The Disinterred
by Mark W Ti edemann

Thomas Auer bach stepped unsteadily fromthe carriage and waited for the ghost
to follow him After a few nonments, he turned around and saw only an enpty
seat where for the entire ride fromthe |anding at Newburgh on the Hudson the
specter of his dead son had kept himsilent conpany. Thomas blinked, unsure
whet her he felt relief or disappointnent.

"WII that be all, sir?"

Thomas | ooked up at the coachman. "Yes, | ..forgive ne." He funbled in his
wai stcoat for coins and handed them uni nspected to the driver. "Thank you."
The man touched a finger to his aging tricorn and flicked the reins. The pair
of sweat - sl eeked horses broke into a | azy canter. Dust billowed, obscuring the
coach as it runbled down the road.

Thomas | ooked up at the house. Heavily whitewashed, it seenmed to glow in the
nmorni ng gl are. The wi ndow shutters were a fading spring green, but it was

ot herwi se pl ain.

Sweat traced a ticklish path down his face and he swall owed around the lunmp in
his throat. He wanted a drink fromthe pocket flask in his coat. Instead,
giving the road a last quick | ook for his son, he went to the front door. He
rai sed his cane to rap when it opened.

A tall woman with small, dark eyes regarded himcritically.

"Yes?" she said sharply. "You here for the diggin ?"

"Ms. Masten?"

She di pped her head once, econom cally. Flour dusted her dark dress in

pat ches. Her shoul ders were broad and the one hand Thomas coul d see, pressed
agai nst the frane, was vei ned and thick-fingered, powerful.

"I"ve come | ooking for soneone,"” Thonmas said. "lI've been told | might find her
here."

"W've no guests, no | odgers—

"I meant at M. Peale's enterprise.”

Her eyebrows shifted skeptically.

"I"'man attorney-at-law with the firmrepresenting M. Peale .." The lie
troubl ed Thomas; he valued truth above all

Skepticismturned now to suspicion

"The truth is," Thomas continued, relieved, "I was told my wife would be
there."

"Are you thirsty? It's a long walk to the marsh."

She | ed himdown a long central hallway. The hardwood fl oor creaked |ike new
| eather. The air snelled of snoke and |inseed and felt oppressive.

Ms. Msten took himout the back door, onto a small porch. The kitchen shed
stood several yards away, separated fromthe main house by a patch of
grassless grey dirt. A hogshead of water stood at the left end of the porch
near a stone well. Beyond that, Thomas saw a | arge barn, sided by a fenced
area in which chickens neandered. He could snell alfalfa-tinged dung.

"Here," Ms. Masten raised the |lid on the hogshead and offered hima tin cup
froma hook on the porch

"Thank you." Thomas di pped a cupful of cold water. It tasted faintly of iron
"Thank you very much. It's ungodly hot for this tine of year."

"Hasn't rained since April. WIIl soon." She nodded westward. Thomas | ooked
toward a ridge in the distance, but the sky above was clear. "You say you're
| ookin' for your wfe?"

Sel f-consciously, Thomas pulled a letter fromwithin his coat. "This may
explain it nore clearly than I," he said, offering it to her

She shook her head. "I don't have any letters."
"Ch. Well, then." Thomas drained the cup and returned it to the hook. He
funmbl ed open the sheet of paper. "It's, uh, fromny sister in Philadel phia.

She wote to tell nme she had heard frommny wife | ast year—
"Last year? She's been gone a tine."
"Sometines it seens |onger .." Thomas caught a novenent at the edge of his



vision and | ooked across at the barn. It seenmed soneone nmoved within the
shadows just inside. "Sonmetines it seens |like no nore than a nmonth."

He shook his head and | ooked down at the letter. "But it's been two years."
When Ms. Masten said nothing, he cleared his throat and read. "' M Dear

Brot her Thomas, it is with sonme reluctance that | wite you about a matter

whi ch has caused you suffering and, before it is seen to a conclusion, wll
continue to pain you. Last May, soon after receiving the news of your

Abi gail's abrupt di sappearance, a group of pilgrins passed through the city on
its way south to the Kentuckys. At the tinme | made no associ ati on between your
troubles and this event, but they have cone north again and | chanced to

di scover your Abigail anobng them Upon inquiring, | learned that it was a band
of Met hodi sts under the Reverend Abner Bennington, who is said to be one of

Bi shop Asbury's first converts in New York. We had all heard news of a great
gathering in Kentucky of such folk in a place called Cane Ri dge, whence | nust
assune your Abigail is returning north. | approached her, but she did not seem
to know me, so caught by the fever of canp neeting religiosity was she, though
she bl essed ne and tal ked of continuing on with Reverend Benni ngton as far as
Maine. | wite you to let you know with whom she is traveling, and give you
some hope of finding her again, though | lost track of her after the band left
Phi | adel phia in the wake of the riotous neeting which they held—~ And so on.
You see the problem™

"How did you cone to figure that she was here?"

