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“The dead never leave entirely. They only settle a little lower than our voices.”
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Chapter 1 — November Ground

Ash Hollow, Riverbend — Wisconsin. Saturday, November 2, 2013.

In Riverbend they said the earth gave nothing back. It was true of the fields, which kept the stones and the bones of animals and the old lost plowshares, and every spring you had to wrench them loose. It was true of the Kettle River, which took a dog, a tire, sometimes a man, and gave them back only in its own time, bloated and past knowing. And it was true of the Ash Hollow rise, above the town, where Joe Ferren had been digging graves for fifteen years the way his father had dug them before him.

That morning the earth was black and heavy with the first frost of November. Joe broke into it with the spade, in small plates that came away cracking, and underneath it was still soft, brown, alive in a way only those who work it ever know. He was forty-one and had the back of a man who had spent half his life bent over a hole. He didn't think about it. You don't think about your back when you dig; you think about the depth, the square of the walls, the rain that might come and had to be beaten to it.

The grave was for Alma Petersen, dead at ninety-one in her bed, with enough descendants to fill two pews at the church. A good death, if the word meant anything. Joe would bury her Monday. Until then the hole had to be clean and true, and it nearly was.

The fog rose from the valley in slow bands and caught on the black yews that lined the lane. Below, Riverbend was only a rumor: the white steeple, the line of roofs, the smoke from a chimney or two that dissolved before it had climbed. Twenty-eight hundred people lived down there, in the hollow of the hills, and Joe knew nearly all of them, not by their faces but by their names on a stone, or by the names of their dead. It was his own way of knowing people. It was as good as any other.

That morning was like a thousand others, and that was what, later, would strike him as the strangest thing about it. For that Saturday in November was the last ordinary day of his life, and he knew nothing of it. He dug, he listened to an old dead woman complain about a set of china, he would go home that evening and eat standing at his window—never suspecting that the earth, under his boots, already kept a story that, once brought up to the light, would dig Riverbend down to its foundations. You never see the beginning of the things that end up carrying everything away. You recognize them only afterward, searching—as Margaret would one day make him search—for the precise point where the ground had begun to slide beneath the town without anyone hearing it.

He stuck the spade in the ground, wiped his hands on his trousers, and turned up the collar of the old oilcloth coat that had been Walt's, his father's. After all these years the coat still smelled of hoof grease and cold tobacco, or maybe Joe only imagined it. He didn't smoke. He didn't drink either, or barely. Those things had been his father's, like the coat, like the spade, like the rest.

Like the rest.

He went to put his tools away in the shed, at the north corner of the cemetery, and he passed the grave of old Hettie Vaughan without thinking about it, and old Hettie Vaughan spoke to him.

It was not a voice, not in the way you hear a voice. It was lower than that, and more inside. A pressure, a thread, something that rose out of the earth turned three weeks earlier and settled in his chest before it was words. Joe had stopped without deciding to. He always did. You didn't argue with the dead of Ash Hollow; you stopped, you listened, and you answered under your breath so the wind would carry the words off before any living soul caught them.

“The Dolan boy,” Hettie was saying, “mine, my niece, she's going to marry the Dolan boy and he drinks, he drinks the way his father drank, and nobody wants to tell her.”

“Nobody will tell her,” Joe answered, in barely any voice at all. “It isn't a thing people say.”

“You could.”

“No.”

He couldn't. It was the first piece of village gossip that had reached him this way in days, and it was worth nothing, it was never worth anything. The dead didn't care about what mattered to the living. They cared about a wedding, a quarrel over a fence line, a sum of money lent in 1971 and never paid back. They didn't speak for long—ten minutes, no more, and often less; it was like an ember you blow on, it glowed red and it went out—and when they went out they left Joe with a weight behind his eyes and the feeling of having carried too heavy a load too short a distance.

Hettie talked a while longer about the Dolan boy, then about a set of china she had promised to one and given to another, and what an injustice that was, and Joe listened because there was nothing else to do. Then the thread went slack, thinned, and the old woman went off to where they all went, a little lower than our voices, and there was nothing left but the fog and the crack of the frost under his boots.

“Rest now,” Joe said to the stone.

He always said it. It was his way of closing the door cleanly. He didn't know whether they heard him. He hoped so.

There was a way of doing it that his father had passed on to him without ever putting it into words, by example, the way you pass on how to hold a spade or read a sky. You didn't look for the dead. You didn't call them. You passed by, you worked, and if one of them had something to say, he said it, and only then did you stop. Walt called it listening, but it wasn't quite listening; it was more like being there, available, a door left ajar without knowing who would push it open. Most never pushed it. In a whole row of stones, ten, fifteen names, there was only one, sometimes, that still stirred. The others went straight down, without a word, like stones into a pond, and it was those, Joe had come to believe, who were at peace. The ones who spoke always had some account to settle with the living: a grudge, a worry, a thing promised and not kept. Rest was silent. Chatter was the opposite of rest.

