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To my son, Christopher,


who once won a contest predicting


what a certain “new year” would bring.


Thankfully, all predictions continue to come true,


year, after year, after glorious green year.



With love and admiration,


Mom






 



As printed in the Times Union, Albany, New York,


January 16, 1996:


“A Green Scene”


by Christopher Paratore, age 6


First grade, Guilderland Elementary School



In the new year…


I think flowers will grow.


The snow will melt.


The trees will have leaves.


Grass will be green.


And kids will start playing outside.









CHAPTER 1

Campbell and Sons


There are only two styles of portrait painting;


the serious and the smirk…

—Charles Dickens,Nicholas Nickleby






I spend a lot of time thinking about f-words.

Food. Friends. Fun.

And funerals.

That’s right, funerals. Our family runs Campbell and Sons Funeral Home. We live upstairs from the business. Family on the second floor. Funerals on the first. Frankenstein stuff in the basement. When you kick it in Clover, my home is your home. You’re welcome anytime. Every day that ends in y. Morning, noon, or night.

It’s been that way since 1875. Ever since my great-great-great-great-grandfather Christopher Adams Campbell had the fishbrain idea to start a funeral business. He was a carpenter, the only one in town, and I guess he was building so many caskets, he figured he might as well bury them too.

I wish the old Pilgrim could have picked a better product. Potato chips or bubble gum or chicken soup or something. But that’s spit off Clover Cliff at this point. As we say in the funeral field, we’re in it “forever” now.

For six long generations, Campbell and Sons Funeral Home has been proudly, and I mean proudly, passed on down from Campbell father to son…to son…to son. And that’s fine if you like hanging around dead people. I don’t.

That’s a problem. A big one. Because unless one of my sisters grows a mustache and crosses over, there’s only one Campbell son in this entire generation.

Me.

And every time I pass by that long line of Christophers hanging on the wall in the hall downstairs—the gold-trimmed ghostly-grim faces of every Christopher Campbell, Funeral Director, from Christopher Adams Campbell to Christopher Bartholomew Campbell to Christopher Clemson Campbell…all the way to my father, Christopher Francis Campbell—a snaky shiver runs down my spine.

And when I come to the end of the line and see that space on the wall next to my Dad. The perfect-size spot for one more portrait. The place where my face is supposed to go. I get a punch-in-the-gut-puke-it-up feeling.

All I can think about is: how can I stop history?

How can I be the first Christopher to break the family curse?

Be a Christopher Columbus, not a Christopher Campbell.

Chart a new course, pull up anchor, catch the wind, and sail away.

Even though, I know, it will break my father’s heart.









CHAPTER 2

Everybody Pitches In


Oh let us love our occupations,

Bless the squire and his relations,

Live upon our daily rations,

And always know our proper stations.

—Charles Dickens,The Chimes






“We’re a family business, a team,” Mom says. “Everybody pitches in.”

Mom’s not talking baseball. She’s talking work. We all have a job.

Abraham Banfield’s wake is tonight. He’s laid out in the parlor. Spiffy gray suit, gold pocket watch, a hat with a feather on the brim. Abe was the richest man in Clover. Owned the paper mill and printing plant where half the town worked, until he shut them down, no warning. Hung a sign on the gate. Closed. A hundred people lost their jobs. That hit hard. Clover might have been lucky once, but it sure isn’t lucky now.

“Selfish old son of a witch,” my grandmother, Nanbull, said when Abe closed the mill. Nanbull calls it true as she sees it, no tiptoeing around, making nice.

After school, I go to check on Abe. The parlor’s all set for the viewing. Chairs lined in perfect rows, purple drapes, lights low. Everything normal, except there’s no flowers. Who would send them? Everybody hated him. Money can’t buy you friends.

My hand glides smooth along the coffin, mahogany and brass. This box cost as much as a car. Huge waste of money if you ask me. One night’s show, then in the ground forever. Only the best for Banfield, though. He arranged his funeral and paid Dad ahead. “Cadillac casket,” no music, no preacher, Banfield vault, done.

I stare down at the dead man’s face, not feeling a smidgeon of sadness. Won’t need buckets for the tears tonight. I’ll be surprised if anyone shows. Too bad, because Uncle Marty did a good job prepping Abe. Puffed up his cheeks, which were all sunk in from the cancer, and pumped in a nice Florida glow.

Uncle Marty is our Embalmer. He does the mad science in the Frankenstein lab in the basement. We don’t really call it the Frankenstein lab. That’s an inside joke.

Inside my head, that is. Dad would be mad if he heard. He’d say it was disrespectful.

Uncle Marty scrubs up like a surgeon in an operating room, handling all the instruments and solutions to prepare a body for viewing. Sort of a doctor of deadology. It’s important work. He gives families one final nice look at the person they loved.

I can’t imagine losing someone I love. I was a baby when Gramp went. I don’t remember him. I know lots of people who’ve died, though. Most every call we handle. Clover is a small town and we’re the only funeral home. Well, we used to be.

