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CHAPTER ONE





Bryn’s first embalming instructor had told her, straight up, that two kinds of people entered the death business: freaks and true believers. Bryn Davis didn’t think she was either one of those. For her, it was a prime career opportunity – a genuine profession.


Oh, she’d picked up odd paychecks during college as an office temp, dog walker, and one memorable afternoon at a chicken factory, but none of those had ever felt real to her. Joining the army after college had seemed like a good idea at the time (steady job, good wages), but four years in Iraq hadn’t made her want to be a career soldier; it had, though, given her a bedrock understanding of the fragility of human life. After that, dead bodies didn’t scare or disgust her.


One good thing she could say for her time in the military: it had led her where she was now, to this job … a good, stable one, and even better, an important one.


Bryn smiled a little at the thought. Maybe she was a true believer, after all.


She smoothed the white lab coat – with her name stitched on the left breast – and felt a warm surge of accomplishment. Bryn Davis, Funeral Director, Fairview Mortuary. Her business cards rested in a neat little cardboard box on her shiny new desk, all sober black ink in raised type, with the Fairview logo embossed in the corner. They wouldn’t stay in the box for long; Fairview had furnished her with nice wooden desk accents, including a business card holder, and just as soon as possible, she intended to make that desk her own. She’d never had an office before.


The cards and desk were elegant, like everything here. The room was neat and clean, filled with sober antique furniture and soft, dark cloth. Deep carpets. Subtle fragrances. Not a lot of flowers to overwhelm the already raw senses of the grieving.


She was a little nervous, but she also felt proud and happy. In fact, she felt ready. She tried not to feel too happy, though; it didn’t seem appropriate to be so glee-filled about starting a job that was all about someone else’s loss. The mirror on the wall confirmed that there was still a smile hiding in the corners of her mouth that she couldn’t quite get rid of, and for a moment, she worried about the shade of her lipstick. She’d chosen a light pink, but was it too light? A little too festive? She’d spent too many years in khaki, far away from the fairy-tale world of Maybelline.


There was a knock on her office door, and before she could say come in, it swung open to admit the headman … Lincoln Fairview. Mr Fairview was the fourth Fairview to operate the funeral home, and he looked the part, from his sober, well-tailored suit to his impeccably cut gray hair and soft, kindly face.


She felt her whole body jolt with adrenaline when she saw him. This was the man she had to impress with her professionalism. Hoo, boy. She worried, again, about the lipstick.


He crossed the room with a confident stride and shook her hand. ‘Hello, Bryn, good morning. How are you settling in?’


She unbuttoned the lab coat and put it on the hanger in the small closet. Even the hangers were solid wood, and nicer than anything in her apartment wardrobe. ‘Everything’s fine, sir,’ she said, and glanced down at herself to be sure she still looked OK. Her business suit was new, and a little stiff, but it was a solid dove gray color, and the soft pink shirt seemed like a nice match. Her new gray pumps pinched her toes, and she was afraid she was going to have to endure the blisters they were bound to raise, but overall … she thought she was presentable. Except for the lipstick, maybe. ‘Am I properly dressed?’


He gave her an X-ray stare, up and down, and then nodded. ‘Perfect,’ Mr Fairview said. ‘Soothing, professional, everything I could ask. Perhaps a touch less on the lipstick next time; a pretty girl like you really doesn’t need to emphasize her youth and beauty. Go on, have a seat, Bryn.’


Oh, she knew it: the lipstick sucked. Bryn tried not to seem nervous as she settled into her leather chair on the other side of the desk. Mr Fairview stayed on his feet. He studied her for a few seconds, and then said, ‘I assume that in your course work, you did live roleplay on handling difficult clients.’


‘Uh – yes, sir.’ What an odd way to start … She’d at least expected to get a tour of the building, maybe an introduction to the staff. At least she’d thought he’d show her the coffee machine and the bathroom. Pretend he’s your new commanding officer, she told herself, and that steadied her; she’d gone through plenty of those meetings, and she knew the drill. Impress them early, and a lot, and they’d never bother you again. Bryn felt her spine straighten to military correctness. ‘Shall I be—’


‘You’ll be you. I’ll be your client. Let me go out and come back, and we’ll get started.’


She steeled herself as he left the room, hastily blotted her lipstick with a tissue. She missed her lab coat. Her lab coat had given her an air of … scientific detachment, and there was always something comforting about wearing a uniform.


This time, when the knock came at the door, Bryn stood and walked around her desk to meet him, shaking his hand and making and holding eye contact, just as she would have to establish her bona fides back in the war zones. Firm handshake, not too firm; chin up, eyes steady and straight. Convey a sense of solid competence and trustworthiness. ‘Sir, thank you for coming to Fairview. Please have a seat. How may I assist you today?’


She indicated the sofa and chairs grouped in the corner of the office. Mr Fairview took a place on the sofa, looked around, and leant forward as she settled into a polite, alert pose on the chair – within reach, but giving him space. ‘I’m sure that this is a very hard day for you,’ she said in her most soothing voice. This, at least, was something she felt confident doing, even on her first morning of the job. ‘How can I help?’


Mr Fairview didn’t even give her a nod of approval. He stared over her shoulder instead. ‘It’s my brother,’ he said. ‘He passed away yesterday.’


‘I’m so sorry.’ Bryn knew how to steer the conversation; she’d been through the training, and she knew better than to ask the emotional questions immediately. ‘May I get you a coffee, or tea, or—’


Fairview’s gaze shifted to her face. ‘He was hit by a truck.’


She had an instant, vivid flashback of the armored personnel carrier, of a screaming face outside the dust-smeared window, of the crushing thump of the wheels. Of the body in the dirt, blood leaking dark onto the packed road, head crushed into a shape that was no longer human.


Bryn took a deep breath and forced the images away. Focus, she thought. He’s talking about reconstruction work. That was pricey, a definite plus for the business. ‘That must have been a terrible shock.’


‘It certainly was for him.’


Oh, God, was he trying to make her laugh? Bryn didn’t feel any inclination to it; the memory of that body in the road had drained all the laughter out of her. Her voice, when it came, was just a shade too cool. ‘I meant for you, sir.’


‘I never liked him anyway. Now I’m stuck paying for him. Dumb son of a bitch never knew how to drive anyway. I want the lowest price you can give me, understand? I’m not spending a cent more on his drunken corpse than I have to.’


Bryn opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She’d had a course section on dealing with aggressive customers, but those brain cells had shut down and were refusing to cooperate. Mr Fairview was selling the angry brother for all he was worth, and her instinct was to fight back – which she couldn’t do, in this position.


She took a deep breath. ‘I’m sure we can work with you to find something within your budget, sir,’ she said. Oh, God, that was weak. ‘Let’s talk about some options …’ She reached out for the brochures and books, and realised that she’d left them across the room, sitting on her desk. Of course. She felt her face grow a bit warm at the oversight, but covered it by calmly standing and walking to retrieve them, talking as she walked. ‘I’m sure you’ll find that the Paradise plan is the one that fits your needs, sir; it’s a good combination of quality and price. We can also work with you on floral choices, which can save you a great deal of money.’ She held out the brochure to him as she returned to her seat.


He didn’t take it.


Fairview let her dangle and suffer for a moment, then suddenly sat back and relaxed, arms spread out across the top of the sofa. ‘Good,’ he said, and nodded with a warm smile. ‘Very good. You made me feel welcome, established trust, competence, and a human connection; you seated me where you wanted me, and offered me refreshment. You didn’t let me throw you off when I showed you sarcasm and anger. That’s always the worst part, I think.’


‘Did I forget anything?’


‘Tissues,’ he said. ‘Always keep the tissues here, next to the sofa, where they’re easy to reach. Make sure the trash can is visible, but discreet, so they know where to dispose of them. And, of course, you’ve already realised how important it is to keep sales materials at hand, but don’t make it obvious; this isn’t a furniture store. If you can’t do the math in your head, keep a calculator close so you can quickly update your figures; they’ll always want to make changes to standard packages, and that will require repricing.’


She nodded. ‘Anything else?’


