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LAST BREATH



A family walked in for a look around, a little before noon, a man, a woman, and their son. They were the first visitors of the dayfor all Alinger knew they would be the only visitors of the day, the museum was never busyand he was free to give them the tour.

He met them in the coatroom. The woman still stood with one foot out on the front steps, hesitant to come in any further. She was staring over her sons head at her husband, giving him a doubting, uneasy look. The husband frowned back at her. His hands were on the lapels of his shearling overcoat, but he seemed undecided whether to take it off or not. Alinger had seen it a hundred times before. Once people were inside and had looked beyond the foyer into the funeral home gloom of the parlor, they had second thoughts, wondered if they had come to the right place, began to entertain ideas of backing out. Only the little boy seemed at ease, was already stripping off his jacket and hanging it over one of the child-level hooks on the wall.

Before they could get away from him, Alinger cleared his throat to draw their attention. No one ever left once they had been spotted; in the battle between anxiety and social custom, social custom almost always won. He folded his hands together and smiled at them, in a way he hoped was reassuring, grandfatherly. The effect, though, was rather the opposite. Alinger was cadaverous, ten inches over six feet, his temples sunk into shadowed hollows. His teeth (at eighty, still his own) were small and gray and gave the unpleasant impression of having been filed. The father shrank away a little. The woman unconsciously reached for her sons hand.

Good morning. Im Dr. Alinger. Please come in.

Ohhello, said the father. Sorry to bother.

No bother. Were open.

You are. Good! he said, with a not quite convincing enthusiasm. So what do we And his voice trailed off and he fell quiet, either had forgotten what he was going to say, or wasnt sure how to put it, or lacked the nerve.

His wife took over. We were told you have an exhibition here? That this is some kind of scientific museum?

Alinger showed them the smile again, and the fathers right eyelid began to twitch helplessly.

Ah. You misheard, Alinger said. You were expecting a museum of science. This is the museum of silence.

Hmm? the father said.

The mother frowned. I think Im still mishearing.

Come on, Mom, said the boy, pulling his hand free from her grip. Come on, Dad. I want to look around. I want to see.

Please, Alinger said, stepping back from the coatroom, gesturing with one gaunt, long-fingered hand into the parlor. I would be glad to offer you the guided tour.


THE SHADES WERE drawn, so the room, with its mahogany paneling, was as dim as a theater in the moment before the curtain is pulled back on the show. The display stands, though, were lit from above by tightly focused spotlights, recessed in the ceiling. On tables and pedestals stood what appeared to be empty glass beakers, polished to a high shine, bulbs glowing so brilliantly they made the darkness around them that much darker.

Each beaker had what appeared to be a stethoscope attached to it, the diaphragm stuck right to the glass, sealed there with a clear adhesive. The earpieces waited for someone to pick them up and listen. The boy led the way, followed by his parents, and then Alinger. They stopped before the first display, a jar on a marble pedestal, located just beyond the parlor entrance, set right in their path.

Theres nothing in it, the boy said. He peered all around, surveying the entire room, the other sealed beakers. Theres nothing in any of them. Theyre just empty like.

Ha, said the father, humorlessly.

Not quite empty, Alinger said. Each jar is airtight, hermetically sealed. Each one contains someones dying breath. I have the largest collection of last breaths in the world, over a hundred. Some of these bottles contain the final exhalations of some very famous people.

Now the woman began to laugh; real laughter, not laughter for show. She clapped a hand over her mouth and shivered, but couldnt manage to completely stifle herself. Alinger smiled. He had been showing his collection for years. He was used to every kind of reaction.

The boy, however, had turned back to the beaker directly before him, his eyes rapt. He picked up the earpieces of the device that looked like but was not a stethoscope.

Whats this? he asked.

The deathoscope, Alinger said. Very sensitive. Put it on if you like, and you can hear the last breath of William R. Sied.

Is he someone famous? the boy said.

Alinger nodded. For a while he was a celebrityin the way criminals sometimes become celebrities. A source of public outrage and fascination. Forty-two years ago he took a seat in the electric chair. I issued his death certificate myself. He has a place of honor in my museum. His was the first last breath I ever captured.

