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Three o’clock in February. All the sky was blue and high. Banners and bunting and people bunched up between. Greetings and sadness.


Great black box up from the deep hold, swinging in the air high over the side of the ship. Some of the stevedores taking off their caps and hoods. With quiet whisperings, swiveling it softly on a trolley and pushing it into a shed.


Cornelius Christian standing under the letter C. The customs man comes over.


“I’m sorry sir about this. I know it isn’t a time you want to be annoyed by a lot of questions but if you could just come with me over to the office I’ll try to get this over as quickly as possible. It’s just a formality.”


Walking across the pier through the rumbling carts, perfumes, furs and tweeds, the clanging chains and into the little warm hut with typewriters pecking. Tall dark customs man, his fist with a pencil on a piece of paper.


“I understand this happened aboard ship.”


“Yes.”


“And you’re an American and your wife was foreign.”


“Yes.”


“And you intend burial here.”


“Yes.”


“It’s just that we’ve got to make sure of these things because it can save a lot of trouble later. Don’t want to burden you with anything unnecessary. Do you have any children travelling.”


“Just my wife and myself.”


“I understand. And are all your other possessions your own property, all personal effects. No fine art, antiques. You’re not importing anything.”


“No.”


“Just sign here. Won’t, be anything else and if you have any trouble at all don’t hesitate to get in touch with me right away. Here’s my name and I’ll straighten out any difficulty. Just Steve Kelly, customs’ll get me. Vine funeral home phoned here just a while ago. I told him everything was all right and he says you can go see them at their office, or phone any time this afternoon or tonight. You take it easy.”


“Thanks very much.”


Customs man giving Christian a pat on the back.


“And say, Mr Christian, see the stevedore, guy with the fur jacket. Just tell him Steve said you’d help me with my stuff. O k. Don’t worry about anything.”


“Thanks.”


Out through the grinding winches, clicking high heels, the stacks of gay baggage and colored labels. The great tall side of ship. And coming out to it as it sat on the sea in Cork Harbour. A stiff cold vessel. All of us bundled up as the tender tugged us out on the choppy water. And left the pink houses on the shore twirling early morning turf smoke in the sky. Black rivets on the ship’s side. And I climbed up behind her. On the stairway swaying over the water. And now through this jumble and people gathering each other in their arms. This stevedore with fur jacket, a hook tucked under his arm. Hard muscles across his jaw.


“Excuse me, Steve said you’d help me with my stuff.”


“Oh yeah, sure. Sure thing. Got much.”


“Three small trunks, two bags.”


“O k. You just follow me all the way. I’ll put the stuff down the escalator. Meet me the bottom of the stairs. You want a taxi.”


“Please.”


Under the roof of girders and signs. No tipping. Escalator rumbling down with trunks and crates. Crashing and crushing. The treatment they give things would break open her box. And they shout, this way folks. Five bucks, Grand Central. Three fifty, Penn Station. The stevedore has scars on his face, keeps his hands on his hips.


“Mr Christian, this guy will take you wherever you want to go. Stuff’s on.”


“Here.”


“No no. I don’t want any money. I don’t take money for a favour. You’ll do the same for somebody. That way it goes round the world.”


“Thanks.”


“Forget it.”


Cornelius Christian opening the door into this gleaming cab. Horns honk everywhere. This driver with a green cap turns around.


“Where to, bud.”


“I don’t know. Have to think of somewhere.”


“Look, I haven’t got all day. I want to catch another boat coming in.”


“Do you know where I can get a room.”


“I’m no directory bud.”


“Anything.”


“Place is full of hotels.”


“Do you know anywhere I can get a room.”


“Boardinghouse for a guy like you. Just sort of dumps I know. This is some time to start looking. Everybody want me to find a room I’d be starving. As it is I make peanuts. O k. I know a place west side near the museum.”


Taxi twisting away. With smiles and arms laden with coats others get into cabs. The trip is over. Some made friends. And we go up a hill to the roaring highway.


“It’s none of my business but what’s a guy like you doing coming all the way over here with nowhere to go. You don’t sound like a guy got no friends, don’t look it neither. O k. Takes all sorts of people to make a world. Keep telling my wife that, she doesn’t believe me. Thinks everybody’s like her. Across there long.”


“Went to college.”


“Good education over there. Don’t you feel lonely.”


“No, don’t mind being alone.”


“That right. Got a right to feel that way if you want. But look at this, how can you feel alone. Everything looking like it’s going to explode. And I got a face looks like a monkey. Know why. Because I used to own a pet shop till a relative got the big idea to make a lot of money. So what happens, I lose the whole thing. Now I’m driving a hack. Kick in your teeth and every guy after a fast buck. What a life. Keep going, keep going till you can’t stop.”


Christian folding white gloved hands in his lap. Cars stream along the highway. The wail of a police car zooming by.


“Look at that, some guy murdered his mother for a dime. Guy like me got to drink milk all day, live like a baby. I tell you, it’s a crime. Sweat our guts out. Something awful. God damn place jammed with foreigners. Think they’d stay in Europe instead of coming over here and crowding us out. You foreign.”


“No.”


“You could pass for foreign. It’s o k with me mister if you’re foreign. My mother came from Minsk.”


Clouds come grey and east. Ice down there on the edge of the river. Smoky red weak sun.


Taxi turns down off the highway. Between the pillars holding up the street above. Serve beer in there. Bar stools and sawdust. Stevedores with hooks. They say keep your mouth shut and you won’t get hurt. Safe in a crowd. Close in there by the elbows, next to the sleeves where all around me are just hands to shake and squeeze.


“O k mister here we are. Give me five bucks.”


Red grey stone they call brownstone. An iron fence. Where the rich lived years ago. Tall steps up. First five dollars gone.


“Mister ring the bell downstairs and I’ll take your bags, never get rich this way but you look lonely. Mrs Grotz’ll take care of you. She’s crazy, but who isn’t.”


Mrs Grotz, cross eyed, wrapped in a black coat and a collar of silver fox, standing in the door.


“What’s your business mister.”


“He’s all right, Ma, just back from college over in Europe. Just ain’t got no friends.”


“Everyone ought to have friends.”


“How do you know he wants them.”


“Friendship means a lot, you crazy cab driver.”


“My wife thinks I’m crazy too, but my kids think I’m god.”


“Go home you crazy cab driver. Follow me mister, I got a nice room.”


Carrying the bags behind this large bottom shifting up the stairs. In the onion smell. And scent of dust.


“Stairs for me is work mister. Got to do everything myself. Since my husband. He drop dead right in his underwear. Right while I was watching. Such a shock. Go to turn off the lamp and drop dead right on his face. I’m nervous and shaking like this ever since. So all husbands drop dead sometime. You think they have manners and do it quiet in the hospital.”


A room with red curtains high on the window. Double bed like one I saw in Virginia where once I was walking down a street and climbed in a train standing in the hot sun. Always wishing I could save the heat for the winter.


“Four fifty dollars a night or twenty dollars a week. Look what I supply, radio, shelves, gas stove, hot water. Don’t play the radio loud.”


“Could I let you know in a day or two how long I’ll be staying.”


“Give you till Friday and you got to make up your mind. You got a funny voice, you English. Learn to speak at college.”


“Just a bit.”


“Was that the accent you was born with.”


“I don’t know.”


“Give me four dollars and fifty cents.”
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New world. Opening up the suitcases on the bed. Turn on the oven. Out into the hall past another brown door. Everything in the dark. And cars go by in the street like boats and soft bubbles.


Find the switch for the light in this bathroom. Green towel crumpled on the floor. Lift the seat. All gentlemen are requested. When little you never lift the seat and mommy tells you lift the seat. Pick up the towel. Go back. This door has a name on it under the cellophane. And now the only thing I can do is wait and wait and wait. It’s got to go away. She could never pack things and her bag’s a mess. I told her she was sloppy, why don’t you fold things up. And I’ve got to go down there. To a funeral parlor. Just wash my face. No one to be with her. And I was so full of dying myself. I hope I know how to get down there after all these years. How much is it going to cost. Just end up being buried among a lot of strangers.


