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TOMOST OF US, DEATH WAITSDARK AND MY STERIOUSIN THE FUTURE, BUT IF YOU
COULD
TALK TOSPIRITSYOU MIGHT FIND DEATH ISNOT SO SCARY AFTERALL

| was carefully papering the balsa-wood wing struts of my scale-mode Gotha G V
bomber when Crocker asked meif | ever spoke to dead people.

Although Crocker isamember of the Susquehanna River Model makers and Sex Fiends
Association (which doesn't say much because dl you have to do to become a

member ishang out in the shack by the river and make models), everybody thinks
he'sright off hisnut. On of the guys nicknamed him Crock-a-shit because of al

the stupid stories he told-- and the stupid questions he asked-- and the name

stuck. Hell, he seemed to like it. But nobody broke hisarmsor hislegsor

smashed up hismodels, and so he stayed on, sort of like amascot. He wasfat,

freckled, and wore hiswhie-blonde hair in abrush cut. But he was aso smart,

in hisway. Hewastwelve, ayear younger than me, and wasin seventh-grade

honors.

"Steve, you hear me or what?' he asked me, turning down the volume on the club's
battery-powered radio. It was playing the Big Bopper's " Chantilly Lace." Since
Buddy Hally, Ritchie Vaens, and the Big Bopper had died in a plane crash back
in February, the radio stations were dtill playing their suff al the time--and

here it was June! "Y ou ever talk to adead person or not?"

"No, Crocker," | said. | wastrying to work the air bubbles out of the paper:

This Gothawas the only model of its kind and would have awingspan of over six
feet. My stepfather had given methe kit for my birthday. "I never talked to
anybody who's dead...except maybe you. Now turn the volume back up.” But the
song was over and the disc jockey was saying something about Lou Costello, who
died back in March. | could never remember if he was the fat comedian or the
skinny one; but | only liked the fat one and hoped it wasn't him.

Anyway, thiswas frustrating work, and Crock-a-shit was, as usua, fouling
everything up. | have to admit, though, that he had made me curious; but just
thinking about dead people made mefed jittery, and sad, too. It made me think

of my dad, my redl dad, who died in the hospita when | was seven. Funny, the
things you remember. | used to play agame with him when he came home from the
office every night. We had aleather couch in the den--Dad called it "The
Library"--and | would dide my hand back and forth on the cushion while he would
try to catch it. And then when he did, he would hold it tight and we'd laugh.

Dad had gray hair, and everybody said he was handsome. But when hewasin the
hospita, he didn't even know who Mom and | were. He thought Mom was "his
mother! She cried when he got mixed up, and | just felt weird about it.

Especidly when he had an attack and then talked in alanguage that sounded like



Op-tak. Mom said it was because his brain wasn't working right. | knew that

if I could only understand it, everything would be dl right. It waslike he
wastrying to tell me what to do in some secret language; and if | could only
figure out thewords, I'd be able to help him get well. But then he died, and |
never got to say goodbyein away he could understand because his brain never
did get right again.

Crocker didn't say anything more for awhile, which was unusud for him.

When | had finished the wings, which weren't right and would have to be redone
again, | looked up and said, "Crock-a-shit, what are you looking at?"

"Nothing."

"What'swith al this dead people stuff?' | asked, trying to treat him likea
humen being.

"l just wanted to know if you have ever doneit, that'sal.”

"Donewhat?"

"l just told you! Tak to dead people.”

"Haveyou?' | asked, knowing for sure | would get one of his bullshit answers.
"Yeah, | doit afew timesaweek. When | don't come down here."

"Oh, sure, and where do you do that?"

"Every day | check the paper to seeif therés anything going on at the funera
home on the corner of Allen and Main. If thereis, | just sort of walk inand

talk to the corpsein the casket. If not, | come over here.”

"And nobody says nothing to you? They just let you walk in and talk to dead
people?’

"They ain't bothered meyet." After apause, hesad, "Y ou wannago with me
today? They got somebody in there,” and he showed me the obituary column from
the Sun-Bulletin. | glanced at what he was trying to show me and shook out the
gports section. Patterson was fighting Ingemar Johansson on Friday. | was

rooting for Patterson, who had KO'd Archie Moore in '56.

"Y ou wanna go with me and see for yoursdlf or not?' Crocker asked, indignantly
ripping the paper out of my hands. "Or are you afraid?

"Screw you!"
"Y ou probably never beento afunerd inyour life"

"I've been to funerdsbefore” | said. "Everybody has."



