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“What do you say to a man who is being
executed tomorrow? Did you say good luck when you left? I’m not
trying to mess with you. That must be a strange thing to sit down
in front of somebody you know is going to die and you’ll ask me
later what it’s like. I’ll tell you what it’s like…”

—Jim Willet, former Warden of the Walls
Unit, Huntsville, TX
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Author’s Note

Due to HIPAA regulations, names and/or
identifying details have been changed to protect the identity of
some people in this narrative. In certain other cases, if I have
changed the name of a person or a place, I make note of that change
in the text. While most of my interviews were recorded, those done
at the prison were not, as I couldn’t bring in a recorder or a
pencil and notebook.


 


 Prologue

It would be pretty awesome to brag that I
confronted death in a brave and dramatic fashion, but that would be
a lie. I would never have embarked on an exploration of my biggest
fear had it not been for David Foster Wallace. It’s not that Mr.
Wallace was my literary superhero or that his books inspired me to
question the meaning of my existence. Honestly, I didn’t know he
existed until September 12, 2008—the day he died. I was nervously
waiting for my grad school instructor to call so we could discuss
the future of my MFA thesis. She had recently received my first
submission and I cringed at the thought of her slicing through my
sentences with a red pen or cackling at my creative use of grammar.
Not that she was a cackler, but she did intimidate me, and I wanted
nothing more than to impress her. Like Band-Aid removal, I figured
it was best to just get the whole uncomfortable conversation over
with as quickly as possible. Ten minutes past our scheduled meeting
time, I decided to take matters into my own sweaty hands. I found
her phone number in the MFA directory and dialed it.

A funeral home answered.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Wrong number,” I said and
promptly hung up.

I dialed a second time without giving it much
thought. This time there was a hint of agitation in the woman’s
voice.

“It’s me again. Sorry,” I apologized.

I felt like a pest for interrupting this poor
woman at her dismal job. I triple-checked my instructor’s number
and slowly pressed each digit with paranoid precision.

Funeral home.

I hung up without a word, scared that I had
entered the realm of prank calling and the phone authorities,
whoever they were, would soon be pounding on my door. Perspiration
trickled down the inside of my shirt. My interactions with
teachers—or anyone in a position of authority—always brought on the
nerves. Anyone could tell by my resumé or my laughable liberal
studies degree from an underachieving state college that I didn’t
belong in post-graduate work among professional journalists. I was
pushing forty and working in a dead-end job that involved
proofreading ad copy for the phone book. And while I should have
been grateful to be accepted into a writing program with such
esteemed company, I simply felt like a fraud—a two-bit campfire
storyteller with bits of marshmallow and melted chocolate stuck to
my aging face. While my classmates tackled big-issue topics like
murder, war and immigration, I played it safe and wrote about what
I knew—my quirky, neurotic self.

While I waited for her call, I refreshed my
inbox, eyed the clock, and checked my phone every few minutes to
make sure there was still a dial tone. My two kids were upstairs
glued to the television, but I knew that at the least opportune
moment they’d get bored or want to eat lunch and Mommy’s very
important college time would be over. I tried to rehearse the
conversation I’d be having with the teacher in my head so I could
speed through it, but my thoughts kept returning to that funeral
home. What kind of person would want to work there? Having recently
been employed as a detention specialist in a jail, I thought I’d
had a few strange jobs, but mortician made my former occupation
look pedestrian. People at funeral homes touched dead people—and
not just quick little taps with their pointer finger. They had
prolonged contact with cold, decomposing bodies. What kind of
person would subject themselves to that?

When the phone rang ten minutes later, it
startled me. Instead of playing it cool and answering on maybe the
third or fourth ring, I answered immediately without the
pleasantries of ‘Hello’ or ‘Skjolsvik residence.’

“Do you live in a funeral home? When I tried
calling your house, I kept getting a funeral home.”

From downstairs, I could hear that Sponge
Bob was over and two sets of footsteps were approaching the
stairs.

Diana laughed as if this kind of thing was
completely normal. “For some reason, when I’m on the phone and
someone else calls, it gets diverted to this one particular funeral
home. I don’t even know where they’re at.”

