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      Neil Steinhauer occasionally thought about Janine. She’d been very sweet and liked him, possibly loved him. Well, probably not loved, but she would have married him, if he’d asked. He hadn’t asked because he thought he could get someone prettier. Someone who showed better at office parties and reunions.

      It hadn’t happened that way and now in his sixties, Steinhauer was ten years past giving up. The skin of his hands had thickened and dried and he had one (borrowed) kidney and nine toes. Everyone who saw him at the Donut Hole in Harrow watched disapprovingly when he bought three jelly-filled.

      Then he shuffled painfully past the censorious line waiting for Chillattas and died.

      At which point Neil Steinhauer’s part in the salvation of the world was done and taken up by a raspberry jelly-filled that Death took from Mr. Steinhauer’s bag, because he was always hungry and because he knew any food in the immediate vicinity of the First World dead would be discarded.

      Death’s next appointments were in places that are typically called war-torn, as though war had only ripped them once, rather than shredding them time and time again like a Weedwhacker through bluegrass. So when Death entered the room in Mount Sinai, he pulled on the elbow-length rubber gloves he got by the gross from a restaurant supply shop on the Bowery and checked the first mirror he’d seen since eating Mr. Steinhauer’s donut. There was powdered sugar on the lapel of his greatcoat. He shoved his list into one big outer pocket and flicked at the pale dusting.

      Between the pocketing and the flicking, he rather lost track.

      In the room, an ancient woman lay in her bed, her eyes closed, her mouth open. Although she was covered by a gown and sheet, Death knew that underneath, her body had shriveled and bruised around the places where tubes had been pushed in to extract some fluids and to insert others.

      He missed the days when the whole family gathered at home and the old people would give away the teapot to this one and the cow to that one and when he touched them, the old men and older women would smile at him, because they knew that he wasn’t a problem to be solved by intubation.

      At least this one wasn’t alone. There was a young woman next to her wolfing something down. Her head was bent low over the box, her lips smeared bright orange.

      Chicken wings, by the looks of it.

      Slow down, Death thought, patting her absently on the back.

      She coughed once, then wiped her mouth on a stained napkin.

      After looking at him for a disconcertingly long moment during which Death dusted his lapel again, she said, “You’re here for my grandmother?”

      Death craned his neck around to see who she was talking to.

      “You. I’m talking to you.”

      “Me?” he said, alarm making his voice sound squeaky.

      “You’ve come for my grandmother, right?”

      Death looked toward the shriveled pile of blankets and nodded dumbly.

      “Just a minute. I really gotta wash my hands,” she said, wiggling her fingers in the air in between them.

      “What?”

      “The doctor said you could be coming at any time. But they’ve been saying that for years, so I wasn’t quite sure I believed him. Can you give me a minute?”

      “Yes?” Death squeaked again, then cleared his throat.

      The girl headed to the sink and washed her face and hands in the pink antibacterial soap. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Mind passing me a couple of paper towels?”

      “Thanks,” she said after he had. Then she held out the Styrofoam container filled with bright orange wings. “Want some? They’re good but I’m kind of done.”

      Death had been called the Devourer of Worlds but that didn’t mean he was above a meaty chicken wing, so he took one.

      “Sorry,” the girl said, pouring iced water from the mustard-yellow pitcher into a plastic glass, while Death flapped his hands in front of him, desperately gulping air that was doing nothing to cool his seared tongue. “I suppose I should have told you they’re Atomic.”

      While he flapped and gulped, the girl leaned over her unconscious grandmother as though meaning to say something but an awkward moment later seemed to think better of it.

      “I guess we’re ready,” she said, holding her grandmother’s limp hand and looking at him expectantly.

      Using the gloved hand that wasn’t stained orange by Atomic sauce, Death pushed his fingers to the old woman’s sunken abdomen just at her omphalos, the spot that whatever other tragedy hit in the womb, was always there. It was the place that tied the baby to its mother and through her to the whole long disastrous chain of humanity. It was the doorway of the soul. The entrance and the exit. The beginning and the end.

      Most of the time the souls in failing bodies came easily, recognizing an escape from pain, from fear, from despair, or simply from having been around too long.

      This one did not. He had to push in deeper, digging around until he found the stubborn old woman. He pulled hard, but she held on even harder. He buttressed one thick-soled black boot against the side rail and pulled with both hands.

      Death felt more than a little embarrassed at making a muddle of things in front of his first audience ever in the history of this whole sordid adventure. To speed things up, he took out the sharp shard of obsidian he kept in his outer pocket and drew a line across the old woman’s forehead. It didn’t pierce the skin, but her soul zipped up like a roller blind in an old cartoon.

