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Corpses Anonymous: Support Group for the Dead is a work of fiction and dark comedy.

All characters, names, organizations, incidents, dialogue, deaths, funerals, support-group meetings, supernatural events, and circumstances depicted in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, religious institutions, support groups, cemeteries, medical professionals, public agencies, or real events is purely coincidental.

The religious references, afterlife concepts, supernatural situations, and statements made by fictional characters are presented solely for storytelling, satire, and comedic purposes. They are not intended to represent, criticize, endorse, or define the beliefs or practices of any religion, denomination, clergy member, funeral profession, medical profession, recovery organization, or support group.

References to twelve-step or support-group concepts are fictionalized and parodic. Corpses Anonymous is not affiliated with, sponsored by, or connected to Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous, or any other real-world recovery or twelve-step organization.

This novel contains humor involving death, funerals, marriage, religion, family conflict, medical situations, and the afterlife. No disrespect toward the deceased, grieving families, or individuals dealing with loss is intended.

In short: the dead people are fictional, the support group is fictional, and any corpse offended by this book is encouraged to submit a complaint in person.
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PROLOGUE
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Father Michael Donnelly had been dead for three days before he realized Heaven had folding chairs. Not golden thrones, not clouds, not choirs of angels descending through radiant light. Folding chairs—ten of them, arranged in a circle in the middle of a cemetery he did not recognize.

Michael stood beneath a full moon and stared at them with the same expression he had once reserved for parish finance meetings. He wore the black clerical suit in which he had been buried, though the jacket now hung strangely from his shoulders and one side of his Roman collar had slipped crooked. His hands were pale—not sickly pale, not elderly pale, but dead pale. That distinction had taken some getting used to.

Behind the chairs sat a rectangular folding table covered with a white plastic cloth. Two large coffee urns rested beside stacks of paper cups, powdered creamer, sugar packets, napkins, and three open boxes of donuts. Michael approached cautiously. The coffee smelled fresh. That bothered him more than the cemetery.

He had awakened beside his own grave shortly after midnight with no memory of climbing out of the coffin, no dirt beneath his fingernails, and no dramatic burst of resurrection. One moment there had been darkness. The next there had been moonlight, damp grass, and a granite marker bearing his name.
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Below it were the dates of his birth and death. Michael had stared at the second date for several minutes before saying, “Well, shit.” He had immediately apologized to God, then reconsidered. Under the circumstances, he felt the language had been justified.

A narrow path through the cemetery had appeared where no path had existed during his burial. At least, Michael assumed it had not existed. He had not exactly been in a position to inspect the landscaping. Something had compelled him to follow it—though compelled was perhaps too dramatic a word. He had simply known where to walk. The path had brought him here: ten chairs, coffee, donuts, and a wooden sign suspended in midair above the refreshment table.

Michael moved closer. Painted across the top in large black letters were the words:
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Below that, in smaller letters:
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SUPPORT GROUP FOR THE DEAD
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Michael stared at the sign, then looked around the cemetery. 

“No.”

Silence answered him.

He looked back at the sign. “No, absolutely not.”

A second sign hung beside the first. This one was larger and formatted like a list beneath the heading:
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THE THIRTEEN STEPS
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The first line was perfectly clear.
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STEP ONE: ADMIT THAT I AM DEAD.
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Everything below it was blurred. Michael squinted, leaned closer, then stepped back when the remaining twelve lines refused to sharpen.

“Very funny.”

Nothing moved. The moon shone through bare tree branches. Hundreds of grave markers stretched across the rolling ground, some old enough to lean sideways, others polished and new. Small flags moved in the breeze beside veterans’ stones; artificial flowers trembled in plastic vases. Somewhere beyond the cemetery wall, a dog barked twice and went quiet.

Michael turned toward the chairs again. One of them had a clipboard resting on the seat. He knew before touching it that the clipboard belonged to him.

“That seems presumptuous.”