‘Upsell, my dear. Always upsell. Higher-priced options may not be within their budget, but they’re certainly factored into mine.’ Mr Fairview rose and offered her his hand. ‘I’ll introduce you to Lucy when she comes in, and of course you will have to meet Freddy downstairs, but later. For now, I think you’re ready for your first intake session. I’ll be sitting in, so don’t worry; if you go off script, I’ll bring you back.’


She wasn’t fooled by that: he wasn’t there to help; he was there to give her a job evaluation. Fairview had a reputation of being strict, a stickler for regulations, and for making the best profits in the industry. He also had a reputation for going through funeral directors like bags of dinner mints.


She took a deep breath, smiled, and stood as Mr Fairview went to get her first real customers.


Upsell. You can do this!


Right.


The first one wasn’t too bad; it was a middle-aged woman making arrangements for her father, and she seemed crisp and businesslike about it, or so Bryn thought, until she realised that there was a glaze of shock and misery over the woman’s apparently clear eyes. Still, she didn’t cry, didn’t argue, bargained reasonably, and walked away with a relatively modest coffin, middle-of-the-road funeral package, and a slightly better than average floral package, as well as the higher-priced memorial notice in the newspaper and online.


Mr Fairview sat off to the side, saying nothing of any real substance, looking solid and helpful. After it was over, he saw the woman to the door and walked her out; Bryn watched from the window as he escorted her to her car, head bent down as if he were listening. Halfway there, in the lovely little garden grotto with its beautiful angel statue, the woman just … collapsed, as if she’d been hit in the solar plexus. Mr Fairview didn’t seem surprised. He eased her down to a bench and sat beside her. Bryn watched, fascinated by the silent drama of it. His body language told the whole story – warm, kind, understanding. After a few moments, the woman managed to stand up and walk to her car, and Mr Fairview came back inside.


‘Wow.’ Bryn sighed; she was half-admiring, half-resentful. She hadn’t read the woman as being ready to drop, but obviously Mr Fairview had much more experience at this than she did. She had a lot to learn.


And to think she’d come in hoping to impress him.


By the time he arrived back in her office, she’d already gotten a good start on the paperwork and opened up the new folder with the deceased’s name on it. Everything was paper here, still; she thought maybe she could teach them a thing or two about going electronic with the process. Maybe if they all had tablet PCs they could do this at the initial meeting … So much simpler to avoid all this laborious writing after the fact … show the pictures of the caskets and floral packages right there, zoom to show the detail …


Mr Fairview came back inside and took the chair across from her. Bryn looked up, brows raised. She wanted to ask, but she was humiliatingly afraid of what he was going to say.


‘Relax,’ he said, and although she would have sworn she really wasn’t that nervous, she felt some hidden tension deep in her stomach slowly release. Wow. That felt good. ‘You did well enough, Bryn. Not a perfect job, of course, but solid. If you continue to sell that well, you’ll have a bright future in the business. Do you know what you missed?’


‘Well, obviously, she was ready to collapse,’ Bryn said, and bit her lip. ‘I didn’t see it. You did.’


‘I’ve had considerably more experience at reading the recently bereaved. Don’t blame yourself.’ He smiled at her, and the striking gray of his eyes reminded her suddenly less of silver than of dead ashes. It was just a flicker, and then it was gone. Probably her imagination running away with her. Again. Her imagination had always been a problem for her, which was partly why she’d stubbornly decided on a job in the death business … because imaginative people didn’t usually choose working with corpses and grief. Bodies didn’t scare her – no, indeed – but she couldn’t help but imagine the pain that had brought them to this last, painless end. Unlike most funeral directors, she’d not only seen death; she’d seen dying in many forms – quick, slow, painful, painless. It was the wrenching emotional process of that that she wanted to avoid.


The dead didn’t feel.


‘Thank you for taking care of her,’ Bryn said. ‘She seemed … kind.’


‘Did she?’ There was something odd in his look, as if Bryn were speaking a foreign language all of a sudden. ‘Well, I’m sure we’ll have time to get to know her better over the next few days and see whether your assessment is correct. She’ll be back for the detail arrangements. I assume you’re fine with handling those.’


‘Oh, yes, sir.’


‘That would include deciding on music, speakers, choosing the display room, liaising with her chosen minister – the family is Lutheran, I believe – as well as things like funeral dress and make-up.’


There were a dreadful lot of details about being dead, Bryn thought. She’d never had to arrange a funeral herself on the buyer’s end, but it seemed almost as complicated as buying a house, and just as prone to larceny. Right, note to self, she thought. Don’t ever care enough for anybody to have to do this for them. Oh, and don’t die. Two very silly thoughts, but they made her feel better.


Mr Fairview seemed satisfied, because he checked his expensive Rolex watch and said, ‘Ah, I see it’s time for lunch. Plans, Bryn?’


‘I – No, sir.’ She’d brought her lunch. PB and J, just as she’d had all through high school and college. After MREs, having a simple peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich seemed like heaven in her mouth. Her tastes were pretty simple, but she didn’t really want Mr Fairview to think that; he seemed more the filet mignon type of guy. She bet he drank Perrier water, too.


‘Well, then, you must join me to celebrate your first day. Do you like French food?’


She’d no idea, so of course she nodded, smiling, and tried not to seem as out of her element as she felt. She was glad now that she’d gone with the nicer suit. Another note to self: buy way more business clothes. She hadn’t thought about it back at her apartment, but now that she was here, she could see that wearing the same two suits five days a week was bound to get old – not just for her, but for her co-workers, who’d think she was a charity case. That was something that hadn’t really occurred to her; she was used to having uniforms for work – same thing, different day, all crisply laundered and starched, but nothing individual.


Her credit card would stand another couple of purchases … well, barely; that last trip to Crate & Barrel hadn’t been strictly necessary. When was payday for this job? Oh, yeah, not for at least two more weeks. Damn. She hoped the bill wouldn’t come due in the meantime. Awkward.


‘Let me get my purse,’ she said. She retrieved it from the desk drawer – a cheap leatherette thing, but as nice as she could afford. She hoped he wouldn’t look too closely, or judge too harshly. He seemed very well tailored, the kind of man who paid attention to designer labels and the little details. She’d never really been like that. If her shoes were cheap and made in China, well, so what, who cared … but she could already see that her attitude was going to have to change about such things. Permanently. She thought she’d left all that spit-and-polish crap behind her, but she should have known; once in the army, always in the army. This was just an army that wore business suits, and her new CO was almost certainly going to turn out to be a total pain in the ass.


They nearly always did.




 





Getting out of the funeral home was a shock, because Bryn still hadn’t gotten used to the beauty of being home. Well, not home home – her family lived in the not-very-scenic town of Clovis, New Mexico – but being back in the States had given her a new appreciation of how lovely it could be.


Especially southern California. It was a land of contrasts – the cool blue of the Pacific rolling into the distance, shrouded with a cloak of mist at the horizon, and the pale desert hills studded with cacti and patches of scrub trees. Stark and lovely.


Bryn couldn’t believe she was living here. Couldn’t believe it was her home now. It still seemed like some kind of dream; any second now, she’d wake up sweating in her uncomfortable bunk and start another day of IED Russian roulette.


No, it’s real, she told herself. This is real. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath of sweet, clean air – dry, warm, but not the oppressive stinging heat of Iraq.


‘Bryn?’ Mr Fairview was standing at his Town Car, holding open the passenger door.


‘Sorry, sir,’ she said. ‘Just enjoying the view. It’s beautiful.’


Fairview smiled a little, and to her eyes, it looked cynical. ‘It’s expensive,’ he said. ‘When my great-great-grandfather built this place, I’m sure he did it for the cheap land; today, the taxes alone are ruinous.’ She shot him a startled glance. ‘Oh, not that we’re hurting for money, Bryn. One thing about the dead: they just never stop coming.’ 


That was one of the more unsettling – and yet weirdly comforting – things Bryn had ever heard.


The drive down the winding road to the restaurant in La Jolla took only ten minutes, but it seemed longer simply because of the silence in the car. Fairview, Bryn discovered, was not prone to chat. That was fine; she was used to silence – loved it, in fact. Her family life had been full of noise and chaos, and most of her college memories were of loud hall parties and stereo wars, not studying. The army, though, had introduced her to a whole new scale of what it meant to be noisy.


