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        The longest way round is the shortest way home
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      County Wicklow, Ireland, 1880

      
      Colleen O’Byrnes strode along the hedge-lined lane with a purpose. The rain, having filled the autumnal day with torrents and mist alike, had chilled the air. Thick, viscous mud caked her well-worn boots, and the flooded ruts slowed her pace. In the distance, the church’s cylindrical tower pierced the inky night sky. She inhaled, and the earthy scent of decay coated her tongue and nose with its tang.

      As the harvest season neared completion for winter, she felt the chronic ache in her hands, and she was thankful for it. The toil made her body hard, her skin thick and calloused, and the task ahead should be easy.

      For fear of meeting ghouls, or worse, the wee hours of Samhain kept the old believers locked inside, the doors bolted shut; the candles left unlit. Colleen left the others to their preternatural worries. The living caused harm. No spirit had ever struck her with the switch or pulled her hair or pushed her onto the cobble. The day’s superstitions made no difference; she had to travel the darkened road.

      Instead of the customary Sunday Mass, they’d buried Father Kinnard Dunleavy in the graveyard. The man, though quite old, had kept a rigorous routine. But death comes to all men, so the good book said. On Thursday morning, Mary Corbin, the old priest’s maid, had found him in his bed.

      “As peaceful as an angel brought into the everlasting warmth of the Lord’s arms,” she had said.

      His death had caused near catastrophic heartache throughout the parish. Women and men alike had wept in the open.

      No, not Father Kinnard. Not our beloved saint on earth!

      Their grief, however, was short-lived. Bury the man on Samhain! A travesty! A blasphemy!

      Peter Murphy, the undertaker, had insisted. Three days provided adequate time to build the casket, dig the grave, and carve the stone. Outrage had drowned Peter’s common sense, until, having reached his limited, he’d shouted, “The man will putrefy! For the love of all that is holy and sacred, into the ground he must go!”

      A gust of cold wing caressed Colleen’s face, as if summoned by her ruminations. She adjusted her patched coat, pulling it closer, and shifted the heavy shovel from one shoulder to the other. Already, her breath misted in the air. Soon, very soon, the world would sleep, covered in snow and ice, for a long season.

      Ahead, the lane made a gentle Y. The right led to the heart of Droicheaddoire Village, while the left went to the Church of Saint Columbanus. Eyes straining in the dark, she veered left, and within minutes, the stone church loomed above her.

      A tall wrought-iron fence enclosed the graveyard. The spiked tops prohibited unwelcome guests from climbing inside and kept the dead in their rightful place. Two decades ago, gypsies had tried grave-robbing, their nasty work having plundered the earth’s dead for miles around. It was quite the hullabaloo, or so Colleen’s parents had recalled. As a remedy, Father Dunleavy, at the behest of his flock, had requested the donation of funds from wealthy landlords to protect their tenants’ most sacred and beloved departed.

      Colleen pressed her forefinger against the pointed rail, imagining Jesus’s pain as the Holy Spear pierced his side. A gypsy lad, aged ten or twelve, had died on the fence. They said it was an awful sight, seeing his mangled body in the air, blood soaking the earth, entrails dangling like a gutted hog. Pa had denounced the story as gossip.

      “No, Colleen,” he’d said. “There never was a boy, or anyone else, ever died on that fence.” When pressed, he’d slapped her and called her ignorant.

      Had he told the truth? What of the corner grave marked with a nameless stone? No one brought flowers. No one grieved the loss. Was the lad’s body inside, nothing but bones and sinew, long forgotten?

      Best to keep those thoughts away.

      She crept along the fencing, her body shielding her lantern as she arrived at the gate. Locked, as expected. She pulled the metal pin from her pocket and slid it into the keyhole. With her ear to the cold metal, she slowed her breathing and listened for the near imperceptible movement of the spring mechanism inside.

      Rusted from the weather and bad maintenance, the lock resisted her efforts. She swiveled the pin, just as Reardon had taught her. Persistence won out, and the lock popped open. She slid the metal tool back into her pocket and inched the squeaky gate open. Once inside the graveyard, Colleen replaced the lock, setting it to appear closed.

      The fresh mound of Father Dunleavy’s grave was at the back, under the last rustling leaves of an ancient oak. Its cold dirt, black and rich, smelled of a newly tilled field. Trampled rye grass and scattered flowers endured the village’s grief.

      She set the lantern and shovel down and then shucked off her coat. It had to be done. There was no other way.

      “Forgive me, Lord. I apologize fer disturbing the dead, but he took something which does not belong ta him. Amen.” She crossed herself, caressed the smooth wooden cross against her neck, and grabbed the shovel.

