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‘Every year I bury a couple hundred of my townspeople.’

 

So opens the singular testimony of the American poet, Thomas Lynch. Like all poets, inspired by death, Lynch is, unlike others, also hired to bury the dead or cremate them and to tend to their families in a small Michigan town where he serves as the funeral director. In the conduct of these duties he has kept his eyes open, his ears tuned to the indispensable vernaculars of love and grief.

In these twelve essays is the voice of both witness and functionary. Lynch stands between ‘the living and the living who have died’ with the same outrage and amazement, straining for the same glimpse we all get of what mortality means to a vital species. These are essays of rare elegance and grace, full of a fierce compassion and rich in humour and humanity – lessons taught to the living by the dead.


About the Author
   


Thomas Lynch is an author and undertaker. His poems and essays have appeared in the London Review of Books and The New Yorker.
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PREFACE



At first I thought it meant he took them under. It was the 1950s and I was the child, one of several as it turned out, of an undertaker. This was a fact of greater matter to the kids I hung out with than to me.

‘What does he do?’ one would ask. ‘How does he do it?’

I said I thought it had to do with holes, with digging holes. And there were bodies involved. Dead bodies.

‘He takes them under. Get it? Under ground.’

This would usually shut them up.

Still, I wasn’t as certain as I tried to sound. And I wondered why it wasn’t underputter – you know, for the one who puts them underground. Surely to take them seemed a bit excessive. I mean if they were dead. They wouldn’t need the company on the way. Like you would take your sister to the drug store but you would put your bike in the garage. I loved the play of words and the meanings of them.

At seven I was sent to learn the Latin required of an altar boy. It was my mother’s idea. She said if I was stingy with God, God would be stingy with me. This had the ring, if not of truth, then of my mother’s will which was, to me, the nearest thing to truth. The Latin was magic and mysterious – the acoustics made rich by its abundant vowels. Every Tuesday at four o’clock I’d meet with Fr Kenny from St Columban’s to learn the ancient syllables by heart. He’d given me a card with the priest’s part in red and my part in black. He had come from Ireland and had been at seminary with my father’s uncle: a priest who died young of tuberculosis, after whom I was named. I was vaguely aware of a conspiracy hatched between my mother and Fr Kenny that would eventuate in my ordination. I heard a full confession of the particulars from Fr Kenny himself, years later, after he’d retired and returned to Salthill in Galway. The world and the Church had changed too much for him.

I remember him meeting my father at the back of church. I was always released from school to serve the funerals. My father, impeccable in morning dress, the pallbearers – gloved and boutonnièred, the brown casket, the sniffling family and friends behind it.

They’d changed the vestments from black to white. Englished everything. Revised the rules. Fr Kenny did not approve of change.

‘Edward,’ he bellowed when he reached the back, ‘I’m told we are to celebrate this funeral. So wipe the solemn fellow off your face and kindly instruct Mrs Grimaldi that the cardinal expects her to cheer up for her husband’s funeral.’

The Grimaldi entourage, accustomed to Fr Kenny’s sarcasm, looked anything but in the mood.

I stood, cassocked and surpliced between the priest and my father, holding the bucket of holy water.

‘Next thing you know we’ll be grieving the baptisms . . .’. Fr Kenny was warming to his theme.

‘Time now, Father,’ my father said.

Then the priest, looking indignant in his white chasuble, sprinkled the casket with holy water and turned towards the altar, where the organist had begun some upbeat number from the new hymnal. Fr Kenny hushed him with a hard glance, breathed deeply through his nostrils, and intoned the doleful comforts of In Paradisum in the sad tenor he had brought from home.

He knew that nothing would ever be the same.

By such instructions I had come to know that the undertaking my father did had less to do with what was done to the dead and more to do with what the living did about the fact of life that people died.

In the new wordsmithing of the day, new names for what he did were made.

Mortician he could not abide because it made it sound like something scientific or newfangled, like the cars and TVs and appliances, perennially repackaged, renewed and improved.