She’d learnt to sleep through anything, when she had the chance to sleep; she’d also learnt to relish the calm, cool peace of silence.


It settled between her and Fairview like the fog on the ocean.


‘Here we are,’ he finally said, and turned the car onto La Jolla’s main drag, lined with colorful shops, restaurants, and high-priced hotels. It was beautiful, in a way that most other shopping districts couldn’t quite pull off. Maybe it was the sea view, since the hill sloped right down to the rocks and the gently rolling waves. Fairview expertly negotiated the narrow parking space with the big car and shut the engine off.


As he reached for the handle of his door, Bryn said, ‘Sir, can I ask a question?’


He glanced over at her, startled. ‘Of course.’


‘You have relatively few employees, sir. I mean,   there are only four of us that I’m aware of; is that right? The receptionist, you, me, and—’


‘Freddy,’ he said. ‘Our downstairs man. Yes.’


‘That’s a very small crew for even a small mortuary. I’m a little concerned about our ability to cover—’


‘Don’t you worry; we’ll do fine,’ he said. ‘We used to employ a half dozen people in your position alone, but the fact is, even though people keep dying, our business has fallen off some. More people choosing cheaper corporate-run funeral homes; you know how it is. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have work. Some days it’ll be hectic, but I’m sure you can handle it. I outsource body pickups. That’s half of the work right there.’


He walked her to the door, opened it gallantly, and the maître d’ showed them to a table. It was all very fancy, to Bryn’s eyes: real tablecloths, crystal, fine silverware, and china plates. The waitress wore nicer shoes than she had on.


Once served, Bryn stared doubtfully down at a plate full of what looked like weeds drenched in sauce, and picked around with her fork. She decided the green stuff looked safe enough, and tried it. Like lettuce, but with spice. Not too bad. Mom would have called it yard salad, she thought, and almost choked on a suppressed laugh. Ain’t we grand now?


‘How’s your appetiser, Bryn?’ Mr Fairview asked. He stirred a cup of coffee, making it look like the most elegant thing in the world, with carefully ordered swirls of his spoon in the small china cup, never once making any uncouth noise about it.


She swallowed and managed a smile. ‘Very good, sir, thank you.’ She’d let him order for her, and if the salad was this weird, she had no idea what she was in for with the main course – but she’d eaten worse overseas; that much was certain. It was part of why her tastes remained so damn simple.


‘I have to admit, you’re the first woman I’ve ever hired who served in the military,’ he said, and nodded to the hovering, perfectly dressed waiter who waited to refill their water glasses. The whole restaurant had that hushed, whispering elegance to it that made Bryn feel every thread of her not-designer clothes and Payless shoes. There were ladies in here wearing jewelry that cost more than her annual salary. ‘I’m very interested to hear about your experience. You served in Iraq, I understand?’


Baghdad seemed like it wasn’t in the same universe as this place, and Bryn felt a creeping sense of unreality in even tackling the topic. ‘I’m afraid it’s not very interesting,’ she said, hoping he’d take the hint. She quickly took another bite of the salad. Not so bad. She could get used to it. You could get used to anything, in time.


‘On the contrary, I find it fascinating that someone like you would choose to sign up during a time of war,’ Mr Fairview said. ‘That tells me quite a bit about your character, you know.’


Not so much about her character as her upbringing, Bryn imagined, but she didn’t see any need to tell him about growing up poor in a family with two parents on minimum wage and six brothers and sisters, and doing it in a semirural town where aspiring to go to an Ivy League college was looked on as suspiciously elitist. Joining the military was a good, proper thing to do – even for a girl, these days – and if it paid off those expensive college bills, well, that was all right. Her brother Tate had followed in her footsteps, right into the uniform. He was a smart kid, the only smart one in the family, really; she had hopes for him.


She’d taken too long to answer, she realised, and covered it with a smile that felt shy. ‘You flatter me, Mr Fairview,’ she said. ‘The army seemed like the best option to help me pay off my student loans. It trained me, showed me the world, and gave me a good start for the rest of my life.’ That sounded straight out of the recruiting brochures, and it said nothing at all about the sheer hell she’d gone through – the merciless and constant hazing, the blatant discrimination, the harsh conditions and constant fear of her surroundings and even her comrades. She’d learnt a lot, all right.


Mostly, she’d learnt she never wanted to go to war again, and to avoid those who did want to.


And to keep her mouth shut about all of it.


‘You’re a very private person, aren’t you, Bryn?’ her boss asked, and she got the laser examination from those weirdly cold gray eyes again. ‘Not that I mind that. I like to keep things professional at the office, of course. But one more question: working with the dead and the bereaved doesn’t bother you? Because I find that a number of recent entrants to the funeral home profession aren’t emotionally suited to the requirements.’


It seemed a weird time to be asking the question; after all, he’d already hired her. But she remembered that Fairview was known – notorious, in fact – for going through funeral directors quickly. She had the feeling that every conversation, every seemingly innocent moment, was another evaluation.


Yeah, that was relaxing. She tried to breathe and eat her salad without letting him see her discomfort.


‘I don’t mind the dead,’ she said, after she’d swallowed her bite of who knew what kind of weeds. ‘Bodies are just shells built of muscle and bone. They smell, and they’re messy – alive or dead. But there’s nothing frightening about a corpse once you get over the idea that they’re …’ She couldn’t think how to put it, and then it clarified in her mind. ‘Once you get over the fact that you’re just like them. And will be them, in the end.’


‘Ah,’ he said. She’d surprised him, apparently, or at least that was how she interpreted the quick up-and-down motion of his carefully groomed eyebrows.


She looked down at her salad and continued, more quietly, ‘We shouldn’t ever forget that, out of respect.’


‘No,’ he agreed, in the same tone. ‘No, we shouldn’t.’


The waiter arrived and whisked away her uneaten salad, and delivered the main course. To her relief, it was some kind of chicken in sauce. Delicious. She didn’t miss her PB and J at all, and when Mr Fairview poured her a glass of wine, she let herself drink it and enjoy the rest of the meal.


She almost regretted going back to work, in fact.


I could get used to this, she thought.


Especially if she didn’t have to pay the crazy expensive bill.




 





There was a second appointment for her, two hours later in mid-afternoon. It was – oddly enough – almost exactly the way Mr Fairview had role-played it for her … a man coming in to make arrangements for his deceased brother. Only this man was a whole lot younger than Mr Fairview – Bryn put him at around thirty – and he had a blank, closed-in face and watchful eyes that really didn’t look too grief-stricken to her.


Mr Fairview apparently had other things to do, because he just introduced the two of them and then left. I’m flying solo, she thought, and instead of making her nervous, it made her feel steadier.


‘Mr Fideli,’ she said, and shook the man’s hand. ‘How may I assist you today?’


‘My brother,’ he said. ‘He’s passed away. I’m looking around for a place to hold his funeral, take care of things, you know.’


There was something about Mr Fideli, something familiar. Not him, but his type. From the close-cut hair to the straightforward way he assessed her to the way he sat alertly on the couch … military, or recently cashiered out. He wasn’t in uniform, but you didn’t have to see the clothes to know the man. He might have seen it in her, too; she knew it showed in her straight back and the way she held herself. If he did, he didn’t comment.


‘I’m so sorry for your loss, sir,’ she said. She did a lightning-fast glimpse around to be sure her materials and tools were in the right places. They were, although Mr Fideli didn’t strike her as the type to need much in the way of tissues. ‘Can I offer you anything to drink? Coffee? Tea?’


‘No.’


Bryn cleared her throat. ‘May I ask how he passed …?’


‘What does that matter?’


‘I’m afraid it does matter when it comes to suggesting options,’ she said. ‘If he was in some sort of accident, Mr Fideli—’


‘Joe,’ he said, and smiled at her. It was a nice smile, a real one. She found that … odd. Most people were a lot less at ease. ‘He died in the hospital. Cancer.’


‘I see.’ So no restorative work. Damn. ‘Are you thinking of interment, or—’


‘Probably cremation.’


Cremation wasn’t much cheaper, when it came down to it, and she immediately zeroed in on the upselling aspect of the urns. When people found out the remains came in a plastic bag in a cardboard box, even the most cost-conscious of them usually opted for something better.


