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"Country Crypt" 2

COUNTRY CRYPT

By Tara Tamburello

Maeve Heller was a bad housekeeper. She had always been a bad housekeeper, and now she was dead. Her ashes pooled within a pristine blue urn set on top of an ancient writing desk. Her husband, Angus, peered at the urn from across the room, his eyes peeking out over the top of an old newspaper. The bulb of an ornate standing lamp glowed over Angus as he pondered the urn from a tattered sofa, ensconced between two outdated stacks of National Geographic and Country Magazine.
The house's forced air heat kicked on, and a vent beside the writing desk huffed its warm breath toward the ceiling, where a clumpy cobweb dangled from an oak rafter. The web danced, and once Angus noticed it, he could not unnotice it. It taunted him from his periphery.
To be bothered by one lone cobweb was, of course, irrational. The whole house was a crypt of dead skin, stray hairs, stacks of old mail, and pamphlets. Scraps of used wrapping paper and reams of free address labels (all stamped, "Ms. Maeve Heller") littered the end tables. Dusty knickknacks—hideous souvenirs imported by long-lost friends and rickety heirlooms handed down from worm-eaten relatives—huddled in menageries atop misaligned shelves. Historic bank statements and charitable appeals peeked out of the writing desk's drawers like an underbite.
And yet, despite the garbage strewn about him, this one mangle of web did bother Angus.

His creaky legs lifted him off the couch, and he set the newspaper down between the magazine towers. The blast of a space heater, which, in an effort to maximize warmth, Angus had pointed directly at himself, fluttered the newspapers' crumpled pages. 

Angus ambled to the kitchen and rummaged through the crusty-capped cleaning liquids his wife had stored beneath the sink. He was searching for the feather duster, but it took some time to sort through Maeve's good intentions. None of the bottles were more than half-empty, and many of them were duplicates. At last he found the duster in the back, its plumes flattened beneath a rusted--though nearly full--canister of Comet scratch-free cleanser.

When he pulled the duster out from the bowels of the sink, its handle was lemon-scented sticky. He wiped it off with a paper towel and fluffed the oranged feathers with his hand. The long fronds were greasy, but the tips were dry, which would suffice for completing the present task.

He returned to the living room and dragged the writing desk's sturdy chair a foot and a half to the right, beneath the offending cobweb. His legs wobbled as he climbed the chair, but he secured himself by hanging onto the seatback. Once steady, he looked down at the clutter littering the desktop. Outdated phone books and pocket calendars piled into small mountain ranges, and both these ranges and the valleys in between were decorated with estranged pen caps and paperclips. The urn stood erect beside a patch of desk that was not covered with objects. This empty patch was, like everything except the urn, carpeted with dust, but this dust was traced with a message. Angus had left the message for Maeve many months--perhaps even years--earlier. He had traced the message with his forefinger. He had traced it, on a surface level, because the personification of lifeless objects amused him and, on a deeper level, because his wife's domestic negligence did not.

"DO NOT CLEAN ME," was the writing desk's request.

A vague memory of the afternoon he'd crafted the warning eased into his consciousness. He remembered an overcast afternoon--gray, like 4 p.m. on a Sunday, at dusk. Some 4 p.m. Women's Network program driveled from the television, the TV's bulbous tube donning a dusty toupee. Maeve was adorned in a 15-year-old sweatshirt emblazoned with a flaking teddy bear, her rear end planted in the couch. Or had she been hovering in front of the kitchen sink, running hot water over ground turkey patties? 

The details were fuzzy, like the fuzz on the desk.

What he remembered with substance were his own actions--inscribing, "CLEAN ME," into the dust blanket, then peering over his shoulder with some measure of impish delight. (Maeve had been in the kitchen after all: he could recall this clearly now.)

Maeve was a proud and stubborn woman, and Angus knew from previous attempts at house-husbandry that impinging on her domestic domain was a grievous offense. She would scold him, or glare and sulk. She would insist his dusting and decluttering were personal attacks, that he was maligning her character by tidying up their shared living space. But in Maeve's mind, the space was hers--never mind whose wages had paid the mortgage and whose Social Security checks insured the bungalow and kept its refrigerator and cabinets overstocked. 

