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Blares the Grave

Matthew Weiss
Tell us! ye Dead! Will none of you in Pity

To those you left behind disclose the Secret!

Oh! That some courteous Ghost would blab it out!

What ‘tis You are, and We must shortly be.

I’ve heard, that Souls departed have sometimes

Forewarn’d Men of their Death: ‘Twas kindly done

To knock, and give th’ Alarum…
-- Robert Blair, The Grave
Perhaps you were informed of my sister’s death via the newspaper. My family became quite famous for a few weeks. The reporters had it accurately. The Jacobs had gathered for their family reunion in Hempstead, Long Island. I was there, with my two children, Annabel and Stephen, as was my sister, Beth, with her three kids, Randall, Duncan, and Clara. Our mother, Arlene, was present, and the host of cousins and more distant relations. Not present was my ex-wife, with whom I had lost contact, nor Beth’s husband Jerry who had passed away some years previously. I agreed to drive my mother, and her two sisters, back to Long Island City, since none of them owned a car; Beth and I had planned to take our kids to see some of the sights in Manhattan, and with this in mind, she agreed to drive all five of them to the city, and I would meet up with them as soon as possible. 

I dropped my great-aunts off at their respective homes, and my mother and I were just entering her apartment, when we heard the telephone ring. My mother claimed she was exhausted, and in no shape to talk on the telephone, so I hurried in to answer the call. It was my sister. Her voice sounded distant and unsure.

“Mark? Is that you?”

“Yes, Beth, it’s me. Where are you?”

“I stopped off…”

I waited for her to finish, but all I could hear was her breathing roughly into the receiver.

“Are you alright, Beth? Have you made it to the hotel?”

“I’m not sure where I am. I’m trying…”

“Beth, where are you calling from?”

“I feel very strange,” she said, and she hung up the phone.

Between the time I left my mother’s apartment and rushed to the hotel in Manhattan, there being no other place for me to go, my sister returned to her car, and turned onto the Long Island Expressway in the wrong direction, drove for about five miles, reports say, weaving through oncoming traffic, before colliding head on with another vehicle, killing the occupants of the other car, herself, my children, and all but one of hers. Only the little Clara, about thirteen years old, survived. She suffered head trauma, and was rushed to St. John’s in a comatose state. This is where the newspaper report ends.

The police called my mother first, and then I was called; the funeral was scheduled immediately, and, like a good Catholic, my mother refused an autopsy of her daughter’s body, although the police insisted upon it after I brought to their attention the phone conversation which I had had shortly before my sister’s death. But within a week the bodies were buried, untouched, at the cemetery in Hempstead, about half a mile from the Jacobs family house, where I live. 

*

It fell to me to take care of Clara. The doctors claimed they could do nothing more for her. She was no longer in danger for her life, but they could not say if she would ever wake up. It would be best, they explained, for her to be taken home, and cared for, that is, cleaned, fed, for she would swallow instinctively purees, kept warm, and so forth. In that way, the expense of a hospital bed would be avoided. My mother refused the responsibility of Clara, and so I went to the hospital myself, wrapped her in blankets, laid her in the backseat, and drove her home.

I had cleared out my sister’s old room, which I had been using as a library for some years. I found Beth’s old bed in the attic, disassembled, and with a little labor, I returned it to its proper place. I found some blankets as well, in a box beside her old writing desk, and with these, I tucked Clara in each night. Having for some years made my living as a writer, I was able to spend much of my time at the house. Every few hours, I would come into Clara’s room, feed her some mashed peas or apple sauce, and clean her bed-pan. Every two or three days, I would undress her, and sponge her lightly, dress her again, and cover her in the warm blankets. I confess that I spent a great deal of time in Clara’s room, for it seemed a great deal more lonely for both of us to be separated, myself in the study, and Clara in her bed. So I would sit up at nights by the bed-site, when I was unable to write. I would watch her lovely face, her little waves of brownish hair, darkening, no longer kissed by the sun, and her upturned nose, which brought to my mind the very image of my sister, when we were both young.

