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For the ones I’ve lost





A word of warning:

This book deals closely with death and suicide. It is also a book about bodies, both alive and dead. This text engages with internalised transphobia, disordered eating and struggles with body image, and some sexual content. It is set in a funeral home; corpses, blood, and light gore are part of this reality.

Please read with care and mind the contours of your own grief.







PART I
THE REMOVAL
A LIFE OF BEAUTY AND SERVICE
2018 -




A STAB OF PAIN tightened Graham’s chest and started the coughing. It was an anginous pang that cut through the usual dull ache, and the wracking, gasping fit that came with it forced Graham to brace himself against the metal rim of the prep table. The embalming machine hummed away, blood still gushed readily from the drainage vein, but he was most aware of his heartbeat in his ears, and the rush of his own blood. His mouth filled with the metallic, tongue-slick weight of phlegm, and he swallowed it back. Graham wore a mask under his splash shield. There was too much blood on his gloves for him to risk unhooking it, as much as he wanted to spit out whatever his lungs shook loose.

“That sounds healthy,” Ellis said from the door. He was Riverside’s office manager and an upstairs-only employee, suited and shy of the fluorescent cavern of the funeral home’s mortuary. He kept the toes of his cherry leather dress boots just off the tiled flooring. “You alright?”

Graham had been unable to shake his dry cough for so long that he hardly thought of it, but it had worsened over the afternoon: gone from rasping to wet.

It was sticky and hot – July maybe, or the end of June – when the cough first appeared. Graham remembered blaming the night sweats that followed on the heat of a late-lingering summer. Already, though, it was nearly October, and the fevers he’d tried to ignore followed him into the waking day. His chest and throat felt raw.

Graham was not overly stubborn. He went to the pharmacy and picked up cough syrups, cold and flu tablets, a range of lozenges. On his girlfriend Ava’s insistence, he swallowed a spoonful of manuka honey that didn’t soothe his throat but nearly made him sick from the sweetness. Eventually, he went to his doctor and was sent away with a vague diagnosis to match his vague symptoms.

Probably viral, he was told. Don’t worry.

So he hadn’t. And when others asked after him, he told them not to worry either.

“It sounds worse than it is,” Graham said, deflecting Ellis’ concern. He used the back of his wrist to push away a strand of hair that had fallen over his eyes and stuck against his forehead, clammy despite the refrigerated cool.

“What brings you all the way down here?” Daniel, the other funeral director Graham kept on staff, was crouched in front of a storage cabinet taking a fluids inventory. He pulled his mask down to speak to Ellis.

“Well, it’s not the scenery.” Ellis, though not afraid of dead bodies, was squeamish about blood and smells.

Graham shifted to block the drainage point from Ellis’ view. Daniel mimed a knife to the heart, opening his mouth in silent indignation.

“Sorry,” Ellis said with a shrug, “but your basement does not spark joy. I’ve come for paperwork, I’m afraid.”

“Typical,” Daniel answered.

Graham’s hand moved automatically over the embalming machine, tapering flow and pressure as the blood drainage slowed. He stopped it, then, so he could be heard without shouting. His head throbbed in the silence. “Are you missing something?” he asked Ellis, who was looking past Daniel to him.

“Just chain of custody,” Ellis said. “Can I borrow you for signatures, please?”

Graham nodded, aware of his shoulders working with the effort of breathing, the pain in his chest.

“I can finish if you want,” Daniel offered.

Graham gave Daniel’s arm a grateful slap that crinkled his splash gown. Even though it was only four-thirty, and he was working on the last body – an easy restoration on a slow day – Graham was exhausted. He passed Daniel the trocar for the cavity embalming then went to strip off his coveralls.

Leaning against the wall, Graham peeled his gloves straight into the trash can. He unhooked his face mask. In the harsh fluorescents, everything was grey-green. The livor-pale skin of a corpse, the medical mint of his splash gown, and his own blue-veined hands were all muted shades of drab, but blood stood out, the colour stark and electric.

There was a smudge of red on the inside of his mask. Graham checked his face in the mirror, then his cuffs and his hands. They were clean, but he scrubbed them twice, unsure how he’d been careless enough to track blood onto the respirator.

He was tired, he thought. He didn’t sleep well.

He was ill.


GRAHAM KEPT A FEW ROOMS for himself when he undertook the renovation of the crumbling Queen Anne that became Riverside Memorial. He lived in a split-level apartment walled off from the main sprawl of the funeral home, a convenience that allowed him to remain perpetually on call. The building’s best features – like the elegant rotunda in the heart of the house, and the two-storey windows that overlooked the glassy flow of a river pool – had been absorbed into Riverside. His quarters were stitched together from whatever rooms could be spared in the northwest corner. They were awkwardly laid out and decorated in the same style as the funeral home. Still, the apartment had its charms. His breakfast nook was separated from the kitchen by a carved wooden arch. In the afternoon, stained glass sash windows scattered ruby light across the walls of his second-floor living room. He had a separate side entrance tucked behind the garage, but he could also slip away through a heavy oak door that blended into the panelled wall of his office and opened into his bedroom.