      Then with one more mighty tug, a length of velvety black emerged from the weakened body accompanied by a final breath.

      “Do you always have trouble like that?” the young woman asked.

      “N-no. Not usually,” he said. He held the old woman’s Rag high and swirled it expertly into his curved palm. Opening the oversized gray greatcoat that he’d been wearing ever since his well-worn cassock had gotten caught on a bayonet at Passchendaele, he slipped grandma’s soul into a red flannel pocket, one of the multitude of tiny patches he’d sewn and resewn over the years.

      “So,” she said, “we done here?”

      “I guess?” he said.

      “Alrighty, then.”

      Then the young woman started to squeeze past him toward the door. He touched the warmth of her and took in the faint mossy scent beneath the smell of antibacterial soap and Betadine and habanero.

      It made him feel uncomfortable and like he ought to say something to pretend he wasn’t. “Until next time?” he offered.

      She paused for a moment, one eyebrow slightly raised.

      “You know what? Don’t rush.”

      

      Yuh-oh, he thought. This is going to be trouble.
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      As soon as he got home, Death cleared out his overstuffed mailbox and headed upstairs to his apartment. Once there, he dropped the mail on his kitchen table and emptied his big outer pockets into the upside-down lime-green Cake Taker that sat on top of the chest he’d been schlepping around since the Second Babylonian Captivity.

      Gently laying his coat across the futon, he retrieved the orange plastic laundry basket from the defunct fireplace. He’d fitted the basket with a liner sewed from a flannel blanket, so that even if it was full, none of the souls would slip through the cutouts that served as handles.

      He carefully unloaded each of the little inner pockets of his coat, pausing for a moment with the struggling Rag he had collected with such difficulty at Mt. Sinai, before dropping it among all the other writhing splotches of charcoal and black.

      As soon as he was done, the basket disappeared with a hushed whoosh.

      Death retrieved a new box of Peanut Butter Crunch from a shelf filled with them and pulling either side of the waxy bag, opened it with no tears, an act that always gave him inordinate satisfaction.

      Hunched over his large bowl, he looked through the pile of letters and free magazines. He set aside an Intimate Male catalog addressed to Resident for later and started reading the cards addressed to Dear Friend or Valued Neighbor. Their congenial concern for his well-being always made him feel appreciated, which was no small thing in his line of work.

      He didn’t bother to look when his laundry basket—empty now—fell back to the floor with a loud thunk.

      Death’d been doing this job for 197,856 years, ever since that woman in that cave held her babies close and thought, I am going to die. Not in the specific, I am being eaten by this larger, hungrier creature or I am sinking into this smelly, inescapable bog, but in the more existential, I am alive now and I will not always be and I am afraid.

      At that moment, the stinking, lice-ridden, combative, sex-mad, perpetually decaying, fearful animals became human and, it had been decided, they needed a psychopomp, someone to guide them through the transition from the existence they were now aware they had.

      That someone would have to live among the stinking, lice-ridden, combative, sex-mad, perpetually decaying, fearful humans. There was a lot of nervous shuffling among the Custodes Rectorum, the Keepers of Righteousness. Quick sidelong glances were followed by the holding of hands smelling faintly of frankincense to delicate upturned noses. Then someone—Death always suspected it was that jerk Salaphiel—called out, “How about Azrael?”

      A murmur swept through the Custodes. They all agreed it made sense: Azrael had failed Righteousness four times, was always the last chosen for any game of Obedience, a complete botch-up at Venerating (Are you sure you know what you’re doing? Sanctus, Sanctus) and sang all the time even though he couldn’t carry a tune.

      More to the point, it would keep him busy, keep him out of trouble because, well, they all remembered what happened last time.

      Plus nobody else wanted the job.

      Azrael had some reservations but then he’d looked at the prissy Hosanna singers to the right of him and the prissy Hosanna singers to the left at which point he said, “Oh, what the hey.”

      A sigh of relief blew across the heavens like a jasmine-scented wind on an evening in Sorrento.

      We’ll visit, they’d promised, patting him wanly on the back.

      “Don’t bother,” he’d responded and leaned backward, letting himself fall through the ether. When he landed, he was no longer Azrael. He was Death, the Gray Walker, the Pale Rider, the Dark Companion and many other descriptive turns of phrase, though in fact the only time any human had seen him was at the exact millisecond they snuffed it, which went some way toward explaining the diversity of opinion as to his appearance.

      Death wiped out his bowl and set it on the grooved, enameled drainboard.

