
Death Takes a Holiday

			“Do you mind explaining this?” Lilah threw a fat envelope emblazoned with a Forbes magazine logo and a declarative, KNOW YOUR VALUE onto Kay’s desk. “This was waiting for me when I arrived this morning.”

			“Take a seat, Lilah.”

			“What if I don’t feel like sitting down? Not right now, and sure as hell not with Mika Brzezinski.”

			“Lilah, I shouldn’t have to tell you that this opportunity is like manna from heaven. She wants to interview you because, practically overnight, you’ve joined Caitlin Doughty as the face of the Good Death movement. Read my lips: this is not a bad thing.”

			“It’s absurd. How the hell does getting tagged in an Instagram post by some pencil-dick teenager with a pissant grudge suddenly elevate me to this realm of rarified air?”

			“Her producers also cited the remarks you gave at the NFDA conference. Apparently, your online celebrity led reporters from several mainstream media outlets—including Forbes—to attend the event. The fact that you, as a young woman, run a successful funeral home that is becoming noticed for its offbeat and experimental approaches—and you’re an outspoken advocate for change within a twenty-eight billion dollar a year industry that stubbornly remains wedded to antiquated methods and traditions that serve only one purpose: swelling their bank accounts. Like it or not, you have become a leading voice for change.”

			“I can’t do any of those things if I stay on here below-stairs, doing endless successions of full poke and props on mee-maw and pawpaw for the patrons of this house of mourning glories.”

			“I know. That’s why you need to take FSI’s offer and go someplace where you can make a difference.”

			“You want me to sell this place? Leave Stohler’s? What would my father do? Turn all the portraits of the ghoulish Stohlers who came before me to the wall? How can I do this to his legacy?”

			“Your job is not to prolong your father’s legacy—or anyone else’s. Your job is to live your own life.”

			“What about the lives of Hambone and Gee String? What about your life, Kay? You already said they won’t retain you.”

			“Lilah, I’m seventy-two years old. I’ve done my stint as death’s handmaiden. It’s time for me to hang up my abacus and see how the other half lives—you know—the people who cleave to the daylight. So don’t worry one bit about me. I’ll be just fine.”

			Lilah wasn’t yet ready to capitulate. She dragged out a chair and dropped down on it in frustration. 

			“Even if that were true, Kay, I don’t have the slightest inclination to be interviewed for inclusion in some glorified talk show homage to rich and famous do-gooders. In case you haven’t noticed, I am neither.”

			“Lilah . . . it’s already set up. Brzezinski is in the area for another event, so they’re arriving tomorrow afternoon. You’re doing the interview. If you care, as you say you do, about the future of this industry, you’ll put on your big girl surplice, suck it up, and deal with it.”

			Lilah gave up. It was pointless to continue arguing with Kay when she had her mind made up. It had always been that way, ever since Kay came to work at Stohler’s when Lilah was seven years old and could only dream of one day having unfettered access to the charms of the embalming suite.

			“Okay, okay. You win. But paybacks for this will be hell, Kay. I’m not even kidding.”

			“Oh, really? What are you going to do that’s worse than the time you dumped a quart of formaldehyde into my gas tank?”

			“Hey—that was well-intentioned. You’d been complaining nonstop about that old Chevy of yours constantly dying on you and I thought it would prolong its vitality.”

			“Right.”

			“I still don’t think it was reasonable for you to have made me hand wash all the hearses—for six weeks.”

			“It built character.”

			“I was seven, Kay. I couldn’t even reach the landau bars without standing on a gurney.”

			“Do you know what formaldehyde does to a car engine, Lilah?”

			“No. But as I recall, you started driving a Yugo shortly after that and seemed very happy with it.”

			“Desperate measures.” Kay dismissed Lilah’s observation. “With you as a constant in my life, I knew I’d need a car that was impervious to chemical interventions. Ironically, that thing probably would’ve gotten better gas mileage with an occasional dose of preservative.”

			“Necessity is the mother of invention.”

			“Which is precisely why Sparkle is going to prep you for your interview.” 

			That caught Lilah off guard. “She is?”

			Kay nodded. “Turns out she actually knows Mika.”

			“What? How?”

			“Apparently, Brzezinski gave a commencement address at Johns Hopkins when Sparkle was working on a graduate certificate there, and Sparkle was her campus aide-de-camp. I gather they developed quite a rapport. So that makes her uniquely suited to help you prepare for the interview.”

			“That’s . . . surprising.”

			“As are most things about Sparkle. But I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.”

			“No comment.” Lilah got to her feet. “I suppose she’s expecting me?”

			Kay nodded. “She’s in the kitchen getting a jump start on a fresh batch of cookies. Apparently, they’re interested in touching on that aspect of your inspired leadership, too.”

			“Mine?”

			“Who was I to correct the misperception? So go forth and prepare, Young Skywalker. Your Yoda awaits.”