And it didn't last. Never more than a few months, for ordinary people; the voice thinned from week to week the way a smell goes stale, and then one day you passed the stone and there was no one there anymore, nothing, the door opened onto emptiness. Joe had confirmed it a hundred times without ever getting used to it. Hettie Vaughan, in three weeks or in two months, would fall silent like the others, and nothing would be left of her but a name and the story of a set of china no one would claim anymore.

Two graves over, as if to prove him right, something stirred faintly—old Amos Kerry, dead in the spring, a thread so slight that Joe barely heard it, a wordless lament about a dog, always that dog Amos had had to leave behind. Then it went out before it was even words. Amos was going too. Soon there would be only silence on his side, and that would be good.

Joe stood a moment without moving, his hand on Hettie Vaughan's granite, waiting for the weight behind his eyes to spread out and become bearable. A crow cried in the yews. Below, a car door slammed, an engine coughed, and the life of Riverbend went on without him, the way it always went on without him.

It had not always been this way.

There had been a time—Joe remembered it the way you remember a house you lived in as a child, precisely and without being able to go back inside—when he had believed that what he heard was a gift you share. His father had told him so once, only once, his hand on his shoulder in this same shed, the year the old man died: *It skips a generation sometimes, but not us. You and me, we listen. That's all it is, Joseph. We listen and we keep our mouths shut.* Walt Ferren had kept his mouth shut all his life. He had dug, listened, closed the doors again, and no one in Riverbend had ever suspected that the taciturn sexton heard his grandmothers complaining from the earth.

Joe, for his part, had not held to it.

He drove the memory off before it could take up all the room. He knew the road by heart and it led nowhere. He put away the spade, the shovel, the line, the miter box; he checked that the green tarp was well weighted down over Alma Petersen's mound of earth, so the rain wouldn't turn it to mud before Monday. A sexton's work was eighty percent foresight against the rain. The rest was patience and a back.

His days were all alike, and that suited him. He got up before dawn, drank his coffee standing, went up to check the state of the paths and the stones, dug when there was digging to do, mowed between April and October, cleared the snow from the walkways in winter so the few families who still came could reach their dead without breaking their necks. The county paid him poorly and forgot him the rest of the time, which was a form of peace. No one came up to Ash Hollow without a reason. The living didn't like the cemetery; they came out of obligation, quickly, casting looks around them as if death could be caught, and they left relieved. Joe lived there. He had come to prefer the quiet company of the stones to that of people, who asked questions and expected answers.

Nora had never understood that. She said you couldn't build a life on a hilltop, between a man who didn't talk and dead people who, for their part, talked too much—for she had come to know it in the end, or at least to guess it, and it had driven her off as surely as a blow. She had left for La Crosse ten years earlier, had made herself an ordinary life there with an ordinary man, and Joe didn't hold it against her. He would have fled too, if he could have fled himself. But you don't escape what you carry. You learn to carry it in silence, that's all, and silence, over the years, becomes a second skin you no longer think to take off.

Then, because he did it every Saturday, and because something pushed him to it that he couldn't have named, he walked down the lane to the new section, along the east wall, where the recent dead were laid.

Janet Collinwood's grave was the freshest in the row.

Two months she'd been there. The earth had settled into a hollow, as it always did, and it would have to be topped up in the spring and the sod laid. For now there was only a sunken brown rectangle, a little headstone of pale gray granite the Collinwoods must have paid for on credit, and the name, and the two dates so close to each other that they hurt to read: *1995–2013.* Eighteen years. Someone had set, under the stone, a pot of chrysanthemums the frost had blackened, and a small waterlogged teddy bear that no longer looked like anything.

Joe crouched and straightened the pot out of habit. He didn't like children's graves, and at eighteen you were still a child to the man who dug the earth.

He had buried Janet Collinwood on September 4, a Wednesday, under a white, heavy sky. He remembered the mother, Carol, held upright by two women, and the little sister, fifteen maybe, her face closed like a fist. He remembered the pastor speaking of straying and forgiveness, and the word everyone had on their lips without saying it, the word *overdose*, floating over the hole like a smell. The town had decided. A sweet girl, a good student, and then the drugs had come up into the hills the way they came everywhere now, and had taken that one the way they took so many others, and it was sad, and it was over.