Graham dragged himself up the stairs after a shower in the funeral home changing room. Availing of this secreted entrance, he collapsed for a nap on top of his hospital corner sheets. When he woke up, heavy-chested and feverish, he considered cancelling his dinner plans with Ava. He knew she was on her way to him already, though, and after swallowing the last dose of Tylenol rattling at the bottom of a 500-count bottle, he felt more like himself. She was leaving the next morning on a ten-day trip to play Brahms’ sextets in a West Coast concert series. Graham didn’t want to miss his chance to say goodbye.

Ava taught viola in town, but her calendar was dotted with engagements in other cities and even other countries. She was often away for masterclasses and performances. During working weekends, she filled Graham’s phone storage with mirror selfies in her black concert dresses. Ten days, though, would be the longest they had been apart. Since they’d started seeing each other that summer, Ava had anchored him in his off-hours. Now, when she was gone, Graham felt his aloneness sharply. He often drifted back to his office, desperate for distractions.

Waiting for the chime of his doorbell, Graham started cooking. He was shivery and miserable in the quiet, lighting the stove and dressing Cornish hens, but when Ava finally arrived, he felt a pang of happiness, and relief. He bent to kiss her at the threshold. Graham was guilty of getting a small thrill from the curve of her hip and the tilt of her neck when she looked up at him. Her femininity threw his average height and the spare line of his body into masculine relief. Even after months together, he’d failed to settle into the feeling. The heat of arousal awakened as his hand came to rest on her waist.

Ava’s shirt was crowded with white lilies printed in full blossom. Graham traced the hidden stream of her brachial artery with his thumb, palm covering the flowers. She often dressed in a way that Graham thought was semi-ironic: a classic silhouette constructed from irreverent fabrics and neon colours. She had shirts patterned with pink beetles, teal swallows, yellow lightning bolts; their boldly printed collars peaked out from behind block-coloured sweaters. The lilies, though quiet in comparison, provoked in Graham a synaesthetic rush: decay and the sweet, cool white of fleshy petals. He leaned in to kiss her again, suddenly desperate for her cold hands on his face.

“Hello,” she said, returning the kiss and sliding her fingers along the line of his jaw. Her eyes flicked up to meet his, and he knew that she’d noticed his fever. “Are you okay?”

“Just fine,” he promised.

Graham had let the house go dark around him when the sun set, but Ava stepped past him and turned on all the lights, complaining about the end of summer. She went upstairs to his living room to put on a record and came back down soundtracked by minimalist piano. While Graham finished cooking, she uncorked a bottle of wine that was waiting in the fridge and poured them each a glass.

Graham began to feel worse as soon as they sat down to eat and was unable to shake the feeling all through dinner. Leaving his wine half drunk, he had to hold up his aching head, an elbow planted on the table, as he fumbled through the conversation.

“Do you have any Tylenol? Or Advil or aspirin or anything?” Graham finally asked Ava after she’d finished eating. He was scraping his largely untouched couscous and the picked-at bones of his hen into a Tupperware box. His fever was rising again, reaching an uncomfortable simmer.

“You are feeling bad, huh?” Ava shooed him away from the dishes and got him settled next to her in his breakfast nook. She went through her purse but didn’t find anything for him. “We can go to the pharmacy.”

“We don’t have to,” Graham said. The heat of his face left a fogged silhouette against the window. “It’s not too bad.”

“It’s like two minutes with the car.” She was already pulling out her keys. “And I want something for dessert. Twizzlers, maybe.”

Graham pulled a face at the thought of red in between her teeth, sickly sweet.

“You should go back to the doctor,” she told him.

“He said it could take a long time to get better.”

“But he didn’t say you would get worse, did he?” Graham sighed at that. He shook his head. Ava nestled against him, worrying the dark glass of her phone. “I’ve been doing some research, you know.”

“Ava, don’t. You shouldn’t Google these things. It always says you’re dying.”

“Does it stress you out?” she asked.

“No, it stresses you out.”

Ava, he knew, had a minor obsession with the worst things her phone could show her. Most evenings, she scrolled through a Twitter feed curated for maximum disaster coverage. It was a practice she didn’t distinguish from keeping up with the news, the exposure to catastrophic world events being what she considered responsible awareness. She woke sometimes in the grip of nightmares. Tsunamis, cities burning, climate crisis. The background noise of Graham’s cough had added new biological nuances to her anxiety. She asked him about the cancer risks of embalming chemicals and grilled him on aerosol contaminants. He was calm in the face of her catastrophising. Graham was careful at work, and he had come to terms with the worst possibilities after more than ten years in the funeral industry. If he was sick, he thought it was more likely he caught something from the living than the dead.

“But you did explain about your fever and how much weight you’ve lost, didn’t you?” Ava asked. “It could be something serious.”

“They did a full workup. Blood tests for everything.” Graham stroked his hand down Ava’s arm, working his thumb over the sheath of the tense flexor muscles that ran from elbow to wrist. “Did Dr. Google tell you I had cancer?”