			Lilah made a rude gesture before leaving Kay’s office and heading for the kitchen, where she found Sparkle, bent over a row of cookie sheets, dropping batter with a small ice cream scoop. 

			Sparkle looked surprised to see her. “What brings you into this space you describe as a hellscape of artery-blocking coagulants?”

			“Who told you that?”

			“I refuse to reveal my source.”

			“It figures. Kay told me you were going to prep me for the Brzezinski interview tomorrow.”

			“Oh? So that means you’ve agreed to do it?”

			“I think ‘agreed’ might be a stretch.”

			“Oh, really? What method did she use?”

			“Extortion comes to mind.”

			Sparkle laughed and put the two sheets of cookies into the oven.

			“Are you ever going to break down and actually try one of these cookies?”

			“Not if I can help it. You know the old adage: ‘Mithridates, he died old.’”

			“I think that was about ingesting poison.”

			Lilah raised an eyebrow. “And your point would be?”

			“Right . . .” Sparkle tucked an errant twist of hair behind her ear. “These will take about twelve minutes to bake; then I’ll be free. When are you able to get together to talk about this?”

			“No time like the present.” Lilah consulted her watch. “It’s nearly 5:30. Do you have dinner plans?”

			Sparkle seemed surprised by her suggestion. 

			“No. I was planning to heat up some of the Brunswick stew Hambone gave me. Care to join me?”

			Lilah thought about the wisdom of going to Sparkle’s house to do . . . anything, but quickly derided herself for being ridiculous. They were both high-functioning adults—not alley cats in heat. And she didn’t want to appear prudish by rejecting Sparkle’s hospitality out of hand. 

			“Sure. That’s very generous of you. Are you sure it’s safe to eat?”

			“I take it you haven’t read any of the comments posted on Rufina Strub’s memorial page?”

			“Not yet . . .”

			Sparkle smiled. “Suffice it to say that accolades for Walburg Baptist’s Brunswick stew rivaled the superlatives expressed for Rufina’s lauded chicken pie gravy.”

			“Please tell me you’re not compounding either of those things into a new breed of cookie.”

			“Not just yet, no.” Sparkle began washing out her mixing bowl and scoop. “Are you ever going to relent and try one of these?”

			“Not if I can help it.”

			“Why not? Are you clinging to some kind of stubborn principle?”

			“Maybe I’m clinging to my ghoulish figure.”

			“Isn’t that ‘girlish’?”

			“No. It ceased being girlish when I could no longer find all-black mix-n-match on the Junior Terrace at Belk.”

			 Sparkle gave up. “Do you want to meet me in the parking lot in fifteen minutes? You can follow me to my house. It’s not far—only about a ten-minute drive.”

			Lilah agreed and headed to her office to collect her things. The dark chorus in her head was cranking up its prognostications of doom. What the hell are you doing? it chanted. This isn’t the way to keep yourself out of the shitter. It’s giving in to this kind of self-destructive behavior that will dig you in deeper than you already are. Be smart. Be vigilant. Run the fuck away . . .

			She snapped up her keys and messenger bag. 

			Black Bird my ass. I am such a goddamn weenie.

			 

			 

			 

			Sparkle lived in a small house in the Ardmore section of Winston-Salem, not far from Baptist Hospital. It was an historic neighborhood filled with Queen Anne craftsman-style homes built mostly in the early years of the twentieth century. Lilah had been surprised to see that Sparkle’s house was located less than a mile from her parents’ home on Glade Street, in the West End neighborhood where she and Frankie had grown up.

			In fact, Lilah had fond memories of scouting for roadkill in this very neighborhood . . .

			Small world, she thought as she parked her car to join Sparkle at the entrance to her bungalow. This part of Ardmore was revered for its quiet streets lined with big shade trees, and houses with wide front porches. Sparkle’s masonry house was painted a pretty shade of salmon with dark gray trim—a color combination that would’ve made Rita Kitty quiver with glee, since it matched her recent foray into the fine art of retouching boo-boos on hoopties.

			“Nice place,” Lilah commented when she joined Sparkle. “How long have you lived here?”

			“Less than a year.” Sparkle unlocked the big front door so they could enter. “The only reason I got it was because I lucked into it before the new crop of hospital residents flooded the market and snapped up everything in sight.”

			Inside, the place was every bit as tidy and well put together as Lilah expected it to be. Sparkle had arguably good taste—befitting an acknowledged pro at marketing and brand identity. The place looked like a monument to Pottery Barn.

			“Make yourself at home. I’m just going to ditch these things and change clothes. I’ll be right back.”

			Change clothes? Didn’t Sparkle lounge in the same J. Crew mix-n-match that she wore to the office? 

			When she was left alone, Lilah wandered about the room looking over Sparkle’s books and the few framed photographs that sat atop her built-in bookcase. There was a lot of contemporary fiction—probably titles that topped the lists compiled by Oprah Winfrey or Reese Witherspoon. There were also a bunch of older books with faded and worn cloth covers. Classics, mostly. She assumed those were heirlooms or books she’d picked up at yard sales. She pulled out a copy of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter by Carson McCullers and opened it. An inscription on the title page read, For Lee Ann Ellis, 1987. There was a bookmark inserted at the beginning of chapter fourteen.