And I’m usually okay unless somebody cracks. There’ll be all these people dressed in black, standing around mumbling “sorry for your loss”…“such a good man”…“suffering’s over”…“loved you so much”…whispering memories soft and low, like bumblebees humming. Then all of a sudden, a cry cuts through or a yelp like a hunting dog caught in a trap, and my gut caves in. What if Nanbull died…or Mom…or Dad…

“How was school, Kip?” Dad says, coming to stand by me. Kip’s my nickname. Dad’s got one too. His friends at the Elks Lodge call him “Boss.” I’m not sure why. He’s not bossy at all. My sister Lizbreath’s got that job locked. Maybe it’s because Dad’s the biggest guy in Clover, seven feet high and fat as Santa. Buys his suits at the Big and Tall Men store. Dad hasn’t bought new clothes in a while though. None of us have. Business has been slow. Abe Banfield’s the first call we’ve had in a month.

Dad and I stare down at Abe. “He looks good,” I say.

“Uncle Marty’s a master,” Dad says, nodding. “Abe was skin, bones, and liver spots. Bet that embalmer at Golden’s can’t restore like this.”

Golden’s Funeral Home just opened this year, and they’re already hurting us. Part of a national chain. Nanbull calls them the “cowboys.” Four viewing rooms, huge chapel. TV commercials every night comparing their prices to Campbell’s. It’s like when PriceCheck came to Clover and killed Miller’s SuperMarket. Mr. Miller couldn’t compete. People in town stayed loyal for a while, but in the end, money talked. I see Dad shaking his head reading the obituary page in the morning, all the calls we’re losing to Golden’s, more sad than mad. Dad knows every one of those families.

“I’m worried about Fred,” Dad says. Fred is Abe Banfield’s son. “He’ll regret it forever if he doesn’t come home. One last chance to see his father. Heal that wound.”

Everybody in Clover knows the story. Our family was there. A few years back, Easter Sunday, at the Clover Inn. Fred brought home a girl. They were engaged. Abe didn’t approve. Shanisse wasn’t the “right color” or the “right religion.” Worst of all for Abe, she wasn’t rich. Abe called her a “gold digger.” He shouted “gold digger,” his face tomato red, right out loud in the restaurant. Abe said he’d cut Fred out of his will if he married “that girl.”

Fred and Shanisse left town that day and never came back. Mom heard they got married, bought a house in Boston, had a baby boy.

“I wouldn’t count on Fred coming,” I say.

“You’re probably right, son. I’ve been trying to reach him since the death, hoping he’d get involved in the arrangements, but no.”

Dad is our Arranger. He helps families plan funerals, but mostly he helps them cope. Dad says, “Funerals are for the living. The dead we don’t have to worry about.”

Dad doesn’t know it, but that’s not always true.

When Dad does an arrangement session, it’s like he’s going to church. He puts on one of his funeral director suits and greets the family at the door. No one is allowed to interrupt. No phone calls, beepers, buzzers. Even Mosely knows better than to meow.

Dad sits patiently, passing out tissues, doling out Boss Campbell bear hugs if the families are huggers or just nodding nicely if they aren’t, listening with his big Boss Campbell ears and big brown Boss Campbell eyes, comforting and sympathetic.

People feel better when my dad is around. He lets them talk and cry as long as they need. “Never rush grief,” he says. And he doesn’t try selling them expensive caskets and vaults. We’d be a lot richer if he did. No, Dad is an old-fashioned family-first funeral director. “One of a dying breed,” Nanbull says.

Dying breed, get it?

Dad says funeral service isn’t a business, it’s a calling. Maybe so, but I’m not answering. When they try hanging me on the wall, the only calling I’m doing is quits.

“Final check,” Aunt Sally says, bustling in with her case. She fixes Abe’s hair. Aunt Sal and Uncle Marty live next door with their tabbies, Winken, Blinken, and Nod.

Aunt Sally is our Cosmetician. Hair and makeup. Personally I think she went too red on Miss Platt’s lipstick, and giving Mr. Burg a black toupee when he was a baldie seemed wrong, but what do I know? I don’t wear makeup, and who cares about hair.

My mother comes in. “Still no flowers?” She shakes her head and hurries off. Mom, Evelyn Campbell, is our Manager. She runs the office, pays the bills, and works every wake with my dad. People say Mom has the biggest heart in Clover. She even gives hearts away. After the burial at Willow Grove, Mom gives the family a Dicentra spectabilis. A bleeding heart plant. “For your garden,” she whispers with a smile.

The flowers are shaped like little pink hearts. They bloom again every spring. Perennial. Mom says, “The people you love live on in your heart forever.”

Mom returns with a vase of yellow flowers. “Just picked these mums this afternoon.” She sets them by the head of the coffin. “There you go, Abe, that’s better.” My mom is so nice. One time Dad heard me teasing her for sprinkling coffee grinds on her flower beds. He took me aside and said, “If your mother thinks piss’ll help her petunias, you start whizzing in the garden, you hear me?”

No problem there, I told my dad. I like a good whiz in the wind.