What must her last conscious moments have been like? It was almost unimaginable: to be trapped in the car while my sister sped down the road, seeing the alarmed, worried eyes of the other drivers out the window, wondering if she should pull open the door and leap from the car, if she would survive the fall, or perhaps, if she could wrestle the steering wheel from her own mother, and convey her brothers and cousins to safety. Or perhaps the atmosphere in the car was calm; perhaps Beth had explained something to the children that pacified them. But what could it have been? Maybe one of my children tried to escape, and the other children, at Beth’s shrieks, prevented it; maybe one of them tried to push Beth out the door, and, riveted by the spectacle of a child kicking for dear life an adult, the rest forgot to leap out the doors, when, through the windshield, the final collision revealed itself inevitably. 

Sometimes Clara would moan in her sleep, and half string a sentence together. Every few days her eyes would flutter open, but with a look of blankness or of terror, they would quickly slide closed again, as if dismissing this living world. On the other hand, I couldn’t help but think, as I sat by her side, holding my coffee, as morning rose, that perhaps the fluttering of her eyes and her moans were attempts at an escape, that she relived her last waking moments continuously, and for weeks was fighting to be free of them. I could almost imagine hearing the shouts in her head, as the drivers of the other cars no doubt heard cries from Beth’s vehicle as they drove past. What did they think, at that dreadful moment, when those frantic souls were raving against the windows, shrieking for help, but shrieking in vain? I cried over Clara, in these rememberings, and held her close as if in her body were the bodies of my Annabel and Stephen, those unlucky ones. I would caress her hair, and kiss her forehead, and in those moments, I imagined that she were Beth herself, returned to her youth. 

One afternoon, while I was feeding her, Clara began to cough violently on her food. As I wiped her mouth, her eyes opened and stared directly into mine. 

“Clara?” I asked after a moment. She softly muttered a greeting.

“How are you, Clara? Can you speak to me? How do you feel? Are you alright?”

“Very sleepy.”

I put my hand on her forehead, and bent my head close.

“That’s alright, Clara, you can sleep. I just want very much to talk to you.”

“The ring?”

She said it so quietly, I could almost doubt I had heard it at all. 

“What ring?”

She moaned a little, and her eyes by degrees shut themselves tightly.

That night I was kept awake by thundering unaccompanied by any rain. It was hot. I had moved a fan into my room, and positioned it against my face. Even over the noise of the machine, I could hear the thundering like the sky’s dry heaves. The ring, I kept thinking, as if the word itself could someone solve the mystery. The ring? In the buzzing of the fan, I imagined I could hear all sorts of things: as I drifted off to sleep, it was almost as if I heard footsteps outside my door, the sound of cabinets being opened and closed, the sound of my mother running the tap, a drawer being shut tight, and locked.

  In my dream, I was running down corridors, long corridors, made of stone, that seemed abruptly to end, and turn at some strangle angle, so that I could never see around any corner. Over the sounds of my footsteps, I could hear knocking from below, as if I were moving atop an endless series of trap doors. Suddenly, a wall loomed up before me, inset with stained glass; as I neared it, I felt myself run through a mass of cobwebs, that tangled themselves invisibly in my hair, against my skin. I tried in vain to brush them off, closing my eyes to protect them, still moving forward. When at last I opened my eyes, the eerie light of the stained glass had been replaced by an open courtyard, with a few elm trees lining the walkways. Everything was cast in a hateful, red glow. The sky above me appeared like a painted ceiling; and where the sun normally shone, there were the eyes of my mother. But I wasn’t afraid of them. Not at all crinkled with age, they looked down upon everything kindly as if in forgiveness. As soon as I beheld them, they fluttered closed, and in the middle of the courtyard, stood an easel. I floated to it, slowly, and found myself staring into the face of my sister. The closer I came, the more the painting seemed to move toward me, until I realized that it wasn’t the canvas itself, but the figure in it that was growing larger. By the time I stood before it, Beth had extricated herself from the painting, and I was face to face with her. She had dressed herself in her old pajamas, her hair a mess of curlers, and, reflected in her eyes, I saw myself in khakis and a t-shirt, with barely the trace of a beard on my face.