			“That was my mother’s.” Sparkle’s voice surprised her. 

			Lilah lowered the book. “Sorry. I wasn’t snooping.”

			“No worries. She’d been reading that book while she was pregnant with me. She never got to finish it.”

			“I’m sorry.” Lilah placed the book back into its spot on the shelf. 

			“I keep telling myself that one day, I need to read the rest of it for her. But I haven’t been able yet to make myself do it.”

			“I can understand that. It would be like another kind of finality, I guess.”

			“That’s what I think, too. It’s almost like she’s not really gone if she still has something left to finish. Irrational, I know. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve picked it up intending to finish reading it. But I always stop myself.”

			“Have you read the book before?”

			“Only to that very point. Do you know how it ends?”

			“Yes. There might be a metaphor in the fact that your mother stopped reading it before it became even more depressingly bleak and hopeless.”

			“Good to know. Thank you for sharing that with me. I won’t torture myself anymore for not finishing it.”

			“Don’t. Sometimes things should end in the middle. What we don’t know can often be more comforting than what we might eventually find out.”

			“I’ll try to remember that.” Sparkle indicated that Lilah should follow her. “Would you like something to drink?”

			Lilah had a hard time not laughing at her suggestion. After all, they didn’t have the greatest track record when it came to sitting down with alcoholic beverages. But they were there to work, not to indulge in any more ridiculous parlor games.

			“Sure. What did you have in mind?”

			“I was going to open some wine, if that sounds appealing.” When Lilah nodded her assent, Sparkle asked, “What kind do you think goes best with kettle-cooked, Southern Baptist stew?”

			“Um,” Lilah thought about it. “Got anything tinged with vinegar and gall?”

			“Are you channeling the Brunswick stew or the prep session for your interview tomorrow?”

			“Yes.”

			Sparkle laughed and headed for her small kitchen. “Let’s see what we have.” She began to pull bottles out of a narrow wine fridge and line them up on the countertop.

			“I’ve got a Bardolino, a Beaujolais, and a decent Côtes du Rhône. Or we can always crack into this.” She slammed a mason jar filled with clear liquid onto the counter. “It was a gift from Gee String during my first week. I haven’t had the courage to break the seal on it yet.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Lilah picked it up to examine it. “Do you think he made it?”

			“I was afraid to ask. I thought about gifting it to Rita Kitty to see if it would do a better job cleaning her makeup brushes, but I didn’t want to risk hurting Gee String’s feelings if he accidentally stole it back from her and recognized the jar.”

			“I see you’ve gotten to know the Freeman brothers well.”

			“I think they’re adorable—like big hearts with feet.”

			Lilah perched on a stool. “That’s a pretty apt description of them. I have always thought of them as the heartbeat of the mortuary.”

			Sparkle took a corkscrew out of a drawer. “Do you think they’ll get jobs with another—long term firm—when you sell Stohler’s to FSI?”

			Lilah laughed at her description. “Where’d you hear that term?”

			“I pay attention.”

			“Funeral humor is a specialized and oft misunderstood pursuit.”

			“I gather that. I guess it takes the sting out of the work if you can make fun of it.”

			“True.” Lilah thought about Sparkle’s comment. “But I think it goes deeper than that, too. It’s only when we learn to make light of things that scare the bejesus out of us that we can begin to defuse their power. Death is like that for most people—it’s the most terrifying and mysterious unknown we’ll ever have to confront. It’s the only thing in life that lasts forever—so it’s the one event we fear more than just about anything else. And because we keep it that way—shrouded in mystery and hostage to rigid, archaic traditions—it wields incredible power over us. So, we learn how to joke about it to knock it down to size.” She smiled. “At least, I do.”

			“See? You’re already set for the interview tomorrow. I don’t think you need any coaching at all.”

			“She isn’t going to want to hear drivel like that.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. This is precisely what she’ll want to hear. It’s why she’s coming.”

			“Oh?” Lilah batted her eyes. “You mean she’s not coming because of my manifold charms? The Black Bird of Chernobyl who awakens the deceased moon and thumbs her beak at decent society?”

			“Her, too.” Sparkle held up a bottle. “How about this one?”

			It was the Beaujolais. 

			“A good choice,” Lilah agreed. “A wine fermented in whole clusters and gassed with carbon dioxide. What’s not to love?”

			“Yes. That’s exactly what I thought, too.”

			“It so is not what you thought.”

			Sparkle set about opening the wine. “Is this another one of those Truth or Dare games?”

			“Not even close, blondie. I gave those up for Lent.”

			“Lent doesn’t begin until Valentine’s Day.” Sparkle set about extracting the cork with panache. It made a dramatic pop when she withdrew it. 