My kids, Nik and Lola, stared at me
expectantly from the landing.

“Hold on a minute.” I covered the phone with
my hand. “Mommy’s gonna be on the phone for about an hour and it’s
really important that I talk to this nice lady. Please go back
upstairs.”

“Can we have a snack?” Lola mouthed
dramatically.

I nodded like a lunatic, knowing full well
that both of my kids would use this phone call to their
advantage.

Diana apologized for her lateness. She’d just
found out that David Foster Wallace had hung himself. She was
devastated by the loss of one of her favorite writers. I was
confused. Woo-woo as it sounded even to me, it felt like this call
was meant to happen the way it did. Death delayed her call, while
mine was diverted there by some strange cosmic hiccup of the
land-line phone system. Despite the downer tone of our
conversation, Diana also felt that reaching that funeral home was
kind of a happy accident. I had originally intended to write about
all the weird jobs I’d held, but since I’d already been there and
done that, it didn’t seem like much of an artistic leap. Death and
dead bodies still lingered in my thoughts. Diana suggested that I
explore professions that dealt with death. And because I admired my
mentor and wanted to impress her almost as much as I coveted gold
stars and future accolades, I contemplated tackling the most fear
inducing assignment ever. But how could I admit to my brilliant
mentor that not only was I afraid of death, I was also afraid of
people?

My heart pounded. This was a turning point
and I knew it. I could either play it safe like I always did or go
big and fail spectacularly.

“Okay. That sounds like a good idea. I’ll do
it.”

More than anything, I just wanted to end the
call so I could go outside and smoke. It didn’t occur to me that I
had just agreed to my death sentence.


 


 Part One

“I’m not afraid of death; I just don’t want
to be there when it happens.”

—Woody Allen


 


 CHAPTER ONE

Meet a Stranger

The story begins, as all stories should,
with a mysterious sticky note placed in the middle of my computer
screen. A name, a phone number and ‘Funeral Guy’ is scribbled on it
with a Sharpie. I recognize the handwriting and shuffle into my
coworker Matt’s office with the yellow piece of paper adhered to my
pointed finger.

“George really wants to talk to you,” Matt
says in his usual dramatic fashion, like it is absolutely
imperative that I call this morbid stranger immediately.

“Is he weird?”

I feel like Matt is trying to fix me up on a
blind date with the elephant man. He mulls it over with his legs
splayed in his high-dollar, super-fancy art director chair. I know
he’s trying to fuel my neurotic fire and/or make me blush. I try
not to stare at his manspreading or the giant bulge that literally
stretches to his knee. Assessing another person’s weirdness is
probably not Matt’s forte.

“No?”

“Well, then why does he want to talk to me so
bad?”

“I don’t know, Pam. Maybe it’s because you
told me you wanted to talk to him about his job.”

Oh.

George Liese and I agree to meet for coffee
at the Steaming Bean. I arrive twenty minutes early and study each
person as they enter the door of the café. No one looks like a
body-building embalmer. I half expect someone with a pallid
complexion and a dark, neatly-pressed suit to waltz through the
door to the tune of Amazing Grace, but as the clock ticks
past our meeting time, I worry that I have been stood up. It
wouldn’t be the first time. I call George and he answers on the
first ring. While I cased the joint and built up a million
different excuses as to why George wouldn’t show, he was sitting at
a coffee shop that I had never heard of, which is quite a feat in a
town as small as this one. He apologizes and says he’ll meet me as
quickly as possible.

True to his word, in five minutes the bell
over the door jingles as a tall, thin man in his late fifties
enters, dressed in dark blue jeans and a burgundy button-down
shirt. I rise from my table and approach him. His hands are
quivering. Mine are sweating. I wipe them quickly on my jeans and
shake his cold, trembling digits. We shuffle over to the counter
and stare at the coffee menu like the secrets of the universe are
hidden among the chalk text. As with every other social encounter
I’ve experienced without the benefit of liquid courage, my mind
wanders towards the catastrophic. I don’t know what I’m doing. I
will sound stupid and unprofessional.