Funeral director sounded sensible. He had all the signs changed from Funeral Home to Funeral Directors, believing that it was the people, not the place, that folks in trouble counted on.

But in the mirror he saw an undertaker – someone who stood with the living confronted with death and pledged to do whatever could be done about it. The undertaking was nothing new. It was as old, he figured, as life itself.

My pals still wanted grim details.

‘The facts . . .’, as Joe Friday always said, ‘just the facts.’

And we huddled with my father’s Gray’s Anatomy and Bell’s Pathology – books he’d bought in mortuary school – to wince over pictures of disfigurement, disease, and death the way we would later with our pornographies.

But the facts were largely disappointing. No one sat up in their caskets. No one had seen a ghost. I hadn’t noticed if fingernails or hair continued to grow. Rigor mortis wasn’t all that special. The dead were unremarkable in ways that were hard to imagine.

Not so the living. Not so the glossy women in the girlie mags. Not so the life that seemed more wondrous and more monstrous as we came of age.

Maybe it is so for every generation – that sex and death are the required lessons.

My parents, ever sweethearts, graduated high school in time for the Second World War. My mother went to college and worked in a hospital. My father went with the First Marines to the South Pacific, then to China, then home when it was over. Their world seemed full of possibilities. Their sexuality, sharpened by hunger and its brush with death, put off by threats of pregnancy, postponed by war, found its blossom in the baby boom. Sex and death for them were antonyms. Straight shooters and villains, virgins and whores, the right and the wrong crowd – the pictures we have of them are black and white. Known for their romance and fidelities, the children of great wars and great depression hankered for security, safety and permanence, wise investments and a piece of the rock. They married forever, moved to the suburbs and lived as if they never had to die.

My generation, those boomers, born with the nuclear gun to their heads, raised with it cocked in Cuba and Berlin, saw love and death like cartoons on TV. We watched the sky. We watched the news. We played in bomb shelters. And just as we were getting out or going into puberty, the hammer dropped on Kennedy. That Thursday in High School or in Junior High we turned from fantasies of chests and pelvises, the bright new body parts of our youth and desires, to consider the first death in our lives that took. Was it this coincidence of sex and death, of creative and deadly forces in our lives, that made our lives and deaths seem random after that? Spontaneous, casual, unpredictable, disconnected from our gravity, we grabbed all the gusto we could get. We only were going round once in this life. If we couldn’t be with the one we loved, honey, we loved the one whom we were with. Then and now we age with the grace (in Cummings’s careful metaphor) of polar bears on rollerskates. Wary of being caught unawares, we planned our parenthood, committed to trial marriages with prenuptials, and pre-arranged our parents’ funerals – convinced we can pre-feel the feelings that we have heard attend new life, true love, and death. And for all our planning, for all our micro-management, for all our yammering about our parents’ mistakes, we abort more, divorce more, and soon will kevork more than any twenty generations on the globe before us. (The verb form of kevorkian, which proceeds from the infinitive ‘to kevork’ should observe the usage guides applied, in practice, to the other high-volume verb of our generation – a verb I never, as a matter of style, deploy whenever lesser words will do, in the hopes that it, unlike certain antibiotics, will maintain its punch – to wit: ‘Kevork off’, or ‘Go kevork yourself’, or ‘Take that, you mother-kevorker’, or in the rhetorical ‘Are you out of your kevorking mind?’

But for my daughter and my sons, I fear that sex and death are nearly synonyms. They rhyme too well to be that far removed. Sex is, for them, an odd game of roulette, a deadly lotto on which we figure odds for safe, and safer, and for safest sex (which is the name we give to none). And death for them? A kind of yawner – a little excitement for those who can’t be shocked. A lapse of caution in which full and fatal contact is finally made. Is safe that much better than sorry? Really? Wow! Kurt Cobain grins at them on the wall. ‘I wonder if he felt it,’ someone says.