Joe had no opinion about it. It was none of his business. His business was the hole, the depth, the square of the walls. He had dug Janet Collinwood's grave as cleanly as he dug all the others, and closed it again, and said, when the Collinwoods had left and he was alone with the shovel: *Rest now.*

She had said nothing.

That was normal. Most said nothing. Out of a hundred dead in Ash Hollow, Joe heard maybe three, and never on command, and never the ones he'd have wanted. He had spent fifteen years in that cemetery listening, in spite of himself, for a voice that had never come, one single voice, and the absence of that voice was the heaviest silence of his life. So when an eighteen-year-old girl said nothing to him from her fresh grave, Joe saw in it only something ordinary, almost a mercy. The dead who spoke were rarely at peace. It was better for them to fall silent and go down.

He nudged a little earth back with the toe of his boot into the hollow forming at the foot of the stone, tamped it down, straightened up. His knees cracked. The fog had thickened and the town below had nearly disappeared; nothing was left of it but the steeple, floating on the white as if on water.

He should have gone in. It was already that particular cold of late afternoon that is no longer air but metal, and the light fell fast this time of year, and he had lukewarm coffee and a can to heat up in the little sexton's house against the north wall, where he had lived alone since Nora left. He should have gone in.

He stayed.

He didn't know why. Later—much later, when it was all over and he tried to put things back in order for Margaret, who would want to write it all down—he would try to remember whether he had felt something, that Saturday, in front of Janet Collinwood's sunken grave. A thread. A pressure. The beginning of what was coming. He would search his memory honestly, because Margaret didn't like people to arrange their memories, and he would have to answer: no. Nothing. Nothing but a tired man in front of a child's grave, in the cold, not wanting to go in.

The crow cried again. Joe lifted his head.

On the other side of the east wall, on the dirt track that climbed up from town, a figure had stopped. A woman, small, bundled in a coat too big for her, a scarf over her hair. She was looking toward the new section. Toward him. By the way she held herself, a little to one side, as if not to disturb the earth, Joe recognized Carol Collinwood.

She didn't come up. People didn't willingly come up to Joe. She stayed at the bottom of the track, one hand on the low drystone wall, and watched him tamp down her daughter's grave, and Joe went still, caught out without knowing at what. He raised his hand—a brief, awkward gesture, neither greeting nor apology. Carol didn't answer. After a moment she turned away and went back down toward town, swallowed by the fog, and nothing was left on the track but the dark trace of her steps in the frost that was already whitening over.

Joe let out a slow breath. It made a cloud that rose and was lost.

He thought, for no reason: *she comes often.* Then he thought he knew nothing about it, that he didn't stand guard, that a mother had the right to come see her daughter without anyone keeping count. He picked up the pot of blackened chrysanthemums to throw on the compost behind the shed—that kind of thing wasn't left to rot on a grave, it looked filthy, and spring was a long way off—and as he lifted it he noticed that under the pot someone had slipped a small laminated card, a school ID photo faded by the damp. Janet Collinwood smiled in it, the stiff smile of a school photo, her light brown hair pulled back, her hazel eyes slightly narrowed as if someone had made her laugh just before the shutter.

Alive, she had had that face.

Joe looked at her longer than he should have. Then he put the photo back where he'd taken it, the card against the granite, and set the pot down on top so it wouldn't blow away, because it wasn't his place to decide what stayed on that grave and what went. In fifteen years he had done only one thing that wasn't his place to do. He had spoken. He would not do it again.

“Rest now,” he said for the second time that day, to a girl who had asked him for nothing.

The earth didn't answer. The earth gave nothing back.

He went into the little sexton's house, lit the stove again, heated the can, and ate standing at the window, watching the fog erase the last signs of the town one by one. The weight behind his eyes took a long time to go, longer than usual for a conversation as trivial as Hettie Vaughan's, and Joe put it down to the cold, and his age, and the weariness of a back that had dug half a life.

He went to bed early. In the dark, before sleep, he strained to listen, as he did every night without admitting it, toward the rise, toward the rows of stones, toward his father somewhere down there for fifteen years.

Nothing.

There was never anything, on that side. He slept at last.

And up on the rise, in the new section, against the east wall, the fresh earth of Janet Collinwood waited its hour, the way the river waits, the way the fields wait, the way all things wait that the earth keeps and yields only in its own time.




Chapter 2 — The Cemetery Madman

The Cedar Spoon, Riverbend — Wisconsin. Saturday, November 2, 2013.

Once evening fell, in Riverbend there was only one place to go, and Joe Ferren went there once a week, on Saturday, less out of any wish to than out of a kind of hygiene: to remind himself what the living looked like when they talked among themselves, and so the town wouldn't quite forget he existed. The Cedar Spoon sat on the corner of Main Street and Bridge Street, in a brick building whose neon sign had been missing a letter for years, so that it read CEDAR SPOO, which no one laughed at anymore. Inside it was warm with the greasy warmth of frying and coffee, and it smelled of bacon, lemon disinfectant, and melted snow on the linoleum.