“Maybe,” she said, looking sideways. “I was just trying to find out why you are so, so sweaty at night.”

Graham flushed, embarrassed even though she had spoken with a ribbing smile. He sagged, exhausted, against her and his nose brushed over the thickened callus at the base of Ava’s jaw.

He remembered he’d turned her head once when they had first started dating, his long fingers braced against her chin and the soft line of her ramus. Running his hand over her neck, he’d traced the watercolour mottling of two dark nodules hardened by decades of irritation. The marks, she said, were from her viola, and she had apologised for them. Graham released her from the grip he suddenly knew was too clinical. He had seen the marks before, of course. Ava didn’t normally cover them, not with clothing or makeup. Graham knew if she were embalmed, they shouldn’t be hidden. They were story marks, points of pride. Don’t apologise, he told her. They don’t hurt? He spoke gently, but a hunger had risen up in him as he touched her, and he felt bow tight, newly awake to desire, to love. She promised they didn’t. There was no pain. He had pressed his lips up against the angle of her jaw, then, and sucked a wine-dark bruise into the vulnerable skin over her hypoglossus.

“It’s okay,” Ava said, pulling Graham away from the memory. She was looking at him – sweet, open face and eyes a honey brown beneath blunt-cut bangs – trying to take the measure of his pallor. Her lower lip caught between her teeth. “I just don’t like to see you struggling.”


THE PHARMACY NEAREST Graham’s house was a CVS superstore between a Stop & Shop and a strip mall. With a drive-through and 24/7 service, it was the last all-night outpost before suburban drivers entered the coastal no man’s land between Providence and Fall River. Still, past ten it was always deserted, and the panels of fluorescents, controlled by a motion switch, were off in empty sections. They flickered on in the dim aisles as Ava stepped lightfooted in front of Graham in her ballet flats.

“Do you want a snack?” she asked him on her second pass of the candy aisle, considering a packet of pretzels.

“I’m alright,” he said.

Ava looked up at him and hesitated, her face settling into worry before swiftly clearing. “Okay. But I’m not sharing with you.”

“I’m not going to steal your junk food,” he said, covering his eyes with his hand. He’d been shivery during the car ride but now felt hot. His own chill fingers against his eyelids brought a moment of relief. “I’m too austere. I hate fun.”

“You finally admit it.”

“No fun, no flavours. Please, can I get some Tylenol now, before I boil myself into a bland and saltless soup?” When he took his hand away from his eyes, Ava was frowning. She led him towards the pharmacy section at the back of the store.

“Anything else? Some orange juice, maybe?” Ava thought vitamin C might help. She also suggested Rescue Remedy, which Graham dismissed as placebo doses of botanical brandy.

“Take enough of it in one go and it’s not placebo anymore,” she promised, nudging the point of her elbow against his ribs.

Graham knew that Ava was not getting drunk off bottles of Rescue Remedy – she had too many opinions about wine to be that tasteless – but he had the good grace to act scandalised by the idea.

“Please,” he said. “You’re killing me.”

He closed his eyes to the electronic wash of checkout scans beeping and saw fluorescent tubes burned in silhouette on the back of his eyelids. How strange, he thought, to be alive now – a person inside a box of light next to the highway. Ava hooked her arm through his and walked him out of the store, pressed so close he could feel her brachial pulse. There was a rush of night air as the automatic doors folded open for them.

Then he was in the car with Ava. She shook two pills into her palm and slid them between Graham’s lips with her fingers. He swallowed them dry, the line of his throat bobbing. His hand reached to hers for comfort. Telephone wires blurred in unbroken lines across the car window as she drove. The peaked roofs and sloping tower of Riverside appeared through the tree line, a darkness against the night sky. The streetlights flashed him momentarily blind.


GRAHAM WOKE IN THE DARK, sweat-soaked and shivering, before his alarm could ring. He pulled the blankets tight around his shoulders.

Ava touched a hand to his waist. “What’s wrong?”

Graham shook his head. “Nothing. Got to get ready for work.”

“You’re sick, though.” She crooked a finger through his waistband.

“Well, someone else is dead.” He turned to give her a hotbreathed kiss. “So I have to go. Don’t you have a plane to catch, anyway?”

Ava groaned and rolled over, not moving until Graham left for the shower. His mind went briefly blank while he stood under the water, minutes passing while he stared unblinking at the tiles. He was dizzy from the heat and his tongue felt dry and thick against his palate.

Lightheaded, he had to sit on the foot of the bed to wring out his hair. When he looked up, he caught Ava in the mirror, the sheets up around her waist and a slice of serum gold sunlight pinning her in stillness, dark eyes glowing like coals. He himself was only a pale clattering of bones, increasingly cachectic, old scars across his chest shining white where they stretched over his ribs. He choked, throat tight. The cough sounded clotted and congested. It tasted like iron.

