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The Prep Room 

 The first time William had to move a body onto the sterilized table, he nearly quit. There 

was a brief moment, a fleeting moment, when he considered throwing his hands in the air and 

telling Chris that he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t touch a dead body, much less lift one and move it 

from one table to another.   

 But he was standing in the embalming room in his underwear. He wasn’t going to walk 

out half-naked in the middle of the night.  

 “Come on,” Chris said. “Don’t just stand there.” 

 William rushed to the portable and stood beside the body. Her small, skeletal frame was 

draped in a blue hospital gown. Her hair was wiry and gray. Her skin was pallid.  

 “Put gloves on, for Christ sake. You don't wanna touch skin to skin.”  

 Chris grabbed two black gloves out of the box on the side cart and tossed them to 

William. He pulled them on, rubbed the sweat off his brow, and gently slid his hands underneath 

the woman’s shoulder and hip. The body felt like a mushy paperweight. A chill crept down 

William’s own body, a sudden reminder that he was still alive. He wondered how the woman 

died, whether or not it had been painful.  

 Together, the boys moved the body to the prep table.  

 “Light as a feather,” said Chris. “These are the easy ones. Shoulda seen the guy we had in 

here a few weeks ago. That motherfucker was 400 pounds. Took five of us to move his fat ass.” 

 William stood there next to the body, scanning every inch of her exposed loose skin. She 

was covered in age spots and faint freckles. Her nails had yellowed and her eyes had sunk deep 
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into the cavity of her skull. Her slack skin pooled on the cold table. She was a remnant of a life, a 

person who once was.  

 “Shouldn’t sleep in your panties, Will. At least wear shorts.”  

 Chris pushed the portable to the wall. The clanking sound of the metal against the 

porcelain tile echoed through the stark room. He threw his gloves in the bin and stood at the 

door.  

 “That’s it, dude. Back to bed. They’ll do the rest tomorrow.” 

 “How do you think she died?” 

 “Hell if I care. Come on. I’m sleeping on my feet.” 

 William took off his gloves and backed away from the table. He’d just moved his first 

dead body. From what he understood, it would be the first of many. 

!
 He applied to college late, which was more than he intended on doing to begin with. It 

was on a whim, and after much urging from his mother, that William submitted an application to 

the state university in late March. High school graduation was weeks away and he was in a bind. 

The plan was to stay in town, maybe go to the community college, or find full-time work, but 

that all changed when he realized he was the only one of his friends not going to college. Even 

Terrence was going and he never got anything higher than a C. William scraped together an 

application, took it to the school counselor, and she helped him get it in before the deadline. He 

didn’t get an acceptance letter until mid-June. His mother was thrilled. 

 Tucked behind the letter was another note about housing. Dorms would be assigned in 

due course, William read. A second letter would arrive later in the summer with his reservation, 
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along with the name and contact information of his roommate. Orientation was a short five 

weeks away. 

 The letters got lost in the mess of the kitchen table and nothing else came in the mail 

about housing, orientation, or even tuition. It went unnoticed until William’s mother popped her 

head in his room the week before freshmen were supposed to show up.  

 “Better start packing soon,” she said, scanning the rubble. “You cannot leave your room 

like this, you know. I’m making it the guest room.” 

 “What?” William sat up on his bed. “You can’t do that. I’ll be home on the weekends.” 

 She laughed. 

 “You better be or I really will make it the guest room. With ruffles and everything.” 

 He relaxed back on his pillows and turned his eyes back to the television atop his dresser. 

 “Have you called your roommate yet?” 

 “What roommate?” 

 “Whoever you’re rooming with at school.” 

 “I dunno who I’m rooming with.” 

 “You were supposed to get a letter about that,” she said, taking a few steps forward. She 

crossed her arms and scanned the dresser. “Where’s your orientation packet?” 

 “I haven’t gotten it yet.”  

 “You must’ve.” She flipped off the television and stood in front of the black screen. “Pay 

attention, son. You leave in six days. Where is your packet?” 