Joe pushed the door open a little after seven. The bell jingled. Three heads turned, then turned away, which was the exact measure of his place in the town: they watched him come in, they made sure it was really him, the gravedigger, the one from the rise, and they went back to their cups. No one said good evening to him. No one told him to leave either. He hung between the two, tolerated the way you tolerate a dog that doesn't bite but that you never quite know what to do with.

Del Prewitt was behind the counter, a rag over his shoulder, wiping glasses that didn't need it. He was a big, red-haired man who had run the Cedar Spoon for twenty years and knew every customer by his usual order rather than by his name. He greeted Joe with a jerk of his chin.

“The usual?”

“The usual.”

The usual was a coffee and a plate of the day's special, whatever it happened to be. That evening it was a beef stew that had simmered since noon and was the better for it. Joe sat at the end of the counter, on the corner stool, the one from which he could see the door and the room without anyone at his back. Another habit of his father's. Walt used to say that a man who hears the dead has quite enough behind him already without adding the living.

He ate without hurrying. The television, up high, was running a college football game with the sound off. Two tables over, the Lund brothers were talking silos and corn prices. A woman Joe didn't know—family come in for a funeral, maybe—was leafing through a magazine. In the back booth, four high-school kids were sharing fries and laughing too loud, with that laughter of the young who haven't yet learned that the world is listening.

It was one of them who said it. Not even meanly; it was worse than meanness, it was indifference, the kind of thing you let slip because it has hung in the town's air forever and you breathe it in without thinking.

“Hey,” the boy whispered to his friends, loud enough to carry, “it's the cemetery guy. The one who talks to the stiffs.”

A stifled laugh. A girl slapped his arm, *quit it*, but she was laughing too. The boy put on a theatrical voice, sepulchral:

“*Ooooh, Mrs. Petersen, want me to say hi to your husband for you…*”

Joe didn't turn around. He knew the choreography. To turn around was to give them grist for the mill; the next day it would be told that the cemetery madman had glared, and the story would swell as it passed from mouth to mouth until, in the final version, he had knocked over a table or threatened a child. Better to eat his stew. He ate his stew.

But the sentence had opened a door in him, and through that door came back, as it did every time, the night fifteen years ago.

He hadn't meant to speak, that night. No one means to. Walt had been dead six weeks, suddenly, his heart, in the cemetery lane itself, and Joe was twenty-six and felt as if the ground had been pulled out from under him. He had drunk. It wasn't his habit, even then, but he had drunk that night, at the Cedar Spoon, whiskey on whiskey, because the sexton's house was too silent and the cemetery outside was full of voices that were not the one he wanted to hear. For here it was: for six weeks he had been listening for his father. He would go up at night among the graves, lay his hand on the still-loose earth, and wait. And nothing. Walt Ferren, who had heard the dead all his life, had gone straight down without a word for his son, and that silence was driving Joe out of his mind for good.

So he had spoken. To Del, to anyone who'd listen, his tongue loosened by drink and grief, he had said the thing a Ferren never says. He had said that he heard them. That he heard old Mrs. Marsh complaining about her daughter-in-law, and little Coley crying after his bike, and that he had heard his own father his whole life teaching him the trade—but that now, now that Walt was on the other side, he heard nothing of him, nothing, and could someone please explain to him why.

The silence in the Cedar Spoon had lasted three seconds. Then someone laughed. And the laughter spread like an oil stain, and in the end everyone was laughing, an embarrassed laugh at first, then a frank one, because it was easier to laugh than to believe, and because a drunk man weeping for his dead and saying he talks to them is sad and it is laughable, and people almost always choose the laughter. Del had walked him outside gently, patting his shoulder, *go sleep it off, old man, it'll be better tomorrow.* It hadn't been better tomorrow. The next day he was the cemetery guy who talks to the dead. He was still that tonight, fifteen years later, in the mouth of a kid who hadn't been born back then.

Joe had learned his lesson. He never again spoke of the gift to a living soul. He let the town laugh, then half forget, then turn the truth into madness, which, at bottom, suited him: madness you pay no attention to; a truth you fear. Better to pass for mad. A madman is harmless. A madman is no danger to those who have things to hide.

He didn't yet know how much that last thought would soon concern him.

“Don't pay any mind to those idiots.”

The voice had come from the next stool, where someone had sat down while he was stirring the past. Joe turned his head. It was Margaret Wells.