I order a mocha-no-whip from the teenage
barista, while George orders a “nothing fancy” black coffee. I pick
up the tab, as it seems like the writerly thing to do— something
that David Foster Wallace might do if he were still alive. When our
order is called, there is no escape. George looks to me to pick our
table.

The small café is hopping with Fort Lewis
College kids. Beneath the din of the bean grinder, the cash
register, and about twenty voices, an obscure Norah Jones song
plays as we settle into a wobbly table in the front window.

“You’re my first interview,” I confess,
hoping it will excuse my novice interviewing skills and the fact
that I haven’t exactly figured out my brand-new digital
recorder.

“Really? Well, cool,” he says with
enthusiasm, like he can’t believe how lucky he is to be questioned
by a person who doesn’t know what the hell she’s doing. He crosses
his long legs, leans forward, and sips his steaming black coffee
while I fumble with the recorder. His hands are now steady. I place
the tape recorder between us with my list of scribbled questions in
front of me. I want to run to the restroom to wipe the sweat from
my pits, but I know that at this point the only thing I can do is
keep my arms down to hide the growing circle of wetness on my
shirt. I stare at my questions, but really all I want to ask him is
why he become an embalmer. Why out of all the possible ways to make
a living would he choose to work with dead people? I hadn’t done
much research besides watching Six Feet Under, but The
Society for Embalmers’ website didn’t make the profession sound
particularly enticing.

 


Embalmers come into direct contact with the
body. They are exposed to blood and body fluids and infectious
diseases such as AIDS, Hepatitis B and C, and Creutzfeldt-Jacob
Disease. Some causes of death will be difficult for some people to
see. Trauma, motor vehicle accidents, child deaths, cancers and the
list goes on. For those who feel they want to ultimately be an
embalmer, they will need to be able to face the challenges of the
types of cases described here. It is not glamorous and requires
hard work.

 


No glamour, hard work, and according to
Salary.com, the median salary for an embalmer in the United States
is only around forty-two thousand dollars. I’ve made that much
working plenty of unremarkable jobs. Plus, I never had to touch
dead people, look at anything gross—with the exception of the
office refrigerator—or come in contact with any infectious
diseases.

I open my brand new Moleskin notepad with the
unlined pages. It looks like a small sketch book. I test the new
black ink pen on the cream-colored virginal page. January 16, 2009.
George watches me with interest as if some sort of magic is about
to happen. I press record.

“So, George, when did you become an
embalmer?”

“1980. I used to work at the Durango Herald
as a graphic artist. What a change, huh?”

George chuckles and slaps his knee. He knows
that I work in an art department with gym-rat Matt and a bunch of
other graphic artists. And here we both are—two artistically
inclined people chatting about death.

“That’s where I met Harold Young. He owned
the mortuary. And I talked to him. I had a fear of death and so I
talked to Harold about it and he said to go talk to my minister.
And the minister sent me back to Hood.”

Since George’s fear is apparently too big for
God, Harold invites him to help out at Hood Mortuary on the
weekends. Hood is the only funeral home in Durango and is situated
on a high traffic corner of 3rd Ave. If you didn’t know any better,
you would think it was just another ornate historic home on a
street where everyone, including me, wants to live. Unfortunately,
you have to die to temporarily reside there. It doubles as the
morgue.

George reluctantly agrees to help Harold out
with the bodies. Within a matter of months, George went from an
irrational fear of death, to driving people to the graveyard, to
preparing their bodies for burial. I ask him about working with his
first cadaver, which has to be the creepiest experience ever.
George stares up at the ceiling.

“I remember it vividly. He was a Hispanic guy
who’d died in a car wreck. And the weird thing was it didn’t freak
me out.”

“Really?” A real journalist would press
further. Naturally, I change the subject. “So what’s your favorite
part of the job?”

He leans forward and smiles, as if he has
something terribly embarrassing to confess.

“Cosmetics. It’s my specialty. I do the
restoration, or restorative art is what they call it. It sounds
kind of morbid, but I really enjoy it. I put people back together.
It’s a hard process.”

I notice a young, hipster couple sporting
ironic t-shirts staring at us from the couch. I ask George if he
received any sort of special training in makeup application.