 “I don’t know!”  
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 He got up from his bed and took to the steps down the hallway. William shuffled through 

stacks of mail on the kitchen table. He checked the mailbox and came back inside to sort through 

the table again. There was nothing. His mother stood behind him grimacing. 

 “Call admissions right now and make sure you have a dorm room.” 

 Not only were the dorms overcrowded, but William’s name had been left off the waiting 

list of housing options for late applicants. He could show up for orientation on Monday, but he 

would have to stay in a hotel room off the interstate until a bed opened on campus. There were 

always a few dozen withdrawals in the first few weeks, which freed up housing options for those 

on the wait list.  

 Or, the admissions counselor said, he could call Copeland Funeral Home and see if they 

had an opening. 

 Suddenly, William wished he’d stuck with his original plan to forgo college, but from the 

look on his mother’s face, he knew that was no longer an option. 

!
 They showed up at the funeral home on Saturday since William’s mother thought he’d 

need an extra day to get used to his new living situation. He was one of three students who would 

occupy in a small bedroom above the funeral home in agreement to work a minimum of fifteen 

hours per week, additional as needed. Duties included manning the front door during services, 

vacuuming rooms before and after use, and running errands for the directors. All of the duties, 

when explained to William, sounded kosher. Mundane, even. Then there was the “as needed” 

part, the vague addition of responsibilities which could’ve included flower arrangement, casket 

carrying, or any other mindless job suitable for a college kid.  
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 “There are times during the night when there might be deliveries,” Marshall Copeland 

said. He was a third generation funeral director currently in business with his brother and two 

cousins. It was the largest, most respected funeral home in town and happened to be situated 

directly adjacent to the university.  

 “Who makes deliveries in the middle of the night?” said William’s mother. 

 “The hospital, of course. Deaths can occur at any time, and we handle the deliveries 

during the day, naturally. But we aren’t here all night, so we rely on our tenants to receive the 

bodies and place them in the prep room.” 

 Marshall grabbed a flip-top cell phone from his broad mahogany desk and handed it to 

William. 

 “This is an office phone, so no personal calls. Whomever is on shift at night is 

responsible for the phone. Set it on your bedside table,” said Marshall. “It will ring if there’s 

going to be a delivery. When it’s not your night, there’s no need to have it. In the morning, return 

the phone to my desk before you leave for class.” 

 William shifted on his feet. He looked at his mother, who regained her posture and broke 

into a small grin. 

 “Sounds easy enough,” she said.  

 “You won’t have the phone tonight,” said Marshall, taking it from William’s sweaty hand. 

“Chris is on duty. Derrick is tomorrow. Then it’ll be your turn. But don’t worry. You won’t be 

alone for your first time.” 

 “Okay.”  
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 William couldn’t think of anything else to say. He’d never seen a dead body before. In 

fact, the only funeral he’d been to was for a great aunt who’d been cremated. Walking past an urn  

in a receiving line was far different from touching the dead body of a stranger.  

 “Caroline will show you around. I’ve got a family to tend to in the conference room. Do 

you have any questions?” 

 William looked at his mother. He had a million questions, but none that he could say out 

loud.  

 “What sort of thing is Will supposed to wear? Do you have a uniform for him?”  

 “Oh, yes. Khakis and a button down are fine, but he’ll need a sport coat, particularly 

when he’s greeting families or working anywhere that’s visible to guests.” 

 “Right. Great then.” 

 She nudged William’s elbow and gave him a nod. 

 “Thank you,” he said, extending his arm for a handshake. “Thanks for letting me stay 

here.” 

 “It’s good to have you,” said Marshall. He walked into the hallway, then turned around. 

“One more thing. No overnight guests, if you know what I mean. We, uh, don’t want to deal with 

any shenanigans. People get ideas.” 

 William nodded. Overnight guests, indeed. 

