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AHHOTaAIUSA
An undertaker finds himself trapped in the vault where coffins
are stored during winter for burial in the spring, and is mysteriously
injured when he escapes.
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Dedicated to C. W. Smith,
from whose suggestion the central situation is taken.

Birch acquired a limitation and changed his business in 1881,
yet never discussed the case when he could avoid it. Neither
did his old physician Dr. Davis, who died years ago. It was
generally stated that the affliction and shock were results of an
unlucky slip whereby Birch had locked himself for nine hours in
the receiving tomb of Peck Valley Cemetery, escaping only by
crude and disastrous mechanical means; but while this much was
undoubtedly true, there were other and blacker things which the
man used to whisper to me in his drunken delirium toward the
last. He confided in me because I was his doctor, and because he
probably felt the need of confiding in someone else after Davis
died. He was a bachelor, wholly without relatives.

Birch, before 1881, had been the village undertaker of Peck
Valley; and was a very calloused and primitive specimen even as
such specimens go. The practices I heard attributed to him would
be unbelievable today, at least in a city; and even Peck Valley



would have shuddered a bit had it known the easy ethics of its
mortuary artist in such debatable matters as the ownership of
costly “laying-out” apparel invisible beneath the casket’s lid, and
the degree of dignity to be maintained in posing and adapting
the unseen members of lifeless tenants to containers not always
calculated with sublimest accuracy. Most distinctly Birch was
lax, insensitive, and professionally undesirable; yet I still think he
was not an evil man. He was merely crass of fibre and function
— thoughtless, careless, and liquorish, as his easily avoidable
accident proves, and without that modicum of imagination which
holds the average citizen within certain limits fixed by taste.

Just where to begin Birch’s story I can hardly decide, since
I am no practiced teller of tales. I suppose one should start in
the cold December of 1880, when the ground froze and the
cemetery delvers found they could dig no more graves till spring.
Fortunately the village was small and the death rate low, so that it
was possible to give all of Birch’s inanimate charges a temporary
haven in the single antiquated receiving tomb. The undertaker
grew doubly lethargic in the bitter weather, and seemed to
outdo even himself in carelessness. Never did he knock together
flimsier and ungainlier caskets, or disregard more flagrantly the
needs of the rusty lock on the tomb door which he slammed open
and shut with such nonchalant abandon.

At last the spring thaw came, and graves were laboriously
prepared for the nine silent harvests of the grim reaper which
waited in the tomb. Birch, though dreading the bother of removal



and interment, began his task of transference one disagreeable
April morning, but ceased before noon because of a heavy
rain that seemed to irritate his horse, after having laid but one
mortal tenent to its permanent rest. That was Darius Peck, the
nonagenarian, whose grave was not far from the tomb. Birch
decided that he would begin the next day with little old Matthew
Fenner, whose grave was also near by; but actually postponed the
matter for three days, not getting to work till Good Friday, the
15th. Being without superstition, he did not heed the day at all;
though ever afterward he refused to do anything of importance
on that fateful sixth day of the week. Certainly, the events of that
evening greatly changed George Birch.

On the afternoon of Friday, April 15th, then, Birch set out for
the tomb with horse and wagon to transfer the body of Matthew
Fenner. That he was not perfectly sober, he subsequently
admitted; though he had not then taken to the wholesale drinking
by which he later tried to forget certain things. He was just dizzy
and careless enough to annoy his sensitive horse, which as he
drew it viciously up at the tomb neighed and pawed and tossed
its head, much as on that former occasion when the rain had
vexed it. The day was clear, but a high wind had sprung up;
and Birch was glad to get to shelter as he unlocked the iron
door and entered the side-hill vault. Another might not have
relished the damp, odorous chamber with the eight carelessly
placed coffins; but Birch in those days was insensitive, and was
concerned only in getting the right coffin for the right grave. He



had not forgotten the criticism aroused when Hannah Bixby’s
relatives, wishing to transport her body to the cemetery in the
city whither they had moved, found the casket of Judge Capwell
beneath her headstone.
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