He picked it up. A single sheet of paper had been clipped beneath the metal clasp.
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MODERATOR: FATHER MICHAEL DONNELLY
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Michael closed his eyes. “Of course.”

Forty-two years as a priest—forty-two years hearing confessions, counseling married couples, sitting beside hospital beds, comforting grieving parents, mediating family disputes, talking frightened people through diagnoses, divorces, funerals, addictions, betrayals, and crises of faith—and apparently death came with volunteer obligations.

He looked heavenward. “I would like to formally decline.”

No lightning struck him. No voice answered. Michael glanced at the clipboard again. Beneath his name was a list numbered one through nine, with the spaces beside the numbers blank. At the bottom appeared one sentence.
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THE MEETING WILL BEGIN WHEN EVERYONE ARRIVES.
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Michael read it twice. “Everyone?” A sound came from somewhere behind him—not footsteps. Dragging. Michael turned.

A man in a dark suit emerged between two rows of graves, moving slowly toward the circle. He appeared to be in his sixties, broad through the shoulders, with gray hair, dark skin, and an expression of profound irritation. His suit jacket was torn at one elbow, and dried blood darkened the side of his shirt. He stopped when he saw Michael. Michael stopped when he saw him. The stranger looked toward the chairs, then the coffee, then the sign, and finally back at Michael.

“You running this?”

Michael considered lying.

Before he could answer, another figure appeared behind the man—a woman, also in her sixties, also Black. Her formal dress was torn across one shoulder, and the left side of her face bore bruising that no longer seemed painful but certainly looked unpleasant. She spotted the man and immediately pointed at him.

“This is your fault.”

The man sighed. “Gloria, don’t start.”

“Don’t Gloria me. You had to drive.”

“I always drive.”

“That was the problem.”

“A deer jumped out.”

Gloria stopped beside him and stared. “There was no deer.”

“There was absolutely a deer.”

“You weren’t even looking at the road.”

The man turned toward Michael, apparently deciding a priest counted as arbitration. 

“Father, tell my wife people swerve for deer.”

Gloria looked at Michael. 

“Father, tell my husband dead men can still be full of shit.”

Michael opened his mouth, closed it again, and looked down at the clipboard. Beside the number one, letters slowly appeared.
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WALTER BRIGGS
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Then beside number two:
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GLORIA BRIGGS
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Michael stared. Walter leaned over his shoulder. “That us?”

“Yes.”

“What’s the list for?”

“I don’t know.”

Gloria folded her arms. “He doesn’t know.”

Michael straightened. 

“I have been here approximately ten minutes, and I did not request the position.”

Walter considered that, then pointed toward the refreshment table. “Those free?”

Michael looked at him.

Walter shrugged. “What? I’m dead, not stupid.”

He headed for the donuts. Gloria followed, still muttering about the alleged deer, while Michael watched them select pastries as though this were a church basement instead of an unexplained cemetery gathering for the deceased.

Another figure emerged from the darkness—a tired-looking Black man in work clothes with grease still embedded beneath his fingernails. 

He approached cautiously, spotted the coffee, and said, “Please tell me this is not another mandatory meeting.”

The clipboard added DARNELL WASHINGTON beside number three.

Then came an elderly woman in a conservative dress. She stopped beneath the sign, read Step One, and frowned.

“The punctuation is acceptable.”

MILDRED ROSEN appeared beside number four.

Next came a young Latino man in an expensive jacket with a dark stain across the chest. He surveyed the cemetery, the chairs, and the refreshments.

“This is depressing.”

Mildred looked at him. “You’re dead.”

“I noticed.”

The clipboard added RICKY SANTIAGO beside number five.

A woman in hospital clothing arrived next—Black, composed, with intelligent eyes. She immediately inspected everyone as if assessing symptoms. DR. EVELYN PRICE appeared beside number six before she had even taken a chair.