She was somewhere around sixty-five, fine-boned and hard, her gray hair cut short without vanity, and the kind of eyes that size you up in a second and keep everything. She had run the *Riverbend Ledger*, the town weekly, since she'd come back home years earlier, after a career elsewhere whose details no one really knew—Milwaukee, they said, or Chicago, a real paper, a real city. She had set a cup of tea in front of her, because she didn't drink coffee, and she was looking the high-schoolers' booth up and down with an expression that would have sent the kids underground if they'd met her eye.

“They don't know what they're talking about,” she said.

“Nobody knows what they're talking about,” Joe answered. “That's what makes talk so cheap.”

Margaret gave a little laugh through her nose, the first amused sound he'd heard all evening.

“You ought to write for me. I've got columnists who'd kill for a line like that and will never come up with one.”

That was their way of it. They didn't keep company—Joe kept company with no one—but for years there had been between the gravedigger and the old newspaperwoman a kind of current, thin and steady, made of few words and of an esteem neither of them would have put into words. Margaret was the only person in the whole town who had never treated him as a madman. She thought of him rather as a source she hadn't finished reading. Joe had never wondered why. He should have.

“You burying Alma Petersen Monday?” she asked.

“Monday morning.”

“I'll come by. Three lines in the notices. She made it to ninety-one and nobody will remember her in ten years. Might as well someone write it down once, properly.”

There was, in that sentence, all of Margaret Wells: the surface cynicism and, beneath it, an almost tender stubbornness about not letting people vanish without a trace. Joe nodded. He liked that a newspaper, even a dying one, wanted to keep a record of the dead. It was a kinship with his own trade. He kept the bodies; she kept the names.

“How's the Ledger?” he asked, because you had to return the courtesy.

Margaret made a face.

“Like an old dog. It limps, it sleeps a lot, and one of these mornings it won't wake up. The ad sales went to some group in Madison, the advertisers are all running off to the screens, and I'm holding up eight weekly pages that three hundred subscribers still read, half of them for the obituaries.” She took a sip of tea. “Which, between us, makes you and me the last two people in this county earning a living off the dead.”

Joe gave, despite himself, the ghost of a smile. It was rare. It almost cost him something, like a muscle you haven't worked in a long time.

Del came to fill his coffee without being asked and called over to Margaret:

“More hot water, Maggie?”

“More hot water, Del.”

Outside, the snow had started to fall in earnest, the first real snow of the year, big slow flakes that crossed the halo of the streetlight and came to die against the glass. The high-schoolers finally left in a clatter of chairs and coats, and one of them, passing behind Joe, slowed and said *boo* under his breath, and his friends snickered, and the bell jingled on their way out. Joe didn't flinch. Margaret, though, followed them with her eyes all the way to the door, and her face had closed.

“Doesn't it bother you?” she asked when they were gone.

“It bothered me fifteen years ago. Not now. You wear out on everything, even shame.”

She considered him a long moment, her cup halfway up, and Joe had the uneasy sense that she saw further than he'd have wanted, all the way down to that place in him where the night fifteen years ago had never quite stopped burning.

“You know what I think, Joe Ferren?” she said at last, low, so Del wouldn't hear. “I think this town decided once and for all what you were, one night when you'd had too much to drink, and it has never revised the verdict since. That's what towns do. They decide, and after that they stop listening.” She set her cup down. “It's also what they do with their dead. They decide how they died, and after that, they stop listening.”

He didn't know what to answer to that. He didn't yet know that it was, in its way, the most important thing anyone would say to him all autumn, and that in four days a voice would rise from the earth of the new section to tell him exactly the same thing, with fury on top of it.

Margaret paid for her tea, pulled on her coat, knotted her scarf. At the door, she turned back.

“Careful going back down,” she said. “The road up the rise must be a skating rink.”

“I know the road.”

“I know you know it.” A pause. “Good night, Joe.”

“Good night, Margaret.”

The bell jingled. She disappeared into the snow.

Joe stayed a while longer, finishing his coffee, watching the flakes erase Main Street the way the fog, earlier, had erased the town seen from the rise. He thought that he liked Margaret Wells, with that cautious affection he reserved for the very few people who asked nothing of him. He thought he'd have to clear the church steps before Alma's funeral. He thought, for a second, without knowing why, of the little laminated card under the pot of chrysanthemums, of Janet Collinwood's stiff smile, of her mother standing motionless at the bottom of the track.

Del came to take his plate and wiped the counter in front of him with a mechanical motion.

“She likes you, Maggie does,” he said, though it wasn't really a question. “She's about the only one you'll open your mouth for.”

“She doesn't ask anything of me,” Joe said.