			“It figures you’d know something like that,” Lilah observed.

			“I’m Catholic. It’s in the contract.”

			“Interesting. I had you pegged as something less steeped in liturgy and more rooted in . . . disapproval.”

			“Such as?”

			Lilah shrugged. “Presbyterian?”

			“Dear god.” Sparkle poured them each a glass of the fragrant wine. “I’d never be able to pull off all those Pendleton plaids.”

			Lilah accepted the glass from her and inhaled the wine’s fruity bouquet of strawberries and red currant. Sparkle had been right: the wine should pair perfectly with Hambone’s humble stew.

			“Do you want to go sit down and enjoy the wine? We can maybe do a bit of prep before we eat?”

			“Sure.” Lilah was intrigued to find out what kind of prep Sparkle thought she needed.

			They returned to the living room and took seats opposite each other in armchairs that were upholstered in distressed-looking gray leather.  

			“Okay,” Lilah began. “Where do we start?”

			“I thought maybe we could role play. I’ll ask you what I expect might be among her interview questions and we can see how comfortable you are with your answers.”

			“How do you know what she’ll ask?”

			“I don’t know exactly—but I’ve watched dozens of these interviews, and they seem to follow a similar pattern. She’ll do a quick introduction to you and summarize your notable accomplishments. Then she’ll drill down on one or two areas of distinction—the things that put you on her radar.”

			“You mean like me threatening to disembowel the ingrate who started this madness? Or me acting like a circus monkey on the stage at Planet Hollywood? Or possibly, me test-driving a human composting chamber?”

			“Although those are among your pick hits, I was thinking more about your keynote address at the conference.”

			“That wasn’t a keynote. It was just a collection of remarks.”

			“Trust me, Lilah. That was the keynote of the conference. And you delivered it superbly.”

			“If you say so.”

			“For starters,” Sparkle set her wine glass down on an end table, “these profiles are called ‘Know Your Value’ for a reason. Your fondness for self-deprecation will not serve you well in this forum.”

			“So, you’re saying I should show up wearing aviator shades and have swag to pass out to her crew?”

			“Can you manage to be serious for ten seconds?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never tried.”

			“We don’t have to do this if you find it so irksome.” Sparkle’s tone held more than a hint of annoyance.

			Lilah realized that acting like an ass wasn’t doing her any favors. “If we don’t practice, does that mean I won’t get any stew?”

			Sparkle drummed her fingers on the overstuffed arm of her chair. 

			“What kind of heartless bitch do you take me for?” she asked. 

			Lilah was relieved that Sparkle had recovered her sense of humor, and fought an impulse to say, I’ll take you even if you are heartless . . . especially if you are. But she managed to compose herself.

			“I . . . apologize. It’s kind of you to offer to help me and I’m . . . grateful So, please . . . let’s do this.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Lilah nodded. “Did I mention that I really love Brunswick stew?”

			“All right, then. Let’s try this again.”

			“I’m all ears.”

			“So, Lilah. Tell us a bit about the Good Death movement and why you’ve become one of its leading proponents.”

			Lilah did her best to summarize the relationship between emerging, eco-friendly burial solutions and the ongoing need to demythologize death as the best way to move a new generation forward with a healthier and unfettered understanding of our place in the natural, organic cycle of life.

			She thought she’d done pretty well, actually . . .

			But Sparkle sat watching her with some kind of something etched on her face—and it didn’t feel to Lilah like it was satisfaction with her answer.

			“Was it not good?” she asked.

			“No. It was perfect.”

			“Then why do you look like you just caught me cheating on a math quiz?”

			“Sorry. It wasn’t your answer. It’s your body language.”

			“My body language?” Lilah looked down at herself. “What’s wrong with it?”

			“Look at how you’re sitting. Arms and legs crossed—like you’re shutting everything out.”

			“I’m not shutting anything out. This is how I sit. It’s natural.”

			“Natural?” Sparkle repeated. “Lilah, it looks like you’re waiting to have a root canal.”

			“Okay, okay. So, what do you want me to do?”

			“For starters, relax.”

			Lilah tried to figure out how to comply. She uncrossed her arms, but then had no idea what to do with them. Grasp the arms of the chair? Drop them loosely at her sides? Throw them over her head and wave them around like a Pentecostal at a Wednesday night prayer meeting? 

			She looked at Sparkle. “I have no idea how to do that.”

			“Okay. Let’s try something.” Sparkle got up and stood in front of her chair. “Stand up and do what I do.”

			Lilah was suspicious but followed suit.

			“Now,” Sparkle continued, “roll your shoulders and your neck around to loosen them. Like this.”

			Sparkle demonstrated the maneuvers. Truthfully, Lilah was a lot more interested in watching Sparkle go through her gyrations than actually trying to repeat them.

			“Are you going to quit gawking at me and try to loosen up?” Sparkle asked.

