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Death Examined

To my Perspective on Death and Dying professor, Leanne Dedrick. You taught us what death looks and feels like. In our penultimate class, you shared your wish to meet the Grim Reaper when your time comes; by our final class, because of your influence, this book was born. Now, my death scenes will be more realistic and visceral.

And to “Friends of the Desert Mountains.” Without your knowledge and hikes on our desert trails, this story would have lost its way.

Have you ever gone on a vacation to a resort area and noticed there’s never anything about gruesome deaths or crimes on their local news?

You might have heard locals talk about it ... you may have been a witness. 

So why didn’t it make the news?  

Just because you were scared ... would you want to scare away the tourists?
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A Quiet City
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Leeya Dane remembered the days when Palm Springs was a quiet city and had a village feel to it.

When she was growing up as the fourth generation in her family living in Palm Springs, most stores and restaurants would close for the long, hot months of summer. The heat then was a different kind of heat — it settled into everything, the cracked asphalt, the terracotta planters, the white stucco walls bleached pale as bone. By June, downtown went still. Awnings faded. Pigeons claimed the empty patio chairs.

It was all about the tourists. The retired 'seasonal people'. People from Canada and the Northwest United States leaving their cold climates in favor of the warmer, milder climate of the desert.

You could always tell them apart from the locals. Women wore Capri pants, their hems stopping precisely at mid-calf, and crisp, white walking shoes. Then there were the visors; those strange, wide-brimmed visors. Men wore shorts hemmed at the knees. Some wore socks that went to mid-calf, others wore compression socks. Always shoes, never sneakers.

The locals were always dressed warmer because their blood was thinner and they felt the change in the desert temperature, especially at night. Women wore casual slacks hemmed at their ankles, casual, but comfortable walking shoes, or sneakers. A heavier blouse than the women tourists, sometimes a light jacket, or a fall or spring sweater. Men wore jeans or chinos, which covered their socks if they wore them, sneakers, and a heavier cotton or flannel shirt.

The younger locals, the ones who wanted to look 'hip' but looked foolish to adults, would wear fleece-lined jackets, though they were never fastened or closed.

If the locals needed new clothes, they had to drive to the mall in Rancho Mirage. At least there you had a chance to buy something fashionable and not tourist trendy.

But then, Palm Springs started growing in commerce. Not downtown, but the outskirts of the city. Home Depot, Walmart, and other national stores opened in new centers. The smell of lumber and fresh concrete followed the construction crews. Neon signs blinked on where there had only been scrub and open sky.

The news started talking about younger families moving in and staying year-round. Schools complained about being overcrowded and how students from neighboring communities would have to go to school outside their districts — a catch-22. Students who lived in Palm Springs would go to Cathedral City schools, while Cathedral City students went to Palm Springs. Yet, neither of the cities was building new schools or expanding their existing buildings.

There was talk of crime rates going up since younger families moved in. Yet, the cities did nothing to bring in places for the students to go after school. Palm Springs built a small skateboard park next to the Mizell Senior Center. But the kids very seldom used it, since there was a fee to use it when it first opened.

No one on the city council ever thought that when there wasn't something to keep the kids busy or entertained after school, trouble, even minor, would happen.

The city council was known for its mistakes — an open-air outlet mall on its outskirts. The council denied it, and it opened in Cabazon. Millions of tax revenue were lost. Not to mention the tourists who stayed at the casino/hotel next to it.

Someone wanted to build a tennis garden, but again, the council denied because they have golfers, not tennis players. More tax revenue was lost when it was built down valley in Indian Wells.

But then, something miraculous happened. Coachella Festival. While not in Palm Springs, it brought younger tourists in the summer months. More Coachella Festivals started because the first was so successful.

It was a complete reversal from the Sonny Bono years. When Bono served as mayor in the late '80s and early '90s, he'd famously banned spring break, determined to keep rowdy college students away. The ban worked — young people stopped coming entirely. For years, Palm Springs remained a retiree haven, stubbornly holding onto its quiet, seasonal identity.

But Bono's ban had unintended consequences. By the 2000s, the city was stagnant, aging, and desperate for revenue. The very demographic they'd pushed away was now exactly who they needed.

Coachella changed everything. Suddenly, young people with money — or their parents' credit cards — flooded the valley. One festival became two, then more. Hotels that had once catered to snowbirds scrambled to rebrand. The lobbies that smelled of gardenia and old furniture polish were replaced with bass-thumping playlists and cocktail menus printed on recycled paper.

Older citizens scoffed at the idea. "Those young kids don't have money!" One young person overheard it and rebuked with, "Maybe not ... but we have our parents' credit cards!"