"I made my own inquiries anong friends nore famliar with the rustic faiths.

Reverend Benni ngton's group isn't very difficult to find. | |earned | ast week
that he was comi ng here, to your farm to attend M. Peale's ...whatever it is
M. Peale is doing on your property. | came by ferry up the Hudson from New
York. "

He folded the letter and tucked it back inside his coat. Hi s pul se raced; he
had yet to read the letter calmy

"Met hodi sts,” Ms. Masten said, |ooking away. "Well, there's a group of them
out there. I wouldn't have themin nmy house. W' re Deists ourselves." She
squinted at him "Honestly, though, | can't see why your M. Peale is diggin'
out there.™

"I understood he was undertaking a scientific investigation."

"Scientific?"

"A search for truth."

"Hm As if he could find it at the bottomof a marsh." She gestured west.
"Over there. Hard to mss the trail now, all the coaches and wagons and boots
gone up there these | ast weeks."

She closed the lid on the water barrel and went inside her house. After a few
m nutes, Thomas realized that he had been given pernission to go see for

hi nsel f.

He stepped out of the shade of the small yard onto the beaten dirt expanse of
t he barnyard. He | ooked toward the ridge Ms. Masten had indicated. As she had
said, tracks etched a wide road fromthe end of the farmproper all the way to
the top of the rise

Thomas cane abreast the entrance to the granary and stopped. A small boy stood
just within, watching him Thomas's ears began to ring faintly and he felt
warm and cool at the same time. Slowly, he approached.

"Richard .." he whispered

The boy gestured for himto foll ow and wal ked back into the granary.

A canvas-covered shape lay on the floor. Sweat ran into Thonas's eyes. He

wi ped at his face and stepped to the edge of the sheet. He prodded the shape
with his cane, the tip finding a hard surface. He knelt and pulled the canvas
back.

Two enornmous bones |ay side by side, crusted with dried nud.

"My God," he breathed.

"They're digging up the rest in the marsh.”

Thomas | ooked up. Standing on the opposite side of the bones, the young boy
wat ched him eyes large and wetly intent.



"So you haven't left nme," Thomas said. "I thought maybe ..

"They shouldn't do that."

"Do what ?"
"Dig it up." Richard frowned. "It's not right to dig things up after they're
dead. "

Thomas sat down. Richard rarely spoke to him Usually, the ghost chose to sit
in the same room watching himor playing with unseen toys on the floor. Most
times Richard did not even seemto hear Thomas’s words or his crying. In fact,
for the first several nonths, since Richard's first appearance after Abigail's
sudden departure, that had been the pattern: the specter canme, stayed for a
time, then, when Thomas slept or distracted hinself or sinply left the house,
it woul d be gone. Nothing had pronpted a response—shouti ng, weeping, |ong
argunents, reasonabl e discourse—until Thomas had begun rummagi ng t hrough
Abigail's bureau. He did not know what he had expected to find—-he had been
very drunk—but when he found a packet of letters and began to clunsily unwap
it, Richard had appeared beside him quite suddenly, and said very clearly,
"You shouldn't do that."

Thereafter, Richard' s visitations changed. The ghost began to notice him
someti nes even exchanged a few sentences. Not every time, but nore frequently
lately.

Thomas bel i eved he had gone nmad. He had prided hinself on his rationality, his
freedomfromthe superstitions of so nmuch of the world. He had seen hinself as
a nmenber in good standing of the Enlightennent, one with the Phil osophes, I|ike
Presi dent Jefferson. Specters and denons were on the |level of popery and

di scredited ignorance. \Wat could he say now that the ghost of his only child
continued to visit himand would not vanish in the |ight of reasoned argument
that he should not, could not exist.

He had continued his | aw practice, spoke no word of the visitation to his
friends, and kept to his house and the confort of his scotch at night, waiting
for the conmpany of his dead child.

When he had left New York for Newburgh, Richard acconpanied him the first
time the ghost had ever left the house.

"Why are you here?" Thonas asked now. "You've never come with nme before.™

Ri chard shrugged, then wal ked out of the granary, into the bright sunmer
l'ight.

Thomas repl aced the canvas over the bones and hurried after

Ri chard was gone.

Thomas shrugged out of his coat as he reached the crest. A breeze cooled him
briefly. Insects leapt and swirled above the grasses that twitched in the
irregul ar winds, their wi ngs catching the sunlight, gold and silver

In the distance, he saw clusters of trees surrounding a broad open area. The
clusters grew closer together toward the northwest until, even further away,
they seemed to close up and becone regul ar forest. Snoke rose from various

poi nts anobng the oaks, elns, and maples. Thomas estimated a good nmle to a

m | e-and-a-hal f wal k.