"But did you ever see adead person?”
| had to say noto that. "I never even saw my own father after hedied.”

That certainly shut him up, but he had such asorrowful ook on hisfacethat |
fdt sorry for him.

"I'm Jewish," | said, "and Jews can't have open caskets. Of course, there must
be areason for that, but | don't know what itis."

"How'd he die?' Crocker asked, fumbling around with his hands asif he wasn't
used to having them.

"Something wrong with hisliver."
"Likefrom drinking?' he asked.

"No, it was nothing likethat," | said. But | had heard my mother talking to

the doctor; maybe he did get sick from drinking, athough | swear | can't
remember seeing him drunk or anything. And | had just about had it with
Crocker's questions; he was acting like Jack Webb on Dragnet. Y ou'd think he
would have to shut up after | told him about my father. But not Crocker. He
was anosy little bastard. After apause, he asked, "Did you ever talk to him
after hedied?'

"You're out of your fresking gourd, Crocker. Nobody but an a-hole thinks he can
talk to people after they're dead.”

"If you comewith metoday, I'll proveit to you." "No way, sucker. | got
better things to do than act like animblenarm.” "With your father being dead
and all, | can't blame you for being afraid,” Crocker said. "I'd be, too."
"Crocker, get the hell out of my life" | said. | guess| shouted at him,

because he looked red nervous. But | didn't need him spreading it dl over the
place that | was afraid to look at a dead person. Christ, Crock-a-shit had a
bigger mouth than my mother.

"Okay," | said, "but if | don't hear this dead person talk like you say, I'm
going to break your head.” | said it asif | meant it.

| guess| did.

But that only seemed to make Crocker happy, for he nodded and helped me put away
my Gotha bomber.

Theworst part of it wasthat | had to sneak into my house and put on a suit and
tie, because Crocker said you can't just walk in with jeansand a T-shirt.

But aded wasadedl.



| met him at the back of the clubhouse, and we walked to the funeral home. It
was a hot, humid summer, and boring as hell. There was never anything to do,

and even going down to the club and smoking and working on model s was boring.
And to make mattersworse, | thought about Marie Dickson dl thetime. Shewas
S0 ... beautiful! | would see her around oncein awhile, but | never said

anything to her. | waswaiting for theright time.

Not agood way to get through asummer. Anyway, she was alwayswith a
girlfriend, and | was most times by myself. No way was| going to wak up to
her and make a complete asshole of mysdf infront of her and her girlfriend.
She hung around with afat girl, probably because it made her ook even better;
it seemed dl the good-looking girlsdid thet.

"Okay, you ready?' Crocker asked as we approached the front stairsto the
building, which was gray and white, with lots of gingerbread like my parents
house.

"I was born ready. Let'sgo."
| hated this place already.

"WElIl goinright after these people,” Crocker said, nodding in the direction

of acrowd waiting to get past the door into the parlor. "Pretend like you're
with them." So wefollowed theminsde. | wasdl sweaty and the sharp blast of
the air-conditioning felt good.

The old people ahead of us al stopped to writein abook that rested on what
looked like amusic stand; but Crocker redly knew hisway around here and led
meright into alarge, dimly lit, carpeted room with high windows covered with
heavy blue drapes. People were standing around and talking, soft organ music
was playing, and therewas aline of peoplefiling past an ornate casket that

was surrounded with great bushes of flowers.

"Let'sgo seeit and get the hdll out of here" | said, feding uncomfortable,

| looked around. Even though thisroom was certainly big enough, | felt asif |

was being closed up inacloset. And | figured it had to be just amatter of

time before someone would see we weren't supposed to be here and kick us out.

"Wait till theline getsthrough,” Crocker said. But awoman wearing asilky
black dress and one of those round pillbox hats with avell put her hand on my
shoulder and asked, "Did you go to school with Matt?"

| looked at her, and I've got to say | was scared, dthough | don't really know
why | should have been. "Uh, yes, maiam,” | said, looking to Crocker-who was
supposed to be the professiond-to pull us out of this.

"I'm hisaunt Leona. Y ou should meet his mom and dad, they're right there." She
pointed to atal balding man and a skinny woman who made methink of some sort
of bird. "Stay right hereand I'll get them,” Aunt Leonasaid. "I'm sure

they'll want to talk to you."



| could only nod. When the woman walked away, | said, "What the hell did you
get usinto?'