She reached for the brochures, but Mr Fideli did something unusual – or at least, she thought it was unusual. ‘Before we talk about that stuff,’ he said, ‘can I take a tour?’


‘A tour,’ she repeated. ‘Oh, you mean of the viewing rooms?’


‘To start with, sure.’


She’d been planning to do that, but normally one settled on the basics up front. The order of events didn’t really matter, though, and she led him out of her office, down the lush carpeted hallway, out to the viewing rooms. Two were occupied, and they looked in from the doorways on the floral displays, the coffins like centerpieces, the grieving – or the bored, or the curious – who filled the seats. She took her time demonstrating the empty room, showing him all the features available, describing the services. Mr Fideli was a silent observer, patient and unhurried. He didn’t check his watch once.


When she’d run out of things to say about the viewing room, she showed him the caskets, explaining that he’d need to choose one for the viewing even if he were opting for cremation. She was angling toward the urn display when he said, unexpectedly, ‘Could I see downstairs?’


She blinked and checked herself. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘You know, downstairs. I guess you do your own embalming on the premises?’ He said it without a flicker of emotion. Bryn was thrown for a second, then decided he just wanted to be sure they wouldn’t truck his brother’s body all over the city.


‘Absolutely,’ she said. ‘We have a very fine embalming facility downstairs. State of the art.’ Not that she’d actually seen it herself, yet.


‘So I understand.’ Fideli’s eyes fixed on hers, and stayed there. ‘May I see it, please?’


You never said no to a client, so she was searching for a way to turn it around when she spotted Mr Fairview coming out of his office. He must have seen that she needed help, because he came toward them with a confident stride and smile, extending his hand to Fideli. They shook hands, looking oh, so cordial. Bryn kept her own smile with an effort as she said, ‘Mr Fideli would like to view the preparation area, sir.’ 


Mr Fairview sent her a quick glance, then guided Mr Fideli back into Bryn’s office with one hand casually placed on their guest’s shoulder. ‘Oh, I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid that’s not possible,’ he said, sounding like he’d love to take a recently bereaved on a downstairs tour of the one place they should never go. ‘It’s strictly off-limits to anyone but licensed personnel. Health concerns, you understand. And, of course, we wish to treat those entrusted to us with the highest order of care. That means respecting their privacy at all times.’


Something strange flickered over Mr Fideli’s expression; Bryn couldn’t quite catch it, but she thought it might have almost been … amusement? ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Sorry. I was just curious. I wanted to be sure my brother would be treated right.’


‘Perfectly understandable,’ Bryn assured him, although it wasn’t. ‘Now, let’s talk about the urn you’ll want …’


She didn’t feel that she handled it all that well, but Mr Fairview didn’t step in for the rest of the meeting, and Mr Fideli didn’t seem unhappy with it, either. She shook hands with him at the end – he was taller than she was, with a very firm handshake – and Mr Fideli walked off with a handful of information, but no contract or commitment.


‘Don’t worry, my dear,’ Mr Fairview said, when she closed the door and looked at him in mute guilt. ‘Sometimes you simply can’t close the deal. Mr Fideli is what we like to call a comparison shopper. He’ll come back eventually. Usually, the first place he stops will also be his last. He just wants to satisfy himself that he isn’t getting ripped off. I’d be willing to bet that his brother hasn’t even passed on yet.’


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Wow. That was … strange. They’re usually more upset than that, aren’t they?’


‘Mr Fideli did seem unusually self-contained. But from the way he carried himself, I would assume he is ex-military, like you. That would probably explain it.’ Mr Fairview looked at his watch. ‘I have a four-thirty set up with a Mrs Granberry. I’d like you to take the lead on that one as well, if you don’t mind.’


‘Yes, of course.’ It was four fifteen. Bryn rushed to the bathroom, fussed with her hair, and applied just a touch of lipstick. She did some deep-breathing exercises, and smiled professionally at the mirror.


There was a little too much brightness in her cheeks. She really needed to work on looking less happy.




 





Bryn was standing right beside Mr Fairview when the front bell tinkled its mournful note, and Mrs Granberry – a neat, dry-eyed woman with an iron distance in her eyes, came in trailing a sad-looking teenage daughter who refused to raise her head.


Mr Fairview immediately bent his head close to Bryn’s. ‘Here we go,’ he said. ‘Just remember: stay focused on what we’re here to do. Don’t let yourself get carried away on the tide of emotion.’


Bryn had no idea how he could tell the difference between Mrs Granberry and, say, Mr Fideli from this distance, but he seemed to know what was coming.


Well, that was all right. She was prepared for anything.




 





Whatever Bryn had been prepared for, it wasn’t this. Not raw, real, personal emotion from someone only a few years younger than she was. The girl sitting across from her was eighteen, just out of high school. Now that she’d finally raised her head, she kept staring at Bryn as if somehow, if she hoped hard enough, Bryn could make it all just go away. As if the universe would right itself again. It doesn’t work that way, Bryn wanted to say, and she had to fight against an impulse to reach out and hold the girl’s hand. She’d worked as a grief counselor, but that had been phone-bank stuff; she hadn’t been there in person. She hadn’t felt the personal impact of it quite this way. Her parents were both still alive, thank God; she’d never lost anyone close to her – well, except for her sister Sharon, and that wasn’t the same thing at all.


Looking at this girl was like looking in a mirror and seeing the future grieving that was coming for everyone, eventually.


The mother was both easier in one way, and more difficult in another – fortyish, solid, mostly impassive except when she dabbed at her eyes as if more concerned with her mascara than her grief. ‘My husband wanted a frugal sort of funeral,’ she announced as the opening shot. Although Mr Fairview had introduced Bryn as leading the session, Mrs Granberry dismissed Bryn and focused on him directly. ‘I just want a plain coffin, nothing fancy. And no viewing. No embalming.’


Bryn cleared her throat. Mrs Granberry’s eyes moved to her, then back to Mr Fairview. ‘How did your husband pass?’ Bryn asked, and offered Mrs Granberry the tissue box. The woman waved it impatiently away.


‘He died in his sleep,’ she said. ‘Bad heart. I always told him it would do him in, but he never listened.’ For some reason, she then glared at her daughter, as if it were somehow the girl’s fault. The girl flinched and looked down. ‘I don’t know what that has to do with anything.’


‘It’s very helpful to family members and friends if you hold a viewing; it gives everyone a chance to say their goodbyes. Gives them a sense of closure,’ Bryn said. ‘We would, of course, make your husband look just as you want to remember him; it’s part of our full service—’


Mrs Granberry’s head snapped around, and her eyes narrowed in sudden fury. ‘I said no embalming!’


Bryn took a deep breath. ‘Mrs Granberry, I know you’re very upset right now, but the fact is that embalming is a state requirement, unless you choose cremation.’


‘It is?’ The woman looked at Mr Fairview, who nodded soberly.


‘I’m afraid so,’ he said. ‘Miss Davis is quite correct. The only exception to this would be if your religious beliefs did not allow embalming.’


‘Oh.’ The mother frowned at Bryn, as if the rule were her personal fault. ‘Well, we’re Methodist; I don’t suppose that counts for anything these days. All right, fine. I suppose if we have to go to that much expense, we should have the viewing too. How much?’


‘Mom,’ the girl said faintly. ‘Please. This is about Dad. You’re not buying a car.’


‘I know it’s about your precious daddy, but if you want to go to that fancy school next fall and have clothes on your back, you’d better let me do this my way, Melissa!’ There was real anger in that sharp, vicious tone. Bryn felt its snap even from the sidelines.


Melissa was shaking all over. Bryn had to bite her lip to stop herself from saying something that wouldn’t be funeral-director appropriate to the mother, but despite her control, her tone dropped a few degrees in warmth. ‘We’ll work with you to make it affordable,’ she said. ‘Let’s take a look at some choices.’


When she opened the binder that showed the coffin selections, and asked the delicate question, ‘Was your husband a large man?’ Melissa Granberry burst into hysterical tears and ran out of the room. For a moment, Bryn was frozen in shock; then she looked at Mrs Granberry, who was stone-faced and dry-eyed.