Then came a thin white man whose formal suit looked as though it belonged on a stage. He entered humming.

Mildred turned toward Michael. “If that continues, I’m leaving.”

“You don’t know where you are.”

“I’ll find somewhere else.”

The clipboard added HAROLD FINCH beside number seven.

A younger Black woman appeared next, took one look at the gathering, and stopped.

“Oh, hell no.”

Michael glanced down as TANYA BROOKS appeared beside number eight.

The final arrival took his time. An older white man in a tailored suit approached the circle with the offended dignity of someone who expected cemeteries to maintain a dress code. He stopped beside the refreshment table, examined the paper cups, and frowned.

“This is what we’re using?”

ARTHUR PEMBROKE III appeared beside number nine.

All nine spaces were filled.

Michael counted the chairs—ten—then looked at the clipboard again. Nine names, plus his own.

Ten.

A chill passed through him that had nothing to do with the night air.

Walter had already eaten half a donut. Ricky poured coffee. Tanya remained standing. Harold hummed louder until Mildred glared at him. Arthur inspected a chair before sitting, as though worried death might expose him to unsanitary furniture. Gloria chose the chair farthest from Walter, Darnell settled nearest the coffee, and Dr. Price sat upright with her hands folded.

One by one, the dead settled into the circle while Michael remained standing, nine faces turning toward him.

For the first time since awakening beside his own grave, Father Michael Donnelly understood something with absolute certainty: he was expected to say something. He looked at the clipboard. No instructions. The thirteen-step sign offered only one readable step. The nine strangers offered considerably less patience.

Walter raised his hand.

Michael blinked. “Yes?”

“Are we supposed to introduce ourselves or what?”

Before Michael could answer, Tanya looked toward Walter. 

“I already know more about you than I wanted to.”

Walter frowned. “You don’t know me.”

“I heard you arguing with your wife for five minutes.”

“Four.”

Gloria looked across the circle.

“Forty-one years.”

Ricky burst out laughing. Walter turned toward him. 

“What’s funny?”

“Nothing, man. I’m just saying, dying with your wife and still getting nagged? That’s rough.”

Gloria pointed at him. 

“Keep talking. I’ve been dead three days and haven’t found out yet whether I can kill somebody twice.”

Michael raised both hands. “All right.”

Nobody stopped talking.

He raised his voice. “All right.”

The circle quieted.

Michael cleared his throat. He had spoken before thousands of people over the years—weddings, funerals, Christmas Masses, Easter services, parish celebrations, hospital vigils—and none of them had prepared him for this.

“My name is Father Michael Donnelly.”

Arthur gestured toward the collar. “We gathered that.”

Michael ignored him. “I have apparently been designated moderator of this...group.”

Harold lifted a hand.

Michael looked at him. “Yes?”

“Are we allowed to sing?”

“No,” Mildred said.

Michael nodded. 

“For the moment, let’s begin with something simple.” He glanced toward the sign. “Step One appears to be admitting that we are dead.”

Tanya looked around the cemetery. “Anybody struggling with that?”

A few people laughed.

Michael allowed himself a small smile. Perhaps this would not be impossible. Perhaps there was a purpose behind it. Perhaps whatever force had gathered them here expected him to help these people understand their deaths, their lives, and whatever unfinished business had prevented them from moving on. He had spent his life helping people confront difficult truths.

He could do that again.

Michael rested the clipboard against his chest. “Then let’s begin.”

Walter reached for another donut. Gloria slapped his hand away. Arthur complained that the coffee was weak. Harold started humming again until Mildred threatened him. Ricky asked whether smoking was permitted, and Dr. Price told him it seemed medically irrelevant now. Darnell laughed for the first time since arriving.

Michael watched them—nine dead strangers, nine stories, nine people who had no idea why they were here, and one dead priest who had somehow been placed in charge of them.