“Nobody asks anything of you, old man.” Del said it without malice, almost gently, folding his rag. “Maybe that's your problem.”

Joe had no answer to set against a truth so bare. He laid a few bills under the saucer, more than he needed to, as always, because he didn't know how to say thank you any other way, and he pulled on his father's coat.

Outside, the night had turned white. The snow was coming down hard now, straight, without a breath of wind to lay it over, and it had already put down on Main Street a fresh, unbroken layer that only three sets of footprints troubled—the high-schoolers', Margaret's, half erased. Riverbend, under that light, had something unreal and gentle about it, a postcard town where nothing ugly ever happens. Joe knew it was false. For fifteen years he had been burying everything that gentleness covered over.

He didn't take the truck. The road up the rise, in weather like this, was better on foot than at the wheel, and anyway he liked the walk, the only one of the week that brought him home through the sleeping town rather than through his dead. He went up Bridge Street, crossed the bridge over the Kettle, black and steaming with cold, and started up the hill. The snow crunched under his boots, that dry crunch of true frost, and his breath made a little cloud in front of him that he caught up with at every step.

Halfway up, he stopped to catch his breath and turned around. The town lay below, gathered into its hollow, its yellow windows going out one by one. The white steeple. The Cedar Spoon's sign, its dead letter. Somewhere down there slept the kids who laughed at him, and Del who pitied him, and Margaret who listened to him, and Carol Collinwood who wept for her daughter, and all the others, twenty-eight hundred living souls convinced they knew the truth about their neighbors and about their dead. They decided, Margaret had said, and after that they stopped listening.

Joe went on up. Up top, the Ash Hollow gate was waiting for him, and behind the gate the rows of stones under the new snow, and the little sexton's house with its stove to relight. He passed through the gate, and the particular silence of the cemetery closed over him at once, that silence thicker than the town's, as if the snow fell here with more gravity. He passed the new section without slowing. Janet Collinwood's grave was now only a white hump among the other white humps, and the little waterlogged teddy bear had vanished under a hood of snow.

She said nothing to him that night either. He didn't stop. He went in, relit the stove, and fell asleep without knowing that he had only four days of peace left.

He had no idea that he would soon go back down that same road to find the one person in Riverbend who had always listened to him—nor that it would be she, Margaret Wells, over a cup of cold tea, who would decide with him to stay silent no longer.




Chapter 3 — What the Town Decided

Riverbend Methodist Church, Main Street — Wisconsin. Monday, November 4, 2013.

They buried Alma Petersen on Monday morning, under a sky that couldn't choose between snow and rain and let the two fall by turns on the black umbrellas gathered around the hole Joe had dug on Saturday. He stood off to one side, as always, at the edge of the gathering, the shovel leaning against a yew, waiting for the living to finish so the dead could begin. That was the order of things. First the words, then the earth.

There were many of them. Alma had been ninety-one, had six children, a swarm of grandchildren, and the kind of long, uneventful life that fills the pews. Pastor Owens spoke of faithfulness, of apple pies, of the garden she'd still kept the previous summer. People wept a little, smiled a little, blew their noses. It was a fine death, a ripe death, the one everyone hopes for and almost no one gets. No one in that gathering was afraid. You aren't afraid of a death like Alma Petersen's. On the contrary, you see in it a promise: this is how it can happen, if you're lucky.

When they finally withdrew, in little groups going back up the lane toward the cars, Joe came over and did his work. He lowered the coffin on the straps with the eldest son and a cousin, set the boards, and waited for them to leave before filling in. The rain mixed with snow turned the earth of the mound into a heavy paste that clung to the shovel, and he had to work harder than he'd have liked, but he loved it, that moment when he was left alone with the new dead and closed the door cleanly.

“Rest now,” he said to Alma Petersen, when it was done.

She said nothing. She too would never say anything, he could feel it already: a soul at peace, gone straight down, with no account to settle. Good for her.

At noon there was a reception in the parish hall, under the church, and Joe went because Del was delivering the Cedar Spoon's coffee urns and he'd promised a hand with the tables. He never stayed for these things. He carried, he set up, he left. But that day, going down the stairs with a percolator in his arms, he came upon a conversation that stopped him dead, halfway down, in the shadow, where no one could see him.

Two women were putting cups away near the sideboard. One was Peg Halloran, who ran the counter at the post office; the other, a cousin passing through. They were talking low, in that voice people use for things that are sad and savory at once.

“…and to think they lived two streets from me,” Peg was saying. “The Collinwood girl. A polite kid, always a kind word. You never suspect a thing.”

“It's always those ones,” said the cousin. “The quiet ones. Still waters.”

