 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A fly, desperate in its confinement, is making sharp Zs across the windshield. Ed leans forward to swat at it but the dash in the Windstar is too deep and he jerks the wheel with his other hand. The van swerves and the car in the next lane honks. 

“Goddammit,” Ed says.

He runs a hand through his hair twice: forehead to crown, forehead to crown. I think of the gesture in stages. First I loved it, like all affectations belonging to a lover. Later it infuriated me; an agitated, pointless motion. Now it’s bereft of any importance. It’s just a movement of his hand, something he does.

“Why does it have to be so goddamned hot?” he says.  

Don’t swear in front of Sally, I almost say, turning instinctively to where she used to sit. There’s nothing there now save for a crumpled lump of plaid. Ed’s old mac jacket, probably been there for months. Sally’s a grown woman now, planting trees in Northern Alberta, far from us. 

It’s July, I could say, and the van has been sitting in the sun all morning. And you forgot to put the sunshade in—you know, the one you always put in backwards even when you do remember, so that it tells passing motorists to CALL 9-1-1. But these would have been the things I said when our marriage was winding down and even his rhetorical questions were idiotic. Of course, he’s not really asking me. He never was. 

Ed pulls into the cemetery and we pass down a single paved lane that bisects the acres of dead. Someone is riding a bicycle at the other end, miles away. I can’t tell anything about the person from this distance. Maybe it’s somebody’s ghost. 

The cemetery office is located in an ugly, squat building, half flat top metal roof, half stucco. The few windows are tiny; indented like pockmarks on a cheek. I’m not sure what I expected. A smokestack maybe, or some kind of regal looking edifice. I feel mildly ill. Ed’s right, it is hot. 

After we have parked he comes around and opens the door for me, not because he’s being chivalrous, but because the inside door handle has snapped off. The van is a real piece of shit now. The floor mat beneath my feet is curled and frayed; the dash is warped and looks permanently sticky. There’s garbage in every crevice: ancient crumbs and gum wrappers and piles of toothpicks pilfered from restaurants, still in their plastic wrappers; the pathetic detritus of Ed’s life. When he pulls the door open an empty Coke can falls out and clanks on the pavement, rolling down the slope of the lot. He chases after it, crumples it between his palms, reaches around me to throw it back in the van. His embarrassment is touching. When I step out I am standing very close to him, my nose to his chest, and I am struck by the familiarity of his working man’s scent, an acridity of layers of dried sweat.

Inside the building it is grocery store-cool. Bon Jovi streams from a little tape deck behind the counter, and the woman sitting there is mouthing along to the song with little enthusiasm before she notices us. She reaches over and turns down the volume as we come up to the counter. We tell her who we are and she nods, points to a bank of chairs against the wall. We sit and I put my hand on Ed’s knee, aware that this is a lover’s gesture. In the close silence of the room I can still hear the maniacal buzzing of the fly ringing in my ears.

A door swings open from the panelled wall behind the counter and a man appears. Perhaps the invisible door was meant to be discreet but it looks more like a cheap trick and I am already untrusting. The man is very pale and very skinny; his face so narrow that his eyes appear as if they are situated on either side of his head. They are bulbous, like his skull is squeezing them from their sockets, and I find myself staring. I wonder if he was damaged travelling through the birth canal.

“Edward Allman,” he says to Ed, more of a statement than a greeting. His voice is treacly, almost sultry. He reaches out a limpid white hand. “I’m so very sorry for your loss.”

Ed nods.

“My name is Kyle Hollingsworth.” He points to a plastic pin on the lapel of his suit that says Kyle Hollingsworth in a curlicue font. The arms of Kyle’s suit jacket are too short and they retract over his shirtsleeves like a foreskin.

“Ellen,” he says to me, familiar. I made this appointment so I guess this means we are acquainted. His hands are soft like a grandmother’s.

“Please come with me,” he says, leading us behind the reception area and through the trick door.

Kyle Hollingsworth’s office is plain; there is nothing to offend. A green desk blotter sits on a broad wooden desk next to a polished brass accountant’s lamp. Next to that, a pen stuck in a slab of marble. There is a nameplate with Kyle’s name on it, and a bowl of Scotch mints.

Kyle gestures to a table in the corner, and Ed and I arrange ourselves around it while he pulls a leather-bound notebook and heavy looking pen from the top drawer of his desk. Ed puts his forearms on the table, clasps his hands together. There’s grease in the seams of his knuckles. He’s still wearing his wedding ring.

Kyle sits across from us, then says, “Oops,” and stands up again. He comes back with a box of Kleenex and places it in the center of the table. Ed averts his eyes, as if just looking at the box will get the waterworks going. Kyle smiles, opens the notebook to a clean page and then smooths the seam, up and down, with his palm. He begins by asking us questions, referring to Duncan as if he is still alive: Where is he now? How tall is he? He says, “Right,” after each of Ed’s responses, and scribbles along on the page. Eventually he closes the book and lays the pen neatly on top of the cover. He enters into what is clearly a well-rehearsed spiel on the technicalities of the cremation, the service, the burial.