He'd smirked to himself as he traced, "DO NOT," above the other letters. An admonition more closely resembled the truth.

Maeve had never acknowledged his inscription.

Angus released a small sigh as he turned his attention back to the cobweb. The dust on the desk, the dust filling the letters traced on top of the desk, the fuzzy cobwebs bridging the gap between desk and wall--all of these relics would have to wait. For now, he bent his arm into a sprawling "V" and lifted the greasy feather duster toward the ceiling.

But as he did this, a small voice chirruped:

"Do not clean me!"

Angus started. His boney feet jumped. He steadied himself with the help of the seatback and surveyed the room.

No heads peeked over or around the sagging stacks of cardboard boxes filled with Who Could Remember What. No torsos wedged themselves into the crevice between the brimming china hutch and curio cabinet. No feet stood upon the worn paths of carpet that wove through the highlands of Heller stuff.

In short, no one was there.

"Hello?" Angus called. "Sally?"

Sally was Angus' postal delivery person, and although Sally had never entered Angus' house before, hers was the only chirrupy sort of voice his brain could conjure up.

Sally did not answer, and after another glance about the living room, Angus raised the duster once more toward the dangling web.

"Do not clean me!" sang the voice. Its song was a warning, the sing-songy sort of nag one might direct toward a tempted child.

Angus' free hand clenched the seatback. The withered muscles around his old spine tensed. 

The voice had come from in front of him, from the writing desk.

But that was insane.

"Just the delusions of an old man," he muttered to himself. 

He willed his fear-arched back to unfurl and, as quickly as he could, flicked the duster's plumes across the web.

His body winced, anticipating repercussions. Yet all inside the Heller place was still. He let himself relax. But just as he did this, a chirpy voice shrieked:

"DO NOT CLEAN ME!"

The house shook. The knickknacks rattled on their shelves as if a freight train were rumbling past. But no freight train could be rumbling past, for the house was situated on a Rural Route in the woods, tens of miles away from any railway.

Angus dropped the feather duster. He gripped the seatback so tightly his knuckles turned white. His teeth chattered, and his eyes squinted shut. But almost as soon as the house's quaking started--it stopped. 

He raised an eyelid and looked at the desk, his knuckles still white and gripping. It was impossible to tell whether the items that littered the desktop had been displaced since there had been no discernible order to their placement to begin with. The urn, at least, stood sentinel. But, upon further inspection, Angus did notice that the cobwebs behind the desk had shifted. They no longer bridged the gap between desk and wall. No, the wisps clung solely to the wall now--for the desk had moved. 
An earthquake, he told himself, and he climbed down from the chair with trembling knees. His whole body quivered. His limbs felt gelatinous, and like they'd poured out of their sockets. 

He pushed the chair back to the desk with slow, measured steps, then rested his hands on the desktop, placing his palms on either side of the dust-laden inscription. He breathed in and out, at war within himself over whether to obey or defy. Defiance won out: he smeared away the commandment--"DO NOT CLEAN ME--" with his hand. 

Angus waited a moment, holding his breath. His dusty palm hovered over the dustless patch of desk.

The writing desk was quiet, the house still. He pushed the air from his lungs, through his lips, as he wiped the dust off of his palm and onto his plaid shirt. His shoulders relaxed.

At once, the floor began to rumble beneath his feet. The walls shivered. The whole house quaked.

Angus stumbled backward until his calves knocked into a footrest. His body tripped backward, and his hands caught themselves on the arm of a recliner. He watched with wide eyes as Maeve's urn shimmied to the edge of the desk. He wanted to grab her, to protect her, to catch her, but his person was paralyzed in the slow, helpless passing of seconds.

The urn fell (or did it dive?) and cracked open. Maeve's ashes spilled into a pile on the floor.

"DO NOT CLEAN ME," a low voice bellowed. It seemed to come from everywhere, from the walls, all around him.

The lights flickered, and the desk lunged forward--through Maeve's ashes, toward Angus--gnashing its paper-toothy drawers like four terrible mouths.

