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Mr. Seagle couldn't say how it happened.  He remembered leaving the viewing, going home, making dinner, then letting it get cold while he sat at the kitchen table and stared at nothing.  And that was all he remembered.  So how did he end up here, in the dark, the lid closed over him, and Astrid's body next to him?

A vacuum cleaner roared outside in the viewing room.  Mr. Seagle waited, his head resting on Astrid's stiff shoulder, careful not to smudge her make-up.  He clicked his teeth together, a nervous habit, and the sound echoed in the metal box.

Had he driven back here?  Well, obviously if he was here, and of that there was no doubt.  But how had he gotten here, come inside, and climbed into the casket with her without being seen?  The more Mr. Seagle tried to force the memory, the further away it slipped.  Sitting at the table was his last crystal clear memory of the evening.

He lay still.  Soon the vacuum died and he listened again for the silence he hoped would be outside.  Instead, there was motion as the casket was wheeled into a cold room.  Mr. Seagle waited again, wishing he could get out of here.

Sorry, Astrid, he thought, but I can't stay in here, this is too creepy.

There were voices outside, two men, discussing a newspaper article about the rise of cigarette-related cancer cases.  Then one of them asked for a light and Mr. Seagle heard the flick of a lighter.

He rested his head closer to Astrid's shoulder, wishing her well in Heaven.  He tried not to think of the hacking, bile-stinking fate she'd suffered the past few months.

Mr. Seagle waited for the voices to cease, and the men to leave, but eventually the comfort of his wife's shoulder and the memory of countless nights spent with her wrapped in his arms, much like this in fact, beckoned and he fell asleep.

He woke and found it still dark, but no longer chilly.  Before he could climb from the casket, however, he heard voices again.  Except these were voices he knew.  One was his nephew Leonard, another his neighbor Mr. Marla.  The loudest voice was Mr. Perry, the funeral director.  Christ, was the funeral already under way?  How long had he slept?

And if the funeral was under way, did no one open the box to confirm they had the right one?  How was he still in here and no one knew it?  Didn't they expect him to be out there?

He tried to move, but his body refused.  His muscles were stiff and tired.  Mr. Seagle's head pounded.  He couldn't tell if his eyes were open or not, even when he tried blinking.

"—remember Astrid's great warmth, what a giving person she was—" Mr. Perry said.

How did he know?  He'd never met her.  Mr. Seagle considered a second, then hugged his wife, because it was true.

For a second, he almost didn't feel his arms; their position around Astrid had been a standard for twenty-five years.  In that light, the fact he'd fallen asleep in here didn't seem so incredible anymore, just incredibly stupid.  And he still didn't know how he got here.

He lay still, hoping for a second alone after the service, whatever it took to get out of here without being seen.  In the dark, with his face so close, Astrid's make-up filled his nose with its thickness.  He could smell the powder and perfumes in it, could almost taste the talcum.

He moved an arm, trying to bring circulation to it, and nudged a breast.  It gave and he flinched, skittish of the corpse he'd last night been only too willing to fall asleep on.

He lay in wait, anxious to be out of the box.

When the service ended, he put a hand on the inner rim of the lid, ready to leap out as soon as he was alone, but that time never came and instead Mr. Seagle felt the casket lifted and carried outside to the car.

Maybe in the car, while the driver was looking forward, and no one could see inside, he could slip out and hide himself until . . . he couldn't move.  He tried placing his hands on the seat of the casket, but no matter how he tried to pull away from Astrid, he couldn't.

The casket tilted and Astrid was jostled as they were settled into the back of the car.  Mr. Seagle moved where Astrid moved.  He lifted his head and tried to look down; it was his chest that felt heavy.  The dark was too complete.  He pulled again, applying as much force as he could without bumping the lid of the casket, but still he remained glued against Astrid.

Mr. Seagle steadied an arm under himself and moved his free hand to his chest.  Maybe he'd snagged a button on Astrid's blouse.

Where the buttons should have been, Mr. Seagle felt something very different, and very wrong.  At first he thought, for some reason, a candle had been placed on her chest and had melted between them, because that's what Mr. Seagle thought he felt, melted wax.  Roaming over it with his hand, though, he knew it wasn't a candle.

His shirt flaps had opened, as had the flaps on Astrid's blouse.  Protruding from his shirt, and slipping like, well, wax, into hers, was flesh.  It was warm, like wax, and malleable, also like wax.  But if his hand had touched wax, he wouldn't have felt the sensation on his own stomach.

He slid his hand down into the mess of skin mingling on Astrid's sternum.  At the edges, he felt her ribs under the flesh.  The mess itself moved when he touched it, slid around on Astrid's body, settling again when he moved his hand away.

For the first time, real panic arose.  He wanted to pound on the lid, to have someone get him out and away, but still, he just didn't want to be found lying in his dead wife's casket.

His mind ran with ideas, solutions, plans to get out.  He felt his heart thumping and sweat trickled down his head, tickling his ear and neck.  He wiped it away with a shrug and tried to lift himself to see if the thing would remove itself if he pulled hard enough.

But the thing growing between himself and Astrid, the pulsing lump of hot flesh, connected the two too completely.

Mr. Seagle ran his hand along the base, where it melted into Astrid.  He felt no rim, no point where it ended and Astrid began, it was just a big lump of melting flesh growing from one to the other.  From whom it was growing, he couldn't tell.

The car turned a corner, too sharp, and Mr. Seagle rolled onto Astrid's body, flattening the lump.  When he righted himself, the lump clung to him, sticky flesh like syrup.  The car hit a bump and he was jostled, knocking his head on the lid.  He rubbed the sore spot.

The car stopped.  He grabbed at the lump, tried to tear it away, but it gave under his fingers, smushed, then reformed around them.  He pulled his hand free, the lump remained.

The box was lifted out and tilted some more before being set down again.

Mr. Seagle wished he could yell for help, but . . . no, wait for the priest to say his bit, everyone will leave
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