“I wish you could stay,” he said, speaking to the vision of Ava in the mirror. She was smiling, and her mouth was full of light. Holy and strange. Graham was aware that the fever was making his perception anagogic, chopping and stretching time, but he was powerless to stop it. “I will miss you,” he said. “I’ll miss you.”

In dreams, he spoke like this: plain, needing. Awake, he thought it was too much to ask of anyone, to carry the burden of his feelings.


BACK IN THE BASEMENT-COOL of his prep room, Graham gently removed the plastic wrap he’d placed over the face of the woman being interred that afternoon. The feature setting remained natural: a relaxed impression, the near suggestion of a smile on the lips. He used the line of his scalpel to check the symmetry, tracing above the skin from mouth to eyes.

Daniel, handsome in his dove grey suit, snapped on a pair of gloves behind him. Six years ago, Daniel had started his training at Riverside Memorial, then stayed long past his apprenticeship to fill an assistant’s role. He’d been promoted to funeral director alongside Graham as the business expanded. Graham still tended to think of Daniel as a boy despite him having just edged into his thirties. Deepening laugh lines framed his disarming smile; his temples were even showing some grey, though, like Graham, he wore his hair long, so it was rarely noticeable. Daniel wasn’t a particularly talented embalmer, but he was an excellent funeral director. Thoughtful, creative, attentive to detail, and receptive to the feelings of others. Daniel was well-trained in the things that were most important. He had noticed Graham’s pallor immediately and fretted over him during their morning coffee.

Though Graham did his best to be reassuring, he accepted Daniel’s offer to assist with the casketing and let Daniel take the bulk of the body’s weight while he cradled her head and shoulders. The effort still winded him; he coughed, wet and jolting, a broken sound. Daniel placed his hand against the taut curve of Graham’s thoracic vertebrae. “I’ll take her upstairs, alright? Do you want me to finish the presentation?”

“No, it’s fine,” Graham told him, aware the clock was ticking towards the arrival of the family and the start of the memorial; he would need to appear steadier soon. “Just help Beth with the last of the set-up. Thank you, though. I’ll be up in a minute.”

He was grateful that he wasn’t the main contact for the reception. Beth, one of Riverside’s three funeral assistants, had taken responsibility for the day, with Graham providing only gentle oversight. She had not studied mortuary science but had come to Graham disillusioned with a career in event planning. Practical, no-nonsense, and the most unsentimental of his team, she was the perfect guide for family members more interested in surviving the organisation of the service than engaging with their grief. She wasn’t, though, quite ready to be left alone during a memorial. There were many things she would still need to learn through experience.

Graham poured himself some water at the break room sink and then went up to the viewing room – his own secular chapel – still holding the glass in his hand. Daniel had come and gone, leaving behind a total stillness: just the body in repose, chairs set for the memorial. Tall windows revealed the carefully landscaped garden and river pool behind the funeral home. Instead of lilies, the room was full of sunflowers.

Graham was running hot with his fever, and the sun over his face made him feel enveloped by heat, his vision threatened by dazzle. The autumn light came over the bier in beams of pure white. Graham noticed his own shadow stretched insubstantial next to the casket’s, his water glass a glowing shimmer in his hand. Even after putting it down, he felt its coolness, an antidote to his rising temperature.

Graham turned his attention, then, to the dead woman left in his care. He adjusted the position of her hands over her stomach, and secured her thumbs together with a fresh twist of elastic. These final touches he did reverentially. He would, perhaps, be the last person to touch this woman, and the picture he created would likely be her loved ones’ last memory of her. This mindfulness of each moment, each movement, displaced Graham’s pressing malaise. He tilted her head to a more natural angle, his index fingers against the edge of her ramus, lifting her chin. He smoothed her hair and tucked a curl into place.

When he was satisfied, he checked the memorial table Beth had arranged. The decedent had been a talented seamstress and, before coming to Graham, had dedicated her twilight years to making quilts for those closest to her. They were folded now, to be taken during the final visitation. I just want to leave a gift, she told Graham. It’s not about the quilts, of course. It’s a gift of care, and of time. A gift of forgiveness, if there are any bad feelings. I have only love for everyone left behind. If there’s one thing I ask for, it’s that you make that clear. The rest is all details.


THE EMPHASIS ON FORGIVENESS, of course, had been a warning to Graham. He was awake to the possibility of long-held aggressions bubbling to the surface, of unexpected fights. It happened more often than most people knew: altercations in his parking lot, hysterical shouting. Blunt accusations of greed, of abandonment, of mortal mistakes. Graham could generally sense it; he had enough experience to develop, even, a kind of sixth sense that often averted disaster. He would pass through funerals Daniel was directing and whisper to him who to watch for, who to separate. At this memorial, though, there was no anger he could palpate – nothing ready to erupt that day, at any rate.

Graham was contacted to pick up the body five nights before, during one of his thrice-weekly on-call shifts. He spent some time with the decedent’s youngest daughter, who had made the arrangements with her mother the year before. Together, she and Graham wrapped the body in the burial quilt Graham helped them commission. He and Beth called on the family the next day, too, after he’d completed the embalming. The day after that, though, the elder daughter arrived in town, angry in her grief, dismissive of Graham and the expensive services she accused him of upselling her mother. Graham left quietly when she demanded he let the family grieve alone until the funeral. He had Beth finalise the remaining details over the phone.

