GRAVEYARD BLUES
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Chapter One
Mrs. Canover was sitting in the waiting room holding her dead husband, Herman, on her lap
when Molly arrived at the office.
“How are you, Mrs. Canover?”
It wasn’t really the corpus Herman that Molly saw, but rather the ornately embellished silver
urn that contained his ashes. Molly had last seen that urn at Herman’s memorial several months
earlier, having attended the service as one of her last acts as his homecare social worker.
“Is that you, Molly dear?” Mrs. Canover’s milky-blue eyes blinked rapidly.
“Yes, Mrs. Canover.” It hadn’t been a rhetorical question; Mrs. Canover’s cataracts
prevented her from seeing clearly.
“What time is it, dear?” Mrs. Canover asked rather pointedly.
“It’s nine-eighteen.”
“I thought your office opened at nine.”
Leo Stuttman, Multi-Care Home Service’s director and Molly’s boss, who had been standing
near the reception desk leering down at Nilda Carillos, the receptionist, looked up at Molly and
scowled. Molly sighed, knowing she was in for another tongue lashing.
But Stuttman wouldn’t say anything in front of a client, so she smiled at Mrs. Canover and
said, “That’s true. I’m sorry I was held up.” Pushing her hair off her face with slender fingers, she
added, “Let’s go into my office.”
Mrs. Canover was a round dumpling of a woman, in her mid-seventies, with lots of frizzy
gray hair and a surprisingly unlined, pink-cheeked face. She was wearing a navy blue coat with
frayed sleeves, bought during better days. As she creakingly got to her feet to be escorted to the
little windowless cubicle Molly laughingly called her office, Mrs. Canover settled Herman a little
more securely into the crook of her arm. As she did so, a dusting of something gray appeared on
her coat.
Horrified, Molly realized that Herman’s ashes were trickling down the dark blue fabric. The
seam of the urn must have split. She darted a quick glance around. Stuttman had gone back to
leering down at Nilda who, though a single mother of three, still had a cleavage worth a few
whistles and always wore low-cut tops. As Nilda had said to Molly many times, Stuttman liked
them and she needed the job.
Stuttman never leered at Molly. She wasn’t big-breasted like Nilda, nor in the least bit flirty.
Small-boned with dark, naturally wavy hair—her best feature, she thought—cut in rather long
bangs across her forehead and a small, sharply-planed face, she’d never been married and had no
children.
Neither Stuttman nor Nilda appeared to have noticed anything, so Molly decided not to
notice anything either. She got the Canovers, Margery and Herman, comfortably settled in her
one client chair and hung up her own coat on her antique oak coat rack. That and her poster of
Arches National Park were her two attempts at individualizing her tiny space.
“Now what can I do for you?”
“Well, dear, I want to know when I can have that nice Mrs. Lopez back.” Mrs. Canover
tried a winsome smile, but it never got past her mouth. Her eyes, under the film of her cataracts,
were sad and anxious. “You did say, I know you did, that I could have her back.” Molly had
never said any such thing.
“Mrs. Canover,” Molly began gently, “I know how much she meant to you, and how well

she took care of Mr. Canover . . .”
“Herman, dear,” she interrupted, looking down lovingly at Herman in his urn. “Call him
Herman. He never did stand on ceremony.”
“Herman,” Molly corrected herself. “But since he passed away, we can’t go on sending you
a homecare worker, especially since you’re in such good health and get around as well as you
do.” Molly had explained this to her several times before, but Mrs. Canover simply refused to
hear it.
“It isn’t for me, dear. Herman still needs her. He hasn’t completely passed over, you know,”
she added sadly.
Molly knew full well what the problem was. Not only had Mrs. Canover lost her Herman,
who had been both husband and child to this otherwise childless woman, she’d lost Angelina
Lopez who’d become her closest friend while they both took care of Herman through his last
months. All this prolonged caregiving had taken so much of her time over the past several years
that her own life had kind of slipped away from her as well.
“You see,” she continued when Molly didn’t say anything, “the messages he sends me are
quite clear. His soul is not yet at rest.”
She shook the urn a little, perhaps to demonstrate Herman’s state of unrest. “Mrs. Lopez was
such a calming influence,” Mrs. Canover was continuing, apparently unaware that Herman was
slipping away a lot faster than she thought. “Please dear,” she entreated, “at least until he’s passed
safely on.”
Poor Mrs. Canover. She needed to find a replacement for both Herman and Angelina
Lopez—something or someone to get involved with.
“If you would just give me her telephone number, dear, I wouldn’t have to put you to all that
trouble.”
“You know I can’t do that.” Giving out personal telephone numbers is a real no-no in
homecare.
Mrs. Canover readjusted the urn on her lap and went on as if Molly hadn’t said anything. “I
know if I explained the situation to her, she would be more than willing to come back and help
Herman pass over peacefully.”
“What makes you think that Herman’s spirit is troubled?”
“Well, I hear him. The noises and the banging—they go on all day and night.”
“Noises and banging?”
“He’s trying to get out; I just know it, dear. He bangs on the door, the walls, the pipes and
sends me all kinds of messages. He’s so unhappy.”
Once again Molly thought she knew what the problem was since she had encountered this
kind of thing before in elderly people who lived, grieving and alone, with no one to talk to for
days on end except an occasional neighbor or busy shopkeeper. Mrs. Canover lived in an old
building where radiators knocked, floorboards groaned and plumbing banged—noises that easily
became restless spirits or ominous messages when you lie awake all night with nothing to do
except listen to them and think about your dead husband. Molly believed Mrs. Canover was
hearing ominous noises but thought it was strictly connected to the age of the building. She
couldn’t have known how wrong she was.
Not having second sight, however, she considered her current options: Mrs. Canover was no
longer a client of the agency, and Stuttman was clear about the need to limit her involvement to
actual clients, not the widows of restless spirits.
“How about I come by later this week during my lunch time”— what Molly did during her
lunch hour was her own business—“and we can go to the center together.”
Mrs. Canover blinked sadly, but she didn’t say no. Molly knew an offer of lunch at the senior
center with its noise and its cliques was not what Mrs. Canover wanted, but it was the best she
was going to get.