By now the woman had recovered herself, although she held a wadded-up handkerchief to her lips and looked as if she were only containing a fresh outburst of mirth with great effort.

What did he do? the boy asked.

Strangled children, Alinger said. He preserved them in a freezer, and took them out now and then to look at them. People will collect anything, I always say. He crouched to the boys level, and looked into the jar with him. Go ahead and listen if you want.


The boy lifted the earpieces and put them on, his gaze fixed and unblinking on the vessel brimming with light. He listened intently for a while, and then his brow knotted and he frowned.

I cant hear anything. He started to reach up to remove the earpieces.

Alinger stopped his hand. Wait. There are all different kinds of silence. The silence in a seashell. The silence after a gunshot. His last breath is still in there. Your ears need time to acclimate. In a while youll be able to make it out. His own particular final silence.

The boy bent his head and shut his eyes. The adults watched him together.

Then his eyes sprang open and he looked up, his plump face shining a little with eagerness.

Did you hear? Alinger asked him.

The boy pulled off the earphones. Like a hiccup, only inside-out! You know? Like He stopped and sucked in a short, soundless little gasp.

Alinger tousled his hair and stood.

The mother dabbed at her eyes with her kerchief. And youre a doctor?

Retired.

Dont you think this is a little unscientific? Even if you really did manage to capture the last tiny bit of carbon monoxide someone exhaled

Dioxide, he said.

It wouldnt make a sound. You cant bottle the sound of someones last breath.

No, he agreed. But it isnt a sound being bottled. Only a certain silence. We all have our different silences. Does your husband have one silence when hes happy and another when hes angry with you, missus? Your ears can discern even between specific kinds of nothing.

She didnt like being called missus, narrowed her eyes at him, and opened her mouth to say something disagreeable, but her husband spoke first, giving Alinger a reason to turn away from her. Her husband had drifted to a jar on a table against the wall, next to a dark, padded loveseat.


How do you collect these breaths?

With an aspirator. A small pump that draws a persons exhalations into a vacuum container. I keep it in my doctors bag at all times, just in case. Its a device of my own design, although similar equipment has been around since the beginning of the nineteenth century.

This says Poe, the father said, fingering an ivory card set on the table before the jar.

Yes, Alinger said. He coughed shyly. People have been collecting last breaths for as long as the machinery has existed to make my hobby possible. I admit I paid twelve-thousand dollars for that. It was offered to me by the great-grandson of the doctor who watched him die.

The woman began to laugh again.

Alinger continued patiently, That may sound like a lot of money, but believe me, it was a bargain. Scrimm, in Paris, recently paid three times that for the last breath of Enrico Caruso.

The father fingered the deathoscope attached to the jar marked for Poe.

Some silences seem to resonate with feeling, Alinger said. You can almost sense them trying to articulate an idea. Many who listen to Poes last breath begin in a while to sense a single word not being said, the expression of a very specific want. Listen and see if you sense it too.

The father hunched and put on the earpieces.

This is ridiculous, the woman said.

The father listened intently. His son crowded him, squeezing himself tight to his leg.

Can I listen, Dad? the boy said. Can I have a turn?

Sh, his father said.

They were all silent, except for the woman, who was whispering to herself in a tone of agitated bemusement.

Whiskey, the father mouthed, just moving his lips.

Turn over the card with his name on it, said Alinger.

The father turned over the ivory card that said POE on one side. On the other side, it read WHISKEY.

He removed the earpieces, his face solemn, eyes lowered respectfully to the jar.

Of course. The alcoholism. Poor man. You knowI memorized The Raven, when I was in sixth grade, the father said. And recited it before my entire class without a mistake.

Oh, come on, said the woman. Its a trick. Theres probably a speaker hidden under the jar, and when you listen you can hear a recording, someone whispering whiskey.

I didnt hear a whisper, the father said. I just had a thoughtlike someones voice in my headsuch disappointment

The volume turned low, she said. So its all subliminal. Like what they do to you at drive-in movies.

The boy put on the earpieces to not-hear the same thing his father had not-heard.

Are they all famous people? the father asked. His features were pale, although there were little spots of red high on his cheeks
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