Crocker looked nervous, too, but he said, "Didn't you read the obituary?'
"Piss off, Crocker."

"Wel, it wasakid who lived in Endicott. Hisfamily moved to Virginia. |
can't remember therest.”

"Y ou should havetold meit wasakid. Christ Almighty!"

"Y ou shouldaread what | gaveyou," he said in asingsong voice that made me
want to crown him.

"How'd he die?' | asked.
"l dunno,” Crocker said. "They don't tell you that kind of stuff in the paper.”
"Wadll, did he go to our school 7!

"I can't remember,” Crocker said, but it wastoo late anyway, because Aunt Leona
brought awhole crowd to talk to us. | wasredlly nervous now.

What were we supposed to say to the dead kid's parents?

Although it surprised the living hdll right out of me, Crocker and | managed to
hold our own. We said how sorry we were and what anice guy he was, how he
played amean stickball and was aregular nut for Bill Haley and the Comets and
Jackie Wilson- you know, "Lonely Teardrops'-and it was the craziest damn thing
becauseit wasamost asif we did know thiskid. With al the crying and

hugging going on around us, | started to get that thunder sound in my ears,

which | dways used to hear before | was going to cry.

| hadn't heard that sound in along time.

| didn't even hear it at my dad'sfunerd, or at the house when everyone stood
around and told me | had to be abig boy and dl that crap. It wasn't until
months ater that | heard the thunder sound, when | was in the house aone and
practicing the piano. | looked up and saw Dad's photograph on the piano; and
suddenly, like | was crazy dl of asudden, | heard the thunder and then |
darted to cry. It made mefed sick. But after that, | didn't cry again.

Until now.
Everybody was crying, including me, and Crock-a-shit excused both of us sowe

could pay our respects to the departed (that's just what he said). As soon as
we were out of their reach, he said, "Steve, you're good at this."



"Soareyou,” | said, pretending that it was all an act. "Now let'sget it over
with."

"Okay," Crocker said, and we stood right before the casket and looked into it. |
could smell the flowers-the ones with the long wormy things insde them-but they
didn't smell bad. Thekid in the casket was wearing asuit and tie ... just

like us. He looked like Pug Flanders, who lived down the block from me: The
corpse had black hair, which was greased back; he had probably wornitinaDA
with an eephant'strunk in the front, but whoever did him up probably thought a
flattop was the height of coolness. It looked like he had had pimples, too, but

his face was coated with makeup; and it looked too white, like someone had gone
crazy with the powder or something. The expression on hisface was kind of
snarly: | guessthey couldn't wipeit off. | had astrong fedling that | would
haveliked thisguy.

But looking down &t this corpse made mefed sort of weird. Not that | was
scared anymore, but thiskid didn't redly seem to be dead. It waslikethis
was some sort of aplay, and everybody was acting, just aswe were. Thisguy
just couldn't be dead.

Helooked like he was going to Sit up any second.

| blinked then because it was amogt asif he was glowing like one of those
religious paintings I've seen in churches. It was asif | could see the stuff of

his soul, or something like that. Christ, | dmost fell backward.

| knew that was all bullshit, but | saw it just the same.

Crocker didn't seem to seeit; at least he didn't say anything. So it must have
just been me.

And then | remembered something about my father that scared me. It just sort of
came out of nowhere!

| remembered the nurse taking my arm and trying to pull me out of the hospital
room. Mom was crying and screaming, and she fdl right on top of Dad on the
bed. But | got one last ook at Dad; and he looked like he was made up of
light, sort of like ahalo was around him and al over him.

How could | have forgotten something like that?

But | did. | must have just pushed it right out of my mind.

"How dyou think he died?' | asked Crocker. Hearing my own voice made mefed
norma again. And that was important right now.

"Who knows? Probably some sort of accident.”

"Nah, he lookstoo good.” "That don't mean nothin',” Crocker said. "They can
make anybody look good as new .. dmost. He could have even had cancer.”



Crocker looked up intheair.

| cdled hisname, but heignored me. It was asif hewaslistening to
something. He had his head cocked like the RCA dog.

"Crocker, comeon," | said after awhile. | was starting to get worried. "Hey,
you ... Crock-a-shit."

"Shut up!" Crocker sngpped. "Can't you hear him?"
"Hear what?"
"Jud ligen.”

| listened, | redlly did, but | couldn't hear adamn thing. Crocker was probably
off hisnut, plain and smple. But | wasn't much better, not after | had just
seen the corpse glowing like the hands on awatch.