“Beth,” I whispered, and as if conveyed forward by the wind, I pressed my cheek against hers, my ear against hers, my neck against hers. My hands tangled themselves in among the rollers, and when I again met her eyes, with the soft touch of a the roots of a plant, she brushed her lips against mine. I put my hands on the sides of her head, and held her, and I raised my eyes slowly from her chin, to her lips, to her nose, and then to her eyes, which were at once glazed and terrified, and she began to blink as if lost, and then they shut themselves with a kind of finality that caused the walls to ground themselves, without a trace of dust. Then, everything was suddenly illuminated as if a lantern had exploded beside me, that, opening my eyes, I realized was only the lightning outside my room. The fan still buzzed. I could hear the rustling of leaves, barely, and, over top, an occasional thunder. And then, unmistakably, the sound of a door shutting.

I sat up in my bed, but in the darkness I couldn’t see whether my door were shut, or no. It wasn’t. As if still dreaming, I rose from my bed and walked out into the hallway. From where I stood, I could see the door of Beth’s room still standing open. I walked quietly down the hallway, and stopped at the doorway to the room. The window was open, and the curtains were fluttering softly. Clara still lay as I had left her, but, with an intake of breath, I perceived her eyes glittering in the darkness. When I reached her side, her eyes were closed, and her breathing even, so that I could not suppose that she had been awake and about the house. I reached out to touch her face, softly. I placed my hand against her cheek—she jerked up suddenly, as if convulsing, crying out!—I drew back my hand. Her eyes fluttered open, and she seemed to mouth a few words, but then she subsided into silence.

I turned on the lamp. I couldn’t think of returning to my room, alone, nor did I feel comfortable to be with my niece, but the best course of action appeared to be to light up the room, and to sit down in the chair, so that the two of us, conscious and unconscious, might bide the night together. 

I couldn’t shake the thought that Clara had somehow come into my room that night. I studied her face as if it contained the answer. She was in utter peace. My thoughts seemed to move through some dark, murky arena, indeterminate, resisting the probes of my consciousness, or rather, calling into question the very efficacy of those probes. In my head, awake or asleep, I was fourteen again, in this same house. The rooms were pervaded with the smell of griddle-cakes. My mother and father were talking in the kitchen. It was early on some Saturday morning. I had woken up, and pounced on my sister’s bed. She had screamed. Always pranking her, mocking her, spying on her over walls, through windows… We tickled each other, wrestling on the bed, laughing, until, as always, but as always by chance, I hit her in the eye, or elbowed her in some sensitive spot. She burst out into tears, and hit me back, and screamed at me. But I kept tickling her, poking, ridiculing her, giving lie to her tears, torturing her in torture so much that even she had to laugh at the ridiculousness of it, and I would manage to wrangle a smile from her tears. Then we played rougher and rougher, and it was as if our laughter took on the guise of a kind of madness, as if we were challenging each other to continue to laugh beyond the point of exhaustion, each triumphing in wakefulness by the other’s laughing transports. 

One time we kissed through a shower curtain. I remember the shape of her lips, like two fingers squished together, and the taste of the curtain mold. There is a photograph of the two of us wearing guilty smiles, taken on the same day; it stands on the bed table where then Clara was sleeping. As the weeks went by, the slickness of our guilty smiles seemed to dry up as we slowly realized that what we had thought a secret was already disclosed, and that our mother had not condemned us, but merely looked at us with forgiveness and understanding. But one day she took me aside while Beth was at her piano lesson. She sat me down in the kitchen, and stood above me.


“Mark, I know you’ve been fooling around with your sister.”


I was silent.


“Don’t look at me like that! You’re not in trouble. It’s only natural. She’s nice, isn’t she? Isn’t she nice?”


I nodded cautiously.


“Of course. And I know you’ll grow out of it. But I have to be certain that you will, Mark. Perhaps not right now, but soon, do you understand?”


I shook my head.


“Of course, you don’t understand. I haven’t told you anything yet.”


And then, averting her eyes, she told me a story… I lurched awake. The sun was shining. A cardinal was pecking at the window. Night had passed.


I smiled in memory, and turned from the window towards Clara’s bed. The covers were a mess; one leg lay out over the side of the bed; her arms were thrown over the pillows. Her hair was tangled, and her night-shirt was in disarray. I got up quickly to rearrange the bedding—but I froze in mid-rise. Her eyes were open again, staring past me. I wondered wildly if she had died in the night. But, when I reached her, I saw her chest was moving. I closed her eyes for her, unable to meet her gaze, and went to clean up. As I was fixing her pillows, I couldn’t help but notice her lip. On the left side of her lower lip, there was a bruise, as if she had bit into it during the night. A trickle of blood was smudged against her chin. 