Christian steps down into the street. Grey tweed on his back. White gloves on hands. Street full of shadows. And dark cars parked. And straight ahead the stale stiff fingers of trees. After so much ocean. And I don’t know what to say to this man. He’ll be in black or something. Do I have to give him a tip or cigar. He might think I’m not sorry enough and can’t concentrate on the death.


Grey tall windows of the museum. Down these steps to the subway. Chewing gum everywhere. Turnstile reminds me of horses. Coin goes in so neatly. Click through. Could step right under a train. Just let it roar right over me. What have you got to touch to get electrocuted. How would they know to take me and put me with Helen. It would have to be written down in my wallet. In case of death take me to the Vine funeral home and bury me with Helen. So slaughtered you could put me round her in the same casket. I just can’t bear for you to be cold and you said last thing of all to put you in the ground. And you always wore a green shadow around your eyes. Came near me in your silk rustling dress, you sounded hollow inside. Listening with your eyes. And the first day at sea I didn’t want to see you spend the two dollars for a deck chair. Now I’d let you have it. I’d let you have anything now. Helen, you could have got two deck chairs or three and I’d have said nothing. It wasn’t the money, I didn’t want you to get cold because you looked so ill you’d freeze up there and no one knew how sick you were. And I pulled on the towel. Pulled it right out of your hands when you said you’d spend the two dollars. It wasn’t the money, I’d tear up two dollars here right on this platform. God, it was the money. I’ve lost you.


Head bowed. A white knuckle rubbing under an eye. A man steps near.


“Are you all right, buddy.”


“Yes I’m all right. Just a lot of dust blown up in my eyes.”


“O k, buddy, just wanted to make sure.”


Roaring train in the tunnel. Sweeping into the station. Train with the tickling noise under the floor. Doors growl shut. Then up, out, crossing each avenue, when the lights turn red and the cars slide up and stop. And it’s all so new around me and so old. When I was young and walked here I heard a car screech and hit a boy. Saw the white shirt on his shoulder. And I wondered if all the people would be gathering around and keep him warm and not like me running away.


Where the street slants down, further on, the elevated train, tall buildings and a river. Closer. There it is. Double curtained doors, two evergreens on either side. Push through. God, what a place for you. Soft carpeted hall, luxurious in here. Warm green light flowing up the walls. So soft everything. This isn’t bad. This door’s open. It gleams and I’ll knock. Man’s black shoes and gartered black socks sticking out from a desk. They move and shine. His hand in front of me.


“Good evening, you’re Mr Christian aren’t you.”


“Yes.”


“I’m sorry that you’ve had to come. I’m Mr Vine, please sit down.”


“Thank you.”


“Will you smoke. Cigarette. Cigar.”


“No thanks.”


“Go ahead, make yourself comfortable. There are only a few little things here. Customs man who dealt with you telephoned after you left the pier. Very nice of him and I’ll certainly do everything I can Mr Christian. Only these to sign.”


“Thanks.”


“I’m not just an ordinary man in this business. It means a great deal to me and if there is any special help I can give anyone I’m really glad to do it. So understand that.”


“That’s nice of you.”


“We can only do our best Mr Christian. We try to understand sorrow. I’ve arranged burial at Greenlawn. Do you know New York.”


“Yes, I was born here.”


“Then you may know Greenlawn. One of the most beautiful cemeteries in the world and it’s always a pleasure to visit. My wife’s buried there as well and I know it’s a place of great peace. We realise sorrow Mr Christian. I’ll take care of all the immediate details for you and you can have a chat with them later on. All under my personal direction. Arranged as soon as you wish.”


“Could it be arranged for tomorrow morning.”


“Yes. Will it give mourners time. The notice will only be in tomorrow’s Daily News, only give anybody couple of hours to get here.”


“I’ll be the only mourner.”


“I see.”


“No one knew we were coming to New York.”


“I can put you in our small suite there across the hall.”


“Just for a few minutes. I want to keep it very short.”


“I understand. In the way of flowers.”


“I’d like something simple. Perhaps a wreath with, my Helen.”


“Of course. Something simple. I’ll see to it myself. We try to make friends with sorrow Mr Christian. That way we come to know it. You’d like us to use glass. For permanence.”


“That’s all right.”


“And where are you located.”


“Near the Museum of Natural History.”


“I’m pleased you’re near there. There’s much to reflect upon in that building. We’ll send our car for you.”


“Is that anything extra.”


“Included Mr Christian. Shall I make it nine thirty, ten, whenever you wish.”


“Nine thirty is fine.”


“Mr Christian, would you like now to have a little drink before you go. Some Scotch.”


“Well I would. Are you Irish, Mr Vine.”


“My mother was. My father was German.”


Mr Vine’s little snap of the head and blink of the eyes, crossing his soft canary carpet. Puts a neat white hand under an illuminated picture. Sunlight filtering through mountain pines and brass name beneath says In The Winter Sun. Panels drawing apart. Shelves of bottles, glasses and the small white door of a refrigerator. He must drink like a fish. Pick him up like a corpse every night. I don’t have the nerve to tell him I was raised in the Bronx.


“Soda, Mr Christian.”


“Please.”


“Now, the way you said that. Just one word. I can tell by your voice you’re an educated man Mr Christian. I also like your name. I never had very much in the way of education. I was a wildcatter in Texas and then became the manager of an oil field. Wouldn’t think of it to look at me, would you. I left school when I was nine years old. I’ve always wanted to be in this business but I was thirty before I got a chance to do a high school course. Did it in the navy, then went to mortician’s school when I came out. It makes you feel closer to people. It’s dignified. And art. When you see what you can do for someone who comes to you helpless. To recreate them just as they were in life. Makes you able to soften things. You’re a man I can talk to, a person who’s got a proper mental attitude. I can always tell. There are some of them who make you sick. Only thing I don’t like about the business are the phonies and I get my share of them. Here, have another, do you good.”


“Thanks.”


“Some people think I’m outspoken but I’ve given a lot of satisfaction and people put their whole families in my hands, even in a big city like this. I opened up another branch in the west fifties. But I like it best here where I began. My two little girls are growing up into big women now. You meet people from all walks of life. I’m a bit of a philosopher and I feel anything you’ve got to learn you’ll learn just through what you have to do with people, in that way I never miss an education. It’s a fact, I never graduated. It’s especially sad when I bury those who did. But everything is how a person conducts themselves. That’s how I know all about you, customs man said over the phone you were a real gentleman. Would you like now for me to show you the establishment. If you don’t it’s all right.”


“I don’t mind.”


“You’d like to feel that she was somewhere where she’s really at home. Come along, we’re empty now, there’s just two reposings on at my other branch although it’s a busy time of the year.”


Mr Vine rising. Gently bent forward. Flicks his head and bends one shoulder up to his ear. Frown around his eyes and hair sticks straight up. Holding door ajar. Smiling with his tilted face.


“I never want to have an establishment of mine get so big you lose the personal touch. It must be warm and intimate to make people feel at home. I call the other branch a home, bit of an expense to change here because parlor is in the neon sign. I feel parlor is a word that lets you down. Something poor people have. I like the word home. I don’t gloom at people, I smile. Death is a reunion. A pause in the life of others. You understand me.”


A low corridor. Mr Vine touches Mr Christian slowly through the soft lights, soft step by soft step.


“These are the various suites. These two have their own private rest rooms. Which has been of great success. I wouldn’t say it to most people but certain functions get stimulated at the passing of a cherished one. You’ve noticed how I’ve used green light and how it glows from the walls, it’s a special kind of glass that makes it do that. Only kind in New York. You don’t mind me showing you around.”


“No it’s all right.”


“In a few years I’m opening a branch out in the country. For some people the country signifies peace. You saw that picture, the forest, in the winter sun. Looking at that gave me the idea. It’s not conducive to peace to come in off the street. And you hear that elevated train out there. Thinking of tearing it down. Won’t be too soon for me. Shake the teeth out of your head. But I learned to accept it. And in here is our chapel. I thought I’d make it round just like the world and again green is my motif. And out here again there’s the door to our work rooms. We call it the studio.”


“It’s all very nice.”