Above the circle, the full moon disappeared briefly behind a passing cloud, and the cemetery darkened around them. The first step remained visible above the refreshment table.
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ADMIT THAT I AM DEAD.
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Michael looked from the sign to the people gathered beneath it. Until that moment, he had been wondering why each of them had been brought there, what unfinished business had followed them into death, and what he was expected to do about it.

For the first time that night, he stopped wondering why the others were there.

Instead, he wondered why he was.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1 Attendance is mandatory
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Michael had spent most of his adult life believing people became easier to manage once they sat down. He had been wrong. Walter Briggs was already working on his third donut.

Walter Briggs was already working on his third donut. Gloria had moved her chair several inches farther from him without explanation. Harold Finch hummed under his breath despite the look Mildred Rosen kept giving him. Arthur Pembroke III examined his paper coffee cup as though someone had handed him an insult with a lid, while Ricky Santiago had turned his folding chair backward and straddled it like a teenager awaiting detention.

Tanya Brooks had not sat at all.

Michael looked at the empty chair beside her. “There is a seat available.”

“I see it.” Tanya folded her arms. “I just died. I feel like I should be allowed to ease into sitting in circles with strangers in a cemetery.”

Michael considered that. “Fair enough.”

She gave him a satisfied nod but remained standing.

Across the circle, Mildred was studying the handwritten sign above the refreshment table. “The wording is wrong.”

Michael closed his eyes briefly. “Good evening, Mildred.”

“It needs punctuation.”

“We are not beginning with punctuation.”

“We should. Standards collapse very quickly.”

Darnell Washington lifted his coffee. “We’re dead. I think standards already had a bad night.”

A few people laughed, including Michael despite himself.

He sat and balanced the clipboard across one knee. From inside the circle, the whole thing looked even more absurd than it had from the cemetery path. Nine dead strangers gathered beneath a full moon, drinking coffee they did not need, eating donuts they could no longer digest, waiting for a sixty-eight-year-old priest to explain why none of them had gone wherever dead people were ordinarily expected to go.

Michael glanced at the clipboard. Nine names beneath his own.
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FATHER MICHAEL DONNELLY — MODERATOR.
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He still had no idea who had appointed him.

Walter brushed powdered sugar from his jacket. “So what exactly are we supposed to do?”

“That,” Michael admitted, “is an excellent question.”

Arthur looked genuinely disturbed. “You don’t know?”

“I arrived shortly before the rest of you.”

“And they put you in charge anyway?”

“No one put me in charge.”

Ricky pointed at the clipboard. “Apparently somebody did.”

Michael looked at his title again. “Apparently.”

Tanya finally sat. “That inspires confidence.”

Michael ignored her.

Forty-two years as a priest had taught him how to conduct funerals, weddings, baptisms, parish meetings, hospital visits, marriage counseling, confessions, fundraisers, and one memorable Christmas pageant during which a six-year-old shepherd had punched a wise man over a plastic lamb.

Surely he could manage nine dead people.

He straightened. “All right. Since none of us seems to know why we’re here, we’ll begin with what we do know. Our names, what we did while we were alive, and one thing we miss. Briefly.”

Walter raised his hand.

Michael stared at him. “We haven’t started.”

“I have a question.”

“Of course you do.”

“Do we have to explain how we died?”

Gloria turned toward him. “You drove into a tree.”

“A deer caused the accident.”

“There was no deer.”

Walter’s expression hardened with the confidence of a man who had apparently repeated this argument many times since dying. “There was a deer.”

Gloria looked at Michael. “There was a tree. I can personally verify the tree.”

Walter started to answer, but Michael lifted one hand. “No. We are not litigating the deer tonight.”

“There was a deer.”

“Walter.”

“Fine.”

Michael made his first decision as moderator.

“One person speaks at a time.”

Harold raised his hand.

Michael already regretted the rule. “Yes?”

“Does singing count as speaking?”

“Yes.”

Mildred said, “Excellent.”

Harold turned toward her. “I haven’t sung anything.”