  

 His mother stayed long enough to help him set up his bedroom and buy him one last hot 

meal. They sat down at a table in the corner of a busy meat-and-three diner. The place was full of 

parents and young adults, no doubt sharing their last meal together before the big goodbye. 
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 “I think it’s great,” she said, taking a bite of her salad. “You’ll get great work experience, 

you’ll meet tons of people, and you’re right across the street from campus. This is far better than 

living in a dorm.” 

 “How do you figure? It sounds miserable.” 

 William pushed his macaroni and cheese around the plate, scarcely taking a bite. 

 “I know it’s different,” she nodded. “Very different. But it’s the best we could do on short 

notice. You’re starting college, Will. You’re starting a whole new chapter here. I’m very proud of 

you.” 

 He cut into his steak. Instead of medium, it was nearly rare. Blood seeped out of the meat 

and pooled around his half-eaten mac and cheese.  

 “I can’t eat this,” he said, putting down his knife and fork, pushing his plate away. 

 “They can put it back on the grill,” she said, raising her hand for the waiter. 

 “No, I’m really not hungry.”  

 He looked around the diner at his classmates. No one was familiar. No one looked as 

dreadful as he felt. No one, he thought, was going to bed tonight in a funeral home.  

!
 His mother left close to dusk on account of the two-hour drive. They shared an extra long 

hug goodbye and exchanged promises to email and call. It had been just the two of them for so 

long, and even though this change of season was bound to come, it caught them both off guard in 

the end. She worried how he’d manage, and he missed her company. 

 Chris introduced himself as soon as William came back upstairs. He was tall and scruffy, 

a philosophy major from Scranton scheduled to graduate a semester early in December. He 
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moved into the funeral home his freshman semester, just like William, and decided to stay the 

duration of time in school. 

 “I’m in the room next to you, and Derrick is two doors down. The other door is a closet 

where they keep extra bedsheets and cleaning supplies and whatnot,” he said. “The kitchen is 

communal, so don’t leave a mess. It’s not my rule but theirs.” 

 “Got it.”  

 “Derrick is cool, but a bit odd. He’s a business major and works at the library too, so he’s 

gone a lotta evenings. He’s always here for his shift though.” 

 William nodded.  

 “You look scared.” 

 “I’m not scared,” he said, loosening his shoulders. “It’s just… different.” 

 “Yeah, different it is,” said Chris. “Look, I’m in for the night. Shift starts in an hour, so if 

you need anything, knock on the wall.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Marshall said I should get you if there’s a delivery tonight so you can get your feet wet, 

but I don’t have to if you’re not ready. It’s totally up to you.” 

 “No, no,” he said, pulling back his shoulders again. “I’m good. You can get me.” 

 Chris tossed the phone between his hands.  

 “It’s a God-awful ring. It’ll probably wake you up anyway.” 

 William smirked and forced a weak laugh as Chris left the room. He closed his bedroom 

door and turned around to stare at his new home. It was smaller than his old bedroom, with a 

full-size bed, no dresser, and a short desk along the wall. The light blue wallpaper had begun to 
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peel and the floor creaked with every shift of weight. The view from the second-floor window 

showed an empty, well-lit parking lot and a dental office next door. At the far end of the funeral 

home was the delivery bay, where the light by the double doors was left on all night, just in case. 

 The cramped, shared bathroom was at the end of the hallway and had a distinct chemical 

smell. William wasn’t sure if it had just been cleaned, or if there was a vent connection between 

the bathroom and another mechanical space. As he brushed his teeth, he pictured the layout of 

the space below the bedrooms, and if his memory was correct, his room was directly over the 

parlor where all the caskets were on display. That room was included in the tour Caroline had 

given him just hours prior. There were also three chapels, four reception rooms, and community 

kitchen where families could serve food during visitations. He also saw the supply room, all the 

directors’ offices, and the receiving area where deliveries were made.  

 Caroline skipped the prep room during the tour since it was in use. Besides, she 

explained, one of the guys will tell you all about it. 

  

 Chris and William left the prep room and shut off the lights throughout the hallway as 

they walked back to their bedrooms. 