			“Okay. Fine.” Lilah tried her best to imitate Sparkle’s movements, but she knew she probably looked more like a psychotic marionette with a crack addiction.

			Sparkle stopped her demonstration. “What is that supposed to be?”

			“Me relaxing?”

			“No. That’s not relaxing. That’s more like involuntary muscle spasms.”

			“So, sue me if I can’t replicate your Zumba moves.”

			“Zumba? Seriously? How much daytime TV do you watch while you’re downstairs hiding?”

			“In the first place, I do not hide downstairs—or anywhere else. Which should explain why my regrettable visage is nightly visible on about a zillion cell phones. And in the second place, the only Stohler I know of who has ever watched daytime TV is my father, who routinely gets locked inside his garden shed after sneaking out there to do so.”

			“Fine. But instead of flailing around like you’re drowning, try to make more fluid motions—like a windmill. More like this . . .” Sparkle demonstrated the maneuvers again. 

			Against her will, Lilah tried again, but with the same unhappy result. She dropped her arms to her sides in frustration.

			“Give it up, Sink. I guess I’m just not cut out for this whole Gumby schtick.”

			“That’s ridiculous. Let me show you.”

			Sparkle crossed the space that separated them and took hold of Lilah’s arms. She began to rotate them in gentle circles. 

			“See?” she said at very close range. “Like this.”

			Like this? Lilah thought. Yeah . . . this isn’t going to help me relax . . .

			“Don’t you feel looser?” Sparkle asked as their arms continued to move around in circles.

			“Not exactly.”

			“No?” Sparkle dropped her hands and took hold of Lilah’s face. “Then let’s try your head.”

			Lilah narrowed her eyes. “Let’s try what with my head?”

			“Circles,” Sparkle explained as she began to rotate Lilah’s head. “Tiny circles.”

			“You do realize that this exercise is having the opposite effect of what you intended, right?”

			“Is it?” Sparkle’s voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “You don’t feel relaxed?”

			“Do you?”

			“Maybe I’m not doing it right.” Sparkle slipped her hands around to the back of Lilah’s head and drew it closer to her own. “Is this better?”

			Lilah could feel Sparkle’s breath against her mouth. “This,” Sparkle kissed her gently. Then again. Then with more energy. “This is definitely better.”

			Their relaxation exercise gained in intensity until Lilah felt her knees grow weak. She would’ve stumbled if Sparkle hadn’t retained such a tight grip on her.

			“I think . . .” Lilah breathed between kisses, “I need . . .”

			“What?” Sparkle whispered against her mouth. “What do you need?”

			“I need to . . . oh, god.” Sparkle was now kissing her neck. “I need to skip dinner.”

			“You’re not hungry?” Sparkle was now trailing kisses along her clavicle. 

			“Not for stew . . .” Lilah drew back and held Sparkle by the shoulders. “Could we go and . . .”

			“Lie down?”

			Lilah nodded. “I can think of a few more exercises that will be sure to relax me.”

			Sparkle took hold of her hand and led her toward the bedroom. 

			“I just bet you can, Black Bird.” 

			 

			 

			 

			They did eventually finish the wine—and heat up the Brunswick stew. It was just as good as Hambone had promised it would be—smoky and savory with just the right notes of autumn. You could almost taste the fresh air and camaraderie of the men who stirred it while they swapped stories and stood by it for the thirty-six hours it gently rolled and reduced inside an old cast-iron cauldron. And it tasted good, too—like the hot bowls of hope and redemption that were cooked up and sold at every small county church during the run-up to Christmas.

			And Sparkle’s Beaujolais was the perfect accompaniment for it. 

			So was the Côtes du Rhône they drank after that. 

			“I suppose we should talk about this,” Lilah said after they’d finished their stew and were well into the second bottle of wine. They had gotten dressed. Mostly. And were sitting at Sparkle’s small dining table.

			“I kind of figured you’d want to.”

			“I had promised myself this wouldn’t happen again.”

			“I know. I hope I didn’t coerce you. It wasn’t my plan, believe me.”

			“Coerce me?” Lilah laughed. “You were present, weren’t you?” She sighed. “I have an appalling lack of self-control.”

			“Apparently, so do I.”

			“This just cannot continue to happen.”

			Sparkle nodded in agreement. “Because it’s so bad? Because you don’t enjoy it?”

			“No. Not because it’s bad. It’s not bad. It’s terrific. And I more than enjoy it—which should be obvious to you.”

			“Then . . . what am I missing here?”

			“The forest? That thing beyond all these trees our libidos keep slamming us into.”

			“I think I’m going to need you to say a bit more about that one, Lilah.”

			“Sparkle . . . I’m leaving. I’m not staying here. Nothing about this,” she wagged a finger back and forth between them, “makes sense. It can’t . . .”

			“Go anyplace?” Sparkle tried to finish her sentence.

			Lilah shrugged.

			“I know you keep saying that.” Sparkle didn’t continue.

			“But you’re not convinced?”