Beth, with confidence beyond her position, greeted the bereaved while Graham directed the small crowd of the decedent’s friends, of quilting club colleagues and church associates. He kept an eye on the elder daughter, who had been so against the funeral. She looked numbly around the room, more subdued now. When she received her quilt, Graham saw that she was crying. She was the first to touch the body, resting her head against her mother’s chest.

Graham gently stepped in to separate her from the casket before the service began in earnest. He could see the youngest daughter and her husband shuffling notecards, anxious to start the proceedings, caught up in their own grief and in the timeline of the memorial.

“It’s been so long since I’ve seen her,” the older daughter told Graham, letting him settle her into a chair. He remembered, in that moment, that her name was Rose and that she worked as an immigration lawyer in Texas. Things her mother had said, and what she hadn’t said too: that Rose was missed; her mother was proud of her, but the absence stung. “I was away for so long.”

“You’re here now,” Graham said. “It’s alright.”

“I didn’t think it would feel like this. Seeing her. I didn’t think it would feel like her.”

“She’s here so you can say goodbye,” Graham told Rose, crouching at her side, the protrusion of his patella pushing into the plush carpet. He held her hands in his, gave them a gentle squeeze, and placed them together on the quilt he’d picked up when the weight of grief had taken Rose by surprise. “She wanted to give you this gift.”


GRAHAM TRIED TO PULL himself to attention. He had faded into semi-consciousness at the back of the room once the service began. It was uncharacteristic of him, irresponsible. His heart beat hard as he reoriented himself, scanned the crowd for disruption, checked especially for Rose. The youngest daughter was introducing a song, the final song, and then there would be time for everyone to have a last visitation with the body before they went to the cemetery. Graham allowed himself to cough into his hand, hoping to lose the suffocating heaviness in his chest, unheard under the music.

It was a mistake, though. His breath came short, and the coughing wouldn’t stop. When the first set of eyes turned to look at him, he ducked into the music room for privacy.

Once alone, Graham pulled in whooping gulps of air, but his chest burned. His airways were thick with phlegm. He understood it was bad all at once. In a flash of panicked clarity, he realised he might pass out. He couldn’t breathe. Even if he could call for help, no one would hear him. Soundproofed to heavy silence, the music room felt close and airless.

Digging a pack of Kleenex out of a drawer and hacking out a plug of mucus into the tissues helped. At least it cleared the spots from his vision and took away his blackout fear. It didn’t stop the coughing, though. He choked up more phlegm.

Then a mouthful of blood.

He looked at it dumbly for a minute before balling the tissues up in his hand. His chest stilled, and Graham searched for the shock of pain in the next inhale, evidence of a cracked rib or collapsed lung. There was just the same dull ache. He opened his fist, saw the bright haemorrhagic red, and closed it again.

Graham stuck his head out of the music room and caught Daniel by the sleeve as he passed on his way to the viewing.

Daniel didn’t startle, just stepped inside and clicked the door shut. “Beth is looking for you,” he hissed, quiet despite the music room’s privacy. “The service is nearly over. What’s wrong?”

Graham was sweating so much his hair was damp against his forehead. He clenched the bloody tissues in his fist so tightly he could feel them pulping in his palm. “I was coughing so hard—” he started to say, then wiped a hand over his face and tried again. If Daniel knew about the blood, he would panic. The service would break down. “I can’t take the burial. This cough won’t stop; I think I’ll make a spectacle of myself. Can you take over with Beth? The internment is at Swan Point. Beth knows—” Graham choked briefly. There was the taste of iron – the threat of blood, but nothing more. “Beth knows everything.”

“What about the family?”

“Please, Daniel.” Graham put his hand over his eyes. “Beth has been their contact all day.”

Daniel nodded, adjusting a little sluggishly to the situation. Graham thought he looked frightened. “Okay, alright. Are you—? You’re not okay.”

Graham waved his hand to dismiss the idea. He wanted to tell Daniel not to worry, that he would be fine. His throat closed, though, and he coughed and coughed and didn’t say anything at all.


GRAHAM CALLED DANIEL the next morning to tell him he wasn’t well, and that Riverside would be in Daniel’s care until he recovered. Daniel had assumed as much; it was early, but Graham could hear him already unlocking, fumbling his keys at the garage door below Graham’s bedroom window.

“Are you alright?” Daniel asked when he could get a word in around the instructions Graham was trying to rasp at him.

Graham was curled in his bed, teeth chattering. He’d slept from the moment he got in the door the night before, but it was a broken, feverish sleep, and he didn’t feel any better. His first coughing fit brought up another streak of blood. He still said, “Just a flu. Call me if anything comes up.”

“Do you need me to bring something over for lunch?” Daniel asked.