Kyle Hollingsworth’s voice curls and floats across the table like cigarette smoke. I feel my eyelids droop and I gather myself up, pulling my buttocks to the back of the chair. I pinch myself under the table and remember how Ed used to use all four of his fingers and the heel of his palm to pinch my thighs in bed. He called it a horse bite and thought it was hysterical. It really fucking hurt.

I look over at Ed now and his eyes are red, brimming. I can see his Adam’s apple rolling in his throat as he swallows. Kyle has edged the box of Kleenex in our direction.

“I need to use your bathroom,” says Ed. Kyle stands and gives him directions.

We sit back down and Kyle picks up the pen, taps it on his notebook. I can hear the weight of it against the leather, see the way it swings rather than flicks.

“Were you close to your father-in-law?” he asks. I wonder if he is going to write this down.

“Sure,” I say. This is not true. I remember Duncan making a pass at me one Christmas. Sally was young, maybe five. He breathed rummy eggnog breath into my face and reached around and manhandled my ass. I felt confusingly flattered, and didn’t get pissed off until I thought about it later. It was fucked up.  

“It’s nice that you’re here with Mr. Allman,” Kyle says, and I don’t understand this until I remember I told the receptionist we were divorced. He blinks and I think of that crazy guy who says there are lizard people among us. Ed comes back into the room, his eyes rubbed dry. He looks at me and smiles apologetically and I am run through with remorse for divorcing him. 



• • •



Ed and I met at a party in university; we made out on a beige couch that smelled like beer and was patterned with stagecoaches from the Oregon Trail. We were too drunk to remember to exchange numbers, but he tracked me down a week later at the pizza place in the student union building where I worked. He hung out in a corner behind a newspaper until my shift was over, then ran after me as I got into my car. I thought he was a rapist and gave him an elbow to the gut before I saw his face. 

I look at him now, bubbling with a grief I have never seen on him before. His profile is so familiar, so keenly drawn in my mind that looking at him is like déjà vu. Sally is there too; they have the same nose—pointy sharp with long comma shaped nostrils and a little cleft in the end. She used to complain that she looked like Jughead from the Archie comics.

The closest I saw him to this was when I was pregnant with Sally and got so sick with the flu I was sure I was going to lose her. He lay by my side and kept his hand on my belly, carried me—weak and spindly—to the bath when the fever crested. I thought I saw him crying then from behind the stream of the shower but I was also hallucinating so I couldn’t be sure.



• • •



Kyle Hollingsworth pushes a glossy catalogue across the table. It’s called “Precious Memories.” We flip through the pages, which are filled with secret repositories to deposit a portion of your loved one into. There’s jewelry, a lamp, a teddy bear with a hidden compartment in its plush chest. I almost laugh. When I look up at Kyle he is sitting back in his chair, his hands curled up beneath his chin.

“Did your father have any hobbies or skills you might like memorialized?” He asks Ed. “We have a number of made-to-order items.”  He reaches across the table and turns to a page that is marked with a neon orange sticky note. There’s a full sized photo of a baseball shaped urn emblazoned with the Dodgers logo. On the opposite page an elderly black woman fingers a pendant in the shape of an airplane in the V of her blouse.

“Do you have any boats?” Ed asks. He does that thing again—runs his hand through his hair. I want to smack him and wrap my arms around him all at once.

“Come on, Ed.” I say, while looking at Kyle. 

“But Sally might want something.”

I realize that this is what I’m here for. This is why my ex-husband called me up and told me that I had to do this with him. I’m here to steer him straight, to keep him from acting impulsively. It’s what I’ve always been here for. 

“Sally doesn’t want to wear her shithead grandfather around her neck, Ed.” 

Ed nods and his lips twitch. 

Kyle has turned from us; he’s getting up from the table. “I’ll give you two a moment,” he says.

When the door shuts behind him with a soft click Ed leans over and folds himself into my arms. He shudders against my chest and a warmth spreads there as he wets it.

There’s a clock in the room that I hadn’t noticed before. It’s loud now in the silence; the second hand clicking laboriously past each marker like the ticker on Wheel of Fortune in slow motion.

“I’m not in love with you, you know” he says after some time, his voice muffled against my breasts.

How meek he feels in my arms, how tragic. I try to remember a time when he had the upper hand.

“I know,” I say.



• • •



Sally calls my cell as Ed is driving me back home. “Tell Dad I’m sorry about Grandpa,” she says. Her tinny voice is loud in the earpiece and Ed is nodding. 

“Take care of him.”

I look away. “Okay.”

“He won’t take care of himself, Mom. You have to be there for him.”

“I will.”

After she has hung up I look back at Ed but his face is angled away from me. We go the rest of the way in silence, and it’s only as he turns up my driveway that I notice the dead fly, legs curled, sliding across the dashboard on its back as the van swings right.

Ed comes around to let me out. Nothing falls from the car this time. He extends a hand. 

“Thanks, Ellen.” He shakes my hand as if we are old friends. There are a few hundred things that could come of this but nothing does except a closing, a final tiny death. “I’ll see ya later.”

He pulls out of the driveway and honks twice as he drives off. I stay there and wave until he’s gone. 
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