			“Why does it matter what I think? Maybe I don’t need more than this.”

			“I don’t believe that. Not for one minute.”

			“Should I be offended by that?” Sparkle refilled her wine glass and passed the bottle to Lilah.

			“I’m saying that because I know it wouldn’t be enough for me. You don’t seem like a ‘friend with benefits’ kind of person.”

			“I don’t?”

			“No. You’re more of a ‘let’s go and pick out a breakfast china pattern’ kind of person.”

			“So, you have some kind of problem with breakfast china? Is that what this is about?”

			Lilah dropped her head into her hands. 

			“Lilah. Listen to me.”

			Lilah looked up at her.

			“You worry too much. You aren’t responsible for me—and you certainly haven’t taken advantage of me—even though I almost wish you would. I am capable of making my own decisions—even if they end up being the wrong ones. Please don’t keep trying to manage me or make determinations about what is or isn’t in my best interest. I’m thirty-five years old. I’ve been married—and divorced. And furthermore, I have an IQ in the triple digits. Believe me. I can take care of myself.”

			“You sound pissed.”

			“No. At least, not yet.”

			Lilah sat back and folded her arms. “Okay, then. These are my issues. And they’re familiar ones—now complicated by my uncertain future. Maybe it isn’t you I’m worried about hurting.”

			“Maybe it’s yourself?”

			Lilah decided it was time to change the subject. Feeling morose was one thing. Feeling pathetic was another. 

			“So, do you think I’m sufficiently relaxed for my close-up tomorrow?”

			“If you aren’t, then I must’ve done something wrong.”

			Lilah thought about the myriad responses she could make to Sparkle’s suggestion. Not one of them would keep her out of harm’s way. And she needed to keep herself safe. Especially now that she knew Sparkle was a willing participant in their Devil’s dance.

			“I think everything worked just fine,” she drawled. “So, to recap,” Lilah ticked the items off on her fingers, “I don’t cross my arms, I don’t scowl, I don’t drop any f-bombs, I don’t refer to dead bodies as corpsicles, I don’t offer her a chilled glass of the effluent left over after aquamation, and I say that I love being a pop culture icon if it advances the cause of Good Death. Leave anything out?”

			Sparkle nodded. “Just one thing—the most important one.”

			Lilah thought it over. “Oh! I know. I absolutely do not ask her about face lifts.”

			“Correct. A-plus, Ms. Stohler. I think you’re ready.”

			“Honey,” Lilah picked up her wine glass and held it aloft in a salute, “I was born ready.”

			 

			 

			 

			Lilah left Sparkle’s house a little before 8 p.m. Even though she knew she could’ve stayed the night, she wanted to make good on her internal pledge to clean up her act. 

			She didn’t feel quite ready to go home, so she decided to head back to the funeral home to catch up on some paperwork. Kay Stover’s car was still in the parking lot when she arrived—which was unusual enough—but she was doubly surprised to see that the Freeman brothers appeared still to be working, too. Odd since they didn’t have any pickups that she’d been aware of. The lights were on in the crematory, so after she parked her car, she headed there to see what they were up to.

			When she stepped inside, she was met with a familiar sound: laughter—once again, coming from the conference room. She didn’t have to guess what was going on.

			There they were—Rita Kitty, Kay, Hambone, and Gee String. Playing cards. The table was littered with Bojangles’s boxes and drink cups. 

			“Let me guess,” she said from the doorway. “Uno with three decks?” 

			“Well, hey howdy, boss,” Hambone called out. “Come on in and join us. You had supper? We got some extra chicken legs here and Gee String has a biscuit—don’t you Gee String?”

			“Sure do.” Gee String held up a bright yellow box covered with impressive grease stains. “Got me a meal deal. An this’un’s got tea, too.”

			Lilah held up a hand. “I already ate, but thanks.” She pulled out a vacant chair and sat down. “Why do you all persist in playing cards out here? Aren’t the rooms in the big house a lot more comfortable?”

			“Well, it’s true them plushy chairs in the parlor are a lot kinder on the tooshie than these here slabs of wood,” Rita Kitty agreed. “But all them rose-colored lights just make everything look too dern pink.”

			“That’s true for sure, Miss Rita,” Hambone agreed. “Them lights block out all the blue light

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			





Back to the Future

			Look around. 

			It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see that today’s world is a simmering hellscape of equal parts disappointment, rage, and grievance—or what the locals, with practiced economy, would call a big ol’ hot mess. Lilah’d never had a problem with this perspective. The macabre geography she inhabited was one she’d always been temperamentally suited to. It worked for her—and not just because she had all the outfits . . .

			She’d never questioned her life or any of her choices because she’d never had reason to. 