‘My husband was a fat, sloppy frog,’ she said. ‘Don’t mind my daughter. She brought him a bowl of ice cream yesterday, which definitely was not on his diet. She thinks she killed him. And she probably did, too. She always was his pet.’


Bryn’s palm itched to make contact with the woman’s cheek. Instead, she managed a forced, artificial smile. ‘I’m sure you’ll talk with her about that,’ she said. ‘Obviously, it wasn’t her fault.’


‘No?’ Mrs Granberry stared at her for so long it felt like ice picks were driving into Bryn’s head, and then she turned her attention to the coffins. ‘I like this one.’


Fortunately, it was one of the more expensive plus-size models. Upsell.


It was a very long hour’s consultation.




 





While Mr Fairview got the paperwork together, Bryn fought down the urge to smack the ever-loving shit out of Mrs Granberry. She excused herself and went to wash her hands and calm herself in the ladies’ room – where she found Melissa.


To be accurate, she didn’t find her at first – she saw the stain, trickling in red streams toward the drain in the center of the floor. Nail polish, she thought first, very irrationally, and then her military mind said, Blood. Still fresh.


The second of shock snapped with a physical sensation of electricity burning through her nerves.


Bryn banged on the closed stall door at the end. ‘Melissa!’ No answer. Bryn slammed her shoulder into the metal door, but it didn’t open. She tried again, then braced herself against the wall and kicked, hard.


The lock gave way, and the bathroom door slammed back. Melissa Granberry was propped on the toilet, leaning against the wall. Her eyes were open, still damp, and tears were still damp on her cheeks. Her skin had the awful, ashen look of the corpses lying in the prep room one floor below.


She’d slashed deep, all down the interior aspect of both arms, and finished it off with a deep cut to her left wrist. Couldn’t do the right, Bryn thought with a cold, precise kind of clarity, because she’d cut the tendons in her left hand. It didn’t really matter; she’d done the job right. The knife – a small folding thing, a man’s pocketknife with a deer on the handle – lay in a shimmering pool of blood between Melissa’s feet.


Bryn lunged forward, grabbed the girl, and put her on the floor. She leant on both of the girl’s arms, applying pressure with both her hands. ‘Medic!’ she yelled, and then remembered. ‘Help! I need help in here!’


Melissa’s pupils were already wide, and she showed no reaction at all. Bryn didn’t feel any sign of a pulse, no matter how hard she pressed.


It seemed to take forever, but it probably didn’t; the receptionist came running, then Mr Fairview. Mrs Granberry’s stony calm finally shattered; she began screaming and had to be taken away. Eventually, there was an ambulance, and people in uniform, and Bryn was shuffled off to the back to stand helplessly as they loaded Melissa up on a gurney and wheeled her away.


It all seemed like some surreal nightmare. And at the same time, it was all weirdly familiar. She’d seen a fair number of loaded gurneys, after all.


The receptionist, Lucy, helped her wash up in the men’s room, chattering all the while about how she’d once found a man who’d shot himself in a viewing room, and wasn’t it funny how that didn’t happen more often in this kind of business, where people were running on adrenaline and grief?


Bryn didn’t really feel much. She supposed it was shock more than anything else; she’d seen plenty of dead and dying before, but not like this. Not in such antiseptic surroundings. Someone – Mr Fairview? – brought her a nice hand-knitted afghan and sat her in one of the viewing rooms, pressed a glass of whiskey in her hands, and left her alone.


Bryn couldn’t get it out of her head – the girl’s dark, pleading eyes, her sobs, her guilt. She sipped the whiskey but didn’t really taste it, even though she hated the stuff, and then all of a sudden it came through to her with absolute, crystalline clarity.


Melissa Granberry was going nowhere but to the morgue, and eventually she’d end up downstairs in the prep room, just like her father.


I could have done something. I could have stopped it. She was just a kid.


Bryn put the whiskey down on the side table and began to cry in helpless, silent sobs.


Mr Fairview was right. The tissues were just in the right place when she needed them.



















CHAPTER TWO





‘I’ve got to hand it to you, honey,’ said Lucy several hours later; they’d been interviewed by the police, Bryn had been escorted to the locker room to shower and change, and then there had been more whiskey, because Lucy had said she needed it. Bryn supposed it did make things better, or at least less connected to what she was feeling. ‘That was one hell of a bad first day. Worst I’ve ever seen. Good news is, it can only go up from here, right?’


‘Right,’ Bryn said. She felt comfortably numb now – not peaceful, just not feeling much of anything. She especially could not feel hope for a better tomorrow.


‘Then I think it’s time for you to go on home. Hot bath, more wine, maybe get a massage.’ Lucy wheeled her chair back from the reception desk and pulled a Givenchy purse from the bottom drawer. She was a gorgeous woman with flawless dark cocoa skin, and she was generously curved in ways that shouldn’t have looked good but did, especially the way she dressed. Bryn wondered how much time she spent every day on the carefully lacquered updo of her hair. Probably more time than Bryn spent all week, added together, getting her own ready. ‘You going to be all right on your own this evening?’


‘I … Sure.’ In truth, Bryn didn’t really know, but she wanted to be OK. ‘I’m going to talk to Mr Fairview, finish up some paperwork. And I’m supposed to introduce myself to Mr Watson in the prep room.’


‘Oh, don’t let Mr Fairview catch you calling it that. It’s preparation room, always.’ Lucy’s friendly expression took on a sharper edge. ‘My advice is, if you have to say hi to Fast Freddy, do it tomorrow. And whenever you go down there, you watch it with him. That man is trouble; I told Lincoln that from the day he was hired on. We used to have a great restoration man, a real artist. His name was Vikesh, but he moved off to Arizona. Now we got Fast Freddy. I have to tell you, I am not impressed. I saw Mrs Salzman’s viewing last week – I swear, it looked like she was on her way out to pick up sailors at the dock. No class, that man.’


Bryn tried for a smile. ‘I’m pretty sure I’ve met worse.’


‘You may think so, but he’s a slimy little shit, I don’t mind telling you.’ Lucy gazed at her a moment, clearly undecided. ‘You got your car here, honey?’


‘I took the bus. But it’s OK; the last one runs in a couple of hours. I don’t want to go home just yet anyway. I need to walk off the Scotch a little.’


‘Well, OK. And don’t you worry about tomorrow. One thing about this business – it’s steady. Every day, you get different sad people with the same sad stories. Sooner or later, you get used to it.’ Lucy reached over and patted her hand, a quick, impersonal little gesture. ‘You take care, Bryn. I like you. Hope you stick around.’


The office felt really empty with Lucy gone; Bryn walked the hushed paneled hallways back to her office and found that Mr Fairview had left the Granberry folder neatly in the center of her desk. She signed all the paperwork, filled out the cost sheets, and made a list of to-do items before setting it aside.


Fairview had also left a sticky note on the folder that read, Don’t forget to brief Freddy downstairs about the arrangements for Mr Granberry; he needs to know as soon as possible.


It was the last thing she had to do. Easy enough to pick up the phone – it had a clearly marked extension labeled, Preparation room – but she felt that she ought to get the lay of the land down there. She was already having the worst day of her life … she might as well get the slimy Mr Watson out of the way, if it was going to come.


That way, tomorrow there would be nothing she had left to dread.




* * *





There were two realities in all funeral homes – the public space, which was all beautifully appointed and quiet and comforting, and the prep areas, which were medical and sterile and cold. The stairs going down were sort of a transition between the two – still carpeted, but with an industrial metal railing and an institutional fluorescent light fixture overhead. The bottom floor was all Formica, easily cleaned. There was a freight elevator in the back, and down the hall seemed to be storage and rolled-down loading-dock doors. Bryn stopped outside the frosted-glass door of the prep room. She breathed shallowly; the smell of embalming fluids always made her a little queasy at first, until she adjusted to it. The ever-present smell of decay was just the cherry on top. She knocked on the door, a hesitant rap of knuckles. She could see shadows moving inside.


‘Come in,’ someone said, and she entered. There were four spotlessly clean stainless-steel preparation tables in the room, each with all the pumps and tubing necessary to the embalming process. Only one was occupied at the moment – Mr Granberry, fat as a frog. He really wasn’t that fat, Bryn thought. And he had a nice face. She was mildly religious, and she hoped that wherever Mr Granberry was, he could comfort his daughter now. Poor Melissa.