“Heroin, my dear. All the way up here. In our hills. In my mother's day nobody even knew what it was. Now it comes up from Danforth, from La Crosse, it comes up the roads like a flood, and it takes the children one by one.”

“And the mother who saw none of it.”

“What do you expect her to see, Carol, with two jobs and no man in the house since Dan got himself killed in the woods? You can't be everywhere.” A silence of cups. “The sheriff said it was clear-cut, mind you. No doubt about it. The poor little thing climbed up to her loft, she was so far gone that she fell, and the harm was already done in her veins. At least she didn't suffer.”

“At least.”

Joe stayed still on the stairs, the percolator warming his forearms. There was nothing in that conversation he hadn't already heard in twenty forms over two months. It was the official version, the one the town had told itself until it believed it, until it had grown as solid as a headstone: a good kid, the drugs, a fall, no suffering, no one to blame, nothing but a general sadness and a shiver at having had the scourge so close. The town had closed the Janet Collinwood file the way Joe closed his graves: cleanly, and for good.

He didn't yet know why it made him uneasy. But the memory, once woken, wouldn't let him go, and standing there near the sideboard, the percolator cooling in his arms, he saw September again.

He had dug Janet Collinwood's grave on the 3rd, the day before the funeral, in the heavy heat of late summer, the last before autumn tipped over. A job like any other, he'd told himself then, and he'd done it like any other. What had struck him, in hindsight, wasn't the grave; it was the speed. Between the morning the girl was found at the foot of her loft and the day she was put in the ground, barely ten days had passed. For the violent death of an eighteen-year-old, that had seemed fast to him. He had buried old people whose bodies waited longer than a mere administrative formality. Here, everything had slid through without a hitch: the autopsy rushed off to Danforth, the certificate signed, the burial permit, Sheriff Nyberg come in person to the church—a rare thing—to shake Carol's hand and tell her, in his big kindly voice, that it was a clear case, an overdose, an accident, that there was nothing to look into and she mustn't eat herself up with questions.

*Nothing to look into.* Joe remembered the words because they had surprised him at the time without his being able to say why. A county sheriff didn't ordinarily put himself out to close a case already closed. You don't reassure a mother that hard unless there is, somewhere, a question that might be asked. But Joe wasn't a policeman, he was a gravedigger, and he had filed that impression away with all the ones a man files away without examining, in the drawer of things that were none of his business.

He also thought of something else, slighter. On the day of the funeral, while the pastor was speaking, a man had stood off to one side, at the back, near the yews—a man never seen in Riverbend, in a dark coat, his hands crossed in front of him, patient and still as someone whose trade is waiting. He had spoken to no one. He had left before the end in a charcoal-gray sedan. Joe had thought, vaguely, of an employee of a Danforth funeral home, and had thought no more of it at all. It was only much later that he put a name to that figure, and the name froze his blood.

He set the percolator on the sideboard, nodded to Peg, and went back up.

Outside, under the church awning, Carol Collinwood was smoking a cigarette she didn't seem to be smoking, letting it burn down between her fingers while she stared at the street. She had come to Alma's funeral, like half the town; maybe because in Riverbend you came to every funeral, or maybe because a woman who has put her daughter in the ground two months earlier finds, in other people's funerals, a company she finds nowhere else. Beside her stood a teenager Joe recognized: the little sister. Emma. Fifteen, the same light brown hair as Janet but cut shorter, harder, and a face closed like a fist—the same expression as on the day of the funeral, as if she hadn't set it down since.

Carol saw him. Their eyes met for a second, the gravedigger's and the mother's, and Joe waited for the usual flinch, the discomfort, the averted glance he was usually offered. It didn't come. Carol was looking at him, on the contrary, with a strange attention, almost a question, as if she were trying to remember something or to make up her mind to speak. He raised his hand—that same brief, awkward gesture as the day before, at the bottom of the track. This time she answered with a tiny nod.

It was Emma who broke the spell.

“What's he looking at?” she said, not quietly enough.

“Emma.”

“What. It's the cemetery madman. They say he talks to the dead.” The girl planted her eyes on Joe's, without fear, with that adolescent insolence that is only a rind over something else. “Is it true, mister? Do you talk to the dead?”

The word dropped into the noon cold like a stone into a well. Carol breathed “Emma, that's enough” and crushed her cigarette against the brick wall. Joe should have done what he always did: lower his eyes, mutter, walk off. That was the rule he'd set himself fifteen years earlier. Don't answer. Don't give them grist for the mill.

But there was, in the way the girl had asked the question—not to mock, he understood too late, but with, underneath, a hunger, almost a plea—something that disarmed him. As if she had hoped, for a second, despite her sneer, that he would say yes.

He said:

“I take care of their graves. That's all. I take good care of your sister's, miss. It's clean.”