They inhabit a world so rich in technology that everything works better, even the people, but no one seems to know exactly why. Parented by proxy and prescription and by cable TV, they have achieved the loneliness their elders pursued. They enter their twenties less interested in finding themselves than finding the way out. Faithless, hopeless, untutored in love, they make babies for the sake of company and kill themselves with unspeakable violence in staggering numbers – suffering from a deficiency in meaning acquired from pop culture, pop psyche, feel-good religion, that tells them don’t worry, be happy, take care of yourself and your self-esteem. They stand to inherit, along with the spiritual void their parents have left them, the bill from the card it was all charged to.

Watching my parents, I watched the meaning change, of what it was that undertakers do. From something done with the dead, to something done for the living, to something done by the living – every one of us.

After high school, I registered for the draft, enrolled in a college and waited for life to happen to me. I worked at the funeral home. I worked at the state asylum. I worked at a home for alcoholic priests. I learned to drink. I fell in love. Friends of mine had died in Vietnam. The possibilities seemed frightening.

I went to Ireland. I lived in the house my great-grandfather left a century before to come to Michigan. No phone or furnace, no plumbing or TV, no tractor or car or convenience store – the life led there seemed elemental, nearer the edges, clarified. Cows calved, neighbors died, the tidal ocean rose and fell, folks talked.

That winter and spring on the west coast of Clare my life and times began to make some sense. And though this weary century of change is having its way with even Ireland now, I return to that place as one does to a well, a source, for the sense that it gives me of something true.

Thus, undertakings are the things we do to vest the lives we lead against the cold, the meaningless, the void, the noisome blather and the blinding dark. It is the voice we give to wonderment, to pain, to love and desire, anger and outrage; the words that we shape into song and prayer.

When I first wrote and published poems, my father asked me when I’d write a book about funerals. I said I thought I had already. He nodded, smiled. Every so often he’d ask me again. ‘You know what I mean,’ he said. I did, of course. I’d write the book sometime.

And much was made, in my books’ reviews, about the odd day job – as if to say, not bad for an embalmer. ‘Mortician/Poet’ or ‘Poet/Undertaker’ became the standard references. The bold print labored to catch the reader’s eye: ‘A Corpus of Corpses’ claimed the Observer. ‘Come Into My Parlour’ said the TLS. The Washington Post read ‘Poetry Comes Down to Earth’. I did not object too much to this. Nice to be noticed, I told myself, even if mainly as a dancing bear. Truth told, I thought the poets I knew who taught in universities, or worked in the ‘related’ fields, were undertaking too – looking for meaning and voices in life and love and death. Asked why he wrote so many elegiac poems, Seamus Heaney asked if there were any poems at all, besides the elegiac ones. ‘Sex and death’, Yeats wrote to Pound or Pound to Yeats, I can’t remember now, ‘are the only subjects poets should write about.’ Sex was lovely, the dead were everywhere. Was it any different, I asked myself, for poets slash English professors or poets slash editors or poets slash homemakers or poets slash dads?

Which undertaking is it then that does not seek to make some sense of life and living, dying and the dead?

Still, my father’s question was a real one. He knew how it had informed his life, shaped it, made him the husband and father and man that he was. He knew how the grief of others, the indifference of others, the despair of others, their faith and hope, the way they bought caskets and held one another, the way they sent flowers and said goodbye, how they wept and laughed and drank and ran from it, had told him something about himself, his nature, his species and his God. I think he knew, when I moved to Milford, twenty-two years ago today, that it would shape and change and inform my life as well.

To undertake is to bind oneself to the performance of a task, to pledge or promise to get it done. And when he died, it seemed I’d done just that. I had told him I would write the book someday. The book I had in mind would be for poets, who had their questions about the things we do. Or maybe for people who read what poets wrote, and wondered what they meant, or wanted more. I think what my father had in mind was a book for dismal traders, funeral types – for men and women who dress in black, and work the weekends and the holidays, who line the cars and lay the bodies out, who rise and go out in the dark when someone dies and someone calls for help.