“I’m fine,” Graham said. “Just let me sleep, okay?”

“If you insist. But go back to the doctor. I’ll drive you, if you want. Maybe you can get some antibiotics?”

Graham had already tried to do just that but couldn’t get an appointment until the following afternoon. He promised Daniel he would call if he needed anything.

Graham never took sick days if he could avoid it. In over a decade, he could only think of one three-day period he’d had to unexpectedly absent himself, struck so sick with a stomach virus he ended up in the hospital on IV fluids. He’d never taken a personal day, not for birthdays or weddings or his own mourning. Years ago, he booked a month off to recover privately from the hysterectomy he kept a guarded secret from his employees at the funeral home. Vacations were a luxury he’d never learned to appreciate, but he’d taken a few week-long holidays to appease his staff, who pointed out he made everyone else use their allotted PTO. He planned his absences in minute detail, and he was still guilty of crossing that permeable barrier between the home and his house when he wasn’t on the rota. Even when he travelled, he called too often and failed to enjoy himself.

Daniel, as he grew in confidence, had become impatient with Graham’s hand-holding. If you don’t trust me, Daniel told him once, years ago already, I shouldn’t be a director here. It was a fair point, though Daniel was wrong to think Graham doubted his ability. What Graham struggled to trust was the machine of his business, which was to say he didn’t trust himself.

Daniel knew the funeral home inside and out. He had worked under Graham long enough that he could keep a professional service running without direct management. Recognising this, Graham limited himself to a few gentle texts a day when he was off-site and nothing disastrous ever happened. Still, he remained anxious away from the funeral home. Without the external pressures of work, Graham could feel himself unravelling.

In the grip of this fever, though, with the thick cough and the surges of blood that sent him into brief periods of tachycardic panic, Graham didn’t think about the funeral home at all. He slept and woke with his clothes sticking to him. Sometime after noon, he shuffled downstairs to make a cup of tea and choke down a slice of toast. His hands were shaking hard, then. The tips of his fingers were a cold, ghost white. Instead of hefting his good kettle to the stove, he boiled water in the microwave. Afterwards, he sat on his kitchen floor with his mug, then lay in the sun slanting through his window. The mild warmth did little to stave off his chills and the press of pain in his chest. He slept there, or blacked out, until the cough woke him.

He crawled to the bathroom to spit up his phlegm, stayed dazed on the floor, coughed until he puked up the tea and saw his saliva dripping red over the white porcelain. A bruise spread bloody and dark over his rib cage, pain erupting with it. Graham’s vision closed and he crouched with his head to his knees to prevent the threatening syncope. Even when he felt sure he wouldn’t be pulled into unconsciousness, he was still dizzy and weak. He held very still, pulling in the shallow breaths his congested lungs could manage.

In the bathroom mirror, Graham could see broken veins under his eyes. His lips had a cyanotic tinge. He could have been fresh from the freezer, except for the fitful rise-fall of his chest. Graham was thin enough each breath revealed the ridges of his costal cartilage, like a shipwreck exposed by the outgoing tide.

It was worrying, he thought dimly, and he had ignored it for a long time. If he was tired when he came to dress a casket after hours of work on his feet, or if he was pale under the prep room fluorescents, he told himself it was no real surprise. He could recall moments when he felt really dreadful, but they were washed away by his continual competence. His ability to keep going. He had always found it easy to tell himself his pain was an overreaction, a phantom.

It was different now.

Bent on the floor, gaunt and wheezing with the wet, iron taste still in his mouth, he thought distantly it was time to do something, to get help. He had a little knowledge left from a half-completed medical degree, and he knew enough to be alarmed by his blue lips and by the blood. His heart beat desperately, but he felt nothing beside exhausted, mind slowed by the lack of oxygen.

Graham noticed as the sun started to go down, his fever dipping too, that his phone was alight with messages. Ava, awake on the West Coast, sending photos of the sunrise and a champagne reception in a garden of pink flowers. Daniel, probably worried by Graham’s silence, saying I’ve got some paperwork for you. I’ll pop over before I go home. Hope you’re okay. Graham thought he should give Daniel some sign of life. A smiley face. A breezy No need! but he only curled his knees up to his chest and turned the phone face down.


THE DOORBELL WOKE GRAHAM from a restless sleep on his bathroom floor. While he struggled to his feet and tried to pull himself towards coherence, the bell rang again. The chime was punctuated by quick, even knocks, an anxious beating.

When Graham finally opened the door, Daniel was waiting on the porch, wearing his coat against the autumn chill and carrying his bag like he meant to go home.

“Graham?” Daniel asked, pausing in the doorway. His hand went to his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “Are you okay?”

Graham nodded slowly, but still didn’t make any attempt to invite Daniel in. He closed his eyes against the blistering crush of his headache.

“Should I call someone?”

The worry in Daniel’s voice made Graham open his eyes and brought him more to himself. He was in the habit of reassuring. “No, I’ll be fine,” he said. “Was everything alright today? Has Beth been in touch with the Youngs?”

