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The Stainless Steel Coffin

 


The odd story you are about to read is mostly
true.

It is based on something that happened to a
business associate.

Naturally, the names have been changed to
protect the author,

as there are no innocent.

Be sure to read the newspaper clipping at the
end.

 


 


“Did you get the front
money?”

“This guy's all right.” Lou Martinez was
suddenly defensive. He had forgotten the certainty of catching Hell
for taking an order from a private individual without getting a
deposit. He rallied a small defense. “He's not really an
individual—he’s a doctor.”

“Do you ever remember me saying anything good
about doctors?”

“Couldn’t we just open an account for
him?”

“Since when does opening an account guarantee
getting paid?”

“We can check his credit.”

“Accounts are for repeat customers. How much
repeat business do you expect from a guy who wants a stainless
steel coffin for his mother?”

“Maybe his father is still alive.”

“Then don’t you think his father would be
buying the coffin?”

Martinez slumped a little in his chair. “Do
you want me to tell him we can’t do it?”

“No! I want you to get a deposit.” After
Martinez was gone from his office, Joe Fox reflected that he forgot
to specify getting the front money before the work began. No one
who wanted to put his mother in a stainless steel coffin with a
glass lid should be fully trusted.

 


Martinez drove to Paramount after lunch. The
same old black Chrysler Imperial was parked in front. He thought
that was the kind of car that a doctor who hadn’t remodeled his
office in forty years had to drive, and seeing it, he felt relieved
since he had not thought to phone.

On this second visit, the ambience of his
surroundings grew clearer. The neighborhood was nearly all
residential—old single story wooden houses with this isolated
commercial building containing Dr. Noble, a shoe repair and a vague
looking business that might be selling lampshades. The building was
a sun-faded beige stucco with a kind of marquee, actually more of a
conning tower, that held Dr. Noble’s name in neon script above
several decorative neon bands. The dirty glass tubes were protected
by a grille of hardware cloth. The same wrinkled receptionist in an
old-fashioned nurse uniform with a starched white hat pressed a
button on a brown Bakelite intercom to announce his return. She let
him into the doctor’s office. He seemed to never have any
patients.

“Yes, Mr. Martinez? Did we forget
something?”

“No, not really. It’s just that after I
started checking on these materials I realized how expensive they
were, and it’s our company policy in cases like this to get a
deposit to cover the cost of the material.”

“Surely you had to know the cost of the
materials when you quoted the price to me.”

Martinez felt his face get red and he had to
concentrate on not squirming. “Well, to tell the truth, I forgot to
tell you when I was here before.”

“I see, and your employer reminded you.”

“Yeah, you might say that.”

“I want there to be no delays, nor do I want
you to have any concern about being paid. If you’ll just wait a
moment I’ll have Miss Evans prepare a check. Is a thousand dollars
enough?”

“Great.”

Martinez stared at the ancient carpet
striated with hazy winter light falling through the wide, fly blown
slats of the venetian blinds. He didn’t hear Noble talking to the
old woman. The only sound was the gears grinding in an electric
clock on the desk. Noble was gone for a very long time and when he
returned Martinez started at the sound of the door.

He held an envelope with green security paper
visible through the glassine window. “Here you are. Now, please no
delays. You understand, I hope, how important it is to me that my
mother be laid to rest as quickly as possible.”

“We’ve already started,” he lied. Then he
grabbed the envelope and went to a dark and smelly beer bar for the
rest of the afternoon.

 


Alice found the envelope stuck in the keys of
her typewriter when she arrived at work. The fact of there being
not one word of explanation attached twisted her face in contempt
for the always irresponsible salesman. Mechanically she reached for
her rubber stamp to endorse the check. She hesitated. She read it
two times then took it into her employer’s office.

“Have you seen this?”

“What?” She laid the check face down on the
calendar desk pad in front of Joe Fox.

“Jesus Christ! Where’s Martinez?”

“I haven’t seen him. This was on my desk when
I got here.”

Fox took the check and stomped into the shop.
Martinez was talking to the foreman, José, by one of the old wooden
layout tables. José had an electric heater under his bench, they
huddled over it gesturing at a piece of yellow quadrille paper.

“What’s this shit?” He held the check in
front of Martinez while the foreman grabbed the sketch and turned
away from his boss’s wrath.

“It’s the deposit you wanted.”

“Did you read what he put on the back of
it?”

He read it, shrugged and said, “It just says
what we have to do.”

“You mean you agreed to this?”

“All I agree to do was hermetically seal it
with nitrogen inside.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

“It’s simple. We just glue the glass down
with bathtub caulking. Then we put the nitrogen in through a
fitting in the side.”

“Then how do they get the old lady in?”

“Oh, well, I guess she’s gotta be in it when
we put the lid on.”

José stiffened. He said, “Wait a minute. You
mean we’re gonna have a dead person in here when we’re working on
this?”

