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  Chapter 1


Cemeteries are mostly associated with death, human mortality, and loss. When someone says the word, we think of dark and stormy nights, squealing hinges, and moaning ghosts. Serial killers using it as their hunting ground, or junkies as a place to get high in peace. There’s no lack of stories, be they on screen or on paper, to support these beliefs. 
After spending thirty years haunting this specific cemetery, I can confirm the stories have it all wrong.
First of all, no cemetery was ever placed anywhere because it looked like a good spot for serial killers or junkies. No priest inspected the land and thought, “Hey, this would be a great spot to scare everyone away from. I’ll make sure my cemetery is dark and eerie, so all my parishioners will be frightened into walking the straight and narrow.”
No, cemeteries are chosen with peace in mind. Peace for the dead, and for their mourners.
It helps a little with the grief to know your loved one will spend eternity with a view of the mountains, or the city they lived in, or the ocean. That they’ll hear bird song and feel the sun on their face, watch the flowers bloom in spring.
Our cemetery is the most peaceful place in the village, to the point where many people will come here for their Sunday walk along the narrow paths between graves, or to do the last minute cramming for a test in the shade of the plane trees. Personally, I enjoy spring especially, when the wisteria are flowering all over the north wall and the sun hits just right as it rises behind the church spire before a single car has started up out in the civilized world of the living.
On days like today, I’ll sometimes go all the way to the top of the church spire. I don’t do it often, because I normally try to behave as closely to a living human being as possible—and this means not flying thirty meters off the ground—but the view from up there is just spectacular.
“It’s going to rain in three days,” I say with a smile. I’m holding onto the spire like I’m the hunchback of Notre Dame, one foot on the shingles, one in the air.
Clothilde, my ghostly friend of thirty years, is sitting on thin air next to me, her hands under her jeans-clad legs, her Converse-covered feet swinging back and forth. She has never bothered to follow the rules of the physical world.
“Really, Robert?” she teases me. “I didn’t think you were that old.”
Well, I’m a lot older than I look, but then so is she. We were respectively thirty-five and twenty when we died, so that’s how we still look. But had we lived, I’d have been well into my sixties, and Clothilde somewhere in her early fifties.
Which is long enough to know the three day rule really works.
“When you can see the Pyrenees from Toulouse, it’s going to rain in three days. That’s the way it has always been, Clothilde, and you know it.”
The entire mountain chain is visible today. From the Mediterranean in the east to the Atlantic in the west, these steep mountains separate France from Spain. In early spring, most of the highest peaks are still covered in snow, the deepest valleys dark shadows.
The mountains are supposedly the tomb of Pyrène, a beautiful woman who had an affair with Hercules after he’d finished the twelve labors. When Hercules decided he’d been away from home for too long, he left her, inadvertently exposing her to be killed by wolves. Learning she was dead, Hercules turned back and created this mountain chain in her honor, to represent how much they loved each other.
On days like this, the story feels true.
Of course, the funeral procession in progress below us might have influenced my opinion.
We were down there, on the church steps, when the door opened. That is usually when we’ll discover if the deceased will be joining us as a ghost or not. Silence means no ghost; desperate and panicked screaming means new arrival. Today, there was nothing but silence.
From the casket.
But from the mourners, there was a lot of crying, pain and loss radiating off them in waves.
While we’re used to seeing people working through their grief—cemeteries are more for the mourners than for the dead, after all—I just didn’t want to absorb their sadness today.
The world is too beautiful not to be enjoyed—and maybe I’m too tired.
If the person didn’t become a ghost, we don’t need to listen in on the mourners, looking for clues. We can wait up here, admiring the Pyrenees as we chat.
Clothilde scowls at the mountains in the distance, challenging them to not bring us rain for once. Her mother was apparently a firm believer in this adage, and she’d like nothing more than to prove the old lady wrong.
I have no idea what the reason for this phenomenon is, why the air cleans up like that so we can see farther just before it rains, but I know it works. Not that I’ll attempt to argue with Clothilde on the subject—I’ll let the rain do the talking for me in three days.
We stay up on the roof until the last of the mourners leave. The priest’s speech at the grave isn’t much longer than usual, but it takes several hours for the cemetery to empty out. It seems like almost everyone wants to say a last, personal goodbye before leaving, and the people I believe to be the deceased’s family wait until last, until everybody else has left, to have a collective breakdown as they look down on the casket waiting to be covered in dirt.
I’m glad we decided not to join the party—we’ve had our fair share of grief over the years, no need to add in extra.
Once we’re the only ones left, we approach the fresh grave. Wanting to keep our distance from the mourners isn’t the same as not wanting to pay our respects. We never let anyone get buried without at least a figurative tip of our hat.
“Isabelle Neumann,” Clothilde reads off the temporary cross marking the spot until the gravestone can be installed.
“Looks like you had a lot of people caring about you.”
“Rest in peace,” I add, thinking that is the last we’ll hear of Isabelle.
Three days later, mere minutes after the rain comes pouring down from a bleak, gray sky, a head pops out of Isabelle’s grave in complete silence. Long black hair, striking dark eyes, and a hoodie. I’d say she’s somewhere in her early fifties.
I happen to be next to her grave when she crawls out of the ground, and if I’d still had a beating heart in my chest, I swear it would have stopped.
“You’re a ghost,” I say. Smooth for the guy who usually tries to ease the new arrivals into the realities of their new existence.
“Looks like it,” she says as she climbs out of the ground, her voice oddly flat. She glances around the cemetery, spotting Clothilde sitting on her own gravestone some distance off and sparing an extra second or two for the church.
This is when everyone attempts to leave the cemetery— which we can’t. Nobody has ever taken my word for it. The only thing that varies from ghost to ghost is the amount of time they’ll spend trying to get past the gates anyway. Then through, over, or under the wall, and finally straight up to the sky. None of it works. We can’t get past the wall or higher than the top of the church spire. I’m not sure where the limit is downward, but everyone who’s tried has come back up eventually.
Isabelle doesn’t try to leave, nor pester me with questions. She just releases a half-hearted sigh and sits down on the small mound marking her last resting place, before proceeding to study the raindrops falling through her outstretched hand.
“Ghost,” she says.