I went to make myself breakfast. On the mantel over the fireplace, in a line, were the photographs which I, and my father, and his father before him, had taken at our family reunions. I realized I hadn’t yet put up the photograph I had taken just a few weeks before, with Annabel and Stephen, with Beth, and Randall, Duncan, and Clara, and I couldn’t suppress the thought that there were something forbidden about setting it in its place. I turned to the older photographs. What faces they all had! There were my sister and I, as adults, then children; my father standing next to his brother, and sister; my great-aunt standing next to her father; and her mother, standing next to her own father. Studying the photographs, the plate of eggs in my hand, I saw that each of the women was wearing a ring. My mother had told me a story… I looked closer. The pictures were grey and blurry, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the ring was the same in each photograph. I couldn’t recall my mother ever wearing a ring… I supposed it had gone into my father’s keeping, or his brother’s, as each seemed equally likely to have deserved the family inheritance. I actually recalled my great-aunt in my life-time. She was a quiet woman when I had known her, brought down by age. I saw that my grandfather had his hand on her shoulder. I remembered once, at a reunion a few years back, when my mother, a little tipsy, had told the story about my sister and me. We both hung our heads, a little embarrassed. It became a running joke. All the cousins would follow us around, peeking in on us through the folds in the tent, as if keeping an eye on our behavior. The relatives all nodded when they heard the story.


“Following in the footsteps of nobility,” my great-uncle had said, “As inseparable as two rings on the same finger.”


Everyone laughed. I finished my eggs and went to organize my papers. Thus I more or less occupied myself until nightfall, when I closed myself into bed, and shut off the light. The dream from the other night reoccurred, but this time, before I crashed through the stained glass, I fell into a cave, wet and moist, with two supports coming down at an angle, and meeting at a point. Curling smoke rose from the floor, and tangled itself around me. From above I could hear footsteps, doors opening and closing, and opening again. I could almost see the door in my mind’s eye, haloed in light, set in a field of darkness, the approach to it concealed by the uniformity of the lighting. A click, and then I heard what could only have been the sound of a drawer opening and closing shut. The firmness of this sound seemed to echo in my dreams until I roused myself in the morning. 


The first thing I did was to check on Clara. She slept softly. I couldn’t eradicate the sound of the drawer from my head. I went in to make myself breakfast, and busied myself opening and closing the drawers, searching their contents, listening closely to the sound of the return. I checked the bedside table in Clara’s room, her chest of drawers, the desk in my own room, the bathroom drawers… Finally, I went up into the attic. It was as musty as I had left it. I could still see the traces in the dust from my previous visit. The first thing I saw was my sister’s old writing desk. Of course, I thought. I must be going mad, with all these dreams. When I had come to collect bedding for Clara, I’d seen the writing desk and its drawers, the sound of which I knew quite well, but couldn’t place—Beth would often hide quickly her letters from me, locking them in the door—and my mind must have been circling around it, and her mystery, in my dreams. Promptly, I walked to the desk, drew open the drawer, expecting nothing to come of it, but there, in the drawer, lay a beautiful little velvet box. I opened the box, my hands trembling, and within it, on a little pillow, was a silver ring, on which was inscribed one-half the shape of a heart. It had to be the ring in the photographs I had seen. I wondered, that Beth had kept it hidden her all this time. I closed the box, placed it in my pocket, and returned back downstairs.


That day I talked to my mother on the telephone, but nothing interesting came of it. I spent some time listening to the radio, and I even, for a change of pace, stepped outside for a walk. I hadn’t been outside for some time. When at last the sun began to set, I returned myself home, and busied myself making a roaring fire in kitchen, and a neat little dinner. Clara remained peaceful—and, at last having solved the mystery, I thought it were as good a time as any to put up the final family portrait on the mantel. I dug around in the box, into which I had put all the mail and documents from the past few weeks, and at last found the print. I laid it out on the table, found a suitable frame, and was wiggling the picture in, when something caught my eye. There was Beth, with her arms around Randall, Duncan, and Clara, the last the very image of Beth herself. There was a strange gleam in Beth’s eye, which I hadn’t noticed that day. And there, before her, as I said, stood Clara, and on her finger, was a ring. 