      One thing was sure: that girl had seen him, not only seen him, but recognized him, talked to him. Bossed him around. Offered him a chicken wing then poured him a glass of water. Watched him struggle.

      Then she’d made it clear that she didn’t want to see him any more than he wanted to see her.

      To distract himself, Death sat on his futon with the Intimate Male catalog in one hand and his obsidian blade in the other.

      He’d started out like every other Custodes, with—“Eyes to Gaze, Lips to Praise, Hands to Raise and a Nose to Smell Out Corruption”—but then he’d started making changes. At first, he’d lengthened his nose and enlarged his eyes, explaining to anyone who asked that it was necessary because the stench was strong and the light was weak.

      Other changes, he hid. He didn’t want to have to explain, as he knew he would, that his body looked so bland, so empty by comparison to the variety of muscle, fat, color, hair, scars, moles, bone and all the other baroque embellishments of mortality.

      Here, for example. He looked at the picture on the cover of the Intimate Male Big Blowout Sale catalog. This man walked through the surf wearing nothing but white beach pants that were on sale for $35. There was so much complexity: the graceful broad ridge at the top of his chest. Two big bulgy bits with teeny-tiny, dark bulgy bits on top. Like muffin tops with a chocolate chip plunked down in the middle of each. A series of lumps divided down the middle that looked like a big cicada shell. Dark hair scattered all over.

      He'd been working on ribs for the better part of a century. So far, they were just a few shallow runnels, palpable, but not visible. He pulled up his T-shirt and felt for them. Then he cut through the celestial material of his body with his obsidian blade. Even as he watched, the furrow began to close.

      Just as he started to cut into the second runnel, he smelled frankincense and a silvery swirl appeared at the foot of his futon. “RAGPICKER!” intoned a voice.

      Death quickly pulled his duvet up to his chin. “’Lo, Jophiel. Don’t suppose this could wait until later?”

      “Later?” Jophiel repeated, before spouting one of the aphorisms the Custodes used to try to make sense of any word having to do with time. “We are when nothing was?”

      “Nevermind.”

      Like all Custodes, Jophiel was timeless, existing then and now and at all points in-between. It made Death queasy keeping track of all those simultaneous existences melding together into a shimmering worm of his iterations: Jophiel as he first arrived and every Jophiel since with the Jophiel of now at their head. And they all talked at the same time. The copy at the very end of the worm would continue to shout RAGPICKER! in an endless loop until Jophiel went back Up.

      He’d been the same when he’d first become Death. At the time, humans were still very sparse on the ground, so there was something comforting about the constant companionship of his past selves.

      Then humans started settling and grouping together and reproducing at an alarming rate. The settling and grouping was followed quickly by plagues and wars and other large slaughtering events and Death had begun to find it confusing, always bumping into his earlier selves still spelunking around in the empty omphaloi of the already dead.

      So he’d gone native, as Abdiel said with disgust, existing in one moment before moving on to another. Just him. Like a human. Except for the part about never dying.

      Death hadn’t told Abdiel about the other thing. About how he’d learned to make any particular moment stretch out infinitely. There had been a time when humanity pirouetted on the edge of extinction. With only 2,000 souls, Abdiel worried that Death wasn’t being kept busy and signed him up for Group which was really just more Righteousness with the addition of Choir.

      He hated Group.

      “Abdiel is sending memoranda,” announced Jophiel with the Custodes inability to conceive of any tense beyond the present. “You are not having the matter attended to.” Then he indicated the discombobulated orange laundry basket and four intricately folded missives of celadon papyrus splayed across the floor.

      Jophiel reached to the chain attached to the girdle around his robes. He pulled a pomander of chased mother-of-pearl to his nose. “Can we not be opening a window? The smell is absolutely sulfurous.”

      Then with his free hand, Jophiel reached once more into his robe and, pulling out a scroll, shook it open before passing it to Death.

      
        
        CUSTODES RECTORUM

        INDIVISIBILIS AETERNALIS ET IMMUTABILIS

      

      

      
        
        
        Ragpicker,

        On June 15, 2016 at 21:27:31:116, Mortal Standards, you delivered the Rag of one Mary Molloy, although the name on your list was clearly Molly Molloy. We expect to see you immediately after purification.

        Hallelujah,

        Abdiel

        P.S. read your mail, no one likes making these trips.

      

      

      

      “We are telling Abdiel of your coming?” asked Jophiel. “When you are purifying?”

      “Yessss,” Death said dully, his finger running once more over the scroll.

      The sibilant had not yet left Death’s tongue, when the Jophiel of now disappeared with a quick pop followed by a series of diminishing pops, until after one final disapproving RAGPICKER! the original Jophiel vanished, too.