Reaching the first clunp of trees, Thonas heard the sounds of voices and
hamrering. To his left a streamflowed into the thickets of thigh-high
grasses, thistles, and ivy. Thonas followed it through a line of el ns.

He emerged into a canmp ground. Tents of various pale colors billowed in the
breeze and people noved in thick clots anbng them The air was noticeably
cool er here and Thormas slipped on his coat. A thick bacon aroma envel oped him
cut occasionally by a faint fetid odor fromthe marsh beyond. The clanor of
speech, of horses conpl ai ni ng, of creaking and hanmering, all rolled into a
seam ess nmurnur. It rem nded Thomas of New York harbor, the docks, with its

i mprobabl e m x of peopl e—worknen in homespun, nmen in elegant suits and | adies
in fine dresses, soldiers, backwoodsmen—and the constant noil of activity.
Beneath one large tent, tables held maps and di agrans over which nmen with
conpasses and angl es and squares bent. Snoke poured through a hole cut above
cookfires in another. The canvas snapped in the wi nd. Tarps covered stacks of
[ unber. Light faded the further in he went, in proportion, it seenmed, to the



sound of wood groani ng under wei ght and a chorus joined in hymm.

The stench of the bog overwhel ned all other odors as he came through the | ast
stand of dogwood. He stopped at the edge of a depression and stared up at a
gi ant wooden wat erwheel that rose up out of the pit.

W de | eat her buckets scooped out sludge and haled it high up to be enptied
into a sluice that carried the liquid thickly through another copse of trees,
out of sight. Ladders extended down into the excavation and Thomas saw nen,
moving slowy, with shovels and pi cks and nore buckets, through the bl ack

wat er and sline.

A crane on the far rimwas lifting a leather sling filled with nmudcaked
objects that mght have been [ogs. O bones.

Beyond the crane stood another array of tents. Thomas circled the edge of the
pit. Smoke drifted fromcanpfires, filling the woods around the edges of the
marsh with a thick haze. Near where the contents of the crane were being laid
out on the ground, a man in shirtsleeves and wai stcoat stood at the center of
several other well-dressed men, lecturing, his arns gesturing like a magician
over the sodden pieces.

Thomas hesitated, unsure where to go next. The singing he had heard earlier
had ended and the activity around hi m made no i medi ate sense.

A man clinbed up a | adder fromthe pit. H's boots were caked with nmud and his
pants wet to the knees. He gave a backward gl ance across to the gi ant wheel
then started wal king in Thomas's direction

"Excuse me, sir," Thomas said. "W ..who's in charge here?"

The man frowned, his long face creasing. "I didn't think no one didn't know "
He ainmed a thick, calloused finger at the tent just by the crane. Wrknen were
now carrying the newy disinterred pieces fromthe ground to a table beneath
the canvas. The man in shirtsleeves led his group after them "That be M.
Peale. This is his doin'."

"Charl es Peal e?" Thonas asked to be certain. His firmrepresented Peal e, but
Thomas had never net the man.

"You know him then?"

"I know of him 1've been to his museumin Phil adel phia." Thomas pointed at
the wheel with his cane. "Wat is he doi ng?"

"He's drainin' ny bog, what he's doin'. Diggin up bones."

"You're M. Masten?"

"Aye." He nodded and gave the excavation a long, alnost proud |ook. "Man's got
pockets, I'll say that. He wanted the bones | found and the right to dig up
the rest of the beast. | figured it to be a good bargain, havin' soneone pay
me to drain a marsh. | never expected this—this— He shook his head. "I'I|
tell you, sir, | won't be unhappy when it's done and they | eave."

"Perhaps you can help me. |I'mnot here about M. Peale's excavation. |I'm

| ooking for someone. Is there a group of Methodists here—=2"

M. Masten hacked loudly and spit an enornmous gob. "Devil's work, this here,
you ask ne. | never thought 1'd say sonethin' |ike that, but some of what
they've pulled out of the muck .. He blinked at Thomas. "Methodists? Back
behind there," he said, pointing again toward Peale's tent. "Them especially I
won't mind seein' gone. They been singin' and prayin' since they got here,
tellin'" anyone who listens that what's happenin' here is evil. Wat does that
make ne, then? | allowed M. Peale to do this. AmI evil, then?" He grunted,
spun around, and strode off.

A shadow passed over the site. Thomas | ooked up at a cloud bank; the mass was
heavy and dark grey. He did not care for the idea of being caught here in a
downpour, but it would be better than bei ng caught hal fway back to the Masten
house.