  
  Chapter 2


I have a bit of a malfunction at first. Instead of talking to our new neighbor or letting her brood in peace, I just stand there, staring. 
“You’re going to catch flies,” Clothilde says as she joins me five minutes later. “Did we miss her screams?”
“She didn’t scream.”
“Three days of silence to come to terms with being a ghost?” Clothilde whistles softly. “How is that even possible?”
Everybody scream when they wake up as a ghost in their casket. You’re being buried alive, and the feeling of the casket being lowered into the ground, the sound of dirt hitting the lid… It freaks out the most hardened of veterans, and Clothilde and I were no exceptions. You’re only let out of the casket once you come to terms with your new existence as a ghost.
Isabelle took as long as the rest of us if she only crawls out now—but not a single sound? No cry for help or mercy?
All right, time to take action. I step closer to Isabelle and go down on one knee so I can look her in the eye. “Hi. My name is Robert, and this is Clothilde. We’re the only resident ghosts at the moment. You’re Isabelle?”
Sighing, she tears her gaze away from her hand and looks at me. There’s a flatness to her eyes that I don’t like. “That’s me,” she says. “Nice to meet you.”
“We, uh…” Without the usual barrage of questions, I’m not sure where to start. “We didn’t think you’d become a ghost since we didn’t hear you scream. Most people are quite scared when they wake up in their casket.”
She glances at the dirt covering her final resting place. “Well, it wasn’t fun. But when I yelled out, nobody reacted, so I figured it was soundproof or something.” She shrugs. “Didn’t seem like there was much point in wasting energy on screaming.”
So she just decided to lie there, in her casket, and wait for death?
“I figured my energy would be better spent on trying to get out of there on my own, but nothing I did had the slightest impact on the casket, or on me.” She holds up her hand again, watching the raindrops fall through it. “No scratch on the casket, no scratch on me. And the lack of hunger was a bit of a giveaway.”
I’m glad Isabelle can’t see the way Clothilde looks at her sideways.
“I was just going to lie down there forever,” Isabelle continues. “But it got too boring, so I climbed up here. I don’t suppose you have Netflix, to pass the time?”
I don’t even know what that is. It’s time to take control over the situation.
“As you can see,” I say, waving a hand at the cemetery around us. “There aren’t many ghosts here. That’s because being a ghost isn’t supposed to be permanent. Only people with unfinished business linger, and once they get their loose ends tied up, they move on. To what we suppose is a better place.”
Still not much of a reaction from Isabelle. She’s listening, but my words aren’t having much of an impact. “Then why are you guys still here? You die recently, too?”
Ah, finally some familiar ground. This question is almost as frequent as “how do I leave?”
“We’ve been here for awhile and don’t expect to be moving on anytime soon,” I say as I get back up and step across the path to lean against the Sanchez tomb. I don’t like having rain falling right through me because it’s such a stark reminder that I no longer have a physical body, so in weather like this, I prefer hanging out near the larger graves that have roofs and overhangs like this one.
I offer Isabelle a sincere smile. “While we’re waiting for our chance for closure, we’ve specialized in helping others find peace.” I don’t get into details. She doesn’t need to know how we need to catch the people who killed us thirty years ago, worry about why Clothilde’s headstone only has a first name and a date of death, or why I don’t have more than a slight bump in the ground next to Clothilde to mark my final resting place.
Our
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