“That makes me feel good. I’m pleased. And I hope you’ll be satisfied you dealed with me. I always want people to feel that. You can trust me and know I’ve got reverence for my work. To love your work is happiness. It means I meet someone like you too. I’m never wrong about people. I know the real tears of death and they don’t go down the cheeks. And this is my largest room, the first one I ever used. One or two personages been here. Mr Selk the manufacturer. I had that privilege. And we light a candle behind this green glass when someone is reposing. I think it gives, or rather, let me say, lends a sacredness to the occasion.”


“Yes it does.”


“You go home now. Put all bother out of your head. Get a good night’s sleep. Remember it takes time. But time is a friend of ours. And I’m here, remember that, for any kind of request. Our car will be there in the morning. Good night, Mr Christian.”


Mr Vine and Christian shook hands. Vine gave Christian a catalogue. Pushed open the door to the cold electric light of the street. A last smile, a wave.


The windy canyon of Park Avenue. Crossing a winter city. Cold heels on the pavement. Doormen rubbing hands, clicking feet, looking up, looking down the street. Beginning to snow. Like the first winter I got to Dublin. When the skies were grey for months. And I bought thick woollen blankets at the shop and they smelled like sheep.


Christian, hands plunged in pockets, takes a lonely subway west and north. Back by the shadows of the museum. And along by the stone mansions. Where I live tonight.


Music coming from the door with the name under the cellophane. Dim light in the hall, a smell of wax in the air. Dust in the nose. Door slamming. Voice yelling. Pipe down.


Must go in through this door and sleep. Pull aside the thick red curtain so tomorrow the light will wake me up. Snow streams down under the street lamp. Someone else’s house is more your own if it’s filled with strangers. Helen, I wouldn’t have brought you to a room like this. Makes me feel I’m casting some poverty on you because this isn’t the type of place you would ever be. Yours were bathrooms shining with gleaming rails and hot towels. All this plastic junk. Couldn’t have been in the studio while Vine and I were talking. Couldn’t talk like that. But that’s the way we talked. Like pies peaches or eggs. Helen’s not a pie peaches or eggs. She’s mine. Taking her away. Gone already. Where is she nearest to me. Asleep on top of my brain. Came with me all over the ship when I couldn’t stand them staring at me everywhere I went and whispering. Our table out in the center of the dining room. They were all thinking of the day when they had the gala occasion with the paper hats and balloons and Helen just sat there at the table and wept, pink handkerchief tucked up your sleeve and pearls like tiny drops from your face and none of them ever saw you again. They even came up to my cabin door after you were dead to listen to hear if I was crying. And the steward who said they wouldn’t do your washing. He stuck his brown face in the door and closed it quietly when he saw me prostrate on the bunk. And he slammed the door in your face. Both of us utterly helpless, could do nothing could say nothing. I held the three dollars in my fist and watched his brown hand come up from his side and pull them out and leave quietly closing the door. The waiter who filled our plates with things we didn’t want and came over the second day and said your wife don’t eat no more and I said no. And lunchtime he came back saying he was sorry he didn’t know, the wine waiter just told him and he got me a plate covered in smoked salmon. He kept as far away as he could until the last meal when hovering for his tip he asked me if I was a refugee. Then I went out, and from the ship’s rail I looked at the strange flat shore with the fragile white fingers in the sky. In that cabin, Helen, where you left your soul and I’ve got to lie a night here between these sleepless sheets without you.








Darkness


In all my


Grief




























3





Sound of snow shovelling in the street. Ship’s whistle from the river. Tingling and banging in the pipes along the wall. Outside the wind blows hard and shivers the window. Knocks on the door.


“Mr Christian there’s a man for you down stairs.”


“Please tell him I’m coming right away.”


Christian looking into the street below. A man in dark coat, green shirt, black tie. No hat over his half bald head and grey wisps of hair. A black long car. Come for me. Can’t keep him waiting. Can’t stop them putting you in the ground under the snow.


Mrs Grotz at the door, hunched, breath steaming in the cold air, her hands rubbing. Watching Christian pass and meet the chauffeur halfway down the steps. A solemn soft voice and placing a black cap on his head.


“You Mr Christian. I’m from the Vine funeral home.”


“Sorry to keep you waiting.”


Grotz edging her slippered feet out into the snow. Straining ears to listen. Her mouth open, eyes wide.


“Hey what’s the matter. Who’s hurt. Some trouble. You from a funeral.”


Christian stopping turning. Pulling gloves tighter on his hands. Looks up the steps at Mrs Grotz.


“It’s my wife.”


“What’s a matter, you got a wife. Where’s your wife. What’s a matter your wife.”


“She’s dead.”


“Mister. Oh mister.”


The park ahead, little rolling hill in velvet snow. So white and christmas. Birds taking white baths. Ploughs pushing it up, conveyor belts pouring it into trucks. I’ve no black tie. But a green one will suit Mr Vine. People we pass look at this expensive car.


“You comfortable. Mr Christian.”


“Yes thanks.”


“They’re shovelling salt. Then when the snow melts the guy’s tires in front shoot it up on your windshield. Some problem. They know it’s going to snow every year, you’d think they’d do something.”


“Yes.”


A morning sun shining in slits along the crosstown streets and in shadows across the park. These tall hotels. All so slender women walk in. Where the lights glow. And everybody’s scared of everybody. And maybe Vine and his personal touch.


Green neon sign. Vine Funeral Parlor. Everybody calls it a home. Sanitation department truck stopped outside. Bedraggled men filling it with snow. Mr Vine waves his arm. Seems red in the face.


“Good morning, Mr Christian. Had to tell these men to get this garbage truck out of here. Come this way, Mr Christian.”


Vine pushing open the door. A firm handshake, nodding his head and twitching. Shaking water out of his ears after swimming. Now he beckons the way.


“It’s my favourite music I’ve chosen, Mr Christian. She’s very beautiful. She’s waiting for you. Our Miss Musk will take care of you. And just press the button when you want me. All right.”


“Yes.”


This young woman steps forth from the shadows. Can’t look at her face. Just see her slender ankle and leg. And hear her friendly voice.


“I’m Elaine Musk, Mr Vine’s assistant. May I take your coat.”


“I think I’ll keep it on. For a moment.”


“The music hasn’t begun yet. And if there’s anything,  just anything, I’m here to help.”


“Thank you.”


The room dark. Curtains drawn across the window to the street. And the green light flickering behind the glass. Casket gleaming and black. On a pedestal, the wreath illumined in green. My Helen written with the tiny white heads of lilies of the valley. A table with a Bible. Chairs along the wall for mourners. Even has my flowers lit up. He must rake in the money. I’m glad the casket’s black. I’d die if it were green. Now go and kneel. So soft and I can’t look at you. See just the tips of your knuckles. You don’t have to shake Vine’s hand, he almost broke mine. If you’d move. Encased in glass and you can’t get up. Forgive me because I haven’t got the courage to look at you. Because I’d see you dead forever. What happens to all the flesh and blood. No child. You leave nothing except the pain of missing you. And I didn’t want the expense because a baby cost money. I wouldn’t part with a penny. Only reason I had. I knew you were begging me and I’d always say let’s wait. And we waited. Your casket’s so smooth. Funny I put my hand along the bottom to see if it’s stuck with chewing gum. Vine would never allow that. And although he must be half crazy he’s given me comfort because I don’t feel you’re laughed at or joked over dead. Got to keep my head down or I’ll look by accident. Thought I would cry and I can’t. Helen, I wish we were different from everybody else. Scream for some sort of thing that makes us you and me. Neither of us nothing. And on the ship you said you wanted to lie down in the cabin. Those first Americans you met just tired you out. And I was so proud of bringing you back to my country. I wanted you to like them. And even after you’d gone, I didn’t want anyone to come and touch me on the arm and back with a pat or two and say I’m sorry about it, about your wife, have courage or something, but I did want them I wanted someone to show something. Anything. But not a soul on that damn ship came near me except for money. And each second you get further away from me. Dig the hole with the straight sides and before it gets dark they’ve got you covered up. And all the times I wished you were dead. So I could be free. They were black thoughts of anger. But I thought them. Must get up. Look out the window.