Here then is that binding loosed, the not so solemn promise kept, the pledge paid up, the undertaking done.

T.L.

Milford, Michigan

13 June 1996



Come, sigh no closer than a sigh can do.

The wind that tramples on the house can bear

On it with no more weight than bulging air.

I can support no more in you than you.



   
The Christmas holly shrivels on its stem

And ghastly January is ill in the long street.

Greetings are done with. For what’s left to greet?

All days are yesterdays, and we know them.




And all your sighing is last year’s, until

You invent a Spring to freshen grief again

With cruel contrasts. I will listen when

My wells, like yours, rise, blink and overspill.




Norman MacCaig, 1910–95

 

And I swear that I don’t have a gun.

No I don’t have a gun.



Kurt D. Cobain, 1967–94

 


Sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt.



Virgil, 70–19 bc

 


It is not the day’s work in the garden,

the seedlings neatly leafmold mulched in lines.

Not the woodpile trim bespeaking good husbandry,

conjuring up the might have been.




You were but a small bird balanced

within me

ready for flight.



Paula Meehan
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THE UNDERTAKING



Every year I bury a couple hundred of my townspeople. Another two or three dozen I take to the crematory to be burned. I sell caskets, burial vaults, and urns for the ashes. I have a sideline in headstones and monuments. I do flowers on commission.

Apart from the tangibles, I sell the use of my building: eleven thousand square feet, furnished and fixtured with an abundance of pastel and chair rail and crown moldings. The whole lash-up is mortgaged and remortgaged well into the next century. My rolling stock includes a hearse, two Fleetwoods, and a mini-van with darkened windows our price list calls a service vehicle and everyone in town calls the Dead Wagon.

I used to use the unit pricing method – the old package deal. It meant that you had only one number to look at. It was a large number. Now everything is itemized. It’s the law. So now there is a long list of items and numbers and italicized disclaimers, something like a menu or the Sears Roebuck Wish Book, and sometimes the federally mandated options begin to look like cruise control or rear-window defrost. I wear black most of the time, to keep folks in mind of the fact we’re not talking Buicks here. At the bottom of the list there is still a large number.

In a good year the gross is close to a million, 5 per cent of which we hope to call profit. I am the only undertaker in this town. I have a corner on the market.

The market, such as it is, is figured on what is called the Crude Death Rate – the number of deaths every year out of every thousand persons.

Here is how it works.

Imagine a large room into which you coax one thousand people. You slam the doors in January, leaving them plenty of food and drink, color TVs, magazines and condoms. Your sample should have an age distribution heavy on baby boomers and their children – 1.2 children per boomer. For every six normal people, there is one old-timer, who, if he or she wasn’t in this big room, would probably be in Florida or Arizona or a nursing home. You get the idea. The group will include fifteen lawyers, one faith healer, three dozen real-estate agents, a video technician, several licensed counselors and a Tupperware distributor. The rest will be between jobs, middle managers, ne’er-do-wells or retirees.

Now for the magic part – come late December when you throw open the doors, only 991.6, give or take, will shuffle out upright. Two hundred and sixty will now be selling Tupperware. The other 8.4 have become the crude death rate.

Here’s another start.

Of the 8.4 corpses, two-thirds will have been old-timers, 5 per cent will be children and the rest (slightly less than 2.5 corpses) will be boomers – realtors and attorneys most likely – one of whom was, no doubt, elected to public office during the year. What’s more, three will have died of cerebral-vascular or coronary difficulties, two of cancer, one each of vehicular mayhem, diabetes and domestic violence. The spare change will be by act of God or suicide – most likely the faith healer.