Thomas foll owed a hardpacked path around the edge of the pit. Beneath the
creaki ng of the great wheel, he now heard the wet sucking of men pulling their
legs fromnud, the slosh of water against dirt, the dull roar and gentle
patter of water as the big buckets troweled up sline and ooze and lifted it,
dri pping, out of the pit. Voices mngled in, words nmuffled in the junble of
sounds, grunbling and shouts and occasi onal | aughter



As he neared the nmain tent, Thomas saw broad canvas sheets stretched across

t he ground, caked in drying nud fromthe huge fragments laid on them He
recogni zed the pieces as kindred to those huge bones he had seen in the Masten
granary. Besides roughly straight sections, there were curved shard like ribs
and short, truncated segnments, |ike vertebrae. He studied them trying to sort
theminto a shape in his mnd. He knelt and reached for one small fragment.
"I'f you pl ease!"

Thomas stood, startled. A stout man in shirtsleeves and a wai stcoat cane
toward him his face slightly flushed. A fine brown crust coated his wists
and knuckl es, and dirt speckled his boots. H s hair was thickly streaked with
grey and beginning to recede froma high forehead.

"I am Charles WIlIlson Peale," he declared, stopping barely an arms |length
from Thomas. "This is ny excavation, those are ny discoveries, and you are
unknown to ne, sir."

"M . Peal e of Philadel phia?"

"The sane."

"I"ve heard of you, sir. |'ve seen your paintings."

Peal e' s denmeanor changed i medi ately. A slight, indulgent smle tugged his

wi de mouth and one eyebrow twi tched, anused.

"l ndeed. "

"Yes, a portrait you did for Ms. Basconbe."

"Ah, yes! | remenber it quite well."

"Your pardon, sir, | didn't nean to trespass. | am Thomas Auerbach."

Peal e' s eyes narrowed. "Auerbach. | don't know the name. Are you attached to a
uni versity?"

"No, sir, I'"'ma lawer."

"A lawer! Sent by whonf | assure you, sir, ny claimhere is perfectly | egal
| have a good contract with M. Msten—

Thomas held up his hands. "Please, sir, you understand ne too quickly. |I'm not
here about, uh ." he waved a hand at the bones, "this. |I'mhere on an entirely
personal matter."

"Personal . "

"Yes, sir. I'm." He | ooked past Peal e and noticed several people watching

Thomas | eaned cl oser to Peale and said quietly, "I'"mlooking for ny wife."
"Your— Peal e caught hinself and | ooked around. Lowering his voice to match
Thomas's, he said, "Your wife, sir? Aside froma few | adi es who have
acconpani ed the curious, there are no wonen here. None attached to ny
enterprise, | assure you."

"She's not. Attached to your enterprise, that is. She's with a group of

Met hodi sts. "

Peale's face twisted. "Ch! Those dammed fool s!'" He flung an arm out

i npatiently. "They're over there, huddling together |ike a conpany of
terrified children, praying! Al day and half the night, praying! They cane
here and began preaching at nmy workers, preaching at ny friends, nmy famly, ny

admrers! |1'mdigging up Satan, they say, unearthing the Beast of the |ast
days! Pah!" He lowered his voice again. "Frankly, sir, if you have any

i nfluence with themat all | would be willing to conpensate you if you could
get themto | eave. They're a constant irritant and disruptive. | had to

i ncrease ny day wages to keep sone of my better nen. They kept listening to
that old firebreather and fearing the worst."

"I just cane for nmy wife ..

"OfF course, of course. Well, even if you lessen their nunber by one, I'd be
grateful. Now, please excuse ne."

Peal e marched back to his audi ence. As Thomas watched, earthen hands energed
fromthe ground at Peale's feet, groping for his ankles. Peale did not seemto
noti ce.

Thomas squeezed shut his eyes and turned away. When he opened t hem agai n he
saw torsos hal f-energed fromthe ground, pocked skin eaten through, faces
stretched in fear, and gradually sinking back into the solid dirt. In the

m ddl e of the field of trapped corpses, Richard stood, hands cl asped behind



hi s back, staring at Thonas.

"It's only a vision," he hissed. "A dream .."
Ri chard shook his snmall head and pointed at the wheel

As Thomas | ooked up at it he saw the darkening sky beyond and a flash of
distant lightning. He snelled rain on the air now. But the wheel reclained his
attention with its slow, inexorable notion and its noise. The entire structure
glistened wetly.

"Faster!" someone shouted. "Faster! As nuch as we can afore it breaks!"

Thomas searched for the speaker but he stopped when he saw i nside the wheel
The inner circunference had been pl anked over and on the bottom a gang of boys
trotted doggedly, turning the entire structure. Mre boys rested a short

di stance away, somne clearly exhausted.

"Thi ngs are changing."