It wasn't yes. It wasn't the lie he usually served up either. It was the careful truth of a man who closed doors in order to live, and he saw the effect it produced: Emma blinked, thrown off, her rind split for a second, and Carol—Carol studied him in a way he couldn't read at the time, and wouldn't understand until later, much later, when everything had come undone: the look of someone who, at the bottom of her grief, had never quite believed the town's version.

“Thank you,” said Carol Collinwood. “It's kind of you to look after it.”

She took her daughter by the shoulder and steered her toward their car, an old Buick with its bumper eaten by rust, and Joe followed them with his eyes through the gray slush of Main Street. Emma turned around once, at the car door, and stared at him again, this angry girl who had asked whether he talked to the dead the way you throw a bottle into the sea without believing in it.

He didn't know it yet, but he had just met the two people for whom he would end up risking everything.

He went back up to Ash Hollow alone in the failing afternoon. The snow had stopped, the rain too, and there was nothing left but a wet cold that went through the coat. He put away his tools, checked Alma's grave one last time—it was holding well—and caught himself, without having decided to, walking back down toward the new section, along the east wall.

Janet Collinwood's grave was there, sunken, soaked, its little teddy bear visible again now that the previous day's snow had melted. Joe crouched and straightened the pot out of habit. He thought of the conversation on the stairs—*at least she didn't suffer*—and of Emma's question, and of Carol's expression, and of the unease he'd been dragging around since Saturday and couldn't name.

The whole town had decided how this girl had died. The town always decided. It was what Margaret had said, the night before, at the Cedar Spoon: *they decide how they died, and after that, they stop listening.*

Joe, for his part, listened in order to live. It was his trade, his curse, his one talent. And for the first time in two months, crouched in the mud before Janet Collinwood's fresh grave, he strained to hear not out of habit but deliberately, with an intent that frightened even him—the way you pick at a scab, the way you lift a stone to see what's crawling underneath.

There was nothing. Of course there was nothing. He straightened up, ashamed of himself, ashamed of having nearly, for the space of a heartbeat, gone looking for a voice where the town had filed away an overdose.

“Rest now,” he said, and he went in.

The voice would wait two more days to answer him. But from now on, without admitting it to himself, Joe had begun to listen.




Chapter 4 — The Voice Beneath the Frost

Ash Hollow, Riverbend — Wisconsin. Wednesday, November 6, 2013.

On Wednesday it froze for good. The mercury, nailed below freezing since dawn, didn't climb back up, and all of Ash Hollow took on that bluish stiffness of mornings when the earth hardens like cast iron. Joe spent the morning raking the last dead leaves the night wind had pressed against the headstones of the new section, a thankless job he usually saved for days with no digging, when he needed to keep his hands busy so as not to keep his head busy.

He was raking around Janet Collinwood's grave when it happened.

He wasn't thinking about it. That was the important thing, later, when he tried to tell Margaret: he wasn't calling, he wasn't listening, he was doing none of what he'd caught himself doing two days earlier. He was raking frozen leaves, his mind empty, the rake scraping the hard ground with a sound of teeth, and he was talking under his breath, out of habit, the way he talked to all his dead—*there now, we'll clear that off you, little one, all these leaves, it's a mess*—words for nothing, words you say to a dog or a garden.

And the girl answered him.

It was not like Hettie Vaughan. Nothing like the thin, almost peaceful thread of the old people rambling from the earth. It struck him full in the chest, brutal, a jolt, a voice young and hoarse and furious that rose all at once from the frozen ground and doubled him over like a punch. The rake fell from his hands. He found himself on his knees in the frost without knowing how he'd got there.

*Listen to me. Listen to me, you, you hear me, I know you hear me—*

“No,” Joe said. “No, no, no.”

He said it aloud, stupidly, the way you talk to a nightmare to wake yourself. Around him the cemetery was empty, white, silent, and yet the voice filled everything, it wasn't in the air, it was in his bones, in the water of his skull, and it dragged along with it things that weren't words—images, sensations, that passed through him faster than he could name them.

A smell of sweet perfume, too much of it, a girl's perfume for a night out. The taste of gin on a tongue, harsh, with something lemony to it. The warmth of a low room under the eaves. Then a hand—a man's hand, broad, flat between the shoulder blades, a pressure friendly at first and then pushing, pushing in earnest—and the floor giving way, and the void, that hideous void of a body tipping into nothing, the stretched-out second when you understand that you're falling and that it's too late.

Joe screamed. He didn't hear himself scream. He was in the fall with her.

The impact at the bottom. No pain—that was the worst of it, he would understand afterward—no pain but a great cottony blackout, and then
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