Nanbull comes in wearing a red dress. She smiles at me and opens the register book that Abe’s guests will sign. Nanbull is our Writer. She does the obituaries, memorial cards, and funeral programs. Lizbreath named her “Nanbull” when she was little, and Nanbull liked it, I guess because it didn’t peg her as a granny. Actually, “Nanbull” suits her. She’s tiny, but tough as a bull.

Mom says Nanbull has a “potty mouth.” Mom has a jar in the kitchen, and when Nanbull swears, Mom makes her put in a quarter. “Please, Nora, the children.”

Nanbull rolls her eyes. “Words are words, Evelyn. Some just have more sizzle.”

Lately, Nanbull has been doing almost-swears. Like “holy ship” and “what the shell.” She cracks me up. And Nanbull is really good at her job. She writes an obituary like a story. “Tell readers Mary Dodge was a ‘good neighbor’ and they’ll forget, Kip. Tell them ‘Mary made fresh strawberry shortcake every June and delivered plates warm with whipped cream on top to all of her friends on Stowe Avenue’…and that they’ll remember.”

Nanbull’s sister, Great-aunt Aggie, is our Musician. She has the night off from the organ since Abe specified “no music.” Aunt Aggie wears dresses buttoned tight to her chin, white hair in a doughnut on her head. For fun she knits “ladies in waiting.” Mouse ladies in ruffly gowns you can cover spare rolls of toilet paper with. Aunt Aggie sells them at St. Mary’s summer carnival and the Christmas bazaar. The ladies carry signs:


IF YOU SPRINKLE WHEN YOU TINKLE,

PLEASE BE NEAT AND WIPE THE SEAT.



Aunt Aggie sort of looks like her mouse ladies. She’s even got some whiskers.

Nanbull rolls her eyes about Aunt Aggie’s mouse ladies. And Aunt Aggie rolls her eyes about Nanbull’s swears. “Please try to be a lady, Nora,” Aunt Aggie huffs.

“I am a lady,” Nanbull says, “but I sure the heck ain’t a mouse.”

Nanbull never remarried after Gramp died, but she’s had some nice boyfriends. Right now it’s Sal Delicato. He runs Sal’s Sips and Subs on Front Street. Sal gives me free chocolate shakes and meatball subs, I think maybe so I’ll tell Nanbull to marry him.

I figure I’ve got Sal Delicato in a really good spot. Keep the subs coming, Sal.

“Dinner’s ready,” Mom says.

I head upstairs to our floor. Lizbreath’s in the kitchen eating a sandwich. When we have a call in, it’s a sandwich night. Can’t have cooking smells floating downstairs during a viewing. No running, no noise, no nothing.

“Hurry up and eat,” Lizbreath says. “And change your clothes. And don’t forget to sweep the stoop and put out the parking cones.”

Lizbreath is sixteen, four years older than me. Her real name’s Elizabeth, but she changed it to Lizbeth in high school. “Practice it, Kip,” she says. “Liz-Beth. Accent on the first syllable.”

I call her Liz-breath because she’s always breathing in my face, bossing me around.

Lizbreath’s job is Florist. Plucking dead-heads off the arrangements and picking up petals from the floor. Lizbreath has bigger plans, though. She wants to run the showroom where the caskets and urns are displayed. She says we need a “merchandising makeover.” We “need to put some FUN in funeral.” Call the showroom “the Salon.” Offer customers “a more pleasant shopping experience.” Crystal glasses of sherry and finger sandwiches, mannequins displaying funeral gowns and jewelry, crowns even.

“The dead should be laid to rest royally, like the ancient Egyptians,” Lizbreath says, “and we could charge a ton more that way, too.”

Dad listens patiently, like he respects her opinion. Except for the making more money part, I think Lizbreath’s a fishbrain. She wants to go to Paris to study fashion in college. I’d miss her so much. Yeah, right.

“Kip!” My little sister Chick runs to hug me, red clown curls, big blue eyes, a sheet of smiley stickers in her hand. Chick’s three. Her real name is Chastity, some old family name, poor kid, but we all call her Chick. She’ll thank us for that someday.

Chick’s official job is Giggler. She thinks it’s a big birthday party having all these people downstairs. She doesn’t even realize the one in the coffin is cold. Chick runs around giggling, trying to put smiley stickers on people’s faces. “Do you want a red one, a blue one, a green, or a yellow?” She has the funniest little laugh. It’s contagious. When you hear Chick giggle, you smile too. Not a bad thing in a funeral home.

Bzzzzzzzzzzz. Dad rings the antique buzzer. We all know the drill. Get to our stations. Ten minutes to showtime. I button my shirt, slip on my tie and blazer.

Downstairs, I sweep the front steps, brush a few leaves off the walkway. I put Mosely on his leash and take my spot in the parking lot. At Campbell and Sons, we all have a job. Officially I’m the Outdoor Guy. I sweep, mow, rake, and shovel, and I direct parking during calling hours. But I also have a secret job.

I help the dead rest in peace.
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