The figure most often and most conspicuously missing from the insurance charts and demographics is the one I call THE BIG ONE, which refers to the number of people out of every hundred born who will die. Over the long haul, THE BIG ONE hovers right around . . . well, dead nuts on One Hundred. If this were on the charts, they’d call it Death Expectancy and no one would buy futures of any kind. But it is a useful number and has its lessons. Maybe you will want to figure out what to do with your life. Maybe it will make you feel a certain kinship with the rest of us. Maybe it will make you hysterical. Whatever the implications of a 100 per cent death expectancy, you can calculate how big a town this is and why it produces for me steady if unpredictable labor.

They die around the clock here, without apparent preference for a day of the week, month of the year; there is no clear favorite in the way of season. Nor do the alignment of the stars, fullness of moon, or liturgical calendar have very much to do with it. The whereabouts are neither here nor there. They go off upright or horizontally, in Chevrolets and nursing homes, in bathtubs, on the interstates, in ERsfn1, ORsfn2, BMWs. And while it may be that we assign more equipment or more importance to deaths that create themselves in places marked by initials – ICUfn3 being somehow better than Greenbriar Convalescent Home – it is also true that the dead don’t care. In this way, the dead I bury and burn are like the dead before them, for whom time and space have become mortally unimportant. This loss of interest is, in fact, one of the first sure signs that something serious is about to happen. The next thing is they quit breathing. At this point, to be sure, a gunshot wound to the chest or shock and trauma will get more ink than a CVAfn4 or ASHDfn5, but no cause of death is any less permanent than the other. Any one will do. The dead don’t care.

Nor does who much matter, either. To say, ‘I’m OK, you’re OK, and by the way, he’s dead!’ is, for the living, a kind of comfort.

It is why we drag rivers and comb plane wrecks and bomb sites.

It is why MIAfn6 is more painful than DOAfn7.

It is why we have open caskets and all read the obits.

Knowing is better than not knowing, and knowing it is you is terrifically better than knowing it is me. Because once I’m the dead guy, whether you’re OK or he’s OK won’t much interest me. You can all go bag your asses, because the dead don’t care.

Of course, the living, bound by their adverbs and their actuarials, still do. Now, there is the difference and why I’m in business. The living are careful and oftentimes caring. The dead are careless, or maybe it’s care-less. Either way, they don’t care. These are unremarkable and verifiable truths.

My former mother-in-law, herself an unremarkable and verifiable truth, was always fond of holding forth with Cagneyesque bravado – to wit: ‘When I’m dead, just throw me in a box and throw me in a hole.’ But whenever I would remind her that we did substantially that with everyone, the woman would grow sullen and a little cranky.

Later, over meatloaf and green beans, she would invariably give out with: ‘When I’m dead just cremate me and scatter the ashes.’

My former mother-in-law was trying to make carelessness sound like fearlessness. The kids would stop eating and look at each other. The kids’ mother would plead, ‘Oh Mom, don’t talk like that.’ I’d take out my lighter and begin to play with it.

In the same way, the priest that married me to this woman’s daughter – a man who loved golf and gold ciboria and vestments made of Irish linen; a man who drove a great black sedan with a wine-red interior and who always had his eye on the cardinal’s job – this same fellow, leaving the cemetery one day, felt called upon to instruct me thus: ‘No bronze coffin for me. No sir! No orchids or roses or limousines. The plain pine box is the one I want, a quiet Low Mass and the pauper’s grave. No pomp and circumstance.’

He wanted, he explained, to be an example of simplicity, of prudence, of piety and austerity – all priestly and, apparently, Christian virtues. When I told him that he needn’t wait, that he could begin his ministry of good example even today, that he could quit the country club and do his hacking at the public links and trade his brougham for a used Chevette; that free of his Florsheims and cashmeres and prime ribs, free of his bingo nights and building funds, he could become, for Christ’s sake, the very incarnation of Francis himself, or Anthony of Padua; when I said, in fact, that I would be willing to assist him in this, that I would gladly distribute his savings and credit cards among the worthy poor of the parish, and that I would, when the sad duty called, bury him for free in the manner he would have, by then, become accustomed to; when I told your man these things, he said nothing at all, but turned his wild eye on me in the way that the cleric must have looked on Sweeney years ago, before he cursed him, irreversibly, into a bird.

