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I SAW SOMETHING.

I saw something out of the corner of my eye.

It’s been a week, but I still have that awful image in my mind. It burns. I close my eyes, and I see it. I open my eyes, and I see it.

But…where are the words to describe it?

I feel nauseated. I stare at the glass of water on my desk, wanting to drink. I stare at the glass of water. The flat top of the liquid looks so strange to me now, a silver ellipse, quivering like my stomach, trembling with each tiny vibration—my nervous foot tapping on the wood floor, a voice in the next apartment, my breath.

I need to settle myself. I haven’t slept well for a week. In bed, I lie awake and think. My hands are shaking. I can barely write. Now I’m looking at my hands, wrinkled yellow skin, veins crossing and branching. I feel dizzy. I can’t look at my hands anymore. Where can I rest my eyes? I see a pencil, stubby and blunt like a dull knife.

How can something happen that isn’t possible? I don’t know. Black is white. White is black. Up is down, down is up. Perhaps I imagined it.

I think that I saw something impossible. Am I crazy? I’m not crazy. Let me calm myself and figure out how to say this. I’ll pick up the dull knife of a pencil and write.

For breakfast this morning, I had a fried egg and two slices of dry toast, like anyone else, what little of it I could keep down. Before that, I shaved. I dressed. What else can I say? Just at this moment, I’m sitting at my desk by the window. I can look outside and see the street in front of my apartment building, children kicking a red ball back and forth, houses, mailboxes, garbage cans, a glass bottle in the grass, a laundry line with damp clothes draped over it. Isn’t that just normal life? Or I could turn around in my chair and look at my room. I’ll do that. I see a bookshelf and books, some wedged in sideways. I see my bed, half covered with the quilt my ex-wife gave me. I see a standing brass lamp with a crooked linen lampshade. A box of crackers on the table, cracker crumbs. A glass of water on my desk, this pencil, this pad of paper.

The Pythagorean theorem, I still know: The square of the hypotenuse equals the sum of something or other. It has to do with the sides of triangles. Would a crazy person at age forty-two be able to remember anything about the Pythagorean theorem?

I’m beginning to feel dizzy again. The nausea comes in heaving cartwheels. My hands. I can’t write. I should just breathe slowly. Breathe. Breathe.

Let me read what I’ve written. Okay. My eyesight is good. I mention eyesight because I think I should list all the relevant factors. You see something weird, and, of course, the first thing you question is your eyesight. Or your mind. I want to put down in writing what I can. I’ve tried to tell a few people, but I can’t find the words. Even now, I can’t find the words. Ellen suggested I write it down. I’m not sure what she thinks, whether she really believes me. We were having dinner at her favorite Indian restaurant, she flirting with the waiter as she always does, half trying to make me jealous and half just being herself, and she held my hand after I told her and said I should write it down.

Where was I? My eyesight. When I go to the optometrist for my biannual examination, I can read the bottom row of letters on the chart. As a child, I was always the first one to spot the school bus coming. I could see the tiny yellow speck in the distance, just the smallest glint of yellow. My friends thought that I was cheating, that what I really saw was the cloud of dust trailing the bus, but I saw the tiny yellow dot. I’ll admit that I’ve never needed such good eyesight for any practical purpose. My books have regular-size type. When I worked in the bank, the numbers were never so small, but I could have read them if they had been.

My hearing is also good. When I saw what I saw, I didn’t hear anything unusual. I have no recollection of any sound at all, aside from the ticking of the clock in Martin’s office.

And I don’t think I’m at all…how should I put it…suggestible. I believe that’s the word. Never in my life have I been suggestible. At a party years ago, a hypnotist tried to put me under and failed. He said I was not “suggestible,” and then he looked at me as if I were a man unable to fall in love. If I could travel back to that party years ago—I think I was in my mid-twenties—I would tell that guy and everyone else that I am happy not being suggestible. I prefer seeing the world as it is.

I feel slightly better. I managed a sip, and I am holding it down. Breathe.

