
  
  
      
        
          The Pulse Remains

          Graveside Reads Vol 1, Issue 1

		      
          Rob Grimoire

        

        
          [image: ]

          Undertaker Books

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Rob Grimoire 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
First Edition 2025








  
  [image: ]




  
  1


Any measure of life as it lies at our feet is difficult, especially after the war. Blood still stains the marshes and the hands of every person here, and in different ways. 
My father’s blood marks every structure, laying bricks for buildings that his family could not enter. My mother’s hands and body made food that her children weren't allowed to eat—her love and care were ripped away from us and placed in the house, her flesh and soul consumed by those who owned her. Bits of their spirit are still in bondage to this place.
My husband was a proud man born without shackles, knowing that all freedom is not equal. James Turner. An intelligent, loving man ready to take on this system for true liberation. A soldier for the north, known for his bravery and his ability to heal wounds, knowledge passed down from mother to son. They were of the Haudenosaunee people of his land. He always said that his cleanliness was unrivaled on the battlefield, where soldiers he cared for would lose fewer limbs, and fresh water was always on the fire. James made sure that when Jacob was born, we had a pot boiling.
He returned with something missing from him, coming back a dissolute, broken man ready to run north, looking desperately to give up the farm and go. James drowned himself in drink to dull the pain of his wounds, those that long healed and those that never had a chance to. He found his solution to it all at the bottom of a bottle. A drunken vision of liquor departing its vessel, ultimately mirrored by his death, and the burning of his lifeless body wrapped in burlap.
I would like to believe he had a choice, that he didn’t have to drown his sorrows in alcohol, but living here in the truth of it all I understand him, my banjo being the bottom of my bottle, and it's endless. The only time I played while away from my people was at his burning, where we met a few of the white soldiers he served with. As the flames whipped, my voice vibrated with the rhythm of the fire, sending his soul to rest, washed over in the river to Orun. 
As his body burned, my eyes wept for his soul with a furrowed brow, angry that he left us that way. We miss him, all his warmth, love and strength. We miss him.
Before the embers died out, my shoulders felt a chill, and my jaw clenched as if winter blew through. It was the batting of wings—the eyes of vultures were ready to pick our bones clean now that James was gone.
We’ve been working the farm for a year since my husband’s passing. Jacob is fourteen now, getting tall, looking more like his father every day, and starting to sound like him as well. Quickly running out of money after James’ death, and needing a loan from the bank, we had to switch our crops to cotton, which we never wanted to grow. Knowing this plant drew blood from black hands, shattered families apart, and pushed people past breaking and into death—all for the clothes and sheets that the brown bodies in the house had to wash and fold—we still had to go back to it, and pledge a year's worth of crop to the bank, to get the loan. 
Charles Smith, the bank owner, expressed interest in buying our farm, circling it as soon as my husband died. He can hide all he wants under that potato sack mask when they ride at night, but my ear recognizes his voice anywhere, his tone is one of weakness hidden. He was overjoyed to lend us the money, grinning, offering us luck from one mouth, while plotting our demise with the other. My prayers flow to Oya, that she hears his wicked wishes the way my ear tunes to them... 
Mother Oya, she who has never been lost to us, transcends time and space, navigates our broken, murdered language, and finds a place in our forced one. Mother of Storms, Keeper of the Container of Fire, Watcher of the Gate between life and death, the undefeated warrior demanding justice. It’s a comfort just to speak her name. And a fright to witness her power, as she rains down life for our crops, or destroys a town in a torrent.
On this night, Smith takes the farm down the road, the Reeves farm. We hear the screams of our neighbors and see the torches in the distance, like fireflies in the night, moving away into the woods. We hear the Reeveses beg for mercy and scream their lord’s prayer. Jacob grabs his father’s gun propped up near the front door, his hands shaking while he loads the weapon. 
“Son, put down the gun and make sure the back door is secure.”
“Yes ma’am,” he says with a heavy brow. At least if he is in the back and I need him to escape, he can, and quickly, barricading the door behind him with the wooden bar. His father built safeguards in our home, and we have kept them up. 
Oh, Oya-Iyansan-an, hear me. I’m asking you in all your might that their poor souls are taken to the gate and welcomed by your nature. Mother of Nine, accept more children into your river and have your song lead a torrent to those who wish us harm. 
As soon as I speak Oya’s name, a thundering shakes the whole house like a stampede of wild beasts, striking at my heart. Cracks in the floorboards radiate heat and shades of red light come bursting through the damaged boards. As the planks tremble, the scent of seawater permeates the air around me. The floor grows soaking wet as water bubbles up, and there is a pull on my warm, wet feet, traveling up my legs and back, making them heavy, shaking my foundation. 
The weight of the unknown presses me to the ground, my head under the water that’s crept into my home, applying pressure across my whole body. I struggle for air, trying to kick and swim to the shallow surface. My back is released, and it drags me through the water and across the floorboards, splashing as it pulls me out of the flood, and pins me against the wall next to where my husband’s sugarcane machete hangs, oozing with blood. Its copper blade cries out for more, its handle rattling with rage felt deep within. My eyes shut, pulled tightly together by fear. As tight as the knot in my throat, the ethereal pressure covers my body, fixing me to the wall, soaking wet and unable to move. Her voice is known to me at that moment for the first time, angry, yet comforting and warm, like a fever in my ears. 
Pick up the sword, child. Dance with the storm and fire, sing them to sleep, death to life, life to death. 
My arms become engulfed in white fire, and my body acts on its own, frantically trying to put the flames out, silently, my speech lost to me. I feel no pain, but there is a want in my body and an emptiness in my soul. Silence follows, and the absent sound of death is in tow. Opening my eyes, I see an impossibly dry floor, my unbelievably dry body, dust in the air made visible by the beams of moonlight shining through the frame gaps of the front door. 
Jacob runs from the back to me. “What happened, Ma?” 
“I just tripped, Son, I’m ok.” 
Can’t explain to him what just happened without looking like I have a sickness. My plan is for him to leave this place without me, and soon. If he’s worried about me, this will be harder for him. My conversation with death will be a long one—there are vultures waiting, and the woods will be forced to welcome my blood in its roots like they welcomed my parents, and their parents before them.