			But she’d become aware that everything about the temple of her familiar had changed the night Dash dropped off a yellow blanket he’d just retrieved from the county morgue. It was an hour before midnight on Christmas Eve, and she’d drawn the short straw because their mortuary was the only one still open—as usual—and she’d made the colossal blunder of answering the phone. It was one of those rare Christmases when it snowed—the first time in more than a decade. Of course, that threw everything in Winston-Salem into panic mode. The entire city had been on lockdown since midday. Everything had ground to a halt. Public transportation, frenetic last-minute shopping trips, holiday parties—all shut down.

			Well . . . every kind of activity but this one.

			Death tended not to be bothered much by the weather.

			Fifteen minutes later, she stood just inside the big bay doors at the back of the building, trying to dodge the swirling snow while Dash backed the county’s nondescript black van into their receiving area. She thought about Dash as she waited for him to get out of the van. He was a wiry little guy of uncertain age who’d been ferrying bodies around for the county since the Dead Sea was just . . . sick. Standing there in the cold, Lilah thought back over how strange it was that in all the years she’d known him, they’d rarely had conversations in the daylight. That was largely because Dash delivered his dark passengers during the night shift. 

			Lilah’s father always called him DoorDash—death’s delivery man.

			That was about right. But this modern-day Charon piloted a beat-to-shit Ford Transit Van that burned oil and belched black smoke like a steam shovel. 

			“What’s the story with this one?” Lilah asked, idly—more to kill time, than for any other reason, while Dash transferred the body bag to one of their gurneys.

			“Beats the hell outta me. Some urban camper who froze to death under the Miller Street overpass—poor bastard arrived dead, and stayed that way. No ID. Merry fucking Christmas.” Dash handed her a clipboard. A chewed-up ballpoint pen attached by a frayed string swung crazily in the cold wind. “Gimme your Santa Hancock on this so I can get the hell outta here. This is my last drop-off.”

			Lilah signed the chain of custody ticket and handed the clipboard back to him. 

			“Kind of sad.”

			Dash looked at her with his colorless eyes. “Holiday spirit gettin’ to you, Stohler?”

			“Of course not.” Dash’s suggestion irked her. “But even you have to admit there’s an epic sadness attached to dying alone in the cold at Christmas.”

			“Yeah. Just like a goddamn Tolstoy novel.” He tore off a copy of the receipt and handed it to her with a shrug. “Seems to me like we die alone no matter what damn day of the year it is.” He shrugged. “Oh, well. Whoever the hell he was—now he ain’t. That’s it.”

			“That’s it,” she agreed.

			Dash continued to stare at her with narrowed eyes. The snow had gained in intensity while they’d been standing there. The baggy cardigan she’d pulled on wasn’t doing much to keep the wind out. 

			“You okay, Stohler?” he asked.

			“Oh, yeah.” Lilah nodded and waved him off. She wanted to get back inside. And she figured their latest John Doe had already spent enough time outside in the elements, too. “You get on out of here. You’ve got places to be.”

			“What about you?”

			“What do you mean, what about me?”

			“Don’t you have someplace to be?” Dash asked. “I mean besides this damn cold-cut pantry?”

			“I didn’t,” Lilah laid a hand on the black bag atop the gurney, “but it seems I just acquired a date for the evening.”

			Dash laughed. “You’re a freak, Stohler. Anybody ever tell you that?”

			“All. The. Time.”

			He gave her a little salute and climbed into the van. She stepped back to avoid the explosion of black smoke she knew was coming. She watched his taillights recede until they disappeared behind the snowy curtain of night.

			Lilah punched the button to close the bay doors and stood there a moment, shivering and alone with her new companion. 

			Mom always said I went for the silent type . . .

			“Come on, Mr. Doe.” She kicked off the foot brake and pushed the gurney toward the freight entrance. “Let’s get this party started.”

			 

			 

			 

			When Lilah pushed the gurney through the double doors into the prep room she was surprised to hear Christmas music playing.

			What the fuck? Did Wardell leave the damn radio on again?

			But that wasn’t possible. Wardell hated Christmas music with a passion. He’d rather listen to rebroadcasts of Rush Limbaugh than sit through a smarmy rendition of “Silent Night.”

			There was something else, too. Lights. Tiny white lights hanging beneath all the cabinets. They were twinkling like a thousand stars.

			Then she saw her.

			Sparkle. 

			She was sitting on the steps leading to the upstairs. Lilah was stunned.

			“What on earth are you doing here? It has to be near midnight. And it’s snowing like hell out there.”

			“I kind of figured you’d still be working, so I thought I’d drop by and try to lighten your mood.  I think I can guess how cheerless this night must be for you.”

			Lilah laid a hand on John Doe. “Not as cheerless for me as it is for this poor fellow.”

			“Who is he?” Sparkle asked.

			“No clue. An indigent. Froze to death beneath the Miller Street overpass.”

			“My god.” Sparkle got to her feet and walked over to join Lilah. “That’s terrible.”

			“Yeah. No Christmas miracles for Mr. Doe, I’m afraid.”

			“Were you planning to . . .”

			“Prep him?” Lilah finished Sparkle’s question. 

			“Yes.”