 “See? That wasn’t so bad.”  

 Chris held open the door that led to their private staircase.  

 “It was okay,” said William. “I didn’t know what to expect.” 

 “Well now you know. Especially about what you wear to bed,” he laughed. 

 “Yeah, I didn’t even think about it.” 

 William slipped on a pair of shorts as soon as he got back to his room.  
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 “We could have another call tonight, couldn’t we?” he yelled through the wall. 

 “We could have another five,” Chris called back. “Put some clothes on.”  

 William lay awake in his room thinking about the old woman. It bothered him that he 

didn’t know how she died.  

 Was it in her sleep?  

 Did she have an accident?  

 Was she murdered? 

 He stared blankly at nothing, picturing the woman being smothered to death with a 

feather pillow.  He shook the thought from his mind and convinced himself that the woman died 

peacefully. The cheap, polyester curtains barely muted the fluorescent street lights. He could see 

every shadow against the popcorn ceiling. There was a dead body in the building. Hell, there 

were several. Two funerals were scheduled for Sunday and another one on Monday. Those 

bodies had already been prepped for viewing. William wondered if he’d work the woman’s 

service, if he’d meet her family, or whether he’d luck out and have another obligation at school.  

 He wondered if he’d lock eyes with the person who smothered her.  

 Again, he shook the thought from his mind, and sometime in his pondering of other 

things, William fell back asleep.  

!
 He shadowed Chris during the first service Sunday afternoon, then cleaned up the 

community area after the last few guests left. It was a solemn job and everyone used their best 

manners. William smiled warmly at everyone and said little, but only because he wasn’t sure 
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what to say. I’m sorry for your loss wasn’t allowed. It was shallow and cliché, according to 

Marshall. 

 After the second service, Marshall pulled William aside and asked how he was doing.  

 “I’m good. I think I got the hang of it,” he said. 

 “Chris has been here a while so he should be able to help you with anything.” 

 “Yeah, he, uh, helped me last night,” he cleared his throat, “when there was a delivery.” 

 “Right. I’m glad you got up for that. It’s good to jump right in,” said Marshall. His cell 

phone chirped in his pocket, so he gave him a nod and stepped inside his office to take the call.  

  

 William called his mother after dinner. He sat down on a park bench in the courtyard 

outside the student union. Thrilled to hear his voice, she asked about the orientation schedule and 

how the cafeteria food tasted. She asked whether or not he had everything he needed and if she 

should put a little extra money in his bank account for books. 

 “I’m good,” he said.  

 The courtyard slowly filled with students going into and coming out of the cafeteria. 

Classes were starting in a week. Every day campus was going to get busier. It was the second 

largest university in the state. By the middle of August, it would be swarming with nearly 30,000 

students. 

 “And,” she paused. “How’s work so far?” 

 He had already prepared an answer. 

 “It’s all right. Worked a couple of services today,” he said. “Everyone’s nice.” 
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 “Good, I knew it would work out.” She sounded relieved, which is exactly what he 

wanted.  

 He walked back to Copeland’s and entered through the side door. When they weren’t on 

duty, especially if they were in street clothes, the boys were to come and go as discreetly as 

possible. Even though the parking lot wasn’t even partly full, William took particular care to slip 

up the staircase without a sound.  

 It was Derrick’s night to be on duty and William had yet to meet him.  

!
 Their introduction occurred at exactly 4:23 in the morning. William woke up startled to 

find a thin, dark-haired man with black-rimmed glasses starring him in the face.  

 “Whoa!”  

 William jumped back in his bed, pulling the edge of the patchwork quilt to his chin. 

 “Get up,” said Derrick, dimly. “We have a delivery.” 

 “You coulda knocked,” William said. He climbed out of bed in his gym shorts and pulled 

a sweatshirt over his head. 

 “I did. You didn’t answer.” 

 Derrick stood in the doorway holding the cell phone in one hand and a small digital 

camera in the other. The light from the hallway showed his clean-shaven face and sallow eyes. 