Ri chard stood beside himnow, gazing at the wheel

"What do you nean?" Thomas asked.

"They shouldn't do this."

"Sir!l" a man shouted. "W found sonethin' big!"

Men scranbl ed suddenly from beneath tents to the edge of the pit, across the
epheneral bodies only Thomas coul d see. He was shoved asi de. Peal e pushed

t hrough themto the edge.

"Careful!" Peale bellowed. "Get sonme buckets over there, let themwash it off!
W need anot her sling!"

Thomas wal ked away, legs trenbling, in the direction of the dogwoods |ining
the edge of the marsh. After several paces he risked a backward gl ance. The
struggling dead were gone and he saw no sign of his son

He reached the trees and heard singing again. He picked his way through the
grasses and underbrush and energed into a small clearing. To the left stood a
row of wagons. Thonmas heard the chuff and whinny of horses nearby. At the far
end of the wagons, tripods stood supporting cookpots and the aroma of stew cut
the air.

The group of pilgrins gathered before one wagon that had been pulled up to
serve as a stage. A man stood in its bed, facing his audience, arns raised, a
psalter clasped in his right hand. He was tall and thin, dirty grey hair
curling inlong trails to his shoulders and mngling with an unruly tuft of
beard. Though his nouth noved, Thomas coul d not nake out his words.

"Benni ngton .." Thonmas mur rmur ed.

The congregation pressed together tightly. They noved in small tw tches and
jerks, a few swaying slightly, heads bobbing. A nunber of themraised their
arns toward Benni ngton

Thomas skirted the edge of the gathering, trying to glinpse his wife anong the
rapt faces. But for the solid flesh they could have been nmore of the dead
struggling up fromthe ground. Thomas felt the hairs on his neck stir; the
hum d air pressed close. He wanted to call his wife's nane, but they seened
seal ed together into a privacy he could not bring hinself to disturb

"If ye've cone to pray ye should be hunblel™

Benni ngton gl ared at him from the wagon.

"I"ve come to find ny wife," Thomas blurted out. A few heads turned in his
direction. The seal broken, he called, "Abigail!"

Heads swi vel ed, frowning, as if searching for the person naned to bl ame her
for Thomas's intrusion. One face remained notionl ess, eyes fixed on him For a
nmonent he did not recognize her—she had | ost wei ght and her skin was browned
from sun.

"Abigail!" he called and waded into the crowd.

He stepped on feet, kicked a few knees; hands groped at hi mbut he shoved

t hrough, his cane raised. Abigail turned away just as he reached her. He
caught her arm before she could flee.

"Abigail!"

"Sir!l" Bennington snapped. "Sister Abigail is one of this congregation and has
our sanction!"

"Abigail, sir, is nmy wife, and | caution you not to interfere. There are | aws,



sir, that even you may not disregard.”

"Thomas, please,” Abigail said quietly. She | ooked frightened and anxi ous.

Pl ease what? he wanted to ask. Instead, angry and silent, he led her fromthe
crowd.

When they reached the trees he | ooked back. She wal ked with her head bowed, as
if ashanmed. No one followed them He went a few yards further, till he could
not |onger see the congregation, then drew her into an awkward enbrace. He
held her for a time, eyes shut, waiting, hoping that she woul d speak first,

of fer an expl anati on or apol ogy or sonething that would take fromhimthe
responsibility for what m ght happen next.

But she said nothing, only stood passively in his arns. After a time, he

st epped back.

"I = he said, "—one hone, Abigail. I've come to bring you hone."

"I belong here.”

"For God's sake, why?"

She nodded. "That. Cod's sake."

"You can find God anywhere, you don't have to tranp all over the country with
a vagabond group of ecstatics!" She flinched and he raised a hand to grab her
if she tried to run. He took a deep breath and westled with his inpatience.

"I mss you."

She gave him an excited | ook. "Then come with us!"

"What ?"

"Be saved, Thomas! Join us! W can be together in God's purpose!™

He shook his head. "I have obligations, Abigail, | can't just pick up and
| eave. | have clients, | have—=

She scowl ed. "You have things, Thomas. You've always had ...things. | have

not hing but this."

Thomas stared at her, stunned. When Richard lay gripped in the fever that
eventual ly killed him Abigail had stayed in his room nurnuring prayers and
the words "This is all | have" over and over. Thomas had feared she woul d
becorme sick herself. She had sl ept short periods, ate little, and refused to
cone out of the roomeven to enpty the chanber pot she kept beside her chair.
Thomas conti nued working through the prolonged illness, unable to sinply stand
by and wait. It was the only way he knew to maintain his sanity and manage his
terror and his sense of hel pl essness, by doing, and doing that which he had

al ways done wel|l. Abigail never said that she resented his absences, but after
Ri chard had di ed she nmoved into the child' s room Thomas had thought it was
only an expression of grief that would pass eventually and perhaps, afterward,
they could start again. He worked harder still, finding i nadequate confort in
the effort, but confort in any case. One day he discovered that Abigail had
left. He had been confused and when he had | earned that she had gone off wth
a group of Methodists, the confusion deepened. Understandi ng of any kind woul d
have been a relief. Instead, the visitations had begun

"I al ways thought you had ne," he said.