      Pop.

      Death stared at the spot where Jophiel had been. With a sigh, he pulled himself up, tidied his bed, then went to his little bathroom and dropped a Dead Sea Salts and Sandalwood bath bomb into his tub before turning on the hot water spigot all the way. He made a few thousand pickups, allowing time and the water to run. When he returned, the tub was full. Stripping, he stepped into the scalding bath and scrubbed with a hard brush and myrrh soap. He dried himself with a fresh towel and pulled out the robes that he kept sealed in a dark green plastic suit bag.

      They were clean and loose and disguised most of what he’d done to his body. He pulled on a pair of white Vans he’d taken after a mall shooting in Georgia and kept boxed up in the back of the closet for just this eventuality.

      Then he jumped a few times until he grasped the bottom rung. It had been millennia since he’d last been Up, so he wasn’t surprised that the ladder was more than a little balky. One more yank and it came down with a long squeal and a puff of dust. He started to climb.

      “SISTE!” commanded a concerned voice when he was still a full league away.

      “It’s just the Ragpicker,” called Death. “And yes, we have been purified.”

      He stopped to untangle his robe from the rubber bottoms of his Vans, then started again. From above, he could hear some muttering as well as the still echoing “SISTE!”

      “Where is our pomander?” Puriel yelled at some underling because no matter how hard he scrubbed, the stench of the world clung to Death like gum to Doc Martens.

      A few rungs short of his destination, Death shook out his robes, holding them down so they would be sure to cover his legs when he drifted Up.

      “So, Puriel. Been a while. How’s tricks?”

      “At Stewarding, we are hearing of error?” Puriel leaned forward with a kind of morbid curiosity before jerking back, his lapis pomander against his nose.

      “You are not using the front peristyle.”

      “We know,” said Death.

      “You are using the back way.”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes.”

      The Peristyle looked exactly the same as it had last time he’d seen it. Four colonnades of celadon columns that stood in the middle of nothing. It was a pale, pointless reflection of architecture that sheltered no one and led nowhere. Not that there was anything to be sheltered from: There wasn’t a sky, just an Above of celadon. There wasn’t a ground, just a Below of celadon.

      It all blended together at the horizon, a dizzying prospect with no discernible top or bottom or beginning or end. The Custodes like it that way. No top or bottom or then or now. No differences meant no decisions. No decisions meant no mistakes.

      Death took a deep breath and started walking.

      “The Back Way” was a vast emptiness leading to whispering Mangles where the real work was done. Death had read a phrase some time recently—within the last century, surely—about how no one wanted to see laws or sausages being made.

      Death didn’t really want to see how Rags were purified, either.

      The hazy forms of Cherubim stood on either side of the Mangles feeding handfuls of struggling dark souls into enormous celadon rollers that sucked them in and by some process that even the Chief Administrator seemed unable to explain clearly, squeezed out the wanting and striving and trying that tormented them after their bodily captivity so that when they came out on the other side, they were still and bright, tumbling with other shining souls down troughs until they merged into the Mare Tranquilitatis, the Sea of Tranquility, ready to be released back Down, an unwitting soldier in the Custodes’ struggle to bring back the stillness and grace of the Great Peace Before.

      Death wasn’t much for the Mare Tranquilitatis. But then he hadn’t much cared for the Great Peace Before, either.

      And he really didn’t like the way the souls that he so carefully collected struggled against the Mangles.

      “The Ragpicker are here,” echoed a jittery Cherub, holding his elaborately chased and pierced pomander of rose quartz to his stubby nose.

      “The Ragpicker is here,” Death said sharply. “I am here.”

      “Ragpicker and I is here?” emended the blur, uncertainly.

      All of the Cherubim held their pomanders to their noses as they watched Death walk past. One who had been feeding a Rag into a Mangle dropped his pomander and chased after it, leaving Nasreem Asif to wiggle silently between the giant rollers like a garter snake on a glue trap.

      Death hurried past, his eyes fastened on the celadon under his Vans, until he reached the celadon door into the celadon room with confines hinted at by a slightly raised threshold but no walls. A celadon desk stood in the middle with the quite solid Abdiel. The Custodes’ Chief Administrator rarely left his desk, which meant that Abdiel then was at his desk and Abdiel now was at his desk, so he coalesced into a comparatively firm shape, even if the outlines were shaky.

      A celadon urn filled with scrolls stood on the left corner of Abdiel’s desk. He kept a purified soul, opalescent and immobile, in the bottom of a long shallow dish on the right, so that he would always be reminded of what the Custodes were working toward.