Standing over Mr Granberry’s corpse, massaging fluids through his tissues, was a handsome guy only a little older than Bryn … golden hair, creamy skin, big blue eyes, and a devastating smile. Except for what he was doing at the moment, he was completely smoking hot.


The smile put her on guard. It was just a little too predatory.


‘Hey,’ he said, jerking his chin up in welcome. ‘Bryn, right? Just a sec. Got to finish this; I’m almost done. He’s pinking up OK, don’t you think?’


She nodded, not sure she knew what to say, except, ‘You’re Mr Watson?’


‘Fast Freddy, they call me,’ he said, and winked. ‘Don’t let it bother you. Everybody in this industry’s got a nickname, right?’


‘Do they? I don’t think I do,’ she said. She felt faintly ill, and she wasn’t sure coming down here was a good idea, given the day she’d had. Her head was spinning a little from the drinks.


‘I think you got one today,’ he said. ‘Double Trouble Davis.’


‘Oh. You heard?’


‘About the girl? Of course I heard. It only looks like a cave down here. I don’t actually live in one.’ He shook his head, and she expected the normal platitudes – what a shame, or she must have been so distraught. ‘What a dumb-ass bitch.’


Bryn blinked. ‘Excuse me?’


‘Look, well-adjusted people don’t go offing themselves messily in funeral home restrooms. If she wants to take the easy way out, fine, I’m not standing in her way, but if she was going to do it, the least she could have done was do it at her own home, not our place of business. Now we’re the ones stuck cleaning it up. Trust me. She was a selfish little bitch.’


It wasn’t so much what he said as how he said it that made her muscles go tense and quiet; Freddy looked ripe, but there was something rotten in the relish he took in dissing the dead girl. It was like biting into a juicy red apple and getting a mouthful of worms. ‘Her name was Melissa. And she was only eighteen.’


‘Old enough to vote, fuck, and know better,’ Freddy said, and shrugged. ‘Like I said, she was a selfish bitch. End of story. So, you got any orders on Mr Granberry, here?’


Freddy’s callousness reminded her of some of the soldiers she’d served with, the ones who’d lost all feeling of humanity, especially for the Iraqis, whom they saw as walking meat ready for body bags.


She’d tried to avoid those people. Hadn’t always been successful. And here was another one, thrown right in her path. ‘Yes,’ she said, grateful for the opportunity to deliver the paperwork and escape. She handed over the folder, which he took in his latex-gloved left hand as he continued his gentle massage of the former Mr Granberry with his right, working the embalming fluid through his chest. ‘Thanks. See you tomorrow.’


‘Oh, man, you’re going to dump and run? Not cool, Double Trouble. The least you can do is help me out, here. I’ve been stuck all alone in the dead room for days; I’m starved for the company of a pretty woman.’ He flashed that brilliant smile at her again. ‘You’ve had enough of all this shit, I’ll bet. Tell you what, instead of me giving you the grand tour of the freezers, how about going out for a drink, or preferably lots of drinks? Could be your lucky night.’ With one last squeeze of Mr Granberry’s puffy biceps, Freddy stepped back and peeled off his blue gloves, which he three-pointed into a biohazard bin. His plastic apron followed, leaving him in a lab coat with neatly pressed jeans showing beneath, and some shoes that Bryn was almost sure were Kenneth Cole, or at least that expensive. ‘Unless you want to spend the evening with Mr Gran, here. I mean, he’s not much of a talker, but he’s working a nice after-death stiffy right now. You want to see?’


‘No.’ Bryn tried to keep her voice even, her gaze straight. She had the eerie impression that Freddy was one of those men who would go for the slightest sign of weakness. ‘I’ll be going now.’


‘So you didn’t get into the business for the cold ones? Some do, you know. Lucky you, then. I’m nice and warm.’ He winked at her, and Bryn wanted to throw up. ‘Right, it’s drinks, then. We’ll see about what comes after.’


Bryn took a step back as Freddy rounded the end of the embalming table, suddenly aware of everything – the chilly temperature of the room, the deserted mortuary, the fact that the alcohol had led her into what could be a very bad decision. ‘No. Thanks. Really, I was just … on my way out.’


‘Going home to what, a single-serving frozen dinner and a twin bed? You don’t look like a woman with a boyfriend – at least, not a boyfriend who’s keeping you satisfied, and I can always tell. So how about that drink? You can tell me all about how lonely you are.’


Bryn was shaken, not that she’d let him see it. ‘Take no for an answer, Freddy. You ought to know the word by now. I’m sure you hear it enough.’


‘Ouch.’ He seemed more amused than hurt. ‘Look, I don’t really want to be seen in public with you either; you’re not exactly up to my usual standards. So how about a quickie down here? Nobody here but Mr Granberry; I don’t think he’d mind. I could break out the wine coolers.’


‘If you come near me with a wine cooler, I hope you go both ways, because I will shove it up your ass.’ Bryn walked for the door, half expecting him to grab her and throw her to the floor, but when she looked back Freddy was still standing there, smiling at her.


‘Don’t know what you’re missing,’ he said. ‘When you’re ready for a good time, you know where to find me, sweetheart. You’re welcome down here anytime.’ He blew her a kiss.


Bryn didn’t even remember going up the stairs, or going into her office – only the slamming of the door let her know that there was a solid oak surface between her and Fast Freddy. She shuddered, locked the door, and backed off to collapse in her office chair.


‘Ugh, ugh, ugh,’ she said, and dropped her head into her hands. ‘Now I really need a shower.’ She’d met guys like him, of course. Lots of them. It came with the territory of working in a traditionally male area. And she’d learnt to deal with them. She just hadn’t quite expected to have to do it here, in civilisation.


And not at the end of a miserable first day.


After taking a few dozen deep, calming breaths, she stripped off her lab coat and retrieved her purse from the drawer of her desk. So time to go home. Maybe Lucy had been right – a glass of wine and a massage – but if she couldn’t get the massage, at least a glass of wine, a movie, something to take her mind off of things.


Bryn jerked at the sound of a thunderously loud knock on the door. ‘Hey, girl? You still here? Come out, come out!’


She hadn’t turned her fluorescent office light on, so as long as she kept quiet, Freddy wouldn’t know she was there. Hopefully.


She could hear him breathing. There was something very creepy about that.


Finally, he muttered, ‘Man, you are one cold bitch,’ and she heard him walking away. She held her breath until she heard what sounded like the front door slamming, and then went to the window to look out. Carefully.


Freddy drove a silver sports car, and she watched him climb inside and drive away in a squeal of tires. Oh, thank God.


Just her, then. Her and the late Mr Granberry downstairs.


She bet Freddy hadn’t bothered to put him in the refrigerator. That seemed like the kind of slap-dash asshole move he’d pull.




 





Bryn unlocked the prep room door and turned on the lights, and yes, she was right; Freddy had left poor Mr Granberry naked on the table. It was cold in the room, but not cold enough to properly retard decomposition … and besides, it was just disrespectful, leaving the poor man there exposed and alone.


Bryn walked over and looked down at his face. Bodies didn’t scare her – never had, really. They were a sad remnant of a life already gone by the time she saw them like this – an impermanent memorial, melting like paper in water. Everybody – and every body – had a story. She supposed Mr Granberry’s was kind of tragic, given his wife and what had happened with his daughter, but he didn’t look especially tragic – just absent.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and put her hand on his cheek. He felt cool and utterly lifeless, like a rubber doll left outside in winter. ‘Take care of Melissa, wherever you guys are. I don’t think she meant to hurt anybody. She just didn’t want to live with all the pain. I’m sure she really loved you.’


Talking to the dead was always useless. Mr Granberry didn’t hear, didn’t feel, didn’t care. But Bryn felt better for having said it, and that was really the point.


‘Time to go to your room.’ Bryn spread a clean white sheet over him, then removed the brakes from the wheels and rolled his table into the walk-in refrigerator. ‘Sleep tight, Mr G. I promise we’ll do our best for you. Oh, look, you’ve got a friend.’ Mr G had a neighbor, it seemed – another body, still zipped in a dark plastic cocoon. She supposed it was a late arrival from a hospital or the coroner’s office.