Angus leapt, turning his body in a clumsy Lutz. His belly crashed into the recliner, and he scrambled over the chair's cushions and arms until his elbows hit the musty carpet. He crawled along the floor like a desperate centipede. Behind him, the desk jumped and jumped, gnashing its drawers while the walls roared and the knickknacks clambered.

The desk pushed the footstool into the old man's heels as he groped for the first object within reach. Angus hoped to pull himself upright. However, the first object he found was the standing lamp, and the lamp did not support his weight.  When he pulled at the lamp, it toppled, knocking over the space heater and banging into his head.

Angus was stunned.

For how long, who could say? When his eyes next opened, dazzling orange lights were dancing around the couch. His nose smelled smoke. His brain put two and two together. His viscera interpreted the signs: the house was burning. He needed to get out.

He raised his torso up with his arms, but his legs wouldn’t move. They were pinned by lamp and footstool. The desk had knocked the footstool onto him while he was unconscious. But the desk was no longer moving. It was on fire too. The papers protruding from its drawers curved into hideous grins. 

"Help!" Angus called to no one. 

"Help!" he screamed, with all the autonomy of a crib-penned infant.

The front door answered. He could see it opening around the corner.

"You in there, Angus?" called a voice. This voice was a human voice. A man's voice. It was Danny Wiercomb's voice.

"Yes!" cried Angus. "Over here! Over here!"

Danny Wiercomb pushed flaming boxes onto flaming carpet as he bullied his way through the blazing room. Danny was a brawny young man, with a brawny young spirit. He scooped Angus into his arms and rushed out of the burning shanty. He rushed yards away from the house, into its winter-brown lawn. Danny deposited Angus onto the cold, hard ground and knelt down beside him. He patted Angus' back as Angus coughed smoke out of his lungs.

"Lucky I was driving by," Danny said. "That place would've swallowed you up."

Angus nodded between hacks. Through the windows, he could see the fire consuming the place's insides. He thought about the smiling desk and felt both relieved and horrified that it was being devoured too.

"I've got a phone in my car," Danny said, "but it don't get reception out here."

Angus said nothing. He watched the flames eating the curtains instead.

Danny stood up and cleared his throat. "I'll take you to my place, and we can call the fire department from there."

Angus lifted his buttocks from the ground, but his quavering arms refused to support his weight. He fell back into the brown grass.

Danny offered Angus a hand, which Angus took, and pulled the wobbling old man to his feet.

Danny had left his beat-up Subaru running in Angus' driveway. He headed to the car with striding steps. Angus skittered after him, rubbing his hands against his shaking arms to try and warm himself up. His breath clouded out of his mouth like unscented smoke.

Angus crawled into the backseat and wrapped himself up in a dog-hairy blanket that Danny kept spread across the bench. He peeked out the rear window, watching the house's wild flames leap and dance in the air, as Danny pulled out of the driveway.

"She's like one of those queens of Egypt," Angus said.

Danny kept his eyes on the forested road but as a courtesy asked, "How's that?"

"They design the places--the pyramids--to destroy themselves if you take any of their treasures." As soon as Angus finished saying this, he felt it was untrue. Had he read it in National Geographic, or had this been a major plot point in some ridiculous film he'd seen on the television? He hoped it was the former, but his cringing insides believed it was the latter.

"Someone try to rob you, Angus?" Danny asked.

"No, nothing like that." 

The flames dipped lower as the bungalow's roof collapsed. Angus thought of Maeve's ashes. He thought of the broken urn, as well as the flaming beams and carpets and shingles. These would also become ash, and would mix with the dust that shrouded Maeve's things. He thought of how the ashes and dust of Maeve's things would mix with the ashes and dust of Maeve. How she and her things would, in a few minutes, or hours, be One. How, in the end, she would be indistinguishable from her treasures.

His chest heaved.

"No, nothing like that, Danny," Angus said. 

His eyes felt wet, but he didn't know why. He turned around in the seat and pulled the hairy blanket tighter around himself, staring through the windshield at the black asphalt in front of them.

"There ain't nothing in there worth stealing."

END