			“I had thought I might. But since you were kind enough to stop by, maybe I won’t. He’ll be just fine waiting for me until tomorrow.”

			“I brought you something.”

			“Oh? Does Santa have you on retainer?” Lilah teased.

			“That’s privileged information.” Sparkle handed her an oversized bag. 

			“It’s heavy.” Lilah hefted the bag up and down. “What’s in here?”

			“Open it and find out.”

			“Okay.” Lilah carried the bag over to her small desk. She pulled out a paper-wrapped box. “Intriguing. Too heavy to be cigars.”

			“Unless they’re lead-lined.”

			“That is true.” Lilah tore off the paper and laughed like hell. The box contained 250 rounds of .410 shotgun shells. “How sweet. And just what every girl dreams of for Christmas.”

			“They arrived today. I thought you’d appreciate the gesture.”

			Lilah was still laughing. “You have no idea.”

			“There’s more,” Sparkle prompted.

			“This one will be hard to top.” Lilah pulled out a bright orange box. “Veuve Clicquot? Are we celebrating?”

			“You are.”

			“What am I celebrating?”

			“Seriously? Isn’t it obvious? New beginnings. Finally getting the life you want. Coming into a butt-ton of money. Any of these things jog your memory?”

			“Oh. Right. That.” Lilah reached into the bag again to remove the last item. It was a square metal tin. “What have we here?”

			“Oh, that’s just something I promised I’d do for you.”

			“Oh, really? If memory serves, I seem to recall quite a few promises you made.”

			“It’s not any of those.”

			“Bummer.”

			Lilah opened the tin and was immediately assailed by the scent of ginger and a heavenly host of other warming spices. 

			“Oh, my god . . . Christmas crack.”

			“Ho, ho, ho,” Sparkle chanted.

			“Hey, wait a minute.” Lilah held up one of the cookies. “These look . . . different.”

			“I customized them for you. I know how uncomfortable you are around anything sweet.”

			“Black sprinkles. How very funereal of you.”

			“I do eventually pick up the clue phone.”

			Lilah laughed and returned the cookie to its tin. “I have something for you, too. I was going to give it to you tomorrow—but look,” she pointed at the wall clock, “it’s already tomorrow. So . . .” she opened her desk drawer and withdrew an envelope. “Here you go. Merry Christmas.”

			Sparkle took the envelope from her and looked at it with confusion.

			“Isn’t this my resignation letter?”

			Lilah nodded.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“Then let me simplify it for you. I don’t need this, because you aren’t going anyplace.”

			“I’m not?”

			“Nope. And here’s the other half of what I hope will be a welcome Christmas present: neither am I.”

			Sparkle was looking at her like she’d suddenly donned an evening gown and burst into a spirited rendition of “Don’t Cry for Me, Argentina.” 

			“You’re not . . . leaving?” she asked.

			Lilah shook her head. “I decided not to take FSI’s offer.”

			“I’m . . . I don’t know what to say.” She searched Lilah’s face. “Why did you change your mind?”

			“There’s still too much to do here. I can’t leave this twisted, innovative, and oddly inspiring business plan we’ve got going in the hands of those money-grubbing turkey buzzards. And I for sure can’t leave the Freeman brothers, Wardell, and Rita Kitty behind. Not when there is more and better work we can do. And Kay? Kay will always be here. Right here.” She took hold of Sparkle’s hands. “I figured something else out, too.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I can’t leave you, either. I don’t even want to try. Losing Kay was the only thing that could make me wake up and realize that finding happiness in my own life was the most important thing I could ever do—more important than where I went or what I did. Once I made that realization, it was easy for me to see that my happiness had been standing right in front of me. Losing Kay . . . well . . . losing Kay has been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to deal with. Finding you? Finding you has been the best. And now I’m smart enough to know it.”

			“Lilah . . .”

			“No.” Lilah squeezed her hands. “I mean it. Stay with me. I have no fucking clue where we’ll end up. But I know if we’re together, and we’re half as lucky as James and Kay, it’ll be one hell of a grand and glorious journey.”

			Sparkle’s green eyes were shining. She slowly nodded.

			Lilah kissed her, and they held on to each other for a while.

			Sparkle finally spoke. “I suppose we should, maybe, stow our friend for the night?”

			Lilah drew back from her. “Good idea. Then we can go home and drink this fabulous French swill.”

			Sparkle kissed her. “I guess we do have something to celebrate now.”

			Once John Doe was settled in for the night, Lilah took Sparkle’s hand and walked her to the bay doors that led to the garage. She flipped off the lights in the prep room, before changing her mind and turning one switch back on. 

			“I think we should leave the Christmas lights on. How about you?”

			“What do I think? I think it’s a perfect way to bring death out of the shadows and back into the light where it belongs.”

			“Please don’t put that on my business cards . . .”

			“Shut up and take me home, Black Bird.”

			They exited the garage and walked together into the bright and snowy night. 
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