a second thermos, a folded tarpaulin, a tin of Murray Mints, a St Christopher medal he didn't believe in and hadn't removed, and a photograph of someone he didn't talk about.

      He made tea. Three bags. Into a mug that said World's Okayest Fisherman, which he'd found in the grounds eleven years ago and kept on the basis that nobody had come back for it.

      Kevin appeared at his elbow.

      'Is there —'

      'No,' said Lyle.

      Kevin nodded. He'd brought his own flask, which turned out to contain something that smelled of synthetic raspberry. Lyle looked at it briefly and returned to his tea with the expression of a man filing something away for later.

      They stood by the car and drank.

      The cemetery was quiet in the way that cemeteries are quiet — which is not actually quiet, if you've worked in one long enough. There was wind in the yew. A crow doing something pointless in the middle distance. The M-something road behind the north wall providing a low continuous commentary that Lyle no longer heard.

      'Can I ask you something?' Kevin said.

      'You're going to,' said Lyle.

      'Does it —' Kevin paused. Thought about it properly, which was a habit Lyle had already noticed and not yet decided about. 'Does it get — I mean, do you stop —'

      'No,' said Lyle.

      'I haven't finished.'

      'You were going to ask if it gets easier or if you stop feeling it.' Lyle drank his tea. 'The answer to both is no. You just get better at where you put it.'

      Kevin considered this.

      'Where do you put it?'

      Lyle looked at the hole.

      'Back in the ground,' he said. 'Come on.'

    



Chapter Two

Eight Hundred and Forty-Three



      The priest arrived at half past eleven, which Lyle considered aggressive.

      Father Gerald Noonan was a C-minus. Too much sleeve, not enough silence. He had the particular energy of a man who had read extensively about discomfort without ever having been uncomfortable, and he moved through the cemetery with the careful optimism of someone who believed the ground was mostly decorative.

      'Lyle,' he said, by way of greeting.

      'Father,' said Lyle, by way of tolerance.

      Noonan peered into the hole. Kevin was down in it, moving clay. He'd found a rhythm in the last hour that Lyle hadn't commented on because commenting would have made it self-conscious and then it would have stopped.

      'How's it coming?' Noonan asked.

      'It's coming,' said Lyle.

      'Looks a touch narrow.'

      'It isn't.'

      'On the left side there —'

      'Father.' Lyle set his spade against his hip. 'I have been making holes in this ground for twenty-six years. That hole is not narrow. That hole is correct.'

      Noonan made a small sound that wasn't agreement and wasn't argument and was somehow worse than both. He clasped his hands behind his back and rocked slightly on his heels, which was a thing he did when he was building towards something.

      Kevin looked up from the hole. Looked at the priest. Looked at Lyle. Went back to the clay.

      'The family will be here at two,' Noonan said.

      'I know.'

      'They're — it's been a difficult one. The son especially.'

      'They're usually difficult,' said Lyle. 'That's generally why they're here.'

      Noonan winced in the refined way of a man who has made a study of wincing. 'I just mean — sensitivity today, Lyle. If you could perhaps —' he gestured vaguely at Lyle's general existence, '— modulate.'

      'Modulate.'

      'Your manner. Around the family.'

      Lyle looked at him for a long moment. A crow landed on a nearby headstone, considered the situation, and left.

      'I'll be at the edge of the plot,' Lyle said. 'I won't say a word to anyone.'

      'Last time —'

      'Last time the man asked me a direct question and I answered it.'

      'You told him death was —' Noonan lowered his voice, '— you told him death was the landlord coming to collect and we just hadn't been saving.'

      'He laughed,' said Lyle.

      'His wife didn't.'

      'His wife,' said Lyle, picking up the spade again, 'wasn't the one asking.'

      Noonan exhaled through his nose. He looked at the hole again. Kevin had found another layer of clay beneath the first, darker and more compacted, and was working at it with the focused expression of someone defusing something.

      'You know,' Noonan said, in the tone that meant scripture was incoming, 'Ecclesiastes tells us — there is a time for every matter under heaven. A time to be born and a time to die. A time to plant and —'

      'A time to pluck up what is planted,' Lyle finished. Flatly. Without looking up. 'A time to break down and a time to build up.'

      Noonan blinked.

      'I know Ecclesiastes, Father. I've been working the relevant chapter my entire career.'

      'I just thought —'

      'You thought I was a man who digs holes and swears.' Lyle moved a slab of clay to the spoil heap with the efficiency of long practice. 'I am a man who digs holes and swears. I'm also a man who's read the book. Several times. I find it —' he considered the word, '— accurate.'

      Kevin had stopped digging. Lyle could feel it.

      'Kevin,' he said.

      Kevin started digging again.

      Noonan tried a different angle, which was a habit of his that Lyle had catalogued over nine years of shared professional proximity. 'It's just — the praying and the — the other thing. Simultaneously. Some of the families have noticed.'

      'The praying and the swearing,' said Lyle.

      'I wouldn't call it —'

      'That's what it is. I pray. I swear. Sometimes in the same breath. If God finds it confusing He hasn't mentioned it.'

      'Lyle —'

      'Father. With respect.' Lyle stopped. Straightened. There was clay on his forearms to the elbow and he looked like a man assembled partly from the landscape. 'I have put eight hundred and forty-three people into this ground. Give or take. I know their names. I know the weather on their days. I
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