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THE TRUTH ABOUT DEATH

CHAPTER I: THE REMOVAL

PART I: SIMON

In the prep room Simon Oldfield studied his daughter, Hildegard—Hildi—as she slipped on a pair of disposable gloves and adjusted the strings of a shiny, disposable gray apron. He could see her mother in her stance—back straight, hip cocked, weight on one foot; he could see her mother in her long legs and long red hair—a splash of color in the pearly gray windowless room—and in her easy smile and her careless physical confidence; and he could see himself in her small-town, open, Midwestern face, though she’d just moved back from four years on the West Coast.

“You need to tie your hair back,” he said, “before we get started.”

“You got any of those curiously strong mints you used to give me?”

He laughed and shook his head.

The man stretched out on the steel embalming table, head propped up on a head block, as if he were peeking at his toes, was Simon’s father—Bartemaeus Oldfield. He was naked, but his genitals were covered with a towel. Simon had already inserted the eye caps and set the features.

“You can shake his hand,” he said. “He won’t mind. Not anymore. I’ve already given him a bath.”

“You’re sure he’s dead?”

“He’d better be.” Simon put his hand on his father’s chest.

“I guess sometimes you’ve got to joke around,” she said.

“You’re sure you’re up for this?”

“Pop.” She gave the word two syllables—“Pah-ahp”—and adjusted her granny glasses. Simon didn’t know if they were fashionable or just old-fashioned. They made her look serious.

“You’re glad he’s dead, aren’t you?” she said.

“Well, relieved.”

Simon sutured the mouth shut, and then inserted a cannula into his father’s carotid artery and a drainage hose into the jugular vein. He hooked up the embalming machine, and while the machine pumped a diluted mixture of formalde-hyde and glutaraldehyde into the artery, forcing the blood out through the drainage hose, he massaged his father’s right hand. “You take the left hand,” he shouted over the loud hum of the machine, “and just work your way up. You want to loosen up the rigor and massage the blood out and work the embalming fluid in.” Hildi didn’t hesitate. She took her grandfather’s hand in her own and began to massage it.

“You’re right,” he said in a loud voice. “I am glad. He made life miserable for your grandmother at the end. He made life miserable for everyone. He and that fake priest. All those e-mails.”

“I got them too,” she said. “Josh thought they were hysterical.”

Josh was Hildi’s soon-to-be ex-husband.

The fake priest, Father Axline, had persuaded Bart, and quite a few others, that the End Times were near. The signs were unmistakable: 9/11, the massing of a great army in the Far East, the wars in the Middle East, Hurricane Katrina, the proliferation of false teachings and of homosexuality, a Muslim representing Illinois in the United States Senate. These were wake-up calls, reminders that there was work to be done. Father Axline had persuaded Bart to write several large checks to his Holy Rosary Abbey, and Bart would have written more if the bank hadn’t called Louisa, Simon’s mother, who then got their lawyer to get a court order giving her financial power of attorney over all Bart’s affairs.

“There was a long article about Father Axline in the
Register-Mail
,” Simon said. “Your grandmother clipped it. He’s just been indicted for swindling two old women out of half a million dollars.”

Once the body was sufficiently infused with embalming fluid, which had given it a little color, Simon disconnected the embalming machine, tied off the veins and arteries, sutured up the incisions, and attached a rubber hose to the back of a suction trocar. The other end of the trocar was attached to a hydroaspirator. “Two inches above and two inches to the left,” he said, indicating his father’s navel with the tip of the trocar.

“Why left?”

“Because otherwise you’ll get jammed up in the liver.”

“You
want
to do this, don’t you?” Hildi said. “I mean, why not let Gilbert do it?”

Gilbert was Simon’s embalmer.

“It’s a family tradition,” Simon said. “Your grandfather and your great-uncle Aaron took their kits and flew down to Florida to embalm their father, your great-great-grandfather Jethro.”

“Did Jethro embalm
his
father?”

“That I don’t know. You’re sure
you
want to do this?”

Hildi nodded. “I’m not squeamish. Besides, I’d better get used to it.”

“You’re really serious? About coming home?”

“I’m tired of making my life up one day at a time. I want a sense of direction, a sense of moving forward.”

“Good idea,” Simon said. “Establish some good habits and then you don’t have to reinvent each day.” She’d always been a free spirit, full of mischief. A good pal too. There was nothing small or mean about her, and she didn’t have an ironic bone in her body. He liked to picture her holding a sick child or pinning up a clean diaper. Harder to picture her holding a suction trocar.

Twenty-five years old, she was coming off a bad marriage. He didn’t know how bad. Not yet. She’d only been back two days. At least she and her husband, Josh, hadn’t accumulated any children, or property. She’d been working at Cody’s Bookstore on Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley when it closed. She’d worked at Elliot Bay, too, in Seattle and at Powell’s in Portland. She’d always fit in everywhere. Josh had never fit in anywhere.

She’s lost,
he thought.
She’s lost her way.
Unlike her brother, Jack, who confronted the world head-on, shaped it to his will, Hildi let the world flow through her.