The sun had gathered up all its rays, and rolled them down the horizon, where clouds were gathering in the distance. I put down the picture again on the table. The ring? With barely a thought, I raced into Clara’s room, and half-expected her to leap up at me. But she lay as silently as if death itself had taken her. Without a care, I ripped off the blankets, and grabbed one wrist, and then the other, but there was no ring. Where could it have gone? I saw in my mind’s eye again the scene of the last moments in the car. Clara still had the ring, she was wearing the ring. Who had given it to her? Beth? My mother? Some other relative? And then, that gleam in Beth’s eye. It was her ring, that Clara had. What did it mean? Beth had a ring, it was in her drawer—though as I thought about it, I realized that the previous picture of her wearing the ring had been taken about ten years previously, well after she had moved out of the house. Had she had the opportunity of replacing it? I couldn’t think! I pulled out the ring from my pocket, and studied it again. That half-heart. I couldn’t dare to think these conclusions were allowable, but I hurdled on with my reasoning. Two rings? Clara had it, and now she lost it. Was Beth wearing it, when I had last seen her, mangled, but repaired, lying on the bier? And my mother had wanted her buried immediately. Why had my sister murdered herself? Why had she slaughtered our entire family? There had to be something—why?—and in a sort of haze, I tore from the house, stopping only to grab myself a shovel and a lantern. Yes, I would dig her up, and find the ring, and discover the secret for myself.


Elms surrounded the graveyard, elms with no branches, that seemed to rise up into the damp wind like spires. Nettles and moss grew here and there, and the whole sable tribe of the dead lay quietly underneath the homely phrases that adorn their names. I cannot stop myself, I thought. Let my heart be still a moment, and explore. I found her grave, towards the back. Beth Jacobs. Without a further delay, I plunged the shovel into the earth. Doubt beset my mind entirely. But I was in no position to determine the truth, until I had satisfied for myself… I tossed the dirt to the side, and within an hour or so, I managed to strike her coffin. I plunged down with my hands, clearing the dirt away. It was quite dark by then, and I hung the lantern from the shovel, which I’d stuck in the ground. Perhaps I didn’t need it; the moon was bright, and the lantern seemed to be shining only for itself. I cleared off her coffin, and with a cry, I ripped open the lid, and burst out into tears. Her face, wan, sallow, melting, her bones reaching out through her skin—her head laid low, the make-up on her skin cracking, and a worm, a single worm, rolled in lazy volumes through her lips. I couldn’t bare to touch her, but grabbed the lantern from above, and brought it down to her hands. Nothing. Nothing. There was no ring. 


Had I been deceiving myself this entire time? I should be back in front of the fire, I thought, what a fool I am! What secret could there have possibly been, but the unknowable secret, the secret of the last lit moments of Beth Jacobs, which men will never understand. And what other secret can there be in which that secret takes part, but the open secret that all take part in, the secret of death, which tames us all, and strews us on the same ground, we who lend our carcasses to cover our own offspring, and they their offspring—, and all this hypothesizing, I thought, is going too far. One can discover too much, and not discover anything at all, but shame.


I climbed from the grave, and wiped my brow with my shirt. I was about to grab the shovel, when a peal of summer thunder rocked me, and then another, and then a flash of lightning—I was barely above to see, in the sudden light—but when my vision calmed itself at last, I saw in the distance, there, at the gate of the cemetery, standing in the very middle—Clara. Her eyes were wide and unseeing. But as soon as I beheld her, she rushed forward, past rows of graves, her arms flailing, and then leapt—I lunged to stop her, but she kicked me away, with nails and teeth—leapt into the grave of her mother. Daring not descend into the scene, I saw them, illuminated by the moon and stars—did the dirt shift? It must have been the dirt shifting—for as soon as Clara’s body touched her mother’s, her mother’s arms moved to wrap themselves around her child, and there—I saw it at last—was it dawn creeping over the horizon?—on Clara’s finger, there glimmered the ring. She wailed, as if she would never cease. I reached into my pocket, shaking terribly, and took out my own little box. I opened it, dreading what I might find, hoping… Clara was silent now, and only the wind was heard. Inside, the box there gleamed the second ring. It was my ring, and Clara wore the other.