“No, but I’ve read a lot of articles.” I
laugh as if he is making a joke, but he’s completely serious. He
quickly reminds me that he is an artist by trade and an earnest one
at that. I have a hard time accepting that being a graphic designer
at a small town newspaper prepares someone for the gruesome reality
of sewing a person’s lips shut so they won’t gape open during their
wake.

“So, is there any special sort of makeup that
you use?” I really want him to say something crazy like Mary Kay, a
cosmetic company I dabbled in to make some extra money, but he says
there isn’t a particular brand. He prefers to use oil-based
cosmetics, the stuff that stage actors use.

To achieve the best look, George explains
that he has to keep the skin of the cadaver supple. To accomplish
this, he uses lots of moisturizer and will ‘work’ the face to keep
it as natural looking as possible — kind of like fluffing a couch
pillow that someone is still sitting on.

As George explains the importance of
moisturizer, I contemplate the physical act of kneading someone’s
cold gray skin with Mary Kay’s Miracle Set. If more people knew
about the odd stuff that happens in embalming rooms, they might
find themselves leaning away from George’s expressive hands and
more towards the idea of cremation. Like me. But despite the
creepiness of his job, he seems like a normal, nice guy who goes to
the gym and drinks his coffee black.

“I wish more people realized how quickly they
can go.” George gulps his cooling coffee like a shot of whiskey.
“We don’t realize it, but a little accident, a fall and you bump
your head and you’re dead.”

George punctuates this last statement by
uncrossing his legs. The table jolts upwards and scares me even
more than his last statement. He leans back in his chair and tells
me that he has found dearly departed family members in his prep
room, but he prefers not to work with them. I wholeheartedly agree
with him on that. He has, however, embalmed friends, and finds it
an honor to do so.

“I treat everyone like they’re one of my
relatives. I have a lot of respect for the dead.”

When I ask him if most people he works with
are on the shy, sensitive end of the spectrum, he reveals, “I’m
shy. I’m very shy. But there’s a few people I work with that are
very… bubbly.” Like George, I don’t think I like bubbly. I have a
hard enough time dealing with perky baristas.

When I ask what his funeral plans are, George
admits that he doesn’t really care what happens to his body after
death. “It’s really up to my daughter, but probably burial.”

He wants to know who else I am going to
interview. I tell him that I’m planning on speaking with some
hospice workers.

He practically squeals about how amazing
hospice workers are, but then reveals that the idea of hospice
scares him. “I become attached to people.” George doesn’t have a
problem with a dead body: it’s the dying that freaks him out.

When I click my recorder off, George informs
me that the average cost of a funeral is around seven grand. My jaw
drops. I could buy a really nice used car for that amount of money.
And that is for a standard, run-of-the-mill funeral—no bells,
whistles, or piano-shaped coffins. A super-deluxe funeral will cost
something akin to purchasing a small house in Nebraska — all to
throw a party that no one wants to attend.

Later that night, I add ‘cost of funerals’ to
my ever-growing list of fears. After a quick Google search, I find
out that the state of New Mexico, where George works, will pay for
my cremation if my family doesn’t have the money to cover burial,
but they will hold my ‘cremains’ hostage for two years. It’s no
wonder nobody wants to contemplate death. Not only is dying a
drag—it’s expensive.

***

I first realized I was going to die on
August 17, 2000. I was not terminally ill with a respirator hissing
by my bedside, nor was my body bruised and bloodied from a
crippling car wreck. I wasn’t even in a hospital. It was just my
thirtieth birthday, which is a fairly monumental occasion—a day for
celebration, a surprise trip to France or at least an all-day spa
experience. Instead, I was in my living room at 6 am, dressed in a
42 DD maternity bra and nasty old pajama bottoms, with a striped
breastfeeding pillow strapped around my fleshy midsection.

My husband Erik entered our living room like
a chipper, dutiful waiter, setting a glass of water ornamented with
a pink straw next to my new glider chair, as if this tiny gesture
would somehow atone for the constant feeding, waking, changing
diaper schedule. It was the big 3-0, and I fully expected something
big and magical to happen. Only now do I realize that the big
magical thing was right there in front of me.

