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Scene One


 


In life, all of our worst nightmares
come true, sooner or later. No one could have dreamed
this.

This was his best suit and his
underwear was obviously silk. The air was close and warm and heavy
with moisture. Sweat and tears stung his eyes. The blackness was
profound. The silence was worse, only the thudding of what must be
trucks going down a road nearby came through the hard-packed earth
with any clarity. Dragging up his arm in the tightly-enclosed
space, the ticking of his watch and the faint glow of the dial was
the only reality. Time must soon run out for Frederigo.

His thoughts raced. He knew what must
have happened.

The trouble with the alarm button was
that there was no way to test it, as if any living person had ever
thought to do so. No one had ever considered the possibility that
it wouldn’t work.

Life was too precious to take a
chance. He thought he hadn’t.

Frederigo Velasquez, born and bred in
Buena Vista, was a cautious man, but also a successful man. It all
seemed so logical at the time.

When it came time for the hard-working
owner of a small chain of laundromats in this thriving city to do
some estate planning, a pre-paid funeral plan seemed like a good
idea. Maria had been plaguing him about his health for some time,
and finally Hector got in on it.

It really would be in their best
interest, to save taxes and avoid withdrawal penalties.

His family, whom he loved dearly, and
undoubtedly they loved him just as dearly, wouldn’t have to worry
about a thing. It was all taken care of now, all paid for, and
first-class all the way.

He had provided for the eventualities
as thoughtfully as anything else he did.

Like several of the small businesses
he had painstakingly built up and then sold over the last
twenty-five years, it was a turn-key operation. Although Maria
didn’t much appreciate the morbid humour, his son had.

At the last minute, on the suggestion
of Uncle Leo, an uncle on Maria’s side it must be said, he had
cheerfully put down a little extra for a very special coffin. It
had an alarm bell. He remembered the original news stories, when
they first came out. It was good for a laugh, and the perpetual
optimist that was Federigo laughed easily. It was a small price to
pay for peace of mind.

He could make a joke at his own
expense and get away with it. Or so he thought.

At fifty-seven, Federigo was still a
young man, and might have thirty or forty years, some of them very
good years, still ahead of him. He sobbed at the thought of dying,
so very, very slowly in there.

He was going to die today. Now. In the
next few minutes.

No one would ever know what happened
to him; for how could they?

His thoughts raced. Where did he go
wrong?

After all those years of hard work, it
had felt so good to give in to an insane impulse. Word of the
coffin alarm-button quickly got out, whether via an employee or a
relative, no matter, and his business had enjoyed a brief spurt in
terms of sales. It lasted about two weeks.

Everyone in town came to
use the machines, to do their laundry, as
clean as a whistle, or so the radio ads
said, and to gossip, and to marvel at his foolishness. To be fair,
he had made the money back quite quickly.

Federigo came from the barrio.
Fighting his way up from the dregs and the sewers had taken a long
time, but it had been worth it, eminently so.

He’d been in a few tough spots in his
life. He didn’t think he was going to get out of this one, and the
emotions overcame him.

The terrible truth about the alarm
button was that it didn’t work. The size, shape and length of the
box he was in said everything. The hard knob of the button, dead
center on the bottom of the lid, was undeniable. He could see it in
his mind’s eye.

“Oh, mama.” His lips moved
in prayer.

He must have had one of his spells.
They must have taken him for dead. He must have been out of it for
a few days this time. His gratitude at not being dissected and
en-balmed in his sleep was offset by the fact that the button
didn’t work.

The fear was unbearable. He couldn’t
stop shaking.

He began to scream, and to pound
weakly in the limited space at the silk-lined lid of his
coffin.

The terror was beyond his control as
he kicked and flailed and screamed like a madman.

 


 


Scene Two


 


Rain pelted down outside the open
veranda windows and it seemed as if the city had gone
silent.

Only the occasional swishing of a
vehicle in the street outside broke through the hiss of the rain,
quickly fading as they passed.

They were alone at last.

Who could say it was wrong for the
funeral director, the charming and rakishly handsome Luiz Alvarro,
to comfort the bereaved widow?

Maria dried her eyes.

“Are you sure it will be
all right?”

They sat on the couch. He took her
hands in his.

“Absolutely.” He nodded
tenderly.

She looked away, tragically beautiful
with her upturned nose and dimpled chin, her long dark hair
sweeping down past the pale oval of her face. Her matronly figure
only excited him the more. The simple luxury, the room and its
bright complementary colours right out of a magazine, said much
about her.

She bit her lip.

“He didn’t suffer. I
promise you that.” Luiz lifted and kissed her hands tenderly.
“Trust me. It’s better this way. He wouldn’t have liked a divorce,
especially coming at him out of left field like that. He would have
fought like a tiger—you know that. He was insanely jealous, and
ultimately, a very possessive man.”

She nodded, still unable
to look at him. Over the last years, she had come to hate Federigo,
for his tirelessness, his selflessness when it came to the
business. There was never enough time for family. There was never
enough time for them. But they always had enough money. That was what angered her
the most.

It was
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