“I’m trying to keep it that way.”

Michael pointed between them. “And no insulting people while they have the floor.”

Tanya glanced around the circle. “That may eliminate half the group.”

“We will attempt civility anyway.”

Arthur shifted in his chair. “Is there an agenda?”

“No.”

“An end time?”

Michael looked at him. “Do you have another appointment?”

Arthur’s mouth tightened. “Being dead does not make poor organization acceptable.”

Darnell took a slow drink of coffee. “I already like him less than my old supervisor.”

Michael resisted the urge to rub his forehead. Instead, he looked at Walter. “You wanted to speak. Congratulations. You’re first. Name, occupation, one thing you miss.”

Walter immediately looked as if he regretted volunteering.

“My name is Walter Briggs. Sixty-four. Retired insurance salesman. Married forty-one years. Two children.”

Gloria corrected him. “Still married.”

Walter looked at her. “Apparently.”

Michael intercepted before they could build momentum. “And what do you miss, Walter?”

Walter thought about it.

“My recliner.”

Gloria slowly turned her head.

Walter saw it. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You expected me to say you?”

“I expected nothing. That is how I survived forty-one years.”

Walter sighed. “Fine. I miss my wife too.”

Michael almost moved on.

“And sex.”

He stopped.

Gloria stared at Walter.

Walter looked around the circle. “What? We’re all adults.”

Michael raised a hand before Gloria could respond. “Thank you, Walter. That was sufficiently honest for an introduction.”

Gloria’s eyes remained on her husband. “We will revisit sufficiently.”

Walter reached for his coffee.

Michael pointed at Gloria. “Your turn.”

She smoothed the front of her dress, taking the floor with considerably more dignity than her husband had managed. “Gloria Briggs. Sixty-two. Retired hospital administrator. Two children, three grandchildren, and one husband with poor judgment.”

Walter muttered something.

Michael ignored it. “What do you miss?”

“My grandchildren.”

The answer came so quickly that the room inside the circle seemed to change.

Gloria looked down at her hands. “Especially the youngest. She called me almost every morning before school. Most of the time she had nothing important to say. Clothes. Teachers. Friends. Something her mother wouldn’t let her do.” A faint smile touched her face. “Half those mornings I was trying to get her off the phone because I had someplace to be.”

Nobody interrupted.

“I’d like one more call.”

Walter’s expression softened. He reached across the space between their chairs and touched her hand.

She let him.

Michael allowed the silence to remain until Gloria looked up again. Only then did he move the meeting forward.

“Darnell?”

Darnell rested his forearms on his knees. “Darnell Washington. Fifty-two. City transit mechanic. Twenty-seven years.”

“And what do you miss?”

“Saturday mornings.”

Michael waited.

Darnell smiled slightly. “The kind where nobody wakes you up. No alarm. No supervisor. No grown children asking for money. No ex-wife reminding you what you forgot.”

A few people laughed.

“Good,” Michael said. “That’s enough for tonight.”

Darnell raised his cup in appreciation. “Finally, a meeting with time limits.”

Michael turned to Mildred.

She sat perfectly upright. “Mildred Rosen. Eighty-one. Retired English teacher. Forty-six years.”

Ricky whistled softly.

Mildred looked at him.

He immediately lifted both hands. “Respect.”

“It felt longer.”

Michael smiled. “What do you miss?”

“Libraries. My grandson, Noah. And people who understood the difference between less and fewer.”

Ricky frowned. “That last one was alive?”

“Barely.”

Michael moved on before grammar became the evening’s first theological crisis.

“Ricky.”

The young man straightened. “Ricky Santiago. Twenty-nine. Entrepreneur.”

Arthur looked across the circle. “What kind?”

Michael pointed at him. “Arthur.”

“I asked a reasonable question.”

“You’ll get your turn.”

Ricky grinned. “Thank you, Father.”

“Do not encourage me.”