What I was trying to tell the fellow was, of course, that being a dead saint is no more worthwhile than being a dead philodendron or a dead angelfish. Living is the rub, and always has been. Living saints still feel the flames and stigmata of this vale of tears, the ache of chastity and the pangs of conscience. Once dead, they let their relics do the legwork, because, as I was trying to tell this priest, the dead don’t care.

Only the living care.

And I am sorry to be repeating myself, but this is the central fact of my business – that there is nothing, once you are dead, that can be done to you or for you or with you or about you that will do you any good or any harm; that any damage or decency we do accrues to the living, to whom your death happens, if it really happens to anyone. The living have to live with it. You don’t. Theirs is the grief or gladness your death brings. Theirs is the loss or gain of it. Theirs is the pain and the pleasure of memory. Theirs is the invoice for services rendered and theirs is the check in the mail for its payment.

And there is the truth, abundantly self-evident, that seems, now that I think of it, the one most elusive to the old in-laws, the parish priest, and to perfect strangers who are forever accosting me in barbers’ shops and at cocktail parties and parent-teacher conferences, hell-bent or duty-bound to let me in on what it is they want done with them when they are dead.

Give it a rest is the thing I say.

Once you are dead, put your feet up, call it a day, and let the husband or the missus or the kids or a sibling decide whether you are to be buried or burned or blown out of a cannon or left to dry out in a ditch somewhere. It’s not your day to watch it, because the dead don’t care.

Another reason why people are always rehearsing their obsequies with me has to do with the fear of death, which is something anyone in their right mind has. It is healthy. It keeps us from playing in the traffic. I say it’s a thing we should pass on to the kids.

There is a belief – widespread among the women I’ve dated, local Rotarians, and friends of my children – that I, being the undertaker here, have some irregular fascination with, special interest in, inside information about, even attachment to, the dead. They assume, these people, some perhaps for defensible reasons, that I want their bodies.

It is an interesting concept.

But here is the truth.

Being dead is one – the worst, the last – but only one in a series of calamities that afflict our own and several other species. The list may include, but is not limited to, gingivitis, bowel obstruction, contested divorce, tax audit, spiritual vexation, cash-flow problems, political upheaval, and on and on and on some more. There is no shortage of misery. And I am no more attracted to the dead than the dentist is to your bad gums, the doctor to your rotten innards, or the accountant to your sloppy expense records. I have no more stomach for misery than the banker or the lawyer, the pastor or the politico – because misery is careless and is everywhere. Misery is the bad check, the ex-spouse, the mob in the street and the IRS – who, like the dead, feel nothing and, like the dead, don’t care.

Which is not to say that the dead do not matter

They do. They do. Of course they do.

 

Last Monday morning Milo Hornsby died. Mrs Hornsby called at two a.m. to say that Milo had expired and would I take care of it, as if his condition were like any other that could be renewed or somehow improved upon. At two a.m., yanked from my REM sleep, I am thinking, put a quarter into Milo and call me in the morning. But Milo is dead. In a moment, in a twinkling, Milo has slipped irretrievably out of our reach, beyond Mrs Hornsby and the children, beyond the women at the laundromat he owned, beyond his comrades at the Legion Hall, the Grand Master of the Masonic Lodge, his pastor at First Baptist, beyond the mailman, zoning board, town council and Chamber of Commerce; beyond us all, and any treachery or any kindness we had in mind for him.

Milo is dead.

Xs on his eyes, lights out, curtains.

Helpless, harmless.

Milo’s dead.