"Splash House" parties hosted by local hotels throughout the city and neighboring cities became successful. Hotels were completely booked for those weekends. The scent of sunscreen and chlorine hung in the air from one end of town to the other, and music from rooftop pools carried on the dry desert wind until well after midnight.

People started renting out their second or third houses for long weekends because the hotels didn't have rooms.

More hotels started to be built and opened. More hotels meant more business would follow. Palm Springs was witnessing growth it hadn't had in years.

The Palm Springs Convention Center even grew — it had been turning away conventions for years, losing revenue the city couldn't afford to miss.

The stores and restaurants that were once closed in the summer were now open all year.

Even the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway went through a transition. Bigger, more modern rotating tram cars capable of holding more people. Even the restaurant at the top of the tram on San Jacinto Mountain had a much-needed makeover when the new owner saw the vision of the future. Up there, two and a half miles above the valley floor, the temperature dropped thirty degrees and the air tasted of pine and granite, clean enough to make you forget there was a city below.

By thirty-four, Leeya had witnessed the changes. The good, the bad, and the ugly. It was the ugly that kept Leeya busy as the chief Medical Examiner in Riverside County through the Riverside County Sheriff's Department.

Being a female medical examiner in a male-dominated field would be tough for most women, but Leeya wasn't most women.

Her mother, Pauline, had a hair salon in Palm Springs, and like most salons, she catered to the older clientele. She had a weekly clientele that came in once a week to get their hair done. The shop smelled of warm hair and developer solution, something sharp underneath the sweetness of the finishing spray. The dryers hummed steadily, a white noise that seemed to invite confession. The more up-to-date grandmas, as she called them, would have their hair blown-dried and ironed, while the other still clung to past had rollers to set their hair.

She loved them all. Their stories about their grandchildren and what they were up to. The graduations, weddings, divorces, and the occasional death of a child or grandchild. She heard it all and never judged. Not in Palm Springs. Word travels fast when you gossip about your clients. It's okay for them to gossip about each other, but not the hairdresser if you want to keep in business.

Several of her mother's clientele had told their children that when they died, Pauline would do their final hairstyle for all eternity.

One time, Pauline couldn't find a sitter for Leeya and took her with her. She never told Leeya they would look like they were sleeping. She was honest; the client was sick, and her heart stopped, or she was on a life-support machine, and there wasn't any hope, so they stopped the machine, which stopped her artificial breathing, and then her heart stopped.

Pauline parked behind the funeral home, at the back entrance where they brought in the bodies. Leeya unbuckled herself and followed her mother to the trunk, where Pauline pulled out her kit — curling iron, hairspray, and the good brushes.

"You stay close to me," Pauline said. "And if anyone asks you questions, you answer politely."

"Okay."

Inside, the air smelled like flowers trying to cover up something chemical. Something beneath the carnations and the lilies — antiseptic and faintly metallic, quiet and persistent. A man in a dark suit met them in the hallway. He was younger than Leeya expected, maybe thirty, with kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses.

"Thank you for coming on short notice." He glanced down at Leeya. "And you brought someone with you."

"My daughter. Couldn't get a sitter. She'll stay with me."

"Of course." He crouched down so he was at Leeya's level. "I'm Mr. Reeves. What's your name?"

"Leeya."

"Nice to meet you, Leeya. Your mom does very good work. She helps families say goodbye to people they love."

Leeya nodded. She'd heard that before.

Mr. Reeves stood and led them down a hallway with soft gray carpet and paintings of landscapes on the walls. The carpet absorbed sound entirely — their footsteps disappeared beneath them. He pushed open a door, and the chemical smell got stronger.

The room was cold. Leeya could see her breath, just a little. The kind of cold that sat in your chest when you breathed it in, deliberate and still. In the center was a metal table with a woman on it. She was pale, her skin waxy, her lips slightly blue. She wore a dress the color of roses.

"Mrs. Caldwell," Mr. Reeves said. "Heart failure. The family wants her hair in soft curls, like she used to wear it."

Pauline set down her kit and studied the woman's face, her hair. "I'll need about forty-five minutes."

"Take your time. I'll be in my office if you need anything." He looked at Leeya again. "You okay?"

"Yes."

He left, the door closing with a soft click.

Pauline plugged in the curling iron and began sectioning the woman's hair with clips. Leeya stood beside her, watching.

"Why is she so cold?" Leeya asked.

"Because her heart stopped beating. No blood moving means no warmth."

"When did it stop?"

"Yesterday, I think."