As she closed the door on him, she could have sworn she heard something. Bryn paused, holding her breath, but she heard nothing now but the hum of machinery. She couldn’t help but think of poor Mr Granberry sitting up on his tray. Corpses sometimes did that sort of thing. It wasn’t anything to do with zombies; it was just muscles contracting. It seemed creepy, but it was just … biology.


Although biology could be pretty damn creepy, when you came right down to it.


She looked inside, but nothing seemed to have changed. As she swung the door shut, she heard it again. A faint sound, but definite.


Kind of a scratching.


‘Rats,’ she said, and shuddered. She’d have to tell Mr Fairview. The last thing any mortuary needed was a rodent problem. That would get them shut down quickly, and ruin their reputation forever.


Bryn clicked off the lights decisively and walked out the doors, locking them behind her.


She was halfway up the stairs when the door at the top opened. She was caught – nowhere to go. All she could do was stand there and look alarmed. Of course, Fast Freddy had come back … and this time, he had her where he wanted her.


No … As the shock faded and her eyes adjusted, she realised that the man standing at the top of the steps wasn’t Fast Freddy, or Lincoln Fairview. For a second she couldn’t place him at all, and then she remembered.


It was the man who’d come this morning to talk about his brother’s arrangements. Joe. Joe Fideli.


He lifted a finger to his lips, a clear shushing motion, and Bryn took a step backward, slowly.


Mr Fideli raised a pistol. Not just a Saturday-night special – no, this looked like a very serious professional semi-auto. Not military issue, but a similar model, and just as good. She raised her hands in mute surrender. Mr Fideli gestured her down the stairs. She slowly went, feeling for each step as she took it backward.


Once she was at floor level, there still weren’t many options. The elevator and loading-dock doors were closed, and she didn’t know the maze of basement storage at the other end well enough to count on another exit. Still, she had the crazy impulse to run – but there was something about running into the dark that stopped her.


Well, that and the fact that she thought Mr Fideli was probably a crack shot.


‘It’s Miss Davis, right? You’re not supposed to be here,’ Mr Fideli said. ‘Sorry. I don’t mean to scare you, but I’m going to need you to do what I say for a while.’


He sounded like he meant it. He also sounded completely different from the buttoned-up, blankly inquisitive man who’d been sitting across from her this morning. He was kind of relaxed, as if this were his job, and he was very, very good at it.


Also, she supposed an unarmed, first-day-on-the-job funeral director probably didn’t pose much of a threat.


‘What are you doing here?’ Bryn demanded. Her voice was shaking, so it spoilt the confrontational words, but Mr Fideli just raised his eyebrows and ignored the question anyway.


‘Anybody else here I need to know about?’ he asked. ‘Fairview? Freddy Watson? Lucy?’


He knew everybody’s name. That was … strange. Bryn shook her head.


‘OK.’ He stared at her for a long second, and she sensed he was making some kind of decision. It might have been about her own life and death. ‘Upstairs. Let’s have a seat in your office and talk. Might as well be comfortable.’


She led the way, terribly aware of the gun he was aiming at her back; she supposed some movie action hero would have been able to spin around, roundhouse-kick the gun out of his hand, and martial-arts him into blubbering submission. She’d been through extensive unarmed combat training, and she knew that in no way was that a good idea.


Bryn lived in the real world, and in the real world, you followed a gunman’s instructions, and waited for any opportunity that wouldn’t get you shot.


Once they were in her office, Mr Fideli locked the door and sat down in the guest chair opposite her desk with a relieved sigh. When she hesitated, he gestured with his free hand for her to take the chair behind the desk. She did, making no sudden movements.


‘Long day,’ he said. She nodded. You’ve got no idea, mister. ‘So. You weren’t on my briefing paper. I’m guessing you’re the new hire?’


‘Today’s my first day,’ she said.


‘Well, you picked a honey of a time to start, Bryn. Mind if I call you Bryn?’


‘Mind if I call you Joe? If that’s even your name?’ She felt a little better sitting down. A little more in control.


‘Sure. And yeah, it’s my name.’


‘Do you even have a brother?’


‘Had,’ he said, and tilted his head slightly, still watching her. ‘How the hell old are you, anyway?’


‘Twenty-six.’


‘Damn. You ought to be an actress; you could do those teen shows. You look sixteen.’


Bryn ground her teeth and said nothing. She was so tired of people assuming she was high school age; she supposed when she was forty, she’d be grateful for the baby face, but up to now it had been a total pain in the ass.


Probably not the most important thing on the radar at the moment, from a macro point of view.


‘Anyway,’ Fideli said, ‘I’m just here to do some reconnaissance. You know what that means?’


He clearly didn’t know her past. ‘Check out the lay of the land.’


‘Ding. I wasn’t planning on running into anybody. Where’s your car?’


‘I don’t have one. I ride the bus.’


‘No shit. Is that one of those save-the-planet things, or I’m-too-poor-to-afford-it things?’


‘Both. Mostly the latter, honestly.’ Sadly.


‘Well, good for you, I guess. Bad for me, though. Tougher for me to get you out of here.’ Fideli fell silent, staring at her.


She felt compelled to say something. ‘What do you want? We don’t have a lot here that’s worth taking, if that’s what this is about. I mean, the furniture, maybe, but—’


‘I’m not a thief.’


‘Well, there’s not a load of opportunity for industrial espionage in this business,’ she said. It was a joke, but he didn’t smile. His eyes certainly didn’t. ‘What did you want in the prep room?’ Preparation, Bryn remembered, too late. Fairview always wanted to be formal about it with the customers. Not that Mr Fideli was shaping up to be a customer, after all.


‘I’m supposed to find out if Mr Fairview and Fast Freddy are running drugs,’ he said. ‘Prescription drugs. Stolen.’


‘What? Of course not!’


‘No offense, but you’re what, a day on this job? How would you know?’


‘This is a successful business. Why would they do something so stupid?’ Then again, she’d met Freddy. And she wouldn’t put anything past him. ‘Unless – maybe it’s not Mr Fairview? Just Freddy?’


Fideli’s head came back upright, and there was a new tension in his body. ‘You know something about the guy?’


‘Not that much. Just … he’s a creep. You know the type.’


‘Explain it to me.’


‘He came on to me. Downstairs.’


‘Romantic.’


‘Exactly.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Look, I’m not Wonder Woman – do you think you could put the gun down?’


‘What?’ He seemed genuinely surprised, and then smiled. ‘Yeah. I already went through the drawers on your desk. Just in case you had a thirty-eight-caliber surprise in there. So I guess you’re safe enough.’


She was startled. ‘When did you do that?’


‘While you were downstairs.’ His gaze shifted, and the easy friendliness disappeared instantly. ‘Hold up. Don’t move.’ She didn’t. He got up and went to the window, looking without moving the blinds. ‘You know of any reason why your boss and Freddy would come back here after hours tonight?’


‘No.’


‘Well, they’re parking cars right now.’ Fideli backed up next to her, and the gun made an unpleasant reappearance. ‘Not a word, Miss Davis.’


‘You’re not going to kill me, are you?’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Because you’re the one with the gun?’


He looked at it. ‘This old thing? Family heirloom. I hardly ever shoot anybody with it.’ He was lying,  but he was doing it with style and a sense of humor, and whether she wanted to or not, she felt a little bit better about being held hostage. ‘You’ll be quiet?’


‘Absolutely.’


He sent her a sassy wink, which wasn’t nearly as creepy as when Fast Freddy did it. ‘Good girl.’


Fideli moved to the closed door and listened with great concentration – but still keeping an eye on her; she was sure about that. Bryn didn’t move. Straining her ears, she heard the front door opening and the door chime faintly making the announcement. Then nothing. Soundproofing worked in bad ways, too.


Fideli, however, had heard something she hadn’t. ‘They’re heading downstairs,’ he said. ‘OK, let’s get you out of here, miss.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘No place for bystanders right now. Up and out.’


Not that waiting in the dark for the bus was going to be her favorite thing, either. ‘Can’t I just wait here? You know, until you’re, ah, done?’ Whatever that might mean.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Get your stuff, Bryn.’