Who knows, maybe the dead guy could talk. And maybe Crocker could hear him.
But | just wanted to get out of there.

| was dready feding likethe walls and everything were going to closein on
me

"He'sleaving," Crocker said. "He's saying good-bye to everybody. Cool! "

"Okay, then let'sgo," | said, but | couldn't help looking at the spot where
Crocker seemed to be staring, and | got the strangest feeling. Then | saw it: a
pool of light like acloud that seemed to be connected to the body that was now

glowing softly again.

And the light was bleeding out of the corpse likeit wasthe guy's spirit or
something.

A few secondslater the light just blinked out, as if someone had thrown a
switch; and the body looked different, too, asif something vita had just
drained out of it. Now it was nothing more than ashell; it looked likeit was
made of plagtic. It wasdull, lifeless.

We left then. Crocker and | just |eft at the sametime, asif we both knew
something.

And | heard thunder and remembered my father talking in the language only he
could understand; and | felt asif | was drowning in something as deep and as
big asthe ocean.

When we got out of the funeral home, and past dl the men standing around and
smoking cigarettes, Crocker said, "Y ou heard him, didn't you? | could tell.”



"I didn't hear nothin'," | said, protecting my ass.

"Bullshit," Crocker said.

"Bullshitonyou,” | said.

"Well, you wereacting ... different,” Crocker said.

| admitted that maybe | saw something that was alittle weird, but it was
probably just in my head. That bent Crocker al out of shape; he seemed happier
than akid with abox of Ju Ju Bees, and | got worried that he'd shoot off his
mouth to everyone he saw.

| warned him about that.

"Givemeabresk," hesad. "It's enough that the guysin the club think of me
as some sort of assholeasitis. Youretheonly onel fed | cantak to and
| don't even redly know you."

"Okay," | said, worried that maybe there was something wrong with me. Why else
would Crocker fed that way? It also worried methat first | saw the dead guy
glowing like my aunt's SylvaniaHaolight TV, and then | saw hissoul (or

whatever it was) passright out of him, leaving nothing but abody that was more
like agtatue or something made of plaster of Paris. But | put those thoughts

away and asked, "What did the guy say?"

"Hisnameis Mt ... remember? He said he was scared out of hisgourd until he
found his grandmother.”

What?"
"His grandmother's dead. Shelll show him around.”

"Around where?'

"How the hell should | know?" Crocker said. "Heaven, probably."

"Y ou gottabe kidding." | couldn't help but laugh. "Y ou're making that stuff
up." But somehow | redly wanted to bdlieveit.

"I thought you said you saw something,” Crocker said, hanging hishead. "And |
believed you.... | wanted to know what you saw-"

"l sad | thought | saw something.” | punched him hard on the arm to make him
fed better. "And it wasn't nothing but aglowing likea TV tube when you turn
it off."

"l never saw that."



"Now tell me, what else did Matt say?' | asked.

"He hates Bill Haley, but we got Jackie Wilson right.”

"Uh-huh," | said.

"Well, that'swhat | thought | heard," Crocker said.

"Why'd you say, 'Cool'?" | asked.

"Whaddyamean?'

"When you werelooking up in the air, you said, 'Cool.' Don't you remember?'
"Yeeh.

"Wd|?'

And Crocker started laughing. It was like he couldn't stop. He kept leaning
forward and stumbling and then laughing even louder. | couldn't help but smile,
and | kept knuckling hisarm until hetold me.

"He said hewas going to visit the Big Bopper."

"What?'

"That'swhat he said. And Ritchie Vaens™

"You'resofull of crap,” | said. But now | couldn't stop laughing either.

"Then maybe dying'snot so bad,” | said, and we fell down right there on the
sdewak on Ackley Avenuein, front of abrown shingled house that belonged to
Mrs. Campbell, my third-grade teacher. | don't know what it was, but | just
couldn't stop laughing and crying.

Neither could Crocker.

And who knows, maybe| redlly did see something flickering in the air above
Matt's dead body while he was floating around in Heaven somewhere meeting his
grandmother.

And maybe he did get to see the Big Bopper.

Just like the Big Bopper probably got to see Vaensand Hally ... and probably
Mozart and Beethoven, too.

And maybe the Big Bopper also got to meet my dad.

Why not? Dad would be there, standing right on line; he dways liked to play the
piano, al that bebop and boogie-woogie stuff. So maybe he became amusician,



just likedl the others.

Now, that would be something....