      Abdiel said nothing for a long time, just continued writing.

      “So…” Death took a deep breath. “We made a mistake?”

      Abdiel did not look up from his work.

      “Do we remember Admonishments XIV?” Abdiel finally asked.

      That was the other thing Death disliked about being Up. Someone always asking him about Admonishments and he’d rather let his studies lapse.

      “Oportet lavare manus?”

      “No, not ‘employees must wash hands’? Think, Ragpicker.”

      “Fregeris tu emeris?”

      “What in these circumstances would lead you to think of ‘you break it, you buy it’?” Abdiel exhaled wearily. Then he took a deep breath and intoned “Neglegentia inobedientia idem est,” because Abdiel was known throughout the heavens for his intoning. “And why is carelessness the same as disobedience?”

      Death thought back to his four failed attempts at Righteousness. He squinched up his eyes and thought, concentrating hard, but as hard as he concentrated he’d forgotten why a mistake was the same as disobedience.

      “Because obedience is not simply doing a task, it is being devoted enough to that task, that you ignore anything that might mislead you,” Abdiel snapped. “You made a mistake and were thus disobedient.”

      Abdiel’s silver stylus flowed silently across the length of celadon papyrus. “We hear you breathing, Ragpicker. Hop to it. Or do you not have enough to do?”

      

      Because she wasn’t dying, Molly Molloy wasn’t on his list. As far as the celestial accountants were concerned, she had died in Mt. Sinai and her file closed. Unable to track her down through any of the normal means, Death returned to Room 801, where Frank Spivak now lay. A nurse frozen in the moment of changing the dressing around Frank’s port leaned her bottom against the chair where the girl had eaten Atomic wings only a few hours before. Frank had picked at his lunch tray, but hadn’t touched the nutritionally balanced pudding “For Institutional Use Only,” so Death rummaged in the big outer pocket where he kept his personal supplies and found his spork.

      By the time he had reached the nurse’s station, he had finished Frank’s Nutritionally Balanced Pudding and threw the plastic cup in the trash, carefully licking off his spork before dropping it back in his pocket.

      At the nurse’s station, a wire-thin woman in purple scrubs sat in front of a laptop. Death checked the frozen screen over her shoulder and got a whiff of her tropical melon body spray, which smelled nothing like the tropics or melons or bodies and made his nose itch.

      Pulling on his rubber gloves, he moved the wire-thin woman’s elbow and searched through the paper files until he found Mary Molloy.

      Mary’s ills were legion. High blood pressure, COPD, osteoarthritis, atherosclerosis. The list ran on and on. Craning his head, he found Mary’s Manhattan Valley address, which was also the address of her granddaughter, Molly, who was listed as her contact.

      He made a few stops. First to pick up the souls of a handful of miners in Queensland. Then running through the remains of a train wreck in the Belarus. In between, he dipped in and out of the rent-stabilized studio on 109th Street waiting for his schedule to coincide with that of the woman who was dead but just didn’t know it yet.

      Molly Molloy was in the tiny bathroom leaning over the sink and spitting out pink cinnamon-scented foam when he finally found her. He waited patiently for her to stand up so he could get a clear shot at her omphalos.

      He had just started to slide his rubber-clad index finger and thumb under the waist of her pajama pants when her fist caught his jaw. Which wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that, as the bathroom was so small, he stumbled against the tub and lost his balance and grabbed at the shower curtain which pulled free from its rings with a pop-pop-pop-pop. He fell into the tub while the torn vinyl sheet of blue and green daisies floated over him.

      “Ow,” he said, feeling the squashed spot at the back of his head and when he looked up, the young woman was looming over him, menacing him with a toilet plunger.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice as cold and hard as the porcelain that had dented his head.

      Death was flustered. This woman had agency, a thing he’d never had to deal with before and wasn’t sure how to deal with now.

      “I was trying to retrieve your Rag?”

      “My what?”

      “Your Rag. It’s like your soul but, you know, scrottier.”

      She stared at him and he stared at her. “Are you a temp or something?”

      “Attempt?” he asked, trying to puzzle out her question.

      “No, a temp. Like a substitute. You could barely manage with my grandmother, who, by the way, absolutely everyone said should’ve died a decade ago. Then you sneak into my bathroom and try to kill me by manhandling my belly button. I don’t think you have the slightest idea what you’re doing.”