Now my head is beginning to boil. And the cartwheels are flying again. I wish I hadn’t seen what I saw. I want the world to go back to where it was a week ago. The thing lasted only a few seconds. A few seconds. Why can’t those five seconds be smudged out and erased? What is five seconds in the space of a year, or even a day? I must have imagined it. I caught it only out of the corner of my eye. Just a brief hovering thing in the corner of my eye. What was it? Where are the words to say what it was? The thing looked so real, as real as my handwriting at this moment. Could I imagine something so real and so bizarre at the same time? I was feeling fine that day. I wasn’t having headaches or eye problems or strange thoughts. My mind was clear. That morning, I arrived at the mortuary at nine, as usual. I made some phone calls to locate a death certificate, I met with Martin, I helped a family pick out a casket. And then, in the late afternoon, in the slumber room, that’s when it happened.

I don’t believe in supernatural phenomena. I don’t believe in magic or hyperkinesis or spirits. When I was a child, my aunt told me that the seasons are needed for plants to grow, and that the sacred Spirit of All Living Things re-creates the seasons each year. With all due respect to my aunt, the seasons are caused by the tilt of the Earth. The Earth is just a big ball of dirt out there in space, and it happens to have a tilt to its axis. It’s a proven fact. Eons ago, some meteor hit the Earth by accident and cocked it over at an angle. In summer, the Earth’s axis points toward the sun, making us hotter. In winter, it points away from the sun, making us colder. What could be more logical? Cause and effect. No tilt, no seasons. It’s physics, or whatever. It’s like the Pythagorean theorem.

I’m exhausted.

What? What? How long did I nod off in my chair? I should look at my watch on the bureau, but what does it matter. Time has passed. The shadows have moved through the room. I’m just writing down everything that comes into my head. It’s something to do. I should go out for a walk, call Ellen, anything. Somewhere in my apartment there’s a novel I would finish if I could bring myself to read. It’s a novel by a Japanese writer about an umemployed man who sits at home all day and gets pornographic phone calls from strange women. It rained Friday. I came home from work, walked next door to the diner, and asked Marie to bring me some hot tea. Then I just sat at the window of my apartment and watched the sheets of rain falling outside. I didn’t go out for supper. It was raining too hard, considering that my galoshes have holes in them. Some of the tenants ventured out and returned laughing and sneezing and dripping pools of water by the front door. Marie, bless her heart, stayed late to make sandwiches for us housebound tenants. She personally brought over the food and delivered it to each person’s apartment, humming some show tune.

Marie often stays late at the diner or here in the apartments, even though she has her own family to take care of—a bedridden husband with multiple sclerosis and a grown son who gambles away all his money and lives at home. Occasionally, her son comes here, knocking on doors and asking for a loan. Just a one-week loan, he says. He has a sad face, and he always tells a heartbreaking story. Then Marie chases him off, he begins screaming at her, she screams back at him. From time to time, I do give him a little money.

Voices trickle in from the hall. Henry. George. Raymond. Someone else I can’t place, a new tenant. Most are middle-aged men like myself, single, living on moderate incomes. A few younger guys, trying to save. A few women and married couples. Although I’ve been here for several years, I still don’t know any of the other tenants well, certainly not as friends. We see one another at breakfast. We pass in the hall, or at the laundry in the basement. I’ve come to realize that I don’t want any friends here. I’ve had friends in other places and at other times of my life. To be honest, I don’t mind being alone. I read. Something changed after Bethany left me. I wanted to be alone. I hate living alone, but I want it at the same time.

I’m just writing. It’s something to do. I don’t even know if everything I write is true.

I’ve got to hold my burning head very still. Or I should lie down. Perhaps Marie can get me an icepack for my head. But I shouldn’t burden her with another task on her day off. Today she should be home with her family, or at church. Early this morning, she came into the lobby downstairs wearing a beautiful dress and pink high-heeled shoes and said that she was on her way to church but just wanted to stop by and “tidy a bit.” That was hours ago, and she hasn’t left. I can hear her singing in the hall. Marie truly seems to enjoy the place, all the more so because it used to be a rambling old house, with a sitting room downstairs, and she says it has a “coziness” to it.

Marie believes in the supernatural. When I told her what I saw, she replied that she wasn’t surprised, with my working in a mortuary. She said that spirits remain in the body for three days after mortal death. And she spoke the word mortal with an emphasis. Marie believes that she has received certain signals from her dead mother, such as odd chirpings of birds and doors suddenly opening by themselves. She reads the astrologer’s report in the newspaper.