    
  We venture out the next day, early always, because to be caught in town as the sun starts to rest is dangerous. Walking through the woods, we see the remnants of rope on different trees. The forest witnessed these crimes, unable to shield itself as countless bodies swung, the leaves begging for an end to it all and the roots covered in blood, echoing the desperate cries of the strange fruit the woods are forced to bear. We eventually walk up to the awfulness of the Reeves family, husband and wife both hung and nearly decapitated. Their eyes bulge from the pressure of the rope, blood still attempting to soak into the black soil, pooled and congealed. Their pale faces forever twisted in pain telling me their final story.
And evil stands behind us. 
“Why, good morning, Samantha.” An eerily cheerful voice springs out of the woods. It’s Charles, admiring his work, I’m sure.
“Good morning, Mr. Smith,” I respond, head down, gritting my teeth because we both know the truth of the matter before us. 
“Good morning, Jacob.” 
My son looks up and nods.  
“Poor folks. I wonder what happened here? Who would be so hateful as to do this to a preacher? He just sold his farm and the church to me as well. What a shame. My advice, as a banker, would be to sell that small patch of land you have to me, and head up north where they want you people. I’d hate for anything like this to happen to y'all.” 
His threats are real, and my fingertips lose heat as he’s making himself known with the stench of murder on his breath, hidden from others by his southern drawl. He nods, and then trails off, heading in the town's direction. 
As soon as he’s out of sight, Jacob gets his knife so we can cut the Reeves family down. Reverend Reeves’s brother, Steve, lives on the other side of town and sells fruit to us. We can inform him so that he can collect their bodies and give them a proper burial. 
Their corpses contort as they hit the ground like a second death.
Oya, accept them please. 
Kneeling and closing my eyes in prayer, a hand settles on my shoulder, so I grab it. It’s cold and clammy. “I’m scared as well, Jacob.”
“Ma, let’s go,” Jacob says from afar.
My eyes flash open to see the dead woman’s hand on my shoulder, her eyes, milky blue and glazed over, with a fly crawling around on one of them. Her head moves up from its slumped position, slowly. She opens her mouth agape with a little blood flowing out. She grunts and says, “Eeparrei!”
My arm moves in fright, pushing the hand off me, and I scuttle backward as the body drops to the soil, screaming silently and filling the space with my physical fright. The rapid beating in my chest drops into my stomach, and I swallow the morning mist, gasping for air and trying not to scream. Not knowing how far Charles is, and not wanting him to come back, both hands cover my mouth, not letting one peep escape as my back drops to the ground with no support.
Jacob sees my panic and runs back, leaving the cart near the Lee River trail. He picks me up and I dust myself off. The woman's corpse is still by the trunk of the tree where we left it. Maybe I am sick. These things can’t exist outside of a sick person’s world, things seen in the fever. Either way, Jacob needs to get out of here. That cold wind is blowing, and the caws above us are getting louder every second of every day, and falling fast like the sun is setting on my life, MY LIFE, not his. Keep going as if this didn’t happen.
“Jacob, we need to get in and out of town before sundown,” I say to him, trying not to break my mask. Just a boy and he’s seen so much already. 
We travel the road to town, taking the trail around back, where we do business at the back door, folks not wanting to be seen with us, but willing to take our money. There is no place for us on Main Street, but there is plenty of space for us under. We need more leather strapping, strings for my guitar, and goods from farms on the other side of town. As Jacob is off, I’m getting things with the last of our savings—things for him to take with him. 
“Ma, we need to sell the farm and leave,” Jacob says. “As soon as the rest of these blue coats leave the area, it’s going to get worse. Even they look at us with contempt, Ma. We can read and write. People have been killed for less.”
“I’m not leaving!” I say, clenching my fist. “I know how much Smith is offering, but if you think, Son, do you truly believe he will let us leave town with it? When have you heard back from anyone? Why is it every time he buys someone out there
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