“Do you want to listen to any music?” he
said, digging through a stack of CDs on the floor.

I nodded a bleary eyed “whatever” as he
pressed play and left me to feed our daughter for what seemed like
the millionth time.

James Taylor’s blanket-warm voice filled the
annoyingly bright room.

I opened my eyes slowly and stared down at
the wonder of my first child. She was dressed in an eco-friendly
cloth diaper that had seemed like a wonderful idea at the time. Her
pale pink body wriggled in ecstasy as her tiny hands reached
towards the warmth of my body. Giant wet tears dropped from my eyes
and landed on my daughter’s exposed skin. She remained oblivious,
perfectly content with our soft, cushy, milk-machine arrangement.
But I was overwhelmed with feelings of uncontrollable panic. Where
was the remote? I needed to hit the pause button on the new sound
track of my life, but I was trapped in an extremely ugly glider
chair that didn’t match any of my other furniture.

James Taylor melted into the syrupy timber of
Mama Cass.

I lost it. Strange guttural sobs melded
inharmoniously with the easy listening lullabies. Erik bolted into
the room like I’d just dropped our daughter and knelt by my side
with a fixed, worried expression on his face. But unbeknownst to
him, there was nothing he could do—no water, wet washcloth or
fluffy pillow was going to fix this panic attack.

It could have been any number of things that
set off this melodramatic state: post-pregnancy hormones, lack of
sleep, James Taylor, the size of my butt, or the scope of my
birthday. Thirty was just a number, but I seriously thought that by
the time I reached it, I would feel like I’d graduated into
adulthood. I didn’t.

My unrecognizable reflection in the mirror
didn’t help. This was not how thirty was supposed to look. In the
past nine months, I’d gained seventy pounds and now weighed twenty
more than my husband. My once slender body had become soft, fleshy
and foreign. All I needed was a bikini-clad Carrie Fisher chained
to my leg to complete the look.

In addition to losing, or perhaps swallowing,
my former physical self, I was now responsible for the health and
happiness of someone whose needs were immediate and maddeningly
indecipherable. Granted, I had the Boppy pillow, the glider chair,
the crib, the pink clothes and the changing table—but no matter how
many times I pored over the pages of the “What to Expect” books,
nothing prepared me for the overwhelming need of a newborn baby. My
day-to-day temperament leaned towards avoiding and/or leaving when
people or situations became too messy. But you can’t behave this
way towards your new baby. All the parenting books say so.

And then there’s the whole tenderness thing.
No one prepared me for that. It sounds clichéd, but when I gazed
down at my snuggly, peaceful daughter, it just didn’t matter—I
loved her like I’d never loved before. I didn’t need fancy dinners,
or flowers or chocolates to be wooed by her. I loved her without
condition. At the moment of her birth, my primal instincts were
awakened and sharpened with her first breath—I would do anything
within my power to keep her happy and free from harm.

Days into my daughter’s beginning, the
question that no new parent or really anybody wants to think about
arose—what if something happened to me? What then? At some point, I
was going to die and there was nothing I could do about it. I had
never contemplated my own death. To me, it was some abstract,
ethereal ending that would happen way off in the future when I was
geriatric, fast asleep, or too bored with life to care. I had never
envisioned car crashes, slipping on a patch of ice, being stabbed
by a psychotic serial killer or more realistically, suffering from
some painful long drawn-out disease caused by my off-again on-again
smoking habit. The world suddenly became a much scarier place.

The highlight of my thirtieth birthday was a
shower. The day ended just as it began—in the ugly glider chair.
After cake, Erik presented me with my birthday gifts. Like my
current state of disarray, his gifts to me were unwrapped without
any sort of frivolous presentation; two books about parenting.
Somehow, I managed to keep the sarcastic remarks to myself. Lucky
for him, motherhood, like life, is a terminal diagnosis that can
suck the life out of a person both mentally and physically. I was
too tired to make petty complaints about Dr. Spock or the lack of a
Tiffany blue jewelry box. If I could die at any moment, I certainly
didn’t want my last words on this earth to be “My vagina is now the
size of the Lincoln Tunnel and all you got me for my birthday was
“What to Expect: The First Year?”