Logic, I should say to Marie. But I don’t want to upset her. Marie has been extremely kind to me, and she earns very little for her long hours. But I want her to understand. Cause and effect. The tilt of the Earth. Am I repeating myself? I want to say to her: Logic is what holds it all together. Without logic, anything could happen. People could turn into frogs. The Moon could suddenly fly off into space. If one illogical thing happens, then a million illogical things can happen. The entire world might come apart piece by piece, like when you pull a stray thread on the sleeve of your jacket. The fabric starts to unravel. And once it starts to unravel, nothing can stop it. First the sleeve comes undone, then the shoulder, then the lapel.

Marie has been asking questions about what I saw at the mortuary. Yesterday morning at the diner, she came over and sat next to me and she said, “You’ve been chosen.” I realize now that I shouldn’t have told her anything. “I imagined it,” I said to her. Maybe I did imagine it. “No, you didn’t,” she said quietly. Then she asked me to take her to the mortuary, to the slumber room. I shouldn’t have told her anything.

I feel ill. I’m not sure anymore what I know and don’t know. It’s Sunday. Yesterday was Saturday. I should go out for my walk by the lake. I should visit Ellen, do something. But my hands are shaking. I’m going to lie down.



AS HE PRESSES THE BUZZER in front of the discreet two-story building, he realizes that he has never set foot in a mortuary in his life. Mortuaries repulse him. And now, at age forty-two, when most men have comfortably settled into their professions for the duration, he stands in front of this house of the dead, hoping for employment.

A tall woman opens the door. Despite her tailored wool suit, she is quite unattractive, with spidery red veins on her ears and an angular jaw. She seems annoyed, as if he has disturbed her from some urgent business. After a wordless examination, her gaze crawling over him, she tells him to follow her to the sitting parlor. He begins to explain his situation. “Oh no, don’t talk to me,” she says with a vague smirk. “I’m only the receptionist. The director will speak with you in a while.”

He hesitates in the hallway. “I can come back at a more convenient time,” he says. “I have other business I can attend to this morning.” He has lied. He has no other business. And no other establishments in the area have job openings. In fact, there have been no openings for months. For months, he’s done nothing but read. He’s read all seventy-one chapters of Gibbons’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

“Do as you like,” replies the receptionist.

Uneasily, he lowers himself onto a beige-colored sofa. The sitting parlor is softly lit and pleasant-smelling, but without any windows. The furniture shows considerable wear. The fabric of the sofa appears faded and tired, the arms of the embroidered wingback chair beginning to fray. The carpet is thin. On the antique coffee table is a vase containing a single white orchid, a box of Kleenex, and a volume of William Blake poems.

For a moment, the receptionist stands in the parlor, hands on her hips. Then she returns to her desk in the room across the hall, leaving her door open. While he waits, he can see her glancing over at him every so often. What an unlikable person, he thinks. Probably unmarried.

The parlor is silent. He listens for sounds, expecting to hear the director talking in another room or perhaps the rattle of some grim equipment in the bowels of the building, but the only sound he can hear is the faint tapping of keys from the receptionist in the next room.

Absently, he thumbs through a magazine about birds. Then, in the quiet and the low light, he leans his head back on the sofa. As he has done so many times in the preceding months, he reviews the preposterous event of losing his job. For nine years, he worked in a prominent bank. And for all of that time, he had surely been one of their most useful and loyal employees. Not that he ever achieved a high rank or salary. That was never his ambition. He was content, in fact more than content, with a job that offered him new things to learn. While employed at the bank, he studied economics and business. He read The Wealth of Nations. When new investment opportunities presented themselves to the bank, he would research the fledgling businesses, work up the figures, and present his recommendations with enthusiasm.

Most important, he was skilled at his job. Since grammar school, he had been very good with numbers. Other people had their own talents. His happened to be numbers. Several years ago, he had even received a commendation from the manager for his proposal of a new method to assess certain risks.

And then, three months ago, without warning, he received a notice that he was to be let go. No explanation offered, except that the bank was being “reorganized.” What did that mean? It was doublespeak. He had lost his job for no reason at all. One day he was receiving commendations for his brilliant ideas, the next he was fired. And the nearest similar job to which he could apply was four counties away, even farther from his mother.