"So did |I. But other things had you first. Continue to have you
Thomas waved his cane in the direction of the congregation. "This is better
than what we night have if we worked for sonething new?"

"Rever end Benni ngton preaches from gospel that there are no new things. There
is only the past. That is where truth is found."

"And the truth you've found is that nothing can be different?"

"Pl ease, Thomas—

"I love you."

Abigail turned her back to him Thonas waited for the response he expected. |
told her | loved her, he thought, she should agree, concede, repent

But she had gone to Reverend Bennington to repent, for things which Thomas had
no power to forgive

Through the trees he heard Bennington's voice, though the words remained

uncl ear. Mre railing against the world, Thomas i magi ned.

"If there is only the past," Thomas said, "and that is where the truth is
found, then was our time together a lie?"



"No," Abigail said quickly, facing him She blushed. "It was what it was. No
lie, just ..

"Just different than we thought? So we lied to ourselves."

He | aughed sharply. "God knows | have no argument against the possibility.
These |l ast two years |'ve lost the ability to tell real fromfalse. Even the
evi dence of ny own eyes has become undependabl e. | see what cannot be there.
And now, when | had thought it was only an hallucination pronpted by pai nful
associations with place, the inmpossible follows nme all the way from New Yor k

to this. It speaks to ne now as well, so | no longer trust ny hearing. For al
| know you've just told ne that you still love nme and will cone home now, but
I've msheard everything and will end up goi ng back al one.™

"What hal | uci nati on?"

"I see him Abigail. He ...cones ...odd times, unpredictably. I'lIl enter a room
and find himplaying with his soldiers or blocks, or sitting by the w ndow
where he used to read and watch the carriages go by on the street. | never
know when or why. Sonetines | wake fromsleep to find himwatching ne. |
thought at first it was a fever, that | was ill. But |I'm physically
unaffected. Nor, as far as | can tell, has it danaged any other part of ny
l[ife. Wien | work, | work well, and do as conpetent a job as ever! Only when
I''m hone ...al one ..

"W nust all .." she began

Abigail stared at him eyes red and frightened, nouth open. Finally she shook
her head and | ooked away as if enbarrassed at what she al nost said.

"Do you see him too?" Thonas asked.

“No. But | wish I did."

He reached for her, but she stepped away and glared at him

"I hated you," she said. "God forgive me, but | did. My husband, ny protector,
my—you |l eft me there, alone, watching himdie while you went about your life.
| hated you up until Richard exhaled his last breath. And then there was
nothing. No love, no hatred. | wasn't even angry anynore, just enpty. 1'd

gi ven everything. To you, to Richard, to our friends and famly, to the
trappings of a nmodern life. It was alnost all used up when Richard fell ill
and he took what was | eft when he died." She scow ed. "And now you tell nme you
see him that he visits you. He took what | had left to give and brought it
back to you. How am | supposed to synpathize, Thomas? You still have him rea
or imagined. If anything | envy you."

"I's that why you ran off with these peopl e? Because you thought |'d taken what

is yours?"
"I want sonething that won't change or go away! | want something that stands
still for me! I want sonething that won't die when | love it!"

Thomas had no reply. He shook his head, saddened and angry, and |ooked off in

the direction of the Methodists. He listened to their murnurs, nmingled with

t he sounds of workmen shouting and the creak and sl osh of the giant

wat er wheel .

"I's that why Bennington is here?" he asked. "To keep the past from changi ng?"

"The past is what it is, it never changes."

"Then why is he afraid of what Peale night dig up?"

"I't should be left alone, not dragged into our lives."

"A pity the past doesn't give us the sane respect."”

A drop of water struck his hand, then another splashed on his cheek. He | ooked

up at the ponderous clouds. The sun still shone brightly fromthe west, but
wi thin mnutes, Thonmas guessed, the thunderhead would hide it. He turned back
to Abigail.

"Your answer is no?"

"What would | be saying yes to?"

"A new begi nning. Sonething ...other ...than what we had."

"And your ghosts?"

Thomas shrugged. He wanted to believe that if Abigail came home, Richard woul d
go away. He did not know if he wanted that; the specter was all he had of

Ri chard beyond a few articles of clothing. But the ghost was poor conpany and



rem nder of his own neglect.