Ricky’s grin widened. “Entertainment. Nightlife. Events.”

“Parties,” Tanya said.

Michael looked at her.

She raised both hands. “Sorry. His floor.”

Ricky gave her a smug nod. “Thank you. I promoted events.”

Michael asked, “What do you miss?”

“My phone.”

Several people looked puzzled, but Michael held up a hand before they could pile on.

Ricky continued. “Everything was in it. Contacts, pictures, music, messages. Everybody I knew. Everything I was doing next.”

That answer told Michael more about the young man than any occupation could have.

“Thank you.”

Ricky seemed surprised there was no follow-up.

Michael turned to Evelyn.

“Dr. Evelyn Price. Fifty-seven. Cardiothoracic surgeon. Twenty-eight years in practice.”

Walter immediately opened his mouth.

Michael pointed at him without looking away from Evelyn. “No questions about relatives who had bypass surgery.”

Walter closed it.

For the first time that night, Evelyn smiled.

Michael asked, “What do you miss?”

“My work.”

Nothing else came.

Michael waited several seconds, then accepted the answer.

“Harold.”

Harold stood.

Michael stared at him. “Why are you standing?”

“I prefer addressing groups on my feet.”

Mildred muttered, “Of course you do.”

Michael shot her a look, and she folded her hands innocently.

Harold placed one hand over his chest. “Harold Finch. Forty-six. Vocalist, recording artist, entertainer.”

Arthur looked mildly interested, but Michael caught his eye before he could ask what kind.

Harold continued. “I performed professionally for weddings, private events, restaurants, corporate functions—”

“Briefly,” Michael reminded him.

Harold looked wounded. “I miss performing.”

That answer changed him. The theatrical posture softened.

“There’s a moment when you’re singing and the entire room is listening. For three minutes, everyone feels the same thing. Their problems disappear. Yours disappear.” Harold looked around the circle. “I miss that.”

Michael nodded. “That I understand.”

Even Mildred left it alone.

“Tanya.”

She sighed. “Tanya Brooks. Thirty-nine. Customer-service supervisor. Three kids.”

Michael didn’t need to ask what she missed.

“My children.” Her expression shifted almost immediately. “Not their laundry. Not cooking three different meals because everybody suddenly had dietary preferences. Not somebody yelling ‘Mom’ from another room when their legs worked perfectly well. But them? Every second.”

She glanced toward the cemetery.

“My oldest is seventeen. Malik. Nia is thirteen. Zoe is eight.”

Michael heard the break coming into her voice and stopped the introduction before it became something she had not agreed to give them.

“Thank you, Tanya.”

She looked grateful.

Arthur cleared his throat.

Michael glanced at him. “Yes, Arthur. You may now identify yourself for the record.”

“Arthur Pembroke the Third. Seventy-three. Founder and chairman of Pembroke Development Group.”

Darnell raised his hand.

Michael stared at him.

Darnell lowered it. “Never mind.”

Arthur continued. “Residential and commercial development across four states. Approximately fourteen thousand employees at our peak.”

Michael asked, “What do you miss?”

Arthur hesitated longer than anyone else had.

“My office. My schedule.” He looked down at his hands. “Being needed.”

That caught Michael’s attention.

Arthur seemed almost irritated with himself for saying it.

Michael did not pursue it.

There would be time.

He checked the clipboard. Every name had spoken except one.

Tanya noticed first. “You skipped somebody.”

Michael knew exactly where this was going. “I’m the moderator.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Ricky smiled. “Your turn, Father.”

Mildred nodded. “Rules should apply equally.”

“They are not rules. They are guidelines.”

“You invented them five minutes ago.”

Michael looked around the circle and realized, with growing irritation, that nine people who had been strangers less than an hour earlier had already united against him.

He considered refusing.

Then he remembered his own first instruction.

One person speaks at a time.

Apparently it was his turn.