He opens his eyes and stares at the cream-colored ceiling. Most likely, his math skills will go wasted here. The small advertisement said only that there was an opening for an “apprentice.” What would an apprentice at a mortuary do? he wonders. Would he ferry corpses on a trolley from A to B? Would he assist in the embalming? Would he drive a hearse? In his mind, he pictures himself weaving in and out of traffic behind the wheel of a large black car, a casket in the back sliding this way and that.

He vows to himself that he will remain here only long enough to find other employment. It is purely a practical matter, a matter of financial necessity. In fact, he will not even tell his mother about this temporary inconvenience. For years, he said to his mother that he was the manager of the bank. He sees no harm in this slight fabrication, since it makes her happy and proud. His mother never pries into his life. Not once has she asked to see his small rented apartment. She’s never asked how he spends his evenings or weekends. When he and Bethany divorced years ago, his mother never asked a single question. She only smiled sadly and said that she wished he’d had children. He too regrets that he never had children. Twelve years he and Bethany were together.

Lately, he has begun to think a great deal about the path of his life, about his mortality, about the fragility of the world. It is all such a tenuous thread. Harry Milken, his best friend from school, has an attractive and clever wife, two children, a lucrative job as a law partner advising corporate transactions. Every year at Christmas he receives an inscribed photograph showing Harry and his family standing in front of their mansion with its winding graveled driveway and exquisite gardens. Many times Harry has invited him to visit, but he cannot bring himself to go. He doesn’t know what he would say.

He was always as capable as Harry. Even more capable, in some respects. In school, he tutored Harry in mathematics, patiently going over Harry’s uncomprehending mistakes. “Math is like broccoli,” Harry said. Harry always compared things to vegetables without explanation. After athletic events, the two of them lay sweating on their backs, under a tree, and stared at the clouds drifting slowly overhead. On weekends, they went to the same parties and met the same girls. They were both considered good-looking and bright. It was so humid and close that evening in the cloakroom of a club, well after midnight, the two of them drunk and sprawled on the parquet floor, Harry trying to explain to his pretty date why he couldn’t take her home, the girl’s lipstick smeared, Harry apologizing to her and to David, and then, for some reason, tears suddenly in his eyes. That moment another thread. And then. Twenty-odd years slipped away. How had it happened? Surely, a critical decision must have been made at some point, sending their lives hurtling in different directions, but what was it? Perhaps it was only a small decision, perhaps only a single word, or a glance. And now Harry has his mansion and his wonderful family. While he, David, has a rented apartment, a termination notice from a mid-level job, an ex-wife who doesn’t answer his letters, a string of half-hearted romances. Evidently, he made some unwitting miscalculation. And Harry has been oblivious. Intending no harm, Harry sends him the Christmas photograph each year, as happy in the photograph as if he’s just discovered another tax dodge. Some Christmas, David should send Harry a photograph in return, an inscribed photograph of himself in his pajamas sitting on the shabby gray carpet in his rented apartment. At the thought, a smile crosses his face.

He does not begrudge Harry. Harry deserves what he has got. In his bumbling way, Harry was always far more ambitious than David. Let Harry keep all he has got. Let the ambitious rule the earth.

And he will not feel sorry for himself, because others are less fortunate. He has a decent apartment. He has some money in the bank. His landlady owns a diner next door, where he can get his meals without having to cook. Every week, he takes a long walk around the lake near his house, takes out books from the library.

It is just that he is searching for something, while Harry is not. Perhaps that was the unwitting miscalculation. Or maybe it was not a miscalculation. He is searching for something, although he doesn’t know what it is. At moments, once every few years, he has a brief sensation of almost grasping it. A particular shape of the clouds, an unusual sound, a movement in the distance, will trigger the experience, and, for a moment, he feels something big, a flash of some totality, some grand sweeping thing like ripples moving out from a stone thrown in the lake. The whole heave and tramp of it. The sensation is not pleasant. A ringing in his ears. A weightlessness. And then, in an instant, he awakens and shudders.

Slowly, his eyes follow a crack in the ceiling. Then, in the midst of his thoughts, a voice leaks from the hallway. The director appears. “Please,” says the director, standing tentatively at the door. “I hope I didn’t startle you. It’s so quiet here. We like to keep it that way. You are Mr. David Kurzweil, inquiring about the…” The director doesn’t finish his sentence, as if it would be vulgar to mention the job opening.