A peal of thunder snapped his attention around. Rain began to patter through
the | eaves in a steady, grow ng pour. When Thomas | ooked back, Abigail was
gone.

He hurried into the clearing. Sone of the congregation was clinbing into their
wagons, but he saw a nunber of them heading in the direction of the pit.
"Abigail!" he called. He foll owed.

As he neared the tents and the ring of works and worknmen and si ght seers,
someone grabbed his arm He spun, raising his cane. Reverend Bennington

gl owered at him

"Leave her be, sir," he said. "I've no quarrel with you, but Sister Abigai
cane to us of her own accord."

"How dare you— Thonmas began

Benni ngton clutched his jacket and pulled himclose. "She wi shes to be done
with the past. | offer her sanctuary."”

"From what ? Her own husband?"

"Fromthe lies of the world!"

"You woul dn't know a lie if you told it yourself."

The sky rumbled again. The light filling the air around themwas flat, dull
ivory.

" 'The hearts of men' Benni ngt on hi ssed, "are full of evil, and nadness is
in their heart while they live, and after that they go to the dead. But the
dead know not hing, and they have no nore reward, but the menory of themis
lost. Their love and their hate and their envy have already perished, and they
have no nore forever any share in all that is done under the sun."' "

Thomas j erked Bennington's hands from his coat and shoved hi m back. "Are you
tal ki ng about my son or nme?"

Benni ngton pointed at the pit. "Wy do you think we're here? Look at what
they're trying to resurrect! It's the Beast itself and this land will be the
new Babyl on! Look!"

Despite hinmsel f, Thomas | ooked. Peopl e gathered around the edge of the hole,
jostling each other to peer down into it. For the nmoment the great wheel was
still. Thomas heard the sounds of men grunting with effort through the
drumm ng of rain, their voices nmagnified by the walls of the pit. It sounded
like the wail of torment rising fromone of Dante's rings and Thomas
shudder ed.

" '"He who digs a pit will fall into it!" " Bennington shouted, as nuch to the
spectators gathered at the edge as to Thomas. " 'He who digs a pit will fall
intoit! And a serpent will bite himwho breaks through a wall!' " He ran to
the crowd and shoved his way in. "You' |l destroy everything, |ooking into al

the earth's dark places! Stop this before you nurder the present with the dead
and dam yourselves to lives with no nystery!"

Then he di sappeared. Thomas wi ped rain fromhis face. Peopl e packed agai nst
the I'ip of the pit. Thomas scurried around the outskirts of the spectators,

| ooki ng for an opening, shouting for Abigail.

A heavy pellet of rain slapped his coat. Then another. Thomas | ooked skyward
and saw a dense, charcoal dark thunderhead bendi ng over the excavation. \Wter
spl ashed his face and he | ooked away, wi ping at his eyes. Wien he opened t hem
he found the ghost of his child gazing up at him patiently, nutely waiting.
Thomas felt hinself go rigid, unable to | ook away. He had never noticed before
how perfect this fal se i rage was—bl em shl ess, smooth skin, hair lustrous and
unruffled, mouth the exact shape and col or of the infant ideal +he way Abigai
had al ways wanted him had al ways seen him had al ways worked to keep him
even in death. Thomas's hands curled into fists. OF all Abigail's traits, her
stubborn rejection of reality had always infuriated him Her ideas about a
prol onged nourning for Richard ended when Thonas returned to work. He had been
convinced that a resunption of normal life was the best renedy; she evidently
had seen it as a final betrayal of everything she wanted fromlife.

"You want sonething that won't change," he said to the specter. Thomas
flinched as the rain increased. "Everything changes, good or bad, and I|'l



take my chances on losing a little good if the bad also is lost."

The ghost shook its head, then, as if it had heard sonething, it |ooked toward
the pit.

"Careful there!" shouted a voice. "Careful!'"

"Secure that rope!" Thonas recogni zed Charles Peal e, standing at the edge of
the dig, calling orders down. "Damit, nan, be m ndful!"

Unbr el | as snapped open all around. People noved ponderously in two directions,
one group closer to the edge of the pit, the rest away, under cover of tents.
A flash of lightning arced across the sky, followed quickly by dense thunder.
Peopl e collided with Thomas. He staggered, and |ost sight of the ghost. He
shoved back at the retreating spectators, searching now for both Abigail and
Ri chard. For a few seconds he felt carried backward. He dug in his heels and

| eaned into the throng. Suddenly he burst free and pl unged.

Thomas fell at the edge of the pit, scraping his hands on gravel and stone,
mud splashing into his face. He spit out dirt and groped for his handkerchief.
He wi ped his eyes and bli nked.