Silently crossing the room. Parting the thick curtains to the late morning light of the street. And people hunching by in the cold. Over there Murray’s Best For Bargains. Vine said press the button when you’re ready. Does he take ordinary lipstick and put it on the lips. Or take it out of a pot they use on everyone. And all sorts of lips. And make them the kind that gleam and don’t have cracks, and are red and now over ripe. Vine had a green handkerchief in his pocket. What has he got against the color green. Most of his life must be whispering, nodding, hand rubbing, and the five words, we’ll take care of everything.


Christian turning from the window. Mr Vine leaning over the casket wiping the glass.


“Must be a little condensation on the inside Mr Christian. But I hate anything to mar such a lovely face. Woman’s lips are one of the most beautiful parts of her body. I can always tell a woman who looks at a man’s lips when he talks instead of his eyes. Are you all right.”


“Yes. Do you think we could leave now.”


“Yes, a few minutes. Our large reposing room is busy this morning. We never know in this business.”


“Mr Vine I think maybe you’re telling me too much about your business. I don’t want to say anything but it’s getting me down.”


“Don’t get sore. I forget sometimes. I try to make everyone feel at home and not treat the funeral business as something strange. People ought to know about it. My own funeral is already arranged. But don’t get sore. When it happened to me and it was my wife, I found I wanted some sort of distraction and because I arranged the services myself it made me feel better. And I thought you wanted to take an interest.”


“This isn’t distraction.”


“Take it easy son. You’re not alone in this, remember that. If I shot my mouth off, I’m sorry. I don’t want to do that with nobody. But getting sore isn’t going to bring her back. Beauty is the only thing you can remember. Try to remember beauty. Come on, I like you, be a sport.”


“My wife’s dead.”


“I know that.”


“Well, what the hell do you mean, sport.”


“If I understand you correctly Mr Christian, you’d rather I didn’t conduct this any further. I can put you in the hands of an assistant if you prefer.”


“All right, all right. I’m not the kind of person who wants to start trouble. Leave everything as it is. I’m just worried about money and what I’m going to do.”


“Look. Listen to me. I want to tell you straight. I don’t cut cash out of nobody. I don’t conduct this business on those lines. You’ve got as long as you want and longer. Understand me. And if that isn’t long enough I’ll think of something. If you hadn’t come here alone from another country I wouldn’t take all this trouble but you seem to be a nice guy. I even thought you were a type for this profession and that’s a compliment as far as I’m concerned. You’re a gentleman. And when it’s over, if you want to come back and see me, I’d like that. There’s a place for you here, remember that. And if you make that decision, I’d be honored. Shall we close it now, Mr Christian. You’re ready.”


“All right.”


“You can wait with the chauffeur.”


“O k.”


“We’ll take care of you, Christian, remember this isn’t death. All this is life.”


Walking out of the hall. Through the curtained doors. Putting up coat collars. The chauffeur smoking a cigarette. One of his grey wisps of hair hangs and goes into his ear. Christian coughs. Chauffeur getting out to open the door. A flash of yellow socks with white stripes.


The car pulls across the road. The hearse draws up in front of the Vine Funeral Parlor. Three men step out, rubbing their green gloved hands, stamping their feet on the hard snow. Elevated train roaring by on its iron trestle at the end of the street. The garbage truck has taken away its pile of snow. Chauffeur blows a smoke ring. And he turns around.


“Would you like this blanket, Mr Christian. Put it round your legs in case you get cold. Always a few degrees colder when you get out of the city.”


“Thanks.”


“They are coming out now, Mr Christian.”


Mr Vine standing aside, holding back a door. Coffin on four shoulders. Like an elephant, four black legs. Vine twitches his head, bends his ear to his shoulder and rubs. Goes in again. Comes out in a black overcoat, papers in his hand, hatless, eyes bright. Crossing the street. Stepping gingerly with his gleaming black shoes over the ridges of snow. Leaning in the window to the chauffeur.


“To expedite the journey, Charles, we’ll take the West Side Drive. Go up Park and crosstown on Fifty Seventh. You all right, Mr Christian.”


“Yes.”


Vine pausing, a car sweeps by. He looks upon the rest of the world as something he will bury. His gravel voiced military manoeuvres. I guess we’re going. No use fighting over it. He’s only trying to be nice. First time anyone ever offered me a job.


Hearse pulling out. Vine signaling with his hand. And we follow. To the end of the street. Another elevated train. Wake Helen up. Window full of refrigerators there. Say they’re giving them away for nothing, almost. Just step inside for bargains beyond belief. I feel like there’s nothing around me in the world. Highway on the curve of the earth. Everybody knows why I’m in this car and Helen in hers.


The two black vehicles swiftly moving across Fifty Seventh Street. Past the opera house on the corner. People huddled up under the marquee waiting for the bus. The sky opens up where the city ends and the Hudson flows by. Up the ramp and flowing out into the stream of cars on the smooth white highway. Towering cold bridge over the Harlem River. Farther and the red tiled roofs of houses behind the leafless trees. Along here the rich live down to the water’s edge.


Road curves up through the second woods. Ran through them playing as a kid. When deer stood frozen still. To escape an enemy eye. And chipmunks auburn striped sped up and down branches. This cobble stone road once had trolley tracks. Tell no one anything. You don’t want the world knowing about your life. Or this lake we leave behind in the valley, a swamp and golf course. Great chains hang from post to post. Tall iron gates. Monuments inside with stained glass windows. Some with spires. Take you in here and lay you down. This cold day. Knuckles frozen. Breasts still. Where no love can taste. Tickle or tender.


Man in soft grey uniform salutes. Mr Vine steps out across the snow. Up the steps into a grey stone building. Thin veins of ivy. Vine’s coming to speak.


“There’ll be a few minutes delay. Just a formality. Charles, just pull the car up in front there and wait for us.”


Chauffeur turning, ice crackling under the wheels.


“It’s nothing, Mr Christian. Just identification. They have to check everybody who’s buried.”


Coffin on the four shoulders disappearing under the canopy and into the squat building tucked into the side of the hill. Be looking at her again. They give us no privacy. They’d shout back at me if I object. If you own a bird and it’s flown away you run out to tell the whole world. And they say to you to shut up, you’re disturbing the peace.


They come out. Shift and slide it in. Engines purr and we move. All these winding roads and trees. People under the stones. So white and white. Branches frozen silver. Paths criss-crossing everywhere. Tombs on the hills. Heads in sorrow. Can’t believe I worked here once cutting grass. Lightning in a sky in summer. A bronze woman melted and cold on a door. Cowled face with a hand on her cheek. Hold away the world from the rich bones inside. A white marble man and woman stand up out of their rock. Look out over a sea. Where ships die. And men slip below the cold water. And where are you nearest.


No trees here. Four men stand by the tent. They’ve brushed away the snow. Fake grass over the mound of earth. Clarance Vine comes back to this car.


“Mr Christian. I thought since you’ve got no religious preference I might read something. And I’ve just told Charles to give a few dollars to the grave diggers if that’s all right, it’s the average tip.”


“Yes.”


“We’ll go then.”


Gently sloping hill. Snow lies for miles. Fades below the stiff dark trees. High grey sky. Know young girls you love. Take cigarettes from lips and kiss. A dance band plays. Grow up loving memories. Die leaving none. Except the Christmas Eves. When the whole year stops. These Polish hands who shovel on the dirt. They lick their lips on pay day and sit at poker tonight and drink wine. Downtown in the city. Where they take away a wife who clings to railings along the sidewalk and she screams and they lock her up. Can’t see her anymore because she’s crazy. Love you as much as love can be. Cooking and washing. Mending and waiting. Each thread of body till it breaks.


“If you’ll just stand there, Mr Christian, I’ll read these few words I’ve got here.”


Cornelius Christian next to Clarance Vine. Who holds out his little paper. Nods his head to the diggers. Straps stiffening under the coffin. Mist in the air from his voice.