In fairness to my husband, it wasn’t all
that bad. If anything, I learned a valuable lesson: I had someone
to live for, someone who needed me, someone who would demand more
from me than I’d ever demanded from myself, and most importantly,
someone I didn’t want to fail by doing something silly like dying
when she hit puberty.

But that hasn’t been easy. I’ve got some bad
habits.

I love to smoke, and I mean love. I’d
quit the minute I knew I was pregnant, but after I was done with
breastfeeding, I picked up right where I left off. I did not
particularly like the taste of cigarettes or the butts that
littered the floor of my garage, but I did relish the escape they
afforded me. In a somewhat socially acceptable way, I could hide
from my job, my kids, a heated argument, an awkward social event,
or anything else that I deemed too uncomfortable, gynecological
exams excluded. It was glorious. For almost twenty years, the
cigarette was my best friend. But by the time I hit my late
thirties, that time when nature tends to give you the face you
deserve, my best friend betrayed me with tiny little lines above my
constantly-puckered lips. At thirty-eight, I decided to kick her
ass to the curb.

I’d ditched her before. Like Mark Twain, I
found it easy to quit smoking. I’d done it a hundred times with the
costly assistance of nicotine gum, patches, lozenges, and an
antidepressant disguised as a nonsmoking aid. In one of my previous
attempts at quitting, I even ventured to see a hypnotherapist named
Sonja who promised, “With six sixty-dollar sessions, you’ll be
smoke free.” She had testimonials, so I figured that this whole
dysfunctional cigarette dependency would soon be over and I would
be a tree hugging granola girl with fresh pink lungs in a matter of
days.

During our first session, Sonja suggested
that we have a funeral for my cigarettes. I’d only been to one
funeral in my life, so it was sort of a wacky, novel idea. As I sat
in the reclined La-Z-Boy with Sonja’s soft monotone voice guiding
me through the ceremony, I felt my body tense. Granted, this
experience was all happening in my head, but as soon as I pictured
my carton of Camel Lights being lowered into the dark, cold,
freshly dug earth, I wailed like a hungry baby whose mother had
just left the room. Caught off guard by my own reaction, I
contemplated diving right into that fresh grave, greedily snatching
my beloved friends, and lighting one so I could contemplate the
serious nature of this event. With calm reassurance, Sonja kept on
with the funeral proceedings. The wailing subsided as my mind
floated elsewhere, namely the Conoco station that offered a
three-for-two special on Camel Lights. But like all difficult
things, there wasn’t a quick fix for my nicotine addiction. I had
to want the desired outcome, and at the time, I didn’t. In fact,
the minute I purchased a new pack of friends, I was more dependent
than before.

After I met George at the coffee shop, I
decided to quit smoking. Again. If I was going to pay attention to
death, death might start paying attention to me.

***

After my short and surprisingly pleasant
meeting with George, I feel emboldened to dip my toe further into
the death pool. Dr. Carol Huser is the coroner in my town. She also
writes occasional health-related pieces for the local newspaper. I
figure we have the writing thing in common, so I shoot her a quick
e-mail. I’m not expecting much, since Hood Mortuary never responded
to my inquiry for an interview. Dr. Huser responds within the
hour.

Because my only knowledge of coroners comes
from CSI and old reruns of Quincy M.E., I joke to
myself that Dr. Huser is a crime-solving sleuth who can dissect a
body and surmise from the wound patterns that the murder occurred
in the library with a candlestick at the hands of Professor Plum.
Meeting her is less jitter-inducing when I think of her that
way.

On entering her office, I discover that she
is not quite the character I expect. She is a petite woman in her
early sixties with short auburn hair. Dressed in a green sweater
with matching green loafers, she brings to mind Mary Martin as
Peter Pan.

I take a seat across from her desk. Her
office is small, orderly and without personal effects. Despite the
fact that this is her lunch hour, the plain brown sack sits
unopened on her desk. I’m amazed she can still stomach food. I feel
guilty for imposing on her private time, so I cut the chit chat and
place my recorder on her desk.