Bel ow, a huddl e of nen stood thigh-deep in the brackish water, gathered around
a large, bul bous object slowy rising fromthe nurky bog, trapped within a

| oose cage of rope. The nen worked feverishly with shovels and poles, trying
to free the mass fromwhatever held it from beneath, churning the waters
around them As he watched, Thonas saw what first appeared to be a bull's horn
swi ng up between two of the workers. One of them grasped the horn and tried to
| ever the rest out.

"Be careful!" Peal e raged.

Thomas screaned as a boot cane down hard on his right hand. He jerked
reflexively to pull free and felt a rock tear at his palm

"WIl you—t" he began, twisting to | ook up

Rever end Benni ngton stood there, eyes wide and furious, oblivious to rain and
Thomas' s pai n.

"Stop!" he cried. He raised a hand. Thomas yanked once nore.

Benni ngton pitched over into the pit. He lost his footing on the steep sl ope
and fell face down into the water

The mass cane | oose, rolling around in its ropes. One horn caught a workman in
the face, spinning himaround. It rode up, dripping nuck, several feet above

t he workers, and bounced. Even in the heavy rain Thomas heard a crack like
snappi ng bone. He | ooked at it where it hung, directly across fromhim

Two massive horns swept up froma ruin of face—hose gone, two enornous eye
sockets staring at him He could see no nouth, but Thomas saw a grin. Despite
hinself, the only image that came to m nd was the nedievalist's rendering of

t he Beast. Drenched by rain, his hand aching and bl eedi ng, Thomas shudder ed.

"I don't believe in you!" he said.

Deep within the eyehol es an orange glow ignited.

Then why did you cone | ooking for ne?

"What ?"

The head swayed and the eyes gl owed brightly.

Why have | been disinterred?

The voice did not seemto cone from anywhere. Perhaps the rain confused
Thomas' s hearing, perhaps he only imagined it, but he felt conpelled by it, by
a profound authority inherent within its tinber.

"We seek the truth," Thomas said, his teeth chattering.

Do you? But | amthe nmaster of Iies.

"You're a set of bones! A fossil! You are not real! W have no use for lies!"
No?

"Careful! Get that man away fromthere!"

Thomas jerked his head around. Peal e was pointing down into the pit again, his
face red and puffy even through the veil of rain. Bel ow, workmen struggled
with sonmeone in their mdst.

"Benni ngton .." Thonas hi ssed.

The Reverend was stretching a hand upward and shouting, his words only a
munbl e to Thonmas. He twisted amid his captors. For a noment it seened they had



hi m subdued. But then he was free, struggling through the rising nmuck toward
t he huge skull dangling above him He flexed and nanaged to junp. He fell a
few feet short of the fossil, landing heavily in the hole fromwhich it had
been pul | ed.

Wai st - deep, he flailed. Wrknen converged on him

Thomas pushed hinmself to his knees.

As you wish it, then. The truth is all you'll have now. But you may cone to

m ss ne.

The intense chill Thomas felt came fromwithin. The rain felt warmto him He
bl i nked furiously in the downpour

A gust of wind pushed the horned skull in a wide arc. On its return swing, a
rope gave and the entire mass spilled out. Hel plessly, Thomas watched it crush
Rever end Benni ngton, still stuck in the hole.

Peopl e screamed and shouted, nmore nmen clinbed back down the walls of the pit
to work at noving the giant head. Thomas craw ed backward fromthe edge unti
he felt safely distant.

He clinbed to his feet.

The ghost had changed. The snpoth beauty of its skin was gone, replaced by a
tatter of decayed flesh through whi ch maggot -cl eaned bone was visible. The
clothes lay in torn and filthy strips on its bl oated body. Bl ood vessels
traced paths in the parts of the face and neck still intact and the eyes gazed
at himw th cataract dullness. Thomas choked at a brief snell of
putrefaction.

"Richard ..

Abi gail wal ked up behind the ghost. She stared, clearly able to see it now
Her eyes shinmmrered with tears.

She | ooked up at Thomas. "Let nme have him"

"What ? Li ke this?"

Abigail's gaze seened to caress the specter. She nodded. "He's beautiful."

" He_n

Thomas swal | oned. He cl osed his eyes and nodded. \Wen he opened them agai n,
Abi gail was gone, along with the ghost.

He stood there till the rain abated, wondering what he had just done. The
excited shouts of workers and spectators finally drew himback to the pit.
Benni ngton' s body was being dragged up the steep slope with a rope tied to his
ankl es. The skull, now inverted, was rising up smoothly. Fromthis angle, it
appeared to be a kind of elephant's head. One side was caved in now, the
eyehol e col |l apsed. It | ooked nothing like it had when Thomas first sawit.
Seeing it now, it was just a skull, enpty and unexciting.

He wondered why so nany peopl e | ooked so delighted to see it.

The End