      “I most certainly do have the slightest idea what I’m doing,” he said, with as much dignity as a man with his legs in the air being menaced by a toilet plunger could summon. “I’ve been Ragpicker for nearly 200,000 years and in all that time, I have never, ever killed anyone. Age kills, disease kills. Bullets kill. So do lawnmowers. They kill a weirdly large number,” he said, momentarily distracted. “But not me. I don’t kill anyone. All I do is facilitate transitions.”

      “‘Facilitate transitions.’ Is that what you call it?” The young woman straddled the side of the bathtub, the toilet plunger still hovering. “So seeing as I’m not old, not sick and there are no bullets or lawnmowers in my bathroom, you want to tell me what am I dying of?”

      He raised himself slightly, trying to get at the pocket that was folded underneath him but Molly put one bare foot against his chest forcing him back down. Her foot was warm and had a beat inside that skipped like a stone on a still pond. When he inhaled, he caught a whiff of moss and salt and talcum powder. “Just getting my list,” he said, his other hand raised to the side. The girl’s eyes narrowed. “It’s in my coat.”

      Very slowly, he pulled the small silver scroll wrapped in fine celadon silk from one of his big outer pockets. “See?” He rolled it open until he reached a minuscule line of Aramaic. “That’s you? Molly Molloy?” He held it up to her. “And it says you were supposed to die yesterday 21:27:31:116. Mount Sinai. Room 801. Cause of Death is listed as Chicken Wing.”

      “Chicken wing?”

      “Well, so you see, there was powdered sugar on my coat? And your grandmother seriously did look like she was overripe and so when you were gagging, I was distracted and didn’t put two and two together and come up with you choking to death on chicken wing. I made a mistake, I admit that, but the fact that you can talk to me proves that you’re supposed to be dead.” He moved his hips a little to make room in the tub. “People are only aware of me at the moment of death. You see me now and hear me now because you are on my time.”

      The girl’s foot bore down harder and Death ran his mouth faster as he tried to explain to her about Mr. Steinhauer and the peculiar smell of old women dying in hospital beds and the mischief caused by Atomic wings.

      “So you can see, I’ve got to get this sorted out.”

      “Or what?” Molly asked after a brief pause.

      “Or what what?”

      “What happens if you don’t? Unless I’m very much mistaken, when you finish ‘sorting this out,’ I will be dead. Which is my least preferred option, so I’m asking what happens if you don’t ‘sort it out.’ Does the world fall apart? Does someone else have to die in my place? You already have my grandmother.”

      Death stared up at her blankly. He didn’t know how to answer “or what.” You did what you were supposed to do because you were supposed to do it. End of story.

      He didn’t like the look in this woman’s face. There must be an Admonishment that would make her understand but he just couldn’t think of it at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Molly tapped her bare foot against his chest.

      How she’d known who he was, she couldn’t say. Maybe it was the dreary regularity with which she bumped up against his disastrous consequences. He certainly did not look the way she would have expected. Smooth-faced with a long nose that was bent like it had been in one schoolyard brawl too many, he had pretty, very dark eyes, one of which was slightly larger than the other. Instead of the hooded gown or shroud of a more self-respecting reaper, he wore jeans and a faded T-shirt with eyes that stared out from the space between “Siouxsie” and “the Banshees.” His thick-soled black boots had mismatched laces of black cord and brown leather.

      And splayed over her bathtub was a long, much-repaired coat with a high collar that had fallen open to reveal the many tiny pockets of flowered calico and checkered gingham and paisley and damask all sewn in with sturdy black thread.

      It made him look like a boy playing dress-up in his father’s bathrobe.

      Molly wondered if he remembered any of those other times he’d shown up and broken her life in half; those moments when she would grit her teeth hard and tell herself that she needed to start over again, only this time without quite so many mistakes.

      “Get up,” she said and held out her hand. Death struggled a little, then extended his gloved hand. Molly braced her knee against the enamel rim of the bathtub and helped him up.

      He was disconcertingly heavy.

      She led him into the single other room, a tiny living room with a microscopic kitchen near the door. There was a bricked-up fireplace and a paint-clotted mantelpiece supporting a collection of ornamental vases.

      “What are they?” he asked when she pointed to them.

      “What do you think?” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Death peered closely. Each vase was sealed, making it useless for holding flowers. Each also had a narrow plate with a name and dates. The names were familiar to him, as all names would eventually be. He pulled open his coat and ran his hands along the many parti-colored pockets, searching for the faint resonance that each Rag left behind.

      It didn’t take him long to find the first two. He had picked up Sylvie Jean Kahn (1961 to 1996) and Keith Samuel Molloy (1958 to 1996) in the crushed remains of a gray Acura on the Tom Moreland Interchange. He remembered looking into the back at the sole survivor, a tiny girl no more than three, strapped into her car seat and buttressed behind a huge stuffed purple elephant.