“My name is Father Michael Donnelly. I was sixty-eight years old. I served as a Catholic priest for forty-two years.”

Tanya asked, “What do you miss?”

“My church.”

Ricky made a face.

Michael looked at him. “Something wrong with that?”

“Predictable.”

Michael almost ignored him.

Then another answer came before he could stop it.

“My niece.”

The circle quieted.

Michael had not intended to say it.

Gloria’s voice was gentler than before. “What’s her name?”

“Teresa.”

He could already feel the next questions gathering.

“How old is she?” Gloria asked.

“Twenty-six.”

“Were you close?”

Michael hesitated.

“We were.”

The two words opened a door he had no intention of walking through.

He looked down at the clipboard. “And that completes the introductions.”

Nobody argued.

Michael took a moment to steady himself. He had spent forty-two years inviting people to confess things they could barely admit to themselves while revealing almost nothing of himself in return. Parishioners knew his favorite football team, how he took his coffee, which hymn he disliked, and a handful of harmless seminary stories.

That was different.

A priest listened.

A priest guided.

A priest was useful.

The people sitting around him seemed to have other ideas.

Mildred broke the silence. “We said what we miss. We should also say what we do not miss.”

Michael looked up. “That wasn’t part of the exercise.”

“It should be.”

Tanya nodded. “She has a point.”

Ricky leaned back in his chair. “Bills.”

Darnell raised his coffee. “Supervisors.”

“Traffic,” Tanya said.

“Hospital administration,” Evelyn added.

Gloria pointed at Walter. “Snoring.”

Walter turned toward her. “You snored.”

“I breathed loudly.”

“You rattled windows.”

Michael watched the floor begin to dissolve beneath him.

He lifted one hand.

To his surprise, they stopped.

That was new.

“Fine,” he said. “One answer each. Since Mildred invented the question, Mildred starts.”

“People who say irregardless.”

Ricky laughed.

Michael pointed toward him. “You’re next.”

“Traffic.”

“Evelyn?”

“Hospital administration.”

“Darnell?”

“Supervisors.”

“Tanya?”

“School emails.”

“Harold?”

Harold looked directly at Mildred. “People who interrupt singers.”

Michael saw Mildred inhale.

“No response,” he warned.

She closed her mouth.

He nearly smiled.

“Arthur?”

“Airports.”

“Gloria?”

She looked at Walter again. “Snoring.”

Walter sighed. “Bills.”

Michael glanced around the circle. “There. Efficient. Nobody assaulted anybody.”

Walter looked at him. “Your turn.”

Michael frowned. “Again?”

“You made it fair.”

He thought about it. “Fundraising.”

That earned immediate agreement.

“And parish council meetings.”

A louder laugh followed.

Ricky leaned forward. “Funerals?”

Michael shook his head. “No.”

“You don’t miss funerals?”

“I didn’t say I missed them. I said I didn’t hate them.”

Ricky studied him. “Even your own?”

Michael looked at him.

Ricky grinned. “Too soon?”

Michael surprised himself by smiling. “You’re dead. I’m not certain ‘too soon’ applies anymore.”

The circle laughed.

And Michael felt something loosen.

For the first time that night, they were following him. Not perfectly. Not reverently. Certainly not respectfully. But they had taken turns. They had listened. They had revealed things without being forced. The whole miserable experiment suddenly looked almost manageable.

Perhaps this was why he had been given the clipboard.

Perhaps forty-two years of standing in front of rooms filled with frightened, angry, grieving, stubborn people had prepared him for exactly this.

Michael leaned back, encouraged.

That was when he ruined everything.

“Well,” he said, opening his hands, “I’m sure you’re all just dying to know why you’re here.”

Silence.

Michael’s smile remained for another second.

Walter slowly lowered his coffee.

Gloria looked at Tanya.

Tanya looked at Darnell.

Darnell looked at Ricky.

Ricky turned toward Mildred.