“Yes.” He pinches his leg to rouse himself from his musings and quickly stands up from the sofa. “Yes, I am interested in the apprenticeship.” He reaches out and firmly grips the director’s hand.

The director is a short, overweight man with white hair and milky eyes and a kindly smile. His jacket, far too small for his lumpy body, strains at its single brass button, allowing the white shirt to billow out underneath. “You will have met Martha at the door,” says the director. “The receptionist.” He pauses. “Martha has a brusque manner, I’m afraid.” He gives a little laugh and scratches his face with his thick fingers. “I apologize for that. But she is good at what she does, and she’s been with us for fifteen years.” The director waits, as if expecting a reply. “I hope she didn’t put you off.”

“Not at all,” David says. A despicable woman.

“Good. Good. I try to talk to her about her manner, but there’s only so much I can say. She’s been with us for such a long time.” The director leans down and straightens the bird magazine on the table. “I see from your résumé…Can I call you David? Please call me Martin. I see from your résumé that you’ve lived in the area for some time. It’s a beautiful part of the country, isn’t it. My wife is a birder, and you would be amazed at the species she’s identified just in our little neck of the woods. She sends each sighting off to some organization and gets a certificate back. If I had a dollar for every certificate she’s got…Do you have family here, David?”

David shakes his head no. No one except his mother, two hours away, and a sister even farther. Then he recounts a few details of his life, his father’s death at a young age, his education, the places he’s lived. While he is talking, his eyes are drawn to the white orchid on the coffee table. How lovely it is, sitting all by itself.

The director gently glides to the subject of David’s previous employment and looks at him sympathetically as David describes the circumstances of his termination. “It was a shock,” says David.

The director nods. “I took the liberty of calling them earlier today,” he says. “The bank. They said you had been an exemplary employee.”

“Perfect,” David says bitterly. “Then why…” Not wanting to complain, he says nothing more.

“It must have been very upsetting,” says the director. “Out of the blue, for no cause. They’ll be sorry, I’m sure. Life isn’t fair, certainly not on the outside. And here you are, talking to us. Their loss, our gain.” The director smiles and sits down for the first time, taking the wingback chair next to the sofa. His jacket appears as if it will burst. There is something familiar about this man, David thinks to himself. What is it? The way that he smiles? The way that he sits in his chair? He can’t place it. Something.

“Do you know the poetry of William Blake?” asks the director.

“I know who he is. I’m afraid I can’t recall any particular poems. My mother read poems to me when I was a child, but she read only what she liked.”

“Ah. You’d remember. A poet of great delicacy. Great delicacy.” The director lightly closes his milky eyes and recites,


Little Fly,

Thy summer’s play

My thoughtless hand

Has brush’d away.

Am not I

A fly like thee?

Or art not thou

A man like me?


“Such delicacy and simplicity, don’t you think?” He pauses. “This room is where people should be soothed. People who come into this room are distraught, and they need soothing. That’s why I keep the little book of Blake poems here. For people to read. It was given to me by my father, and he was given it by his father.”

“Yes, it is a very soothing room.” Indeed, David is beginning to feel soothed, less anxious about his unemployment, less anxious about the unsatisfactory condition of his life. He leans back and allows the sofa to envelop him, and he gazes at the white orchid.

“I’m glad you feel that,” says the director. “We like to think that our funeral home is…” He hesitates, searching for the right word. “Comforting. We want people to be comforted here. There’s so much trouble in the world these days. East versus West. Fundamentalists versus moderates.” He stops and looks up, watching David’s reaction. “You understand what I am referring to?” David nods, puzzled by this interesting but strange turn of the conversation. The director is an odd duck. “Savage attacks against innocent people. By both sides.” Again, David can feel the director studying his face. “The outside is dangerous and uncivilized,” says the director. “Uncivilized. There is much unrest, outside. That’s why we feel fortunate to be here. Inside.”

