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  One


Everybody dies alone, they say. 
No matter how surrounded you are by family and friends in your life, no matter how rich or poor you are, no matter your social status, we’re all equal—and alone—in death. Nobody can walk that path with you.
I don’t remember my own death, so I find it hard to argue the point, facts in hand.
But I don’t like to think that whoever came up with that saying was right.
I can’t speak for what happens at the exact moment when someone dies, but I can tell you that none of the people who come through our cemetery as ghosts are ever alone.
Clothilde and I are always here to help them adjust to being ghosts, and to help them move on once they’ve settled whatever unfinished business made them linger.
If either of us ever moves on without the other, whoever remains will, indeed, be lonely. It’s something I don’t think about all that much anymore—we’ve both been here for more than thirty years, after all. Chances of either of us figuring out what we need to move on tomorrow are, quite frankly, slim.
It’s been the two of us for such a long time, I’ve come to think of ghosts as belonging in two groups: us and them. Clothilde and I are the constants. The others are only passing through.
When other ghosts come through, we make the effort to get to know them. But we keep a distance, one that we need for our own well-being.
The first years in our cemetery, I befriended most of the other ghosts. Got to know them. What they liked, their sense of humor, their tastes and opinions.
And then they moved on, and left me behind.
Only Clothilde stayed.
So even though the rebellious twenty-year-old with wild, curly hair and worn Converse doesn’t seem like the likely friend of a balding thirty-five-year-old washed-out cop, we’re the closest thing either of us has to a family.
We’re us.
And together, we welcome new ghosts—while keeping the required emotional distance.
Today, I think we have a new arrival.
I say think, because the signs aren’t as clear as usual.
When someone has unfinished business and becomes a ghost, they wake up inside their casket sometime between the ceremony in the church and the moment when the church doors open. Without much surprise, when someone wakes up and discovers they are stuck in a sealed casket, they panic.
Usually, they scream—we scream, I was no exception—and pound on the casket, trying to get someone to save them.
This is what alerts us to new arrivals. The large wooden doors to our little stone church squeal open, the mourners pour out and wait on the small area in front of the church, huddling under shared umbrellas if the weather is as wet and depressing as it is today, and then the casket is carried out. Accompanied by screams if the person has become a ghost.
I think someone’s yelling—but with the murmurs of the large group, the staccato plops of rain on umbrellas and gravestones, and the ringing of the church bells, I just can’t be sure.
I can’t even rule out the possibility of the yells coming from one of the mourners because the rain, the umbrellas, and a large number of hoods make all the people look blurry. This winter has been as depressing as they usually are in this part of France; rain, gray skies, and more rain. Every single day. Not even a single snowflake to brighten things up for a moment or two.
Now that it’s finally March, maybe we’ll get some sun and fresh spring.
“Is it possible to be too lazy to panic properly when you die?” Clothilde perches on the headstone of her own grave, her feet swinging back and forth, passing through the stone as if it weren’t there, her head cocked as she listens for the yells.
“Maybe the rain muffles the sound,” I say without conviction. I’m sitting on the small mound marking my own final resting place, very happy that ghosts can’t get their pants wet, or feel the cold.
“The rain doesn’t muffle ghost sounds,” Clothilde replies, but without her usual snark. She’s too focused on the casket.
Biting her cheek, she stretches her neck, as if that would help her see anything better from across the cemetery. “I think it’s someone old. All the young people are clearly family. If anybody is a friend, they’re at least eighty.”
That information is probably not quite right. Clothilde may have been on this earth for over fifty years—twenty as a normal girl and thirty as a ghost—but her capacity for estimating the age of someone over forty leaves something to be desired.
But as I get up to get a better look myself, I have to concede the point. None of the “friend” mourners are a day under seventy.
“Let’s get a little closer,” I say, and start walking toward the hole where the casket is to be buried. It’s an existing grave in one of the old and fancy parts of the cemetery. The granite slab was removed yesterday to prepare for today’s funeral.
I take the narrow paths winding past the gray tombs, glancing at some graves with fresh flowers and regretfully noting the ones that haven’t been cleaned in several decades.
Clothilde follows behind while cutting a few corners. She was never one for following the rules of the living when it doesn’t suit her. The grave of Monsieur Lopez she cuts through on purpose, like she always does when going through that zone. He spent some time with us as a ghost. Clothilde did not like him.