“She has it all under control, just like you said. Yesterday was fine. She told Ellis to schedule a follow-up call with the daughter.”

“Yes,” Graham agreed. “She might need a referral for counselling. But maybe just a little aftercare, a little time.”

Graham’s awareness of work steadied Daniel. He put his phone away and slid past Graham into the entranceway. After toeing off his boots next to the Oxfords lined up neatly by the door mat, Daniel padded up the stairs to the living room. Graham closed the door and followed him, annoyed but not thinking to protest. He settled in a corner of the sofa.

“You’re real pale,” Daniel told Graham, bending over him to get a better look. He gave Graham’s shoulder a squeeze, and his hand pressed up against Graham’s clavicle. The sensation of exposed bone made him wince. Daniel pulled away with an apology.

Graham hadn’t responded to his messages – even his read receipts were off – but Daniel had followed through with his promise of paperwork. He made himself comfortable in the armchair across from Graham and dropped his administrative care package on the coffee table. “For you. In case you were feeling up for some light reading. But maybe that’s a bit ambitious. How are you doing?”

It seemed like a pointless question. Graham was coughing over Daniel’s conversational overtures. His breathing was audibly congested.

“You should go home,” Graham said. “Really. I’m not well.”

“I know you’re not. I’m worried about it. Have you eaten?”

“My appetite’s gone.”

“Have you taken anything?”

Graham collapsed enough to rest his head on the arm of the sofa.

“I’m okay.”

“I’m not entirely convinced. Just something for the fever, maybe?”

Daniel vanished from the room and came back with a bottle of aspirin, its label faded and peeling off.

“Where did you find that?” Graham asked.

Daniel shrugged. “It was in your upstairs bathroom, in the medicine cabinet. It’s still in date. Just.”

Graham let Daniel knock the pills out of the bottle into his palm. He held Graham’s hand open while he coughed, his fist closing reflexively. “Sorry,” Graham said, regretting the resistance he felt in Daniel’s grip, the embarrassment of being a body for Daniel to handle.

“Sorry?” Daniel laughed. “Don’t be sorry. But you’re going to the doctor again. Tomorrow morning.”

“You know—” Graham began, but he wasn’t sure how the sentence was meant to finish. He wanted Daniel to leave, and couldn’t think of any reassurance, any satisfying dismissal. He was becoming frightened himself by the hitch in his breathing and the pain in his chest. He thought of his own face in the mirror: the press of his bones through his skin, the oxygen-less corpse colour of his lips.

“I know that you’ve been coughing for months.” Daniel huffed and dragged a hand through his hair. “You should be happy I’m not carting you to the emergency room.”

“There’s no reason,” Graham gasped. His chest heaved.

“You have walking pneumonia or something.” Graham covered his face, chilled by Daniel’s accusation. “It’s serious.”

They didn’t say anything to each other for a long time, but Daniel didn’t leave. Instead, he fretted with his phone and showed Graham an online symptom checker that said they should go to the ER when he marked the box next to “difficulty breathing”. Graham told him to drop it and pick out a movie to stream.

Daniel, unblinking, his pale eyes filled with TV light – blue then gold and then sickly white – watched Graham and not the screen. Graham closed his eyes to the flickering colours. He was suspended on the edge of dreaming but pinned awake by the pain of each inhale. Static washed over him, pricking the dark behind his eyelids until he finally fell asleep.

And then, past ten, Graham woke, choking and gasping. Daniel was at his side in an instant, a smeary shadow in the dark living room, a broad hand on his back. He helped Graham sit up and heave his desperate breaths. More coughing, and Graham brought up a mouthful of sputum into his hand. He recovered afterwards, wheezing still, but strong enough to shy away from Daniel’s supporting arm.

Then Daniel was gone. Graham’s vision was tunnelled to pinpricks by the possibility of unconsciousness, the spike of pain across his ribs, and the weak pull of his inhalations. Shapes moved in the darkness and whispered beneath the roar of his heartbeat. Graham thought he saw someone waiting for him, a lean and hungry form. He gathered a breath to cry out, but his voice was trapped in his swollen throat.

Graham reached for the shadow with numb fingers.

But the lights snapped on, and Daniel was there, holding a fistful of tissues. Graham could see, too, the splash of red sliding along his outstretched arm, the bloody marbling of the phlegm smeared over his hand. Still gasping, his eyes wide in the new brightness, Graham curled up to hide the mess.

“Let me see,” Daniel said. Graham opened his hand without looking at him. Daniel let Graham take the tissues. “Get dressed, okay?”

“I’ll go in the morning.” Graham’s voice was hoarse and low, unlike his usual reedy tenor, somehow meaner. “I want to sleep.”

“Your lips are blue. You’re coughing up blood. Come on.”

“Get out of my house.”

His sharpness made Daniel flinch back. Graham immediately felt bad for it, but he was shaking, curled up into himself, his breath a noisy rattle. He didn’t have the air to apologise.

Daniel disappeared into Graham’s room and came back with an oversized sweater and a pair of loafers Graham could wear with his sweatpants. Daniel forced him to put them on.