“We are gathered here as brothers and we pray for another soul. The birds, trees and flowers are life and they are around us to give birth in spring. This interment is life and for us the living, a beauty to ennoble our lives, to give us a kiss to caress us in our living pain. We gather to see the soil give one of us peace, to all love and remember her forever. We now give her to her God. O k boys.”
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Mornings to wake up cold. Shivering breeze blowing in the thin crack of open window. Lie looking at the ceiling with rosettes and plaster leaves. Clattering garbage pails and covers down in the street. The sanitation men come collecting. And times through the day an ocean liner’s whistle throbs and trembles.


New world. Soot lies smearing the soles of my feet. Baby cockroaches sneak back again behind the basin. Everything a green in the bathroom. Tattered shower curtain with vines and jungle leaves. Specks of pink soap. Long strands of blond hair. Whole city tightens around you. Till you go out and get three doughnuts from a sweet smelling little bakery. And a newspaper off the stand down the street. Bring it back each morning to read. The stabbings and stompings. Percolate coffee in an old battered pot. Sit here so outstandingly unknown. Drink a cup to make me crap.


Eleven thirty this a.m. Christian passes out the dark hall. Push open the cut glass and mahogany doors and down the steps of this dusty house into the street. Dressed in the best I have. Counting each day the dollars left. Forty seven kept in a box on the mantel while I sleep. Watch and feel each dime go slipping out through the fingers. Taken by a gladder hand. Pumped into a counting turnstile. Or a slot where a window opens and you reach in for a rye bread ham and lettuce sandwich.


Catching a bus by a white stone building. Tell you all the history of New York inside. The faded pages of little green books with the names of people. Blacksmiths, bakers and candlestick makers of a hundred years ago. When the park out there was heaps of boulders and mud. Now mommies wheel their little children to push them on the swings. All carefully cuddled up against the cold. Vine said on the phone he’d be glad to see me.


The bus stops at the corners. Across the street a low roof nestled in the trees, a place called Tavern on the Green. People climb on. The click click of the turnstile. Money drops down. Then spouts out like a milk churn. Eyes look once then fade away. Button has just popped off my coat. Never find it between all these legs. I swear to christ. I’m coming apart. Have to hold my elbow over the straggly thread. Vine will say good to see you. And o boy it’s really going to be swell to be seen. Gathering spiritual assets together. Clutch tight as they drip away through the fingers. Run from the fears. First thing I did when I walked out again in the world after the funeral. Was get my shoes shined.


The bus roaring past a statue of a man on a pedestal. Say he first discovered the place. Put him up there made of metal. With horns blasting and traffic pouring round him day and night. Get ready to get off. A man with a grey cap gets on. Smiling between big fat cheeks stubbled with beard. He gaily salutes the passengers as he comes along the aisle. And sits sad and silent when no one salutes or smiles back. His eyes light up as I give him a nod. The friendly kind they give each other at the institution.


Walk east crosstown. Wind biting and raising whorls of grit and paper scraps. See the sky blown blue somewhere far out over Flushing. As a little boy I thought it was some strange big toilet bowl. Where giants took their craps.


Dark between these buildings. Cabs go bouncing over bumps. Thick iron manhole cover clanks and rocks under the passing wheels. And little clouds of steam puff out. A button off my coat. That’s all you need in this town to show you’re going down. And for friends to look fast for other faces.


Bronze plaque now below where the neon sign used to be. And the thunderous letters of Vine. Above the smaller words of Funeral Home. He must be going up. High over the tiny letters of Incorporated. Where he can swing from his trapeze into his heap of dollars.


Christian pushing through the gleaming glass doors. The reddish yellow carpet. Under the potted palm tree, a black urn filled with white sand to extinguish cigarettes. Knock on Vine’s door, the main motif of which is contemporary splendor. Green light looked warm last week now looks cold.


“Come in. Ah Mr Christian. Good to see you. Here let me take your coat. Sit down. It’s cold out.”


“Cold and windy.”


“Well now Mr Christian you’re settling in.”


“I think so.”


“I’m glad. Takes time. You’re young. Events finally erase the most painful part of sorrow. If they didn’t this town would be so many weeping cripples. But you’d like to discuss your position wouldn’t you.”


“Yes.”


Vine in his chair swivels. Light catches the side of his face. He tilts his round head. Shakes out the cuffs of his shirt so white and stiff. Diamonds sparkle there. Short hair standing up with little flecks of grey. All of him tucked neatly in his leather seat, eyes glistening. Finger pushing at a pair of black leather gloves on his desk. The world sinks down a little. On the carpet where you come out of the dirty street and walk softly.


“May I ask you just one question Christian. I’m going to put it to you man to man. There’s a place for you here. And I mean that. The salary’s not bad. It would be a beginning. And there’d be a future. I can tell you that. Will you come to work for me.”


Christian bowing his head. As eyes stare out of control at the ceiling. Get them back to sea level. Saliva flows into the mouth. Swallow it all down and try to keep my shoulders from twitching.


“Mr Vine I don’t know what I’m going to do yet. When you said first you were glad to see me the words I nearly said were boy it’s really swell to be seen. I’ve hardly even spoken to another person since the funeral.”


“Well I’m glad I’m seeing you then Mr Christian.”


“Mr Vine I don’t know what I owe you. But I’ve only got forty six dollars and ninety two cents to my name. I can’t even pay the bill they charged me for freight and storage and packing my wife on the ship. You’ve got me at your mercy.”


“Now wait a minute, Mr Christian. Now you just wait a minute there boy. I haven’t got you at my mercy. And I don’t like that remark.”


“Well maybe you haven’t. But I need mercy.”


“You may need it but I haven’t got you at my mercy. Don’t you ever think that. I’m offering you an opportunity to assume a role in a hallowed vocation. I know the normal everyday person does not gravitate towards this calling. But I’ll tell you something. I’m a good judge of men. And I recognize in you Christian the imaginative capacity to pursue this mission in life. I’m convinced you could be outstanding.”


“You mean going back in there and handling dead bodies. People I don’t even know.”


“If you wanted to acquaint yourself with that sacred craft I’d be glad. But I’d like you to be a front of house man. With maybe the occasional assist in the studios.”


“The occasional assist. Holy cow, Mr Vine.”


“It may surprise you Mr Christian but it is that part of my work in which I take the greatest pride not to mention as I wouldn’t do to most people, pleasure. I would not insist if you found it a source of disquiet. The real nature of your duties here would be to tend to the grief of the bereaved. To dispense the small kindly formalities and understanding so necessary when a family convenes at the abyss of death. I know you’ve got the sincerity. I know you’ve got the culture and the elegance of demeanor. It’s all in you Christian.”


“How much do I owe you. Mr Vine.”


“That is not a question you need to ask.”


“But how much do I owe.”


“Four hundred and eighty six dollars and forty two cents. Including tax.”


“O boy.”


“Mr Christian that is not a problem. And you don’t have to take it like that.”


“How do you want me to take it. That plus one hundred and eighty six dollars I owe the shipping line is nearly seven hundred dollars. How can I ever pay.”


“Now listen to me Mr Christian. I’ve told you once before and I’ll tell you again. I don’t cut cash out of no one. This is one business where most people pay their bills. Call it superstition but people don’t like to owe on the death of someone near and dear. And if they were near and not so dear they’re even gladder to pay for their elimination. So I’m not hurting with a cash shortage and I’m not asking you to pay up. You’ve got time. Plenty.”


“How long.”


“Six months. More if you need it. Free of interest.”


“Eighty six dollars a month.”


“Eight one Christian, eighty one dollars and seven cents.”


“Any day someone is going to track me down from the shipping line.”


“There is no problem about an advance on salary.”


“I’d be socially ostracised.”


“I would be less than candid if I did not admit people don’t trip over rugs making a rush to shake hands to get to know you. And many friendships are cut adrift. But you’d be surprised at some of the deeper relationships you can make in this profession. It was how I met my wife. Searching for a shade of lipstick at a drugstore counter. That’s a fact. I was an apprenticing mortician. She asked me what color hair and eyes I was trying to match. I had just picked up a box of bicarbonate of soda she dropped. She responded by pointing out the shade. It was one I would have picked myself. We walked outside together. She had the bluest eyes and the whitest skin. I told her what the lipstick was for. She was a little shy but then she understood. We went right back into the drugstore and had two raspberry sodas. I still remember the sound of our feet together on that porch. She had the kind of ankles you’d find on an angel. Seven months later we married. I feel just as close to her in death.”