Leeya moved closer. The woman's hands were folded on her stomach, and there was a rosary woven between her fingers. Her nails were painted pink. There was something careful about the arrangement of it, deliberate, like someone had taken a long time getting it right.

"Did it hurt?"

"I don't know, baby. Probably not. Heart failure usually happens fast."

Leeya touched the edge of the metal table. It was cold too, colder than the woman. She watched her mother work, curling small sections of hair, pinning them, moving to the next. The curling iron hissed faintly when it caught a damp strand. Pauline's hands were steady. She'd done this hundreds of times.

The door opened. Mr. Reeves came back in, carrying a small box. "Sorry to interrupt. Family dropped off her earrings."

He stopped when he saw Leeya standing right next to the body, her hand still on the table.

"She's fine," Pauline said, not looking up.

Mr. Reeves set the box down on a counter and came over. He didn't shoo Leeya away. Instead, he stood beside her.

"Do you have questions?" he asked.

Leeya looked up at him. "Why do you keep it so cold?"

"To slow down decomposition. That's when the body starts to break down after someone dies. The cold helps preserve her so her family can see her one more time."

"What's decomposition?"

"It's what happens to all living things after they die. Cells stop working, and bacteria start breaking things down. It's natural, but we try to slow it down for a little while."

Leeya considered this. "Do you take out the organs?"

Pauline glanced at Mr. Reeves, eyebrow raised.

He didn't flinch. "Sometimes, yes. If someone donates their organs to help other people, doctors remove them at the hospital. Or if there's an autopsy — when doctors need to find out why someone died — they remove organs to examine them."

"Did you take hers out?"

"No. Mrs. Caldwell's doctor knew why her heart stopped, so there was no autopsy. And her organs couldn't be donated because of her illness."

Leeya nodded. She looked back at the woman. "She doesn't look like she's sleeping."

"No," Mr. Reeves said. "She doesn't. People say that to make it easier, but you're right. Death doesn't look like sleep."

"She looks empty."

Mr. Reeves was quiet for a moment. "That's a good way to describe it. Her body is here, but the part that made her her — that's gone."

"Where?"

"I don't know. Some people believe in heaven, some believe in reincarnation, and some believe we just stop. I think that's something everyone has to decide for themselves."

Leeya touched the woman's hand, just lightly, with one finger. The skin was firm, cool, nothing like touching a living person. Not unpleasant, just profoundly different — the way marble is different from wood, both solid, but one holding nothing inside.

Pauline finished the last curl and stepped back, assessing her work. "That should do it."

Mr. Reeves smiled. "Beautiful. Her daughter will be so grateful."

He walked Pauline to the counter to sign some paperwork. Leeya stayed by the table, studying the woman's face — the way her eyelids didn't quite close all the way, the faint discoloration along her jawline, the careful way Mr. Reeves had folded her hands.

"Leeya," Pauline called. "Let's go."

At the door, Mr. Reeves crouched down again. "Most kids your age would be scared to be here. But you asked really good questions. That's how we learn to understand things that seem scary."

"I'm not scared," Leeya said.

"I can tell." He stood. "You're welcome back anytime your mom has work here."

In the car, Pauline didn't say anything for a while. The leather seats were warm from the sun, a sharp contrast to the cold they'd just left. Then: "You did well in there. You were respectful."

"Can I come back next time?"

Pauline glanced at her in the rearview mirror. "If you want to."

Leeya looked out the window at the houses going by, the living people inside them. Sprinklers arced over lawns. A man walked a dog that pulled at its leash. Ordinary things, full of motion. "I want to."

––––––––
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Leeya's father, Earl, was a stuntman. He also took Leeya on set with him when he was doing scenes. She watched as he fell from great heights and landed on air pillows or boxes. She watched how the stunt people would react when getting shot. Everything had a reason or a purpose. It was meticulous, which became obvious when the director would yell out "Cut" when something didn't look right.

The set was a warehouse, all concrete and exposed beams, dressed to look abandoned. The air smelled of sawdust and industrial lights — that particular smell of hot bulbs and painted wood that clung to clothes for hours after. Leeya sat in a canvas chair with her name written on the back in Sharpie — Earl had made it for her after her third visit. She had a juice box and a granola bar, and strict instructions not to wander once they started rolling.

Earl was rigging himself up on the catwalk, twenty feet in the air. He wore pads under his clothes and a harness hidden beneath his jacket. Below him, the stunt coordinator and two crew members arranged boxes covered in foam, then draped a tarp over them to hide the setup from the camera.

"Places!" the first Assistant Director called.

Leeya sat up straighter. She knew what that meant.