Martinez said, “It’s no big deal. We’ll take
it to the funeral home. Maybe we can get the undertakers to put the
lid on.”

“You’re out of your goddamn mind if you
think an undertaker can do all this? How would we know it didn’t
have leaks? How would we know he got all the air out before he
capped off the nitrogen? And how are we going to cap it off? Are there going to be
valves sticking out of this thing so some asshole can come along
later and give grandma a little fresh air?”

Martinez thought for a second. “We’ll have
two fittings. We’ll put the nitrogen in one and test what comes out
of the other. When it’s all nitrogen, we put a plug in it. The
other end, we gotta have a valve. There’s no other way. He’ll
understand that.”

“How did you say you were going to test for
pure nitrogen coming out? Doesn’t it say here ‘the internal
atmosphere is to be 99.99% nitrogen’?”

“All nitrogen comes out of the bottle that
pure.”

“Right. And does it stay that pure after you
shoot it into a box full of air, formaldehyde and old lady
gasses?”

José made a face as Martinez said, “I’m sure
there’s some way to test it.”

“No doubt. Did you put the cost of the test
equipment into your bid?”

“I got plenty of money in it. Besides, I bid
it in ten gauge and I bought eleven gauge. He’ll never know the
difference and the money we saved will pay for the testing.”

José was uncomfortable standing idle and
wanted to leave before the discussion turned on him. He asked Fox,
“Should I wait on this?”

“How are you going to start it? We haven’t
got the material yet.”

“We got all kinds of eleven gauge.”

“Are you telling me that sketch doesn’t say
that it’s stainless?”

Martinez said meekly, “I was gonna tell
him.”

The foreman sucked his teeth and spit, “You
mean this thing is stainless?”

“Would you bury your mother in a rusty
box?”

A welder began backgrinding the first pass on
a large pressure vessel. The vibrating scream of the grinder drove
Fox into his office where he called Dr. Noble and found him to be a
relatively reasonable customer. The doctor assured the owner of the
metal shop that the atmosphere would be sufficiently inert if a
slight vacuum were drawn in the coffin before purging it with two
full bottles of nitrogen. However, no features could remain on the
exterior; therefore, any valves had to be recessed and later sealed
by welding covers over them and grinding the welds smooth, thus
consigning the departed to eternity free of protuberances.

Fox clamped his molars and shook his head to
free himself of his mental bent before he replied unctuously, “Very
fine, Doctor, all that is feasible but how about the business of
actually putting the body into the coffin?”

“Why should that present any problems?”

“Oh, no problems. We just want to make sure
there aren’t any—accidents.”

“What do you mean—accidents? There had better
be no accidents involving my mother’s remains.”

“Well, then I think it would be in
everybody’s best interest if somebody other than an apprentice
sheet metal mechanic laid your mother in her final repose.”

“I assure you that I will be right there to
assist when the time comes. It can be no other way.”

 


A Modern Metals truck brought the polished
stainless steel sheets the next morning, and in the afternoon, on
one of his inspection tours, Fox noticed José developing notches
for the inside corners of the coffin by cutting pieces of manila
folder. The following afternoon the coffin had been sheared,
notched and formed, and it was lying unceremoniously next to the
welder who was completing work on the large tank for the refinery.
The boss threw a fit at seeing hot balls of weld splatter falling
on the PVC skin that protected the stainless steel’s brushed
finish. In another day and a half all the coffin’s seams were
welded. Fox insisted on assigning a journeyman to grind and polish
the welds instead of the helper who would normally be stuck with
the drudgery of restoring the grain to all the weld joints. It took
two more days to complete the cosmetic work.

On Friday afternoon Joe Fox was examining the
finished product with no little admiration. It was a beautiful
fabrication. Double wall construction in the classic shape of
coffins with the shoulder area wider than the head and feet. The
fittings were set into tidy pockets with good fitting covers ready
to be welded over them and the flange was recessed so the inch
thick glass would fit flush. José had even thought to place the gas
orifices where they would be hidden by the body.

Lou Martinez saw his boss with the casket and
sidled close to fish for approval. “It looks good, doesn’t it?”

“What do you expect? How does the glass
fit?”

“I don’t know. We haven’t tried it yet.”

“You mean to say that this box is completely
done and nobody bothered to see if the fucking lid fits?”

It didn’t fit. It was too big and the man
from the glass company was gone until Monday. Fox drove home
muttering.

Three martinis into Friday night, when his
rage at Martinez was starting to dissipate, the phone rang. Its
bell jolted the full length of his spine. He let it ring but his
wife answered it and, of course, it wasn’t for her.

“Mr. Fox?”

“Yes.”

“Are you the owner of Industrial Fabricators
in Downey?”

Tentatively he said, “Yes.”

“This is Julius Schaeffer from Schaeffer and
Steinman’s Funeral Home. You are, I believe, making a special
casket for
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