“Do you remember your first anatomy class?” I
ask.

“Not particularly.” She yawns.

Not the best start. “Do you remember the
first time you had to dissect a cadaver?”

“I remember that I did. It’s not something
that stands out.”

Seriously? I vividly remember the day
I had to dissect a poor little fetal pig in 8th grade science
class. I shift uncomfortably in the brown wooden chair, unsure of
how to proceed. “So it wasn’t like a rite of passage? Like, uh oh.
Tomorrow’s the big day.”

“No. It was just another class.”

God, I want a cigarette. Yes, but it was a
class with somebody’s grandma or grandpa or mom or dad lifeless on
a metal table and you were cutting them open with a sharp
instrument. “Have you ever had to perform an autopsy on someone
you know?”

“Yes.” She answers without an iota of
feeling, like I have simply asked if she brushed her teeth this
morning.

“Did you have a problem with that?”

“No.”

That’s when it hits me: I am talking to a
very unusual person, a person who has no problem digging around in
the bodily remains of the recently and sometimes not-so-recently
deceased. She tells me her job is like solving a mystery. My face
must be curdling because she admits that she isn’t the least bit
squeamish and that she has become desensitized to the sight of dead
people. She says her sense of humor helps, but I’m getting the
distinct impression that it’s on hiatus today.

I briefly entertain the notion of asking if I
could watch her work some time. But that would be a silly, futile
pursuit. I can’t finish a piece of chicken if I encounter a vein. I
would most likely vomit during the autopsy and then it would be
months until I was able to stomach food again. I haven’t even seen
George’s artistically preserved dead people—how could I possibly
handle watching someone get cut open and picked apart?

When I leave Dr. Huser to her sandwich, I
feel like I haven’t really penetrated the essence of what it takes
to do her job. My meeting with her is like a dinner party
conversation, something I don’t imagine she or George get to engage
in very often. Do acquaintances ask how their day went? Or do
people remain silent about that part of their lives? There is
fascination, but also repulsion. On my drive home, I wonder if they
feel misunderstood or lonely because they can’t share this part of
themselves with others.

If anything, their roles are probably the
easiest part of the death process. The embalmer and the coroner
only have to touch the physical remains of a body. They have no
idea if the person on the metal table liked guacamole (okay, maybe
Dr. Huser might know that), or had grandkids or liked to watch
Dancing with the Stars. To them, it’s just a body.

***

I have no experience with dead bodies. At
the age of thirty-eight, I have only dealt with the loss of one
person: my Grandma Lola, who possessed none of the qualities of the
annoyingly infectious “Lola” songs that bring to mind
yellow-ribboned showgirls getting whatever they want, or men who
dress like women. My grandma was a stern, religious woman with a
short crop of curly white hair and a plethora of patterned
polyester dresses, which she donned every day with rolled-up hose
and heeled shoes. She did not wear pants. No sirree. Pants were for
men and Lola was definitely not a man, at least not in this
song.

My parents called it quits in 1974, after
five kids and twenty-four years of marriage. In 1977, Lola moved to
Kansas to live with us. She wasn’t a doting grandma, enchanted by
every little thing I did or said, but she was there, so she gets an
“A” for effort. In addition to teaching me how to knit, she turned
me on to bad TV, and we spent countless hours glued to the boob
tube, watching The Love Boat, Three’s Company, and
Fantasy Island. For an old-fashioned woman in her 80s, she
had a voyeuristic fascination with sexy shows. Every time I catch a
glimpse of those old sitcoms on late night TV, I think of her
sitting in her rocking chair, staring at the TV, her needles
blindly clicking and clacking—knit, purl, knit, purl.

Although she would never say it, Lola was
probably miserable living with us. My mom was either at work or out
on a date, and I wasn’t exactly the most pleasant teenager. In the
winter of our discontent, December of ‘84 to be exact, my mom
accidentally walked in on Grandma while she was dressing and
discovered that her mother’s skin looked like an old bruised pear.
Lola failed to mention her curious skin condition because she
didn’t want to be a burden to my mother, whose own life was in a
constant state of turmoil. After a frantic trip to the doctor, we
discovered that Grandma Lola had advanced leukemia and wouldn’t
live much longer.