The scene started. Earl ran across the catwalk, another stunt performer chasing him with a prop gun. Earl fired back — blanks, she knew, nothing real — then vaulted over the railing. He fell, twisting in the air, arms flailing like he was out of control. He hit the boxes with a heavy thump that shook the floor underfoot where she sat, rolled once, and went still.

"Cut!" the director yelled.

Earl sat up immediately, pulling off the harness. The stunt coordinator jogged over, and they talked, Earl gesturing at the catwalk, miming his fall.

Leeya waited. She'd learned not to run over while they were working.

"Reset," the AD called. "Going again in five."

Earl climbed back up. They did the scene again. This time, he twisted the other direction and landed harder on his shoulder.

"Cut!"

Again.

And again.

On the fourth take, the director held up a hand before Earl could even get off the boxes. "Hold. Let's look at it."

The crew gathered around the monitors. Leeya slipped off her chair and walked over, standing behind her father. He smelled like sweat and the foam dust from the boxes.

The director scrubbed through the footage, frame by frame. "There," he said, pointing. "You're anticipating the fall. Your body tenses right before you go over. It reads as hesitation, not panic."

Earl leaned in, studying the screen. "I see it."

"It looked good to me," Leeya said.

Everyone turned. The director smiled. "Did it?"

"Yeah. He fell and everything."

"Come here." The director rolled his chair back to make room. Leeya stepped closer. He replayed the footage, slower this time. "Watch his shoulders. See? Right there — he pulls them up, just a little. That's his body getting ready to protect itself. It's instinct."

"But he's supposed to be scared," Leeya said. "Wouldn't he try to protect himself?"

"Good question. But the character doesn't know he's about to fall — not yet. He's still fighting, still running. The fear comes after he realizes he's going over. Right now, Earl's showing us he knows what's coming. We need him to show us the moment he figures it out."

Leeya looked at the screen, then at her father. "So you have to know, even though you know."

"Exactly," the director said.

Earl grinned. "She gets it faster than half my crew."

They reset again. This time, Earl ran harder, didn't slow before the railing. He looked back at the other stunt performer, his face twisted in anger, not fear — and then his foot hit the edge, and his expression changed. Surprise, then terror, in the half-second before he went over. He fell wild, no control, hitting the boxes like he didn't know they'd be there.

"Cut! That's it!" The director clapped. "Perfect. Moving on."

The crew broke into motion, resetting for the next setup. Earl climbed down and walked over to Leeya, rolling his shoulders.

"You okay?" she asked.

"Always am." He ruffled her hair. "What'd you think?"

"You looked like you didn't know you were gonna fall that time."

"That's the job, kiddo. Making people believe something that isn't real."

Later, they filmed a scene where another stunt performer got shot. Leeya watched as the actor — a woman with short black hair — talked to the effects coordinator, who was rigging a small squib under her jacket. When they rolled, the woman argued with the lead actor, got angry, reached for something in her coat — and the gun went off.

The squib burst, blood spraying across her shirt. The sound was a sharp snap, then the wet-red bloom across the fabric. She jerked backward, her hand going to her chest, then stumbled and fell.

"Cut!"

Leeya frowned. "Why'd she step back?"

Earl looked down at her. "What do you mean?"

"The gun. It's far away. Wouldn't she just fall down?"

The stunt coordinator overheard. She walked over, crouching beside Leeya's chair. "You're right to ask. Distance matters. If someone's shot close — like, a few feet away — the impact can knock them back. But this?" She gestured to the setup. "He's ten feet away. In reality, she'd probably just drop. But it looks more dramatic if she reacts, so we compromise."

"So it's not real."

"It's real enough. People do stumble when they're shot, depending on where the bullet hits, how much adrenaline they have. We just ... make it bigger so the camera catches it."

"What if you want it to be real, real?"

The coordinator smiled. "Then you do what your dad does. You study how things actually happen — watch videos, talk to doctors, ask questions. Then you figure out how to make it look right for the story."

Leeya thought about that. She thought about Mrs. Caldwell in the funeral home, how still she'd been, how empty. That was real. But if they filmed someone dying in a movie, they wouldn't just lie there. They'd gasp, reach out, and say something important.

"Why don't people just fall like in real life?" she asked.

Earl knelt beside her. "Because real life is boring on camera, Lee. Real death is fast and ugly and nothing like the movies. But people don't go to movies to see real. They go to see a story."

"But you make it look real."

"We make it look believable. There's a difference."

Leeya nodded slowly. She looked back at the set, where they were resetting the squib, wiping fake blood off the floor. Everything was careful. Everything had a reason.

