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Chapter I: The Undertaker’s Trade
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In a town that keeps its accounts in coal dust and Sunday hats, an undertaker holds a peculiar sovereignty: the keys to a door everyone must pass. Samuel Grey had kept those keys for thirty years. He kept them without ceremony, in a tobacco tin on the shelf above his bench, beside the spool of black ribbon and the small tin of beeswax that made a coffin lid take a shine without looking vain.

His premises stood opposite St. Jude’s churchyard, where the dead lay in tidy poverty and the occasional stone pretended to poetry. Grey & Son, the sign said; the son had gone to sea before the paint was dry and had written twice. The workshop smelled of pine shavings, cold iron, and the clean chemical of carbolic that Samuel insisted upon since the fever year. Long trestles took up the centre; on them a coffin in progress lay like a sentence half-finished. In the back, behind a hanging of sacking, a wash-stand waited with its blue jug and the folded towel Mrs. Grey—dead these ten years—had hemmed when hemstitching was a fashion and she had fashioned herself to it.

Samuel was not tall, nor was he small. He was one of those men the trade smooths down until no single feature lifts itself above the others to catch a draught. His hair had the courtesy to grey evenly. His hands were excellent: not delicate, not coarse, precise without showing off. Death had never found him irreverent; he did not joke; he did not drink enough to boast of it; he took his bread cut square; he kept his accounts in a ledger whose columns were straighter than a moralist’s finger. He believed, without saying so, that a town is held together by people who do not much care to be looked at, and that he was one of them.

On the morning our tale begins the bell in St. Jude’s tower was silent, as it is most mornings if God is obliging. The air held frost the way a respectable woman holds herself in company. Samuel planed a lid edge to a whisper of curl and set his thumb to the board to judge whether it would take the hinge without sulking. Outside, carts made their unromantic music. The butcher’s boy rang his handbell too much and took pleasure in his own usefulness. Somewhere a child was being told to put his scarf on twice.

At eleven, Mrs. Pritchard came, brisk and small and scrubbed, with a bonnet that announced a life of managing other people’s accidents. “Mr. Grey,” she said, as if she were beginning a reprimand and would soften only if he behaved.

“Mrs. Pritchard.” He put down the plane, set the edge gently against the bench, and wiped his hands even though they were not dirty. He had learned that some griefs required clean hands to approach them.

“It’s Mr. Lomas,” she said, and the way she said the name made it plain she meant the baker, not Thomas—good men become their trades at a certain age. “He’s worsened. The doctor says the lungs will not be reasoned with. Mrs. Lomas sent me. She thought—” The sentence folded upon itself tidily, as Mrs. Lomas had taught it to do.

Samuel inclined his head, the degree that means a man has heard a thing for what it is. “You will tell her I shall look in at three. If the doctor permits, I will measure.” He did not say and if not, because some words do not belong to daytime.

Mrs. Pritchard nodded, satisfied by the clock in his voice. “You’re a comfort, Mr. Grey,” she said, not because he brought comfort but because he allowed people to stand in a room with their fear without falling. “Oh—and the rector asks that you take the pall to the vestry for dusting. He says it will save him remarks from Mrs. Tanner that she was obliged to sneeze in the Lord’s house.”

“It is a poor religion,” Samuel said mildly, “that cannot forgive dust.” He wrapped the pall in brown paper and tied it with twine like a parcel of something less metaphysical. Mrs. Pritchard went away looking as if she had set a heavy pan safely on a proper hook.
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