Which is why I do not haul to my senses, coffee and quick shave, Homburg and greatcoat, warm up the Dead Wagon and make for the freeway in the early o’clock for Milo’s sake. Milo doesn’t have any sake any more. I go for her – for she who has become, in the same moment and the same twinkling, like water to ice, the Widow Hornsby. I go for her – because she still can cry and care and pray and pay my bill.

The hospital that Milo died in is state-of-the-art. There are signs on every door declaring a part or a process or bodily function. I like to think that, taken together, the words would add up to the Human Condition, but they never do. What’s left of Milo, the remains, are in the basement, between SHIPPING & RECEIVING and LAUNDRY ROOM. Milo would like that if he were still liking things. Milo’s room is called PATHOLOGY.

The medical-technical parlance of death emphasizes disorder.

We are forever dying of failures, of anomalies, of insufficiencies, of dysfunctions, arrests, accidents. These are either chronic or acute. The language of death certificates – Milo’s says Cardiopulmonary Failure – is like the language of weakness. Likewise, Mrs Hornsby, in her grief, will be said to be breaking down or falling apart or going to pieces, as if there were something structurally awry with her. It is as if death and grief were not part of the Order of Things, as if Milo’s failure and his widow’s weeping were, or ought to be, sources of embarrassment. Doing well for Mrs Hornsby would mean that she is bearing up, bearing the storm, or being strong for the children. We have willing pharmacists to help her with this. Of course, for Milo, doing well would mean he was back upstairs, holding his own, keeping the meters and monitors bleeping.

But Milo is downstairs, between SHIPPING & RECEIVING and LAUNDRY ROOM, in a stainless-steel drawer, wrapped in white plastic top to toe, and – because of his small head, wide shoulders, ponderous belly and skinny legs, and the trailing white binding cord from his ankles and toe tag – he looks, for all the world, like a larger-than-life-size sperm.

I sign for him and get him out of there. At some level, I am still thinking Milo gives a shit, which by now, of course, we all know he doesn’t – because the dead don’t care.

Back at the funeral home, upstairs in the embalming room, behind a door marked PRIVATE, Milo Hornsby is floating on a porcelain table under fluorescent lights. Unwrapped, outstretched, Milo is beginning to look a little more like himself – eyes wide open, mouth agape, returning to our gravity. I shave him, close his eyes, his mouth. We call this setting the features. These are the features – eyes and mouth – that will never look the way they would have looked in life when they were always opening, closing, focusing, signaling, telling us something. In death, what they tell us is that they will not be doing anything any more. The last detail to be managed is Milo’s hands – one folded over the other, over the umbilicus, in an attitude of ease, of repose, of retirement.

They will not be doing anything any more, either.

I wash his hands before positioning them.

When my wife moved out some years ago, the children stayed here and the dirty laundry. It was big news in a small town. There was the gossip and the good will that places like this are famous for. And while there was plenty of talk, no one knew exactly what to say to me. They felt helpless, I suppose. So they brought casseroles and beef stews, took the kids out to the movies or canoeing, brought their younger sisters around to visit me. What Milo did was send his laundry van around twice a week for two months, until I found a housekeeper. Milo would pick up five loads in the morning and return them by lunchtime, fresh and folded. I never asked him to do this. I hardly knew him. I had never been in his home or his laundromat. His wife had never known my wife. His children were too old to play with my children.

After my housekeeper was installed, I went to thank Milo and pay the bill. The invoices detailed the number of loads, the washers and the dryers, detergent, bleaches, fabric softeners. I think the total came to sixty dollars. When I asked Milo what the charges were for pick-up and delivery, for stack and folding and sorting by size, for saving my life and the lives of my children, for keeping us in clean clothes and towels and bedlinen, ‘Never mind that,’ is what Milo said. ‘One hand washes the other.’

I place Milo’s right hand over his left hand, then try the other way. Then back again. Then I decide that it doesn’t matter, that one hand washes the other either way.

The embalming takes me about two hours.

It is daylight by the time I am done.

Every Monday morning, Ernest Fuller comes to my office.
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