“Mr Vine.”


“Call me Clarance, spelt with an a. My step parents called me Tobias but I was named Clarance at birth. Just excuse me I’ve forgotten to tell Miss Musk I’ve changed a musical selection. Miss Musk, in suite four, the Ricardo family I think needed something faster in tempo but I think it’s time now before closing the casket to slow it down. O k. Thank you. There’s an instance Mr Christian of the delicate decisions which constantly must be made. I feel that you would ably carry out such responsibilities.”


“Mr Vine I wouldn’t know what tune to call for someone’s funeral.”


“Please, call me Clarance. I’d like that if you would.”


“Until I pay my bill I’d just feel better calling you Mr Vine.”


“All right if that’s the way you feel.”


Vine’s eyes glittering in the soft yellow lamp light. His finger pushes the switch of the intercom up and down. The throb of faint solemn melodies. Neat tiny knot of his black tie tucked tightly up to the stiff collar. Red strong neck which he turns and twists. I’d be out in front of his establishment. Skipping and clapping hands in the cold. Encouraging in the customers. This way folks. To Mr Vine. Knows sorrow like the back of his hand. A reduction if there’s two of you. His shade of mouth paint will suit you better than the one you’re using now. Your husband won’t be able to keep his lips off you in the coffin. This way folks. What’s happened to Vine has happened to me except I didn’t embalm my wife or meet her in a drugstore. His tiny feet. He looks so much bigger than he is. A man who has armies or ships. And wins battles. While he watches the lips of women. What does he do these days for orgasms.


“Mr Christian you’re miles away.”


“Just admiring your green curtain.”


“I never let the light of day in here. That way I let my own mind roam. Being a Texan it’s natural to me. That’s a beautiful word isn’t it. Texan.”


“Yes.”


“There are a lot of beautiful things. Early this morning I was out trying to stop those sons of bitches trying to park in my loading zone. Three young girls passed by. They go to a select private school up the block. Young gracious girls. They were laughing about something. And it was beautiful to watch. They weren’t aware of their grace. They come from good homes on the upper east side and ride downtown on the elevated train. And right in its shadows lie broken men. Men who might have once been just like those girls’ fathers. With high salaries and big responsibilities. Now their salaries are gone. I buried one of them. He used to panhandle on the corner. Sometimes I take the train myself. I’d give him a quarter. A year before he was a company vice president down on Wall Street. But deep down in the back of his eyes you could see that he was from Michigan, just a poor lost kid in the big city. His wife and kids still live in a nice apartment with rustic type architecture in Forest Hills, Queens. Do you know not one of them would come to his funeral. They said they could prove if they had to that they didn’t know who he was. It’s that kind of human frailty that sickens you. But I haven’t yet lost my faith in human nature. You meet people like them. And you meet people like you. Of quality. Which I define just by calling you a gentleman.”


“How much would I be paid.”


“Mr Christian you’re surprising. O k the remuneration. Seventy five a week. Plus the clearing of your debt after six months. You’d be working under Fritz till you get the hang of things. He’s sick with pneumonia now. But Mr Hardwicke at my west side branch would always be available for advice when I wasn’t around. He’s my top man. Meanwhile you’d be co host here with Miss Musk. Once in a while you’d take a doctor or nurse out for a drink. They can be helpful in this business. At nine o’clock we call muster out there in the hall. Start the ball rolling.”


“You mean stiffs.”


Vine thrusting out a lower lip. Lifting his chin. Waiting as Christian waits. And taking a deep breath. Which he sighs out slowly.


“I do not like that statement. And I hope it’s the last time I will hear it. It’s a word we don’t use here. I know sometimes people have to be cynical. It relieves their fear. They often talk about us with smart remarks. But just as some other people love and respect what they do for a living so do I. But let’s forget that. When my upper east side branch opens, that’s when your opportunity will come. That branch will be endowed with the ultimate in funeral service in this city. No solemnity which can add grace or reverence to the carriage of death will be wanting.”


Behind Vine’s head a glass cabinet of leather gold embossed volumes. MODERN MORTUARY SCIENCE, ANATOMY AND POST MORTEM SANITATION, ORGANIC CHEMISTRY, CHAMPION TEXTBOOK ON EMBALMING and ANATOMY FOR EMBALMERS. Vine leans back. A pencil tightly gripped in his fingers. A smile on his lips.


“Now you’re going to be too hot in that suit Mr Christian. I keep the thermometer at seventy eight point five on the button during the winter months. Sorrow demands a perfect temperature. I mean that. One thing I’m a stickler about. The other is I always like to be on the ball. You get over there to Brooks Brothers, corner of Madison and Forty Fourth. Tell them up on the third floor I sent you. They’ll know what to do. It will go on my account. You know Christian, I’m really glad you made this decision. And I hope you’ll never have cause to regret it.”


Vine standing. Turning to his library cabinet. Taking down the volume Modern Mortuary Science. Blowing off some imaginary dust and handing it to Christian. As he leads him by the elbow to the door.


“Come, meet Miss Musk.”


Crossing the canary carpet along the softly lit hall. Here’s where I’ll be tomorrow morning. With the numb lingering pain I’m getting right up the arse. Feels now I’ve been here all my life. Two men in black overcoats and hats and a sleek willowy blond woman in furs passing by. Vine nods gently. His lips say words one can’t hear. Must be the understanding whisper. The dark doorways and curtained doors to the green glowing suites. Miss Musk in a dark brown dress. Stands up from behind her desk. In a tiny office. A tall green filing cabinet with two silver trophies on top. Fluted pillars holding up a drum majorette.


“Miss Musk, Mr Christian is coming to work for us.”


“I’m so glad.”


“He has the makings.”


“I’m sure he has. I can’t say how glad I am.”


Handshakes. Christian bowing his head to the light haired Miss Musk. Has long fragile fingers. And limp moist hand. A gold bracelet falls down on her wrist as she takes back her arm. And a blue vein bulges across her knuckle. Face all tanned. Says goodbye with a smile of team spirit. Her teeth gleam. Her breasts blossom in their brown.


Vine guiding Christian by the arm. Past the chapel’s open gothic arched door. Four candles burning inside the blue glassed golden topped tabernacle on the altar. Another color getting a chance. Two figures kneeling in the round domed interior. Looked like little children. Bent heads and hunched tiny shoulders. My heart pounding. As we go in this direction. To where there’s that door.


“Just through here now, Cornelius, you don’t mind if I call you Cornelius.”


“No.”


The narrow hall. The temperature drops. A fire department notice on the wall. Red handled axe held by steel clips. Behind a glass door a big brass nozzle on a canvas hose wrapped around a brass wheel. What could ever burn in this chill. Door swinging open. Can’t tear my eyes away. No where else to look but the ceiling with two big square sky lights. A cold grey falls upon two white coated and masked figures. Each bent over a colder body. Heads of deceased tilted up on tables of stainless steel. Two more covered in green sheets. Trolleys of tubes, rolls of cotton wool and bottles. The smell of air. Sinks into the lungs. Will never come out again. Makes the toes curl. How do I get out of here. The indignity when they get you stretched out like that. Pulling a needle and thread out of a nostril. Squeezing bulbfuls of fluid into your arm. That you can’t raise to sock him on the jaw. Stop it.


Vine suddenly turning and reaching out as Christian sways and plunges forward. Great heaving sigh from his lips. Two morticians rushing round their tables. One catching him under the back another by the feet. Vine holding him by the head and shoulders. Three undertakers lever him onto an embalming table. Pull loose his tie. Open up his shirt. Another button pops off. Rolls on the red tiled floor. And stops. Two little vacant holes in the pearl for eyes or thread. Sew it back on please.
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Snow white this Monday morning. Began falling in the night. Traffic sounds faint on the avenue the end of the street. Wake up with icicles on the window sill. Already an hour late for my first day of work. Not an ounce of heat coming up in this building.