“Please let me sleep,” Graham managed between thick, snatched breaths. Daniel pulled the sweater over his head, mercilessly impersonal, like he was dressing a corpse. “Please.” Graham’s fever was back hot, back with pain. Daniel ignored his begging and half-carried him to his car.

In spite of the choking cough, Graham fell asleep during the drive. His head dropped back in a loose-boned, atonic swoon. In the twilight grey before he lost consciousness, Graham felt Daniel’s hand pass under his nose to check he was still breathing.


THE CAR DOOR OPENED and the cold cut into Graham, dredging him up from unconsciousness. Daniel pulled him to his feet, and an animal sound, a mewling “no” came out of his throat involuntarily. There were no words in Graham’s mind; he just knew the chill hurt, hurt, hurt, went right through him, an ache from deep in his teeth that turned to tremors so fierce his muscles seized. His chest constricted against the night air, refused to work, and his vision sparkled with dark and purpling dead spots. His mouth flooded with iron.

And then, somehow, he was inside, standing just behind Daniel, sweating under inset fluorescents and coughing. He couldn’t stop coughing, but his chest felt too weak to even snatch a breath. The muscles in his diaphragm spasmed convulsively, unable to shift whatever was clotting his lungs. Someone would have to cut him open, he thought, would have to puncture the pleurae to aspirate the dark blood that was drowning him, clean out the rot honeycombing his airways.

Daniel had found Graham’s wallet and was reading a number from his insurance card, simultaneously filling in a form. Graham gasped in a desperate gulp of air when he could manage one. The noise made the receptionist look up from her computer. When Daniel turned to look, too, the doubled gaze filled Graham with such embarrassment he sank to a crouching position on the floor, feeling that a combination of fever, lack of oxygen, and shame might cause him to black out.

He still could not stop coughing, could not stop shaking. He wanted to stop.

He didn’t look up from the white Formica floor, couldn’t move from his huddled position until hands lifted him up again. He kept his eyes closed. He pretended this wasn’t happening. He pretended he was already dead.

Then there was a mask over his face, and he realised he was pulling in oxygen, his chest almost working. Hands hauled him to his feet, and there was the tilt-table disorientation as he was transferred to a bed. Then the almost-pain of a blood pressure cuff compressing his brachialis, and the aching bite of a needle piercing the thin skin inside his elbow. So many sensations, but lying down, with oxygen finally trickling to his brain through his congested lungs, there was some order to it.

Daniel held his hand. Graham was squeezing too hard, his shaking rigor turning Daniel’s fingers cold and bloodless. When Graham became aware of it, he let go. Daniel took the chance to shake his hand out but placed it back over Graham’s arm afterwards. Graham tried not to think too hard about Daniel’s kindness.

A mild but emotionless voice from somewhere over Graham’s shoulder was asking questions probably meant for him, but Daniel was answering.

“How long has he had a cough?”

Daniel gave the right answer, but it sounded wrong, like a comically large amount of time.

“And when did he first start coughing up blood?”

“Just tonight,” Daniel said. “I brought him here as soon as I could.”

This was not true. Knowing he wouldn’t like it, Graham wanted to tell Daniel to look away, to not listen, but he didn’t have the words.

“No,” Graham just managed to say. His voice felt like someone else’s, which made it easier. He could imagine he was someone else, someone Daniel did not know. He kept his eyes on the ceiling, straining towards the cool, uncritical voice, unwilling to look at Daniel’s expression. He shivered so hard his teeth chattered; it took an effort to speak through it. “Yesterday. Started yesterday.”

“And how many times has it happened?”

Daniel looked at him sharply, his face made strange by the tension in his jaw, muscles pulsing over his back teeth.

“Five,” Graham whispered. He thought of the blood on the inside of his mask at the end of his shift the day before yesterday and amended his answer. “Six.”

“Was there a lot of blood? Is it mixed with phlegm?”

“Mixed. Sometimes, mostly blood. Just a mouthful.”

Daniel pulled his hand away from Graham’s arm. The place where his palm had been felt somehow colder than the rest of him. He thought, detached, that his fever was rising. It had been 103 that afternoon, a number he hadn’t seen on a thermometer since he was a child. Perhaps that helped to explain why he felt so infantile and useless, regressing in his helplessness. Why he hadn’t taken himself to the hospital.

He’d had a fever for the better part of three weeks, on and off. He didn’t know how worried he was meant to be.

“I’m sorry, Daniel,” he said, the only thing he could think. “Sorry.”

Daniel gave his arm a squeeze, but he didn’t say anything. Graham felt somehow wounded by the silence, but everything hurt, so that wasn’t the worst of his pain. Breathing around the cough and the metallic ache in his chest took most of his concentration. He was grateful when he was wheeled away to a back-end world of icy imaging plates, blood samples, a cold IV drip in the cannula running into his median cubital, a weightless sleep.

And then there was the hazy explanation for the isolation room he woke in, alone, after the delirium passed.
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