These last words seem like distant echoes in vast canyons, for David is struggling to combat his drowsiness. The room is far too close and warm. And it has no windows. He is beginning to sweat in his suit. He can feel the unpleasant moisture in his armpits. What was that last thing the director said? “I agree with you,” says David, straining, then remembering the line of thought. “But I wouldn’t necessarily say that because the world is dangerous it is uncivilized. As I remember, ancient Rome was brutal and highly civilized at the same time. It depends, I think, on what you mean by civilized.”

The director smiles with satisfaction. “You’re a man I can talk to.” He takes a sip from a coffee cup that Martha has noiselessly delivered. “The outside can do what it wants,” he says. “Let them make trouble for themselves. Here we create our own…world. We are all one family here, David. We create a space where grieving families can be comforted. And where we can be part of the process. It is a natural process, death. Death is a part of life. Look around you. In time, everything you see will be gone. This sofa. This building. The trees. Everything. That is the nature of things. In some way, I think we prepare ourselves for our own deaths by helping our clients. Does that make any sense to you? I hope that I’m not being too…morbid. Our highest priority, of course, is helping the families who are saying the final good-bye to their loved ones, sending them off. In peace. In safety.” The director pauses, looking slightly embarrassed. “Sometimes I don’t say things in the best way. My wife tells me that the less said about these matters the better. She has a degree in management, you know.” He shifts in his chair. “If I can be straightforward with you, David…we usually hire people somewhat younger than you for our apprenticeships. I know that I shouldn’t be saying that, but it’s true.” He smiles, revealing yellow teeth. “But age does bring its advantages.”

“I’ve worked a long time,” says David, “and I take my employment seriously.”

“I sense that,” says the director. He takes a pen from his pocket and lets out a sigh. “Some people have qualms about working in a funeral home. They have ideas about what we do—some true, some not true. It’s a profession, like other professions. We are professionals here. But we are also part of the community. We personally know almost all of our clients, or their relatives. This funeral home has been in my family for four generations. I grew up in this house. The essential attitude is respect. That is what my father told me when I was learning the business. Respect. We treat the grieving families with respect. We treat the remains with respect. A human being has dignity and should be treated with dignity at every step of the way, including the last step.”

“I have to admit something, Martin,” David says. “I’ve never been in a mortuary before. I want to be honest.”

“Funeral home. That’s the term we prefer. Mortuary is too…you know.” The director smiles again. “Don’t worry. We recognize that our place here takes some getting used to. At first, you will be what we call a runner. You’ll retrieve death certificates and burial permits for us. We’re not allowed to take possession of the remains without a death certificate. Ophelia, our other runner, will show you what’s involved. Later, we’ll begin training you in other matters. Robert can help with that. Robert is another apprentice.”

It appears that the director has just offered David the job. With a touch of concern, David wonders how many applications the director has received. Martin stands, takes out a piece of paper, and writes something down. “I have an instinct about you, David. I’d like to show you the facilities.”

When he stands, David feels sluggish. The room is suffocating. He needs to go outside for fresh air, but the director is already walking ahead, leading him and talking over his shoulder. “The old part of the house,” he says, running his hand along one of the walls. “There was a fire forty years ago. You can still smell a burnt odor if you put your nose close to the wall. I remember how we all had to move out and live in a hotel for three months. The food was awful, but we were afraid to complain because they gave us a good rate. There were eleven of us, counting my older brother and his family. He’s gone now. After the fire, all the rooms were rearranged. Can you smell it?” David leans over and sniffs, detecting something ancient.

They go to the casket room. A dozen caskets are displayed in horizontal shelves like bunk beds in a dormitory, some as beautiful as fine pieces of furniture. Urns for cremations sit on another shelf. “Everyone has different tastes,” says the director. “Some clients just want a simple pine box, and we give that to them if that’s what they want. Others want a Rolls-Royce. We let the clients tell us what they want. And we sell all of our caskets only a little above our own costs. The corporate funeral homes overcharge on the caskets. They also cut corners. They use cheap, disgraceful materials for embalming. We don’t work like that here. You’ll see.”

Next door is the slumber room, a large space with heavy draperies, a tattered carpet on the floor, two dozen chairs, a smell of perfume. On the walls are paintings of the English countryside, complete with hunting dogs and merry riders and horses leaping over fences. It is here, the director explains, that the families and friends can view the remains.