      Daniel Simon Kahn (1932 to 2003) had had a stroke beside the Whippoorwill Court swimming pool in a retirement home in Pensacola. While he twirled Daniel’s soul between his fingers, a girl with tar-blackened feet raced across the hot asphalt. Death had retrieved Lucille Bloch Kahn (1935 to 2007) from a La-Z-Boy when she could no longer keep her heart working. There had been a girl lying on the sofa IM’ing SkadiKat98 to explain about how it was that Dylan Henrickson came to have his hand up her shirt.

      Zachary Willem Adreux (1994 to 2011) was still a boy when he died, but he’d been alone. There was nothing in the tableau mortant that accompanied each retrieval that connected him to this woman. Thinking that there was perhaps something inside that might help him figure it out, he gave the lid a quick twist and looked inside.

      Then he sneezed.

      “Give me that!” Molly shouted, pulling the vase away.

      A horrible idea struck him. Death had never given much thought to what mortals did in the time before death, but he’d  given no thought at all to what happened to them after death. As far as he was concerned, it was like worrying about the packaging after he’d eaten the Ring Dings.

      But he couldn’t shake the feeling that the girl had kept the packaging.

      “Is this the packaging?”

      “What?”

      “Are those the leftovers?”

      “Do you mean remains?”

      And Death began to panic.

      “I god some ub my dose. I godda have a tissoo.” He began searching around his pockets. “You godda tissoo? Ne’ermine,” he said, shaking out a handkerchief.

      He blew loudly and repeatedly. He wiped once and twice, sniffled a little, then sneezed again.

      Molly stared at the thin, sniffling creature in her living room and wrapped her arms more tightly around Zachary, holding him in front of her like a shield.

      “Knock, knock,” she said.

      “What?” Death asked, shaking his handkerchief with a snap.

      “It’s a joke. I say knock, knock, then you are supposed to say ‘who’s there?’”

      “Who’s there? You’re right here. Why would I say who’s there?”

      “The interrupting cow.”

      Death froze for a moment, his folded handkerchief above his pocket. Then one half of his face rearranged itself in what she feared might be a smile.

      “Oh, for the love of… That’s not the joke.” Molly put the vase named Zachary back on the mantelpiece. “Now, you’re supposed to say, ‘the interrupting cow who?’”

      “It would seem to me that the absurdity of finding an interrupting cow on one’s threshold would preclude further inquiry.”

      “Just say it, will you?”

      “The interrupting⁠—”

      “Moo.”

      “But you didn’t let me say⁠—”

      “Moo.”

      “Stop it. That’s very irrita⁠—”

      “Moo.”

      Death glowered, his mouth in a tight line.

      “Now you know how I feel. You are the Interrupting Cow. Every time I start something—every time I think, ‘Now, my life can begin for real only this time, I won’t make so many mistakes’—you show up. And now, because everyone else I know is dead, you’re going to kill me.”

      “I. Don’t. Kill.”

      “I’m not dead, but if you ‘sort it out,’ I will be. So, yes, you do kill. You just have to be man enough to admit it.”
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        * * *

      

      His list would have to wait. Death was anxious, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been contaminated by Zachary. Even worse, there was something discomfiting in that girl’s argument.

      He took his clothes to Mrs. Kelly’s big top-loader in Queens and his greatcoat to the organic dry cleaning place on Lenox. When that was done, he took his clean towel and clean flip-flops and his brush and a new bar of myrrh soap and headed to the Russian Turkish baths on 10th Street, one of the few places he frequented outside of work.

      A handful of men sat frozen on the wood seats around the steamy, blisteringly hot room. They were naked under their towels. Death had been coming to the baths regularly since the late nineteenth century and preferred the company of the regulars, with their white wool caps and short robes and bodies that had embraced time in such interesting ways. There was a space next to a man who was the most regular of all. He’d once had clear true-blue eyes, dark blond hair, a taut body and smooth face. Now his eyes were bloodshot; his skin, mottled and tagged; his hair sprouted everywhere except his head—he even had a cloud of long curls on his bicep that encircled the rough tattoo of a sword-impaled heart with the name “Masha.”

      His body sagged effusively.

      Standing in front of the stove, Death dipped his brush into the bucket of water and began to scrub. Once he rinsed himself off, he sat next to his friend with the bloodshot eyes, leaning forward like two of the other men were, elbows on knees.

      He started to complain to his silent bench mate about the woman who refused to admit that she had choked to death on a chicken wing, the trouble with chief administrators and the looming possibility of Group.