The burial in itself is pretty straightforward so I don’t even bother listening to what the priest says. I go down to crouch down on the casket six feet under to make sure that the sounds I’m hearing are coming from inside.
Polite knocking and the occasional, “Hello? Does anybody hear me?”
Well, that’s new.
“Definitely a new arrival, and a polite one at that,” I tell Clothilde as I join her in the crowd of mourners.
“There’s something weird about this death,” Clothilde says. She stands in the middle of the crowd, her hands on her hips, and studies everyone in the vicinity. “And there’s something weird about the mourners.”
I take the time to look, too. She’s right. There’s something off about the people around us—but I can’t put my finger on what it is.
“What do you mean, there’s something weird about the death?” I ask. “From what I understand, the woman was seventy-three, and her husband died and was buried here ten years ago.” I find it highly unlikely that the newly arrived Madame Priaux was a murder victim, for example.
Clothilde moves toward a lone woman in her thirties standing somewhat apart from the group in the back. Tears are streaking down her face and this has clearly been going on for a while. Her cheeks are as wet as her raincoat, making it look like the hood has no effect whatsoever.
Clothilde scrutinizes the woman from head to foot several times. “They’re too upset.”
I fight the urge to roll my eyes—that’s usually Clothilde’s favorite way of expressing herself. “People are allowed to be upset when they lose someone they love.”
Frowning, Clothilde leans in so close to the woman that their noses almost touch. “Not this much. Not for a woman in her seventies who’s ‘joining her husband.’ Not for people who have already lost grandparents, so they know what it’s like.” She leans back and meets my gaze. “They’re shocked this woman is dead.”
I make a quick tour around the people present. And conclude that Clothilde is right.
“Maybe it’s a familial or cultural thing. They don’t deal well with loss?”
Clothilde’s reply is a snort. At least she didn’t roll her eyes.
The ceremony finished, people mill towards their cars. The young, sad woman remains, and is joined by a man who might be in his early forties. His hair is thinning on top and completely gray around the ears. His beer belly strains his coat around the waist and his black umbrella only covers his front. The back of his jacket is soaked, as are his legs from the knees down.
“Come now, cousin,” he says to the woman. “No need to beat yourself up. You did the best you could. It was her time.” He holds the umbrella away with one arm and reaches out the other toward the woman’s shoulder, clearly to lean in to kiss her cheek.
The woman steps away. “Don’t! I might have it.”
The man sighs. “You didn’t have any symptoms while you were with Mamie for a week, you haven’t had any since she died. You’re fine. Let me give you a kiss and some human contact. That is what we need when we’re mourning.”
The woman doesn’t seem convinced but her cousin doesn’t give her much choice. He leans in and kisses her cheek, then retreats back under his umbrella.
“Come,” he says to her. “You need to get out of the rain. Can’t have you catching your death in this weather.” He guffaws at his own joke.
“She died from some kind of contagious disease?” Clothilde says when the two cousins leave the cemetery. “What, like, the flu?”
I can only shrug. We’re in France, a country with health care for all and mandatory vaccines. I have to agree with Clothilde. The flu is the only common contagious disease I can think of that would kill an elderly lady like this.
“If that was the flu, then I’ll eat a rat,” says a shaky voice from behind us.
We rush over to the grave, and find an elderly lady with curled gray hair and thick-rimmed glasses with rhinestones along the top staring up at us, hands on hips.
“Would either of you young people mind telling me how I get out of this pit?”






  
  Two


Her name is Marie-Pierre and she’s seventy-three. She used to be a teller in a bank, something she took a break from for fifteen years to raise three children, and eventually went back to when she started feeling claustrophobic in her own home. She has seven grandchildren, one of whom is in great danger of making her a great-grandmother very soon if she doesn’t watch out. 
“So how did you die?” Clothilde asks. Marie-Pierre didn’t feel comfortable sitting on someone else’s grave and her own isn’t really an option right now, so we’ve settled on one of the benches under the plane trees. Clothilde is sprawled on the wet ground, ignoring the rain completely, her jeans-clad legs stretched long and arms propped behind her for unneeded support. I’m on the bench with our new colleague, keeping a polite distance.
Marie-Pierre waves a hand in the air. “Some kind of virus. I think. I was quite out of it when they took me to the hospital and although I know they talked about whatever it was around and over me, I didn’t really listen.” She gets a faraway look and the wrinkles on her forehead deepen. “I was too busy fighting to breathe.”
We sit in silence for a while. I have more questions for Maire-Pierre but we’re hardly in a rush. She was surprisingly quick to come out of the casket, which might be linked to her age. At some point
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