“I’m taking too much of your time,” says David. In fact, he is ready for the interview to end. Although Martin is gracious, David doesn’t care to see more of the mortuary today. He’s perspiring and tired, and he’s thinking of getting some hot tea from Marie and sitting in his reading chair with his new book.

“Oh no, no. You must come with me to the back and see our horse-driven hearse. My great-grandfather drove Mayor Thaddeus Slatfield to his burial in that hearse.”

Outside, behind the garage, surrounded by weeds, is a rusting black carriage lying on its side. Its great spoked iron wheels and harness rods stick out like the legs of a downed elephant. “It still smells of horses,” says Martin. “We have photos of it in use.”

David stares at the carriage and nods. “I’m really taking too much of your time,” he repeats as they walk back into the building.

“Not at all,” says Martin. The director looks at his watch. “Just now I need to meet a family in the arrangement room. Did I take you to the arrangement room? It’s just next door, adjoining the sitting parlor. But Ophelia will show you the rest of the facility. You’ll like her.” The director holds out his hand. “We’re a family here, David.”

A few moments later, Ophelia appears, a chunky young woman with round cheeks and fire-engine-red lipstick. She wobbles a bit in her high-heeled shoes, which look like pure torture to David. He smiles at her, wondering whether she likes her job at the mortuary, whether she always wears such bright lipstick. “So, I’m to show you around,” she says after the director has left. “I didn’t get shown around until a week into the job. Martin thought I wasn’t serious.” Ophelia grins at him. “Did you notice that he always kept his left side to you? He’s deaf in his right ear. Everyone knows.” She takes David boldly by the arm and leads him to the hallway.

“If it would be all right with you,” he says, “I’d like to go home for the day. I’m not feeling…I could come back tomorrow.”

Ophelia makes a clownish face. “No way. Martin said to show you around, and that’s what I’m going to do. Let’s go downstairs. That’s the interesting stuff.” She looks over her shoulder. “I hope Martin hires you,” she whispers. “He usually hires stupid boys who come here just to see dead bodies. Then they leave after a few months. Rick was better, but he left to get married. Everybody gets married except me.” She sighs. “But it’s a good thing Rick left, because then we got Robert.”

“Martin says that I am going to be a runner at first.”

“Boring,” says Ophelia. “You have to chase down the death certificates from this place and that. Sometimes, with the unattended deaths, you can’t get the death certificate right away, and everybody freaks out. The family freaks out. The M.E. freaks out and yells at you. People are so rude. I prefer not going out if I don’t have to. It’s nice here. Martin takes good care of us, and he’s sweet, although he doesn’t pay us hardly anything. Jenny—that’s Martin’s wife—does the money. She handles all the business stuff. Maybe you’ll get more. You’re going to be an apprentice. I want to be an apprentice, but Martin won’t let me.”

They walk down a narrow staircase, Ophelia’s heels clacking on the wood steps. The walls are plastered with photographs of birds. “You’re looking worried,” says Ophelia. “Don’t worry. Not everyone is weird who works in a funeral home.” When they have descended to the basement, they enter the holding room, a small area with two metallic racks and a drain in the floor. “This is where the remains come first,” says Ophelia. A sloping concrete ramp angles upward from the floor, goes across the hall and up through a long sloping corridor to the car garage at the street level. “Sometimes they ask me to cream the face when the remains first arrive. It keeps the skin soft.”

Cream the face? What a horrible expression. Suddenly, David has an image of his mother lying here on one of the metallic racks, having her face creamed. He takes a step back, steadying himself against the door frame. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

“I didn’t like it at first,” says Ophelia. “It depends on how you think about it. Somebody’s got to do it. It’s only bad when the eyes are open. Usually someone closes the eyes, but they don’t always close.”

Leaving the holding room, they continue through the damp concrete hall in the basement. They pass a locked door with a sign: NO ONE SHALL BE ALLOWED IN THE PREPARATION ROOM WHILE A DEAD HUMAN BODY IS BEING PREPARED EXCEPT APPRENTICES, EMBALMERS, AND FUNERAL DIRECTORS.

A scent of formaldehyde. David gasps for air. He turns and looks up the sloping ramp, through the long corridor, to a door leading to the street. In the distance, he can see a small window, a sliver of sunlight.

“I hope you’ll stay,” says Ophelia. “We’ve had only stupid boys.”
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