      Then, in order to be polite, he asked after Masha, nodding sagely as though his unresponsive friend had said something.

      He started, looking at the man’s bicep. He knew Masha’s name because it was written on his friend’s skin but without that, he would never recall it. Death had a prodigious memory for the names and circumstances of all of humanity’s dead, right back to that first woman in the cave, holding her babies.

      But he never knew the names of the living. He didn’t know the name of his mistake which could only mean that this woman was—despite the Chicken Wing—still alive.

      He quickly poured another clean bucket of water over his body and a second one up his nose.

      He thanked his friend for listening, saying they should do it again sometime.

      At home, he scrutinized his worn copy of the Book of Admonishments. Then he pulled on his white robes and his white Vans and went Up.

      “You are being here still?” asked the censorious Puriel.

      “No, we left. Now we are back. We must see Abdiel again.”

      “You are not on the schedule. You are having an appointment?”

      “We have no appointment. What we have is a Question of Righteousness.”

      Puriel had been tasked with keeping corruption where it belonged which was Down. But a Question of Righteousness…? Abdiel was the legend in charge of Righteousness and would take a dark view of anyone who interfered with the dispensing of it.

      “You are using⁠—”

      “The back, yes, we are aware.”

      Death jogged past the Mangles to Abdiel’s office.

      Abdiel could tell by the change in air quality that the Ragpicker had returned. He didn’t bother to lift his head, just tapped the empty celadon urn on his desk. “Put it here,” he said.

      Death shifted uncomfortably until Abdiel rested his silver pointer on one line of text and lifted his head.

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a bit of a problem,” Death said.

      Abdiel wrinkled his preternaturally smooth brow.

      “The girl sees us.”

      “Yes?”

      “Well…she accused us of attempting to kill her.”

      “We do not kill. It was the chicken wing that killed her. It’s just taking an unconscionably long time to do it.”

      “Yes, but there’s something else, Chief Administrator. We don’t remember her name. Which can only mean she is alive. Wait…I looked it up.” He started flicking his dog-eared copy of the Book of Admonishments until he got the page he’d marked with a card addressed to Querida Vecina. “Here? In Admonishments XXVII?” He held it up high for Abdiel to see. “It says umm…” He craned his neck a little. “Ad nobis neque initium neque finem vitae.”

      Abdiel shooed the book away, irritably. He had, after all, written Admonishments and could recite it from memory in any one of 10,000 languages, most of them long dead.

      “It says it is not for us to begin or end life,” Death clarified, helpfully. “And since she is alive now, if we take her soul, we will have ended her life.”

      Abdiel tapped his finger against his lips for a moment. “What is the short allegorical fable about the time before death?”

      “The one about the food being terrible and the portions so small?”

      “That’s the one. Make clear to it, the smallness and terribleness of the time before death.” Abdiel picked up the soft shining blob from the shallow dish on his desk and handed it reverently to Death.

      “Here, take this soul. To illustrate the peace that will come after.”

      Death fumbled with the blob before slipping it into his favorite pocket, the pretty one made of periwinkle-dotted flannel.

      “Ragpicker, Admonishments are clear on this point. We are clear on this point. The Custodes will do what we must.”

      Death flinched, feeling the threat inherent in that we. You or me, bub. It’s you or me.

      Metatron, the celestial scrivener and seraphic toady, entered the wall-less office laden with scrolls. He’d been a guest lecturer one of the four times Death had been forced to repeat Righteousness and his single contribution was, "When in doubt, ask yourself: ‘What Would Abdiel Do?’”

      But Death knew What Abdiel Would Do. He would march up to the girl and nab her soul. Fierce and sure, he would be unmoved as her limbs loosened and her screams lagged and her seeing eyes clouded with sadness and betrayal.

      He wouldn’t care that there was no one left to put her packaging in a vase on a mantelpiece.

      Watching Metatron slither toward Abdiel’s desk, Death suddenly lit up in inspiration.

      “May we have until tomorrow?” he asked.

      “When is—?” Abdiel hesitated, glancing at the face of his worshipful secretary, before saying, “Of course. Tomorrow is acceptable, but no longer.”

      “Tomorrow then.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Death leaned back, letting himself go, his robes flapping around him as he fell.

      He smiled to himself because while Abdiel had studied Tenses for Dummies and Rosetta Stone’s Temporal Idiom, he had no more practical understanding of “soon” or “later” or “now” or “tomorrow” than a toddler had of googolplex.

    



OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/molly_molloy-frontcover-nov2023-nyt.jpg





OEBPS/images/wildashe-llc.jpg
Wity

& ASHe