Mildred removed her glasses.

Michael’s smile disappeared.

“That may have been in poor taste.”

Arthur stood. “I would like it noted that I did not start this.”

Then everybody moved.

Walter reached Michael first. The folding chair went backward and Michael hit the grass. Someone landed across his legs before he could get up, a donut flew past his face, and Gloria appeared above him wielding a paper plate.

“You had that coming,” Tanya shouted.

“I apologized!”

“Too late!”

Ricky joined the pile. Darnell grabbed him around the shoulders, whether to restrain him or improve his position Michael could not tell. Harold yelled something about getting the collar.

“Leave my collar alone!”

Arthur remained outside the chaos until Michael’s flailing shoe caught him in the shin.

Arthur stared down at it.

“Oh, now you’ve done it.”

He joined the pile.

Mildred remained seated.

Evelyn looked at her. “You’re not participating?”

“I’m eighty-one.”

“That has not stopped you from anything else tonight.”

Mildred considered this, reached into the donut box, and selected one.

Michael saw her draw back her arm.

“Mildred—”

She hit him directly in the face.

Powdered sugar exploded across his collar.

Harold howled.

Michael twisted beneath the bodies, found the clipboard in the grass, and began slapping it against the nearest available arm.

“Enough!”

Nobody listened.

“I said enough!”

Eventually Walter rolled away laughing, Ricky lost his grip, Darnell pushed himself upright, and the others began retreating toward their chairs. Michael remained in the grass for several seconds, one shoe missing, his collar twisted sideways and half his face coated with powdered sugar.

Nine corpses stared at him.

Ricky tried not to laugh.

Michael pointed at him.

“Not one word.”

Ricky lost the battle.

Michael climbed to his feet, retrieved his shoe from beneath Darnell’s chair, straightened his collar and picked up the clipboard.

“New rule.”

The laughter weakened.

“No physical violence against the moderator.”

Tanya wiped her eyes. “Put it on the sign.”

Michael looked toward the thirteen-step board.

His anger disappeared.

The blurred second line had sharpened.
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STEP TWO: TELL THE TRUTH ABOUT THE LIFE YOU LOST.
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Michael stared.

Around him, the others were still laughing, restoring chairs and retrieving coffee. Nobody seemed to notice the words.

Then they blurred again.

“Father?”

Gloria’s voice brought him back.

Michael looked down at the clipboard.

A new sentence had appeared beneath the names.
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THE FIRST MEETING IS COMPLETE.
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His pulse should have quickened.

He no longer had one.

Ricky came closer. “What does it say?”

Michael turned the clipboard against his chest.

“Nothing.”

Mildred narrowed her eyes.

Michael forced himself back into the role he had apparently been given. “I believe we’re finished for tonight.”

Arthur looked around. “And then what?”

Michael hesitated. “I don’t know.”

“Do we return to our graves?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do we come back tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.”

Darnell picked up his coffee. “You say that a lot for somebody in charge.”

Michael sighed. “I know.”

One by one, the dead began drifting away from the clearing, following cemetery paths that seemed to appear for them.

Walter reached for the last donut.

Gloria slapped his hand.

“You’ve had enough.”

“I’m dead.”

“You were diabetic.”

“I’m still dead.”

Gloria considered that, then handed him the donut.

Tanya stopped beside Michael before leaving. “Father?”

“Yes?”

“That joke really was terrible.”

“I’m aware.”

She smiled. “Worth it.”

Darnell followed her into the cemetery. Ricky gave Michael a lazy salute. Harold began humming until Mildred threatened him from twenty feet away. Arthur complained to nobody in particular that attendance requirements had never been clarified.

Walter and Gloria disappeared between the graves still arguing about whether a deer had existed.

Soon Michael stood alone.

Ten folding chairs. Two coffee urns. Empty cups. A destroyed box of donuts.

One piece of powdered pastry clung to his shoulder.

He brushed it away.
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