Her plan was to enroll in the new mortuary science program at the community college, so she could live at home and then go into the business. Oldfield and Daughter, Funeral
Directors. He’d have to change the sign, which still read
OLDFIELD AND SON
. He hoped it was the right thing. There were a lot of things to discuss, but like a lawyer, he hesitated to ask questions to which he didn’t know the answers.

Simon plunged the sharp trocar into his father’s stomach. “You move the tip of the trocar around,” he said, “to pierce the organs and aspirate the stomach fluid. If you look quickly you’ll see his last supper passing through the glass connector.”

By the time they’d packed up the orifices and cleaned the trocar, it was time to join the family in the living room, though Hildi’s brother and his wife wouldn’t be arriving till tomorrow.

What had just happened?
Simon studied his daughter’s face as they were washing up, looking for a clue. She tipped her head to one side, quick and alert like a bird in the grass, and smiled. Her smiles were always a pleasure. He wanted to tell her how much he loved her, wanted to tell her that he would keep her safe, at least for a little while. But he wanted to warn her too.

“It’s not a job for the faint of heart,” he said. “You’re always on call. When the phone rings at three o’clock in the morning you’ve got to put on your undertaker duds and go. You’re always dealing with people who are emotionally distressed. You’ve got your accidents, your children, your jaundice, your
AIDS
, your organ donors, your floaters, your autopsies, your suicides. You’ve got no personal boundaries, and you’ve got to have a strong stomach.”

“Pop,” she said, “it’s not like I don’t know what you’ve been doing every day ever since I can remember.”

“Some people don’t want to sit next to you,” he said. “Even when I was in ’Nam. Nobody wanted to sit at the same table with the guys from Mortuary Affairs. They called it ‘Graves
Registration’ then. Here you’re expected to join the Lions Club and the Rotary. You’re expected to be a pillar of the community.

“When you show up for a removal, you’re the only one dressed up, the only one whose face isn’t tearstained. Everything is on hold for the people in the room. Time has stopped for them. You’ve got to join them. You’re not the main character in this drama, but everyone’s looking at you, waiting for you to enter their story, tell them what has to be done.”

“You
are
a pillar of the community,” Hildi said. “I mean, what would people do without you? Look at how many people you’ve helped.”

Simon thought it was time to move on. “You know what Father Cochrane says at the beginning of every funeral?”

She shook her head.

“ ‘Behold, I show unto you a mystery,’ ” Simon said. And then he put his hand on his father’s forehead and said it again: “Behold, I show unto you a mystery.”

They maneuvered Grandpa Bart onto a gurney, rolled him into the cooler, turned out the lights, and closed the door behind themselves.

PART II: LOUISA

Louisa, Simon’s mother, tried to suppress her anger as she slammed down the phone in the upstairs hallway, stormed into the living room, and bore down on her family. It was a large comfortable room. Two faded Oriental rugs, deep red but with different designs, partially covered a darkened hardwood floor. A row of windows looked out on what had once
been a paddock. Someone had lowered the old-fashioned venetian blinds, but she could see strips of sky through the wide slats. Simon was in his chair at the bay window, next to an ancient hibiscus with two deep red flowers; Hildi and her mother, Elizabeth, were sitting next to each other on the old red sofa with weak springs; and Louisa’s son-in-law Morris—who taught psychology at the University of Chicago and lectured all over the country, all over the world, on memory and cognition—was striking a pose in front of the fireplace, hands behind his back, his belt denting his substantial stomach. He was married to Simon’s younger sister, Alexandra, who was taking a nap in one of the upstairs bedrooms.

“You look like you’re about to launch into an adventure story,” Louisa said to him, “about your trip to Africa.”

“I was lecturing at the University of Ghana,” he said, “not looking for Dr. Livingstone in the Congo. Or was it Dr. Stanley? I forget who was looking for whom.”

“Livingstone,” Louisa said. “How could you forget that? Stanley was looking for Livingstone.”

Julia, Simon’s older sister, would be coming later with her husband, Curtis, and their three children. Curtis owned an appliance store in Winnetka and was president of the Rotary Club. Julia managed an independent bookstore called Open Books.

Drinks were ready to be poured. Glasses were waiting on a silver tray on the coffee table next to a stack of
New Yorker
s: three Waterford tumblers, some French bistro glasses (the kind that don’t break), and some wineglasses from Target. White wine for Simon and Elizabeth and a bottle of Irish whiskey too. Bushmills, for Louisa and Morris. A loaf of bread and a chunk of Gorgonzola on a wooden plate. Ice cubes melting in a mixing bowl.

“That man,” Louisa said, tugging at her gold earrings and tweaking her silk blouse till it sat comfortably on her shoulders. “That man. I’ve been on the phone for half an hour.” She shook her head and gave her blouse another tweak. “He wants to have the funeral at his Holy Rosary Abbey. He says that’s what Bart wanted. And he wants a copy of the will
ASAP
. He says Bart made a new will and left a lot of money to the Abbey.”

“Father Axline?” Morris said. “The one who’s been charged with ‘deceptive practices’?”
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