I did my best to lift my mom’s spirits, as
her own mother lay dying in the hospital. Because I didn’t know
what else to do, I put up our fake, flocked Christmas tree and
decorated the house with plastic garlands and red bows. The few
presents we had under the tree that year were all from Grandma. It
was a strange, sad time, and it didn’t help that every radio
station assaulted us with “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.”

Even though I was fourteen, my mother decided
I was too young to visit Grandma at the hospital. She died four
days before Christmas. We didn’t discuss it. As my mom confirmed
later, “we just got through it.” And by all appearances, we did. I
acted as if nothing had happened, by being strong, silent and
stoic, just like Lola. Unfortunately, on a fourteen-year-old, that
comes off as snotty indifference.

But I did care. I cared deeply. I just didn’t
know how to show it.

On the day of Grandma’s funeral, three of my
older siblings and I crammed into my mom’s Olds Cutlass and drove
to southern Illinois for the burial. For the first part of the
three-hundred-mile trip, we sat in silence, staring at the back of
the hearse. But then someone broke out in song. Within minutes,
everyone in the car was belting out Beatles tunes. I felt choked
and uncomfortable. I knew there had to be an appropriate way to
mourn someone, and singing “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” as we drove to
a funeral service wasn’t it. When they broke into “She Loves You,”
I defiantly plugged my ears and regressed into “na na na na na na,
I can’t hear you, I can’t hear you,” which egged the others on to
turn up the volume. I hated being the center of attention,
especially at times when I didn’t know how to act. I wanted to
disappear and figure this whole death thing out on my own.

All I remember about the service is sitting
next to my mom with her mink coat on my lap. I don’t remember any
particulars. I don’t even remember where we sat. My mom tells me
that there was an open casket, but for the life of me, I can’t
recall looking at it or into it. It’s just an uncomfortable memory
blanketed in mink.

On the drive back home, my siblings resumed
their gleeful Von Trapp family tour through the Beatles
discography. I pressed my face against the cool pane of the car
window and glared at the barren winter landscape. A loud, off-key
rendition of “Ticket to Ride” filled the cramped space. There was
no escape. I could tolerate the discomfort or leap out of the
moving vehicle. As a moody self-preservationist, I chose the
former. As my body relaxed into the plush maroon seat, I unclenched
my jaw, closed my eyes, and quietly hummed along.

On a gut level, I knew there had to be more
to grieving. It was all so anticlimactic and confusing. What are we
expected to do when we lose someone? How do we announce our grief
or ask for some time alone to figure this stuff out? Wear black? It
was 1984. Black was my wardrobe staple, accentuated with lacy
Madonna-inspired hair-bows and rubber bracelets up to my elbows.
Black wasn’t mourning, it was Monday. But, if I gleaned any
misguided information from my first death experience, it was
this—ignore it. If you can, sing a happy song, but never, no matter
what, look at it or talk about it or contemplate it. Death has the
power to change everything.


 


 CHAPTER TWO

Try Something New

Instead of pursuing hospice, like I bragged
to George the embalmer, I sit at my computer and stare at a series
of stark black-and-white baby pictures. In these photographs, a
woman in her early forties cradles a newborn baby as her husband
gazes down at them with reverence. In a second close-up, the mother
kisses the child’s forehead. In a third, the baby’s tiny hand is
shown inside his father’s. These photographs are typical—but for
these parents, they mean so much more. These images are
memorializing the son they just met. He died moments after
birth.

I don’t even know who these people are, but
tears stream down my face as another photo appears on my computer
screen. I can’t keep it together. The song that accompanies the
slide show doesn’t help my emotional state. It’s beautiful and sad.
My impulse is to walk away from these photos, but I’m forcing
myself to look at them, to study their normalcy.

Death photography is nothing new. In the
1800’s, it was a fairly common practice to take pictures of people
who had just died, as it was less expensive than painted
portraiture. In some of those photos, the person is posed as if he
or she were still alive. Families were proud of these images and
featured them prominently in their homes. But today there is no
culturally normative response to postmortem photographs.

Which brings me to
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