Christian putting on his dark tweed suit. Little wetting of the hair. A discreet pee into the basin. Steams up urinish upon the nostrils. Flakes still falling outside. Man in plaid lumber jacket, leather cap and black furry ear muffs shovelling snow. A police dog tied to the iron railing. Go out to face death now. Day after day.


Muffled sound of the garbage men approaching. Radio says temperature twenty two degrees. Shuttered window opens across the street. A girl I watched Sunday night undressing. In a red kimono. Takes in a container of milk. Saw her get down to her underwear and when she finished brushing her hair the lights went off. Nobody gives a good god damn they’re interrupting your show.


Christian making his way along the shadowy hall to the bathroom. To face this color again. Like a wave of seasickness. In a green sea of grief. Reeking of formalin. Still feel faint. Everytime I think of that chill day. After Vine gave me a tumbler of brandy from a barrel in the embalming room. I hurried away up the street. Another limp handshake clinging to my palm from Miss Musk. Took the subway south. And stood waiting for the ferry. On the uttermost tip of town. Desperate to see sky and breathe air. Of which there is neither in this crapper. I spent that Friday afternoon three times cruising back and forth across the harbour. Devoured two bags of peanuts packed in Suffolk, Virginia. Forking out my future salary. Ate two hot dogs slathered in mustard and sauerkraut and downed with two root-beers. Which are roaring through me now. Was hoping to say to Mr Vine I’m really glad to be part of your operation. And nearly ended up undertaken. As the masked faces looked down. I looked up and fainted again. Now no damn toilet paper. Use my only clean handkerchief. Dried my wind watered eyes with it on the last trip of the ferry when the sun set. Little dots and glimmers of light in the tall buildings ahead. Passengers opening the sliding doors to stand on deck. Cold air pouring into the cabin. The flat bottomed vessel pushed across the waves. Carrying on the rows of wooden benches all the faces. To the most unpleasant ones I flashed the title of the mortuary manual. Those who understood the words turned their heads away in a god damn hurry. To watch an ocean liner sailing by. Decks lit up. Tiny dark figures standing under the life boats. Fluttering pennants strung from funnel to funnel. And sadly watching the passing great silhouette, smoke floating a darker darkness in the sky. There came a tapping on my shoulder. And a face. Smiling. Waving his grey cap. The man with the fat cheeks on the bus. To whom I gave the friendly nod of the institution. Strange pleased grunts coming from his lips. As I shook his hand thoroughly. And now someone is pounding on this crapper door.


Christian opening up. The sallow moist cross eyed visage of Mrs Grotz. Her grey kinky hair greyer and kinkier. Face contorted. Keeps her big boned knuckled hand pressing her daisy flowered dress closed. Or they may be petunias. Of the deadly nightshade family. If I dared to look closer. As I better not do. As she looks about to erupt.


“I got something to talk to you.”


“Yes.”


“What do you think you do in my house.”


“What do you mean.”


“You mortician. I see book. Are you mortician.”


“No.”


“Why you have book.”


“I don’t think that’s any of your business.”


“You want I should lose all the tenants out of my building I work hard in. I should know with that voice you got. And the funeral car. You give me bullshit your wife die. I think you pervert with women’s clothes.”


“I beg your pardon.”


“You think you come in here and live like that you crazy.”


Christian pushing out of bathroom. Past the heaving boobs of Mrs Grotz. Who carries hidden in the folds of her dress a lead pipe. Just about two feet long. Sticking out. What a friendly god damn country. Just get the hell out of this hall. And into my room. Never leave a door open again. She’ll see the bed erupted asunder. Caused by a dream last night. That Clarance Vine had opened his new mortuary on the upper level of Grand Central Station. Folk were wheeling in their deceased. From the Mississippi and Boston. Trains loaded with cadavers. From Bronxville, Crestwood and Tuckahoe. Teams of morticians in football uniforms pounding down the Forty Second Street ramp. Vine with a megaphone blasting out commands from the Vanderbilt Avenue balcony. Directing the bodies laid out in vast rows as he watched through his binoculars. Organ music throbbing under the immense vaulted blue ceiling. And I was there. Trying to look the last word in fashion. With my dark brown trilby hat. The throngs of newspaper toting commuters stood still, silent, and scared shitless. I was glad to see Vine. Went to him. Nudged him with a friendly nudge from behind. Said in my best American, how’s it going Clarance. He said hey how you doing kid, good to see you, everything’s going fine, real fine, if you feel like embalming grab yourself a cadaver.


Christian turning to close his bedroom door. Mrs Grotz sticking her foot in it as she pushes it open. And Christian lunges it shut. Thump. A leaden object dropping. Christian slipping on the chain latch. Grotz’s fists beating on the mahogany panels. Welcome to West Idiot Street.


“What do you do in my house. I don’t want no wise guy like you. You hear me. Get out before I call the cops. You dirty bum.”


A crash against the door. Screws flying from the latch. With another shoulder shoving. The growl of a dog. Door slowly yielding open again. The plaid arm of the man down shovelling in the street. Christian with a rather amazing collegiate heave assisted by a foot against the wall, crashing the door shut again. A throatful gasp out of Mrs Grotz, her high heeled shoe caught bent and crushed. Too bad it was footless. Just about had enough insociability. Ask that fucker in the plaid jacket when he got castrated and what else has he got going for him. As I hear the sound of a siren coming down the street.


“Pervert. You wait my other nephew Broken Legs Vinnie fix you.”


Faint smell of garlic breath. Pity that marvelous bulbous herb has to taint some mouths. Give the poisonous words a flavour. With this kind of population embalming is the juice of justice. The siren subsiding. Car doors slamming outside. The police. Be charged with female impersonation while in possession of a mortician’s manual. Sound of feet pounding up the stairs. Voices outside the door.


“Arrest him. Him voodoo. In there pervert.”


“Take it easy lady. What’s going on. Open up.”


“Women’s clothes he’s wearing.”


“All right lady. Is he armed.”


“How do I know. But I got hemorrhoids since he moved in.”


“Did you see a gun or a knife.”


“I see dirty pictures of dead peoples he’s got. Without no clothes. You can see the balls.”


“O k lady we know what kind of enchantment. Open up in there. For the last time.”


Christian pulling back the door. Four heads waiting in the shadows. Dog growling and snarling. Two blue caps and uniforms. No one gives a hoot I’m a recent widower. A gun pointing at me. Get shot before I have a chance to scream I’m wracked with refinement. Raise my hands. My fly is open. An additional felony of wang wagging. While human balls lie unbouncing on an illustrated page. Sewing mouths closed in Vine’s studio is going to be a relief.


“O k buddy.”


“That’s him. There the clothes. In the suitcase. I told you. Tell by his voice he wear dresses.”


“Lady give us a chance. O k put your hands down. What have you got to say buddy.”


“Those are my wife’s clothes.”


“Where’s your wife.”


“Dead.”


“He butcher her.”


“Will you shut up lady. Now what do you mean buddy, dead.”


“Dead, just what I said.”


“Come on fella don’t get smart.”


“I’m not. She’s dead. Her funeral was over a week ago. Those are her clothes.”


“All right. Now the dirty pictures. Where are they.”


“There I suppose.”


“You suppose.”


“Well it’s a manual for morticians.”


“What are you a funeral undertaker.”


“Yes I am. I pursue that hallowed vocation.”


“No kidding. What are you living in a place like this for. All the undertakers we know live on Park Avenue.”


“Arrest him.”


“For the last time shut up lady or we’ll arrest you. This guy has got a perfectly normal story. For this precinct anyway. Can you prove this. Your name Cornelius Christian on this tag.”


“Yes.”


“Hey who called us anyway. O k it doesn’t matter. Now everybody pipe down and stop pushing. Lady you got a telephone.”


“Yeah you pay to use it.”


“O k buddy who do I check your story with.”


“Vine funeral home.”


“Is that right. You mean Clarance. Vine.”


“Yes. And I’m late for work.”


“Hey well you’re working with him. Used to be my beat. Sure I know Clarance. Real nice guy. He’s so successful he’s opening up his third branch on the east side over there. Goes right down five floors into the foundations. Going to be really something. Well what do you know. O k lady this show’s over.”


“He legitimate.”