The kinder Joe Fideli was gone again, replaced by one highly mission-focused. She got her purse and coat and followed him as he cat-footed it down the hall to the lobby door.


She grabbed his arm. ‘The bell!’ she whispered. ‘They’ll hear it!’


‘You’ve got reason to be here, and reason to be leaving,’ he whispered back. ‘Play it cool, whatever they do. Just pretend like everything’s normal, and leave. Go catch your bus.’


Then he opened the door, the bell dinged, and he disappeared into the shadows, moving so fast that Bryn was left standing there, open-mouthed, with the door swinging back shut against her outstretched hand.


Nowhere to go but out.


Bryn didn’t get far. She was less than ten feet from the door when she heard the muffled chime of the bell again, and looked over her shoulder to see Mr Fairview standing there.


‘Bryn,’ he said, still using that soothing working-hours voice. ‘Well. This is a surprise. We thought you’d already left, especially after the day you’ve had.’


‘I got caught up in reading over the materials. There’re a lot of things to learn. I’m sorry if I broke any rules … I’m not putting in for overtime, I promise.’


She felt nervous, and she knew he could see it – but hopefully, he’d put it down to the natural uneasiness of a new employee caught doing something slightly odd, and God, how had she gotten herself into this, anyway? Working with the dead was supposed to be peaceful. That was the whole point.


The silence seemed to stretch on. Bryn felt sweat break out under her arms. She had a choice to make – tell Fairview about Joe Fideli’s quiet infiltration, or stay quiet and risk being wrong about him. He’s a man with a gun, skulking around at night. You should tell Fairview.


And she would have … except that he said, ‘Did you go into the preparation room after Mr Watson left tonight, Bryn?’


‘Why?’


‘We have a silent alarm that operates when we’re off premises. To prevent any, ah, tampering with the bodies. I’ve turned it off now, since we’re here.’ Fairview’s eyes were in shadow, his face rendered into a blank mask by the lighting in the parking lot. There was nothing in his voice, either, but Bryn’s instincts screamed that there was something wrong. Very wrong.


‘I realised that Freddy left Mr Granberry out on the table,’ she said. ‘I just went in to put him in the freezer. I hope I didn’t do anything wrong. I do have the keys. Nobody told me the area was off-limits.’


‘Oh, it’s not – not normally, of course. I was just concerned, based on the alarm.’ Fairview smiled. ‘Why don’t you come on back inside, my dear? It’s chilly out here at night, and the fog’s coming in.’


He was right; she was shivering, and the gray mist had rolled over the coast and faded out the lights of the town in the distance. Even the bus-stop lights seemed smeared and indistinct.


‘I need to get home,’ she said. ‘The last bus is on the way any moment.’


‘Oh, no need to worry about that,’ Fairview said. ‘I’ll drive you home, Bryn. But come back inside; have some coffee. I have something I need to discuss with you first.’


She swallowed. The night felt dark, deep, and icily empty; she was fifty feet from the bus stop, but the shelter was empty at this hour, and although there were cars going by on the road, they weren’t going to notice anything happening here. Running seemed stupid. At best, it would let him know she suspected something was going on inside; at worst, at least Joe Fideli was somewhere nearby, with his gun.


She wasn’t sure why, but she felt that she trusted Fideli more than the man who’d hired her. The man she’d admired so much for his compassion and composure just this morning. Standing here in the chilly dark, watching his face, she thought he might be more of a killer than the guy with the gun.


The thought of lying cold on one of those trays robbed her of the will to run – not that there was anywhere to go; the bus wasn’t even in view. She stayed where she was as Mr Fairview descended the steps and came toward her. He took her arm and escorted her back into the mortuary.


‘Nothing to worry about,’ he said, still using that soothing professional tone. ‘I just want to explain about some of our procedures, Bryn. You’re in no trouble, I promise. If you’d wait in your office for a bit, I have to meet with someone else first. I’ll come right up, and after we’ve talked I’ll give you a ride home. I hate making you wait out there in the dark. It’s just not safe.’


‘OK,’ she said. This was a really bad idea, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do except go along with him. Mr Fairview hustled her, quietly and irresistibly, back into the mortuary and down the hall to her office. She fumbled with the keys and opened it, and Mr Fairview gave her a reassuring smile.


‘Just a few minutes,’ he assured her, and closed the door. She listened, but couldn’t hear a thing … and then she heard his footsteps on the stairs leading down to the basement.


I really need to get out of here. Whatever the hell was going on, it wasn’t her business. Not at all. In fact, Bryn decided then and there that she was officially quitting. She could get another job, and she could get it at some big-city mortuary where there were lots of people coming and going.


Someplace sane.


She was heading for the door when the bell rang, and a new person came in the front. Bryn ducked into the shadows, holding her breath, and a man and woman she didn’t know walked into the foyer. The woman didn’t look well; she was sweating, trembling, and had to be supported as she moved. Terminally ill? Maybe a late-night consultation?


The couple went straight for the basement stairs. Bryn frowned, watching them, and then looked at the front door. It was like Grand Central; one more bell ringing wouldn’t matter now, right? And she could just run. Run like hell, flag down a car, get out of here …


Except now she was curious. Deeply curious. Was Fideli right? Were they running some kind of drug lab down there? Fairview had talked about how trade had fallen off. She supposed he’d do almost anything to keep the family business going.


She walked over to the basement door and eased it open a crack. Just to listen. The problem was, although she could hear voices, they weren’t very loud, and she missed more than half of what was being said.


She came out onto the landing.


Down a couple of steps, very quietly.


Then all the way down, drawn by what the voices were saying.


‘—need it!’ a man’s voice was saying. Not Freddy or Mr Fairview, or even Joe … She was hearing the man who’d come in with the sick lady, Bryn guessed. ‘I know that’s not the amount we agreed on, but it’s all we have; please, she needs the shot right now …’


‘This isn’t a charity hospital, Mr Jones,’ Mr Fairview’s voice said, rich with regret and sympathy. ‘I’m afraid that miracles are, by their very definition, rare – and rare means expensive. The terms were spelt out for you clearly, weren’t they? Ten thousand up front, and five hundred dollars cash per shot?’


‘I can get it for you; it’s just … it’s thirty-five hundred a week …’


‘Thirty-five hundred a week to keep your beloved wife alive,’ Mr Fairview said. ‘I have to believe that you value her life more than the money, sir. And I must urge you to act quickly. She’s clearly missed at least one dose, possibly two, and she is looking very distressed. After four days, the skin begins to slip; muscles loosen. It’s a very nasty process.’


Bryn couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. Joe Fideli had been right: her boss was selling drugs – bad ones. And they were extorting money from sick, desperate people.


It was horrible.


‘I’m very sorry,’ Mr Fairview continued. ‘But I really must have cash in hand before I can give her the shot. This was made clear to you from the very beginning.’


‘I lost my job,’ the man said. It sounded like he was crying. ‘I can’t … We already had to give up our house. I can’t afford to pay you this much. Please. Please don’t let her die! We’ve got kids!’


There was a second of silence. ‘I’m afraid that even though we talked about this, you still don’t understand. She’s dead, Mr Jones. We haven’t made her living. I explained to you that you were simply delaying the inevitable dissolution, and now it appears that the inevitable is upon you.’


Not only were they selling some hard-core drug; they were bilking people. How could Fairview possibly be telling people he was bringing back the dead? Who’d believe that? Maybe the drug induced some kind of coma, then woke up the addicts … It didn’t really matter. Bryn felt deeply sickened. She’d been trained to help people in their darkest, worst moments, and this was an obscene, horrible perversion of what she’d believed. A betrayal of the worst kind.


She turned to go back up the steps, but a shadow blocked her path at the top of the stairs. She had a moment of déjà vu, but it wasn’t Joe Fideli.


It was, unfortunately, Freddy Watson.


He descended the stairs faster than she could scramble backward, and grabbed her by the arm in a crushing grip. She tried to knee him in the groin, but he was obviously an old hand at that one; her patella caught the meaty part of his thigh instead, and then he was shoving her off balance, turning her, and locking his arm around her throat. She tried to stamp on his feet, but her Payless heels weren’t that sturdy. He just laughed in her ear and dragged her through the double doors into the prep room.
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