When the woman got shot again, Leeya watched her face. The way her eyes went wide, the way her mouth opened like she wanted to say something but couldn't. It wasn't real. But it was close enough that Leeya believed it.

That night, in the car on the way home, the highway unspooled in the dark, the desert on both sides black and vast and dotted with lights from houses set far apart. Leeya asked, "Do you ever see real dead people?"

Earl glanced at her in the rearview. "No, baby. Why?"

"I was just thinking. You make it look real. But Mom sees it real."

"Yeah," Earl said quietly. "She does."

"I think I want to see both."

Earl didn't answer right away. Then: "You might, kiddo. You just might."

Watching her parents, Leeya learned details. She was encouraged to ask questions about anything. Her dentist was impressed on one of her visits. He explained the procedure of what he had to do to prepare her tooth so he could drill and fill a cavity. "The novocaine will help, but it's not always one hundred %, so if you feel pain, you let me know."

Leeya sat in the chair as the dentist drilled. The high whine of the drill vibrated in her back teeth even before it touched the one he was working on. She flinched when he hit a nerve. He asked her if she was okay, and she gave him a thumbs-up sign.

Half-joking, he whispered, "It's okay to tell me. Grown-ups tell me all the time."

"It hurt," Leeya muttered with a mouthful of gauze.

Smiling at her answer, he said, "I'll give you another shot. It won't be so bad this time." He injected the novocaine and waited for it to take effect, the seconds ticking by in the hum of the overhead light, then drilled again.

After the appointment, they walked out to the waiting room where her parents sat patiently. "Leeya asked a lot of questions," he chuckled.

Throughout school, Leeya asked questions. If kids laughed at her, she would tell them to shut up. One kid, who always seemed to laugh, she asked before the teacher answered, "You explain it to me, you're so smart."

The kid hung his head in shame and muttered, "I can't."

When it came time to write book reports or answer essay questions on quizzes or tests, Leeya went into great detail, so much so that it bored most of her teachers — trying to find keywords proved to be a chore for some of them.

At parent-teacher meetings, more than one confessed they learn just as much from Leeya as she does from them.

When Leeya became a teenager, she started hiking. One early morning, she and her parents pulled into a parking lot where a group was gathering around a folding table. The air was still cool, the sun barely clearing the ridge, the sky that pale desert blue that deepens as morning burns off. A volunteer in a wide-brimmed hat looked up as they approached.

"Hi there!" he said, offering a warm smile. "I'm a volunteer with Friends of the Desert Mountains — we've been around since the late '80s, helping protect the land out here. We lead guided hikes, check trail conditions, and answer questions about the local wildlife. If you want a quick rundown before we head out, I'd be glad to give you one."

He handed them a map and tapped a route marked in red.

"We're hiking Dead Indian Trail today. Lots of good geology and some great desert wash plants along the way. If you keep your eyes open, you might even spot bighorn sign."

Leeya felt a quick spark of excitement. She'd never hiked that trail before.

The group set off down Dead Indian Trail, the cool morning air brushing against their faces, carrying the faint mineral scent of warmed rock that the desert exhales in those first hours before the heat takes over. The volunteer guide walked near the front, pausing now and then to point things out.

"Over here," he said, indicating a cluster of gray-green shrubs, "is buckwheat. Tough little plant — survives on barely any water. And those bright yellow blossoms? That's desert marigold. They're everywhere this time of year."

Leeya bent down to look more closely at the flowers, fascinated by the tiny hairs on their stems. Their texture almost seemed to glow in the sunlight. She pressed one gently between her fingers and felt the roughness of it, surprising for something so delicate-looking.

As they climbed, the earth beneath their boots changed. Jagged stones cracked and shifted underfoot, loose in a way that made you think carefully about each step.

"These rocks you're seeing," the guide explained, "are mostly metamorphic — they used to be something else long ago, but heat and pressure deep underground transformed them. Then, eons of wind and water exposure sculpted them into what you see now."

He pointed toward layers of banded stone jutting from the hillside. "You can almost read the history here — older rocks at the bottom, younger near the top. It's like the desert's own timeline."

Leeya's dad snapped a photo, but she found herself staring instead at the interplay of colors — reds, browns, and occasional streaks of mineral white that caught the light and held it like something alive.

They paused in a wash where the trail dipped, and the guide gathered everyone around for a bit of local lore. Down in the wash, the air was cooler, the walls of the cut pressing close on either side, the ground sandy and pale and cross-hatched with old flood lines.

"Now, about this trail's name," he said. "It's called Dead Indian Trail after a story from long ago. Travelers used parts of
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