      Despite the chilly air, sweat blossomed on her brows and upper lip as she removed the sodden earth. Her body fell into the rhythm of labor, allowing her thoughts to concentrate on the worrying. The heavy metal shovel removed the top overburden with remarkable ease. This was her father’s tool, one she was never to touch.

      Colleen paused. A peculiar noise caught her attention. She twisted the lantern’s wick, and the flame diminished into a small yellow flicker. A large granite headstone served as a protective cover. Someone opened the gate; the distinct squueeaak of the hinge sounding unnaturally loud to her.

      With a curse on her lips, Colleen gripped the shovel’s smooth handle, ready to strike. The person approached, slow and steady, their solid footsteps firm on the sodden ground. She widened her stance.

      “Colleen,” a man whispered. “Colleen? Where are ye?”

      She recognized the voice, and the coil in her gut relaxed. Reardon McGiffin, her long-time friend, waited with a shovel.

      “Why are ye here, Reardon?” she asked, wiping her grimy hands on her dress’s hem.

      “Ye know why, Colleen. Tha’ old bastard is dead, and he inna taking what donna belong ta him. Asides, I promised ta help ye, given a chance.”

      Although her heart warmed at his perpetual loyalty, she felt the lance of guilt. “Childhood promises, Reardon. Ye have ta think bout yer upcoming nuptials. What will Aisling and her kin think, seeing ye digging up the dead?”

      In a fluid motion, he removed his tailored outer coat and tossed it on a nearby tombstone. “Ack, plenty of willing lasses ta marry in these parts. If it wasn’t fer ma wanting ta link our businesses, I’d have not looked twice at Aisling Mohan.” He stepped into the grave and, using his boot, drove his shovel deep.

      She joined him, their metal tools almost silent in the soft dirt. “Why wed her then, Reardon? Ye cannot live in a house where ye hate yer spouse. Ma and pa, they despise one another, have fer years.”

      He had no quick reply, so unlike his talkative nature. His silence continued, and she fixed her attention on their unstable foundation. Each shovelful brought them closer to the casket. Closer to him.

      “Why ye still at home, Colleen? Ye should be housekeeping next county over, married to a one of those flax farmers,” he said, wiping his brow. “Ye’re too good fer Droicheaddoire.”

      “Hard ta find a husband when ye’ve got the mark.” She turned her face to him, exposing the raised port-wine stain. The marbled purple mark traversed the curve of her jaw and ran up her left ear. “If I’d been a man, no one’d care then, mark or not. I’d join the navy, sail away, never look back.”

      He knew of her birthmark. Everyone in Droicheaddoire knew of it, and probably everyone else in the surrounding counties. She didn’t mind it, mostly. There was always that one person who stared too long, their eyes accusing her of wicked things.

      Again, Reardon relapsed into silence. They continued to dig, the two shovels moving at a quick pace. Inch by inch, dirt flew upward. The deeper the hole, the harder it was for Colleen. She was strong, but he was stronger. Her shoulders ached, and her breath came in pants, like a dog after the chase.

      It was tight quarters, and they collided in the near pitch. Reardon was like his father, short and lean, with enormous hands. She wanted to hold those hands and return to the innocence of childhood. That wasn’t the way of it, and she yearned for something not worth yearning over. There was no changing their lots.

      With her mud-caked shoe, she steadied her stance, and drove her shovel down. It clanged, hitting something solid. She bent and swiped away the dirt. They’d reached Father Dunleavy’s coffin.

      Reardon forced his shovel’s head into the undisturbed side. Arms reaching above his head, he pressed his foot against the shovel and pulled himself out of the deep hole. “Wait, I’ll get a lantern.”

      As Colleen’s fingers traced the coffin’s outline, they brushed against its metal hinges. She turned around and found the three latches holding the coffin’s lid closed. Yesterday, she’d gone to the church with unwarranted optimism, only to it smothered like the hearth fire. Damn Mary Corbin for her unrelenting servitude! The old maid had refused to leave her master’s side. Unable to approach the coffin, Colleen had resorted to studying the wooden box from afar. She was fortunate that Mr. Murphy hadn’t nailed the top closed.

      Reardon, lying prone, held the lantern aloft. The dance of light and shadows transformed him into a nightmarish ghoul. “Ye ready, Colleen?”

      “No,” she replied, “but when has that stopped us?”

      Near the coffin’s end, she squeezed her feet into an indentation, her legs bent at awkward angles. One at a time, she undid the three metal latches securing the top. She mouthed a quick prayer and lifted the lid up.

      Colleen and Reardon gaped at
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