“That’s right.”


“Well he’s undertaking.”


“That’s right lady.”


“He should live with other undertakers. Not in a house with normals.”


“Nothing to do with us lady.”


“Cocksucker could have disease he catch off the bodies.”


“Now lady why don’t you have some manners. Calm down before you get yourself into trouble. Call the commissioner of health if you’re worried. This is how murders happen. Be glad he’s not a snake charmer with a bunch of cobras under the bed. And why don’t you get someone to put salt on the ice on your steps.”


“My nephew here Angelo’s doing it.”


“Hey whose lead pipe is this.”


The contingent departing. Foot shaped puddles of water from the melted snow on the floor. Christian putting on his grey tweed overcoat and grabbing his manual. Quickly down the stairs. Past the sneering greasy face of Mrs Grotz peering from her door. Nice to know what makes people dislike you. To call you a cocksucker. And there’s Angelo the brother of Broken Legs Vinnie. Four glaring brown eyes, two belong to his dog as he looks up from his shovel. Policemen in their squad car. One gives a wave. Other writes in a notebook. He’s winding down his window. Have to find a taxi I’m so late.


“Hey, Mr Christian, come on, get in. We’ll give you a lift. We’re going your way.”


Leaping across the drift of snow in the gutter. Christian getting in the back of the squad car. In the static coming over the radio a voice announcing. Go to the intersection of Fifth and Fiftieth. Man on sixteenth floor threatening to jump into Fifth Avenue, calling all cars.


Siren blaring. Squad car skidding away. Streaking across the snowy winding road through the park. In the Hunter’s Gate and out the Miner’s Gate and down Fifth Avenue. Lady bundled in furs turns to look as her poodle in mink lifts a leg to pee. Good to be regarded with a glance or two as one goes ploughing by. Without a siren it’s hard to get noticed. This jumper could be a prospective customer. Who may have to be cleaned off the street. Unless he’s on the sixteenth floor of a doll’s house. Might get embedded in the roof of a car. Or land on five pedestrians. Be six for Vine. Fire engine. Flags waving. Just in front.


“Well Mr Christian. This guy jumps there could be plenty of custard around. How’s this for service. Tell Clarance Dick was asking for him. You ought to change your address.”


Crosstown east. There’s the dark green awning out. Covered in a mantle of snow. Buses splashing grey masses of frozen slush. Vine’s pickup truck busy at the loading entrance. Street empty. Save for a solitary trudging head down shielding a big brown envelope. Commerce continues. Snow on the elevated train roaring past down the street. Enter here. Warm and comforting. Snow melting inside my shoe.


“Where’ve you been Christian. You’re late.”


“I’m sorry Mr Vine. My landlady tried to throw me out because she thought I was a mortician. Professional prejudice. The police came. One of them knew you. Dick.”


Vine a dark visage planted the center of his canary carpet. A pearl pin in his tie. His thumbs rubbing up and down on his curled index fingers. He’s ready to bark my head off, fire me, and hand me my wife’s funeral bill. As I stand here soaking up the warmth thoroughly delighted. For the first time to have a job. In this new land of hair and perhaps prick raising opportunity.


“O k. Don’t let it happen again. I’m sorry if I seem angry but we’re short handed. Fritz now has double pneumonia. And my short wave says there’s someone ready to jump down on Fifth and Fiftieth. If the snow stays and gets any deeper they’ll be a lot more. They go out the windows like pop corn off a red hot pan. Happens everytime there’s a blizzard.”


“I do apologise Mr Vine. It won’t happen again.”


“O k then, on the ball now. Two reposings, Miss Musk is taking care of suite two the Brennan family. I need your sense of protocol in suite four. The Sourpusses. It’s nothing to worry about. Cortege be ready to move in half an hour. To Greenlawn. Interment in a mausoleum. Think you can handle it.”


“I think so.”


“Charlie the driver will know what to do at the cemetery. Now take off your overcoat. Wipe your shoes, comb your hair. Just go in quietly. On the right inside the door is the temperature control, if it’s o k make believe you’re adjusting it anyway. Gives people a feeling things are being looked after. Mrs Sourpuss, you can’t miss her, the blond, introduce yourself as my assistant. The deceased was a wholesaler in ladies garments in a big way. Just keep an eye on things. No one’s getting their feet wet with the tears. I’ll see to the flowers. You ride with Charlie and the casket.”


A blond in black. Saw her passing in the hall the other day. Sitting reading a fashion magazine open across her lap. Two gentlemen standing each at a corner of the room. And this one near me inside the door looking me up and down. An older woman kneeling at the coffin, head bent. The deceased in a blue business suit. Saw him on the slab when I fainted. Looks twenty years younger now. Wearing eyeglasses and good lord an old Etonian tie. Stand here. Check the thermostat. Excuse me sir. Whoops. A degree too low. And the green light is just a shade too bright. Music sounds like a slowed down Polish polka. Just another step forward. The wife must have been half his age. Carrying a lot of gold embellishments on both her wrists. And an acorn sized diamond on her finger. Am I allowed to sit. Better not. Wow what legs she’s got. Black gleaming stockings in the emerald light. Introduce myself.


“Excuse me. I’m a Mr Christian, Mr Vine’s assistant. Is everything all right. Is there anything I can do.”


“Well. Yes. Would you mind getting me a pack of Kools.”


“I beg your pardon.”


“Kools.”


“What’s that.”


“Cigarettes.”


“O. Of course.”


“Just put them on the bill.”


Christian trotting down the street. In a previous pair of footsteps. Past a grimy statue of a cigar store Indian shading his eyes as he looks out under the trellises and girders criss-crossed darkly against the still falling snow. Shout Kools to the man over the crashing rumble of an elevated train and he hands across a pack. Says mentholated. With a free book of matches. In Europe they make you pay. Man thinks I’m nuts running around without a coat. At the moment I’m feeling good. With this snow cleansed air and a fresh change of people. Some with fantastic legs. Gives one a hope. That I could be good if not stunning at this job. Even show Vine a thing or two about pomp and ritzy circumstance if I had the right choice of socially elite people. Have my own band of Viennese musicians. And maybe two guys with spears and armour standing guard at the entrance. With a funeral parlor eight floors down into the foundations. And only an hour ago I was nearly a pervert. And a cocksucking mortician spreading pestilence.


“Madam.”


“Thank you. Aren’t you a very sweet young man. Thank you so much.”


“Glad to be of any service madam.”


“I’m Mrs Sourpuss. I suppose you read all about it in the newspapers.”


“I’m sorry I don’t think I have.”


“It was quite awful. You’re not a New Yorker are you.”


“No, not at the moment.”


“I didn’t think so. You sound English.”


“Thank you.”


“What on earth is a nice young man like you doing working in a place like this.”


“Well, madam, it is as you might say, my calling.”


“You got called. To this.”


“Yes. It’s my vocation. I’m hoping to work myself up. Perhaps even one day having a place of my own.”


“What a marvelously unglamorous ambition.”


“I want to help people. My profession gives one an opportunity to do that.”


“You sound just like Mr. Vine.”


“I’m very flattered to hear that.”


“Don’t you get sick of this.”


“Madam giving comfort to the bereaved, to those left behind sorrowing is a fulfillment of my own peace of mind.”


“Hey are you kidding me. But you do have a beautiful accent. Have a cigarette.”


“No. I don’t, thank you. Do allow me please.”


Christian taking Mrs Sourpuss’s lighter from her one tightly black gloved hand. Down upon which the gold bracelets cascade. Her jaw line stern and strong. Skin blond and smooth. Eyes a greeny light blue. Get a little closer. To her perfume. Eyes more blue than green. And as I came in this morning. I was waiting for a whiff of formalin. If I’d had breakfast I might have vomited. Right on Vine’s canary carpet. This lighter heavy. Must be solid gold. There’s a blaze of shit hailing at you out of the heavens. And especially from your rented bedroom ceiling. Then suddenly one’s standing with an erection punching one under the chin. With a vision of a mourner’s thighs. Making you deaf around the ears.


“Tell me Mr Christian. My you do have beautiful delicate hands. Will you be coming to the cemetery.”
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