He looked as though he never slept or ate well. An oversized blue t-shirt hung on his delicate 

frame. He wore black dress pants, which struck William as odd considering it was the middle of 

the night. 

 “Sorry. I’m usually not a heavy sleeper.” 
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 William followed Derrick downstairs to the receiving bay. The van would be arriving in 

minutes, so they opened the double doors and waited. 

 “I’m Will.” 

 “I know.”  

 Derrick kept his eye on the intersection in front of the funeral home. During the day, it 

was packed with students, professors, and other passersby, but at four in the morning, the 

stoplights turned from one color to the other on a preset sequence for no one.  

 “What’s that for?” said William. 

 “What’s what?” 

 “The camera. What do you need that for?” 

 “To take pictures,” he said. Derrick saw the van coming down the road and stuffed both 

the phone and camera in his pants pocket. “They’re here.”  

 William kept the door propped open with his foot as the van pulled into the bay. A 

middle-aged Hispanic man got out of the driver’s side, gave the boys a nod, and walked around 

to the back of van. He pulled out an occupied gurney and pushed it towards them. The body was 

cloaked in a blue gown, just like the woman the night before. This time, it was the body of an 

older man, not fully gray, but going there.  

 “Don’t just stand there,” he snapped. “Open the goddamn door.” 

 “I am,” said William, pushing it flush against the wall. 

 “Hola Mateo.”  

 Derrick gave him a short grin, then grabbed ahold of the gurney at the man’s feet.  
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 Mateo pushed the gurney to the edge of the hallway and walked no further inside. He 

offered his end to William. 

 “This is Will. You met him last night?” 

 Mateo shook his head.  

 “Carlos ran last night,” he said in a thick accent. He exchanged a nod with William, then 

climbed back in the van and drove away. 

 They pushed the gurney down the hallway to the prep room and positioned it next to an 

open table. The woman from last night was still there, though her body had been embalmed. 

Instead of pale gray, her skin was light pink. Her hair had been washed and dried and her nails 

had been painted. She was still covered by a hospital gown. It didn’t look like she was dead 

anymore but rather sound asleep.  

 Derrick turned on fewer lights than Chris, which bothered William more than he would 

admit.  The dim light created too many shadows.  

 They each grabbed a pair of gloves from the cart and took their positions on either side of 

the body. Like last night, William slipped one hand under a shoulder and the other hand under a 

hip.  

 “On the count of three,” said Derrick. 

 One, two, three, lift. 

 As they settled the body on the embalming table a waft of noxious air came out of the 

man’s mouth directly into William’s face.  

 “Holy shit!” screamed William, as he jumped back from the table. “What the hell!” 
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 Derrick broke out into an uproar, holding a gloved hand against his midsection as he 

laughed. William’s heart raced. He tried to catch his breath. 

 “Man, I wish I’d had my camera out for that,” said Derrick, still laughing. 

 “What the hell.”  

 “It’s residual air in the lungs,” said Derrick. “Little pockets of leftovers.” 

 “No one told me that could happen.” William turned away from the body and slipped off 

his gloves. “I think I just had a heart attack.” 

 Derrick walked around the table situating the body in the anatomical position, palms up, 

lifting the hospital gown a few places to look at the body. He pulled out the camera from his 

pocket and began taking pictures of the man’s fingers, face, and feet. 

 “What are you doing?” 

 “Mind your business.” 

 “Are you supposed to be doing that?” 

 Derrick turned around and sneered. He straightened his glasses on the bridge of nose and 

forced a grin. 

 “Look, we’re done here. You can go back to bed.”  

 William looked around the prep room. There was third body on the back table, which he 

only just noticed.  

 “What are you gonna do?” 

 Derrick cleared his throat and turned back to the man. He lifted the bottom of the gown to 

the man’s waist, revealing a dozen rough-stitched wounds in his gut. William turned on his heels 

and walked to the door, throwing his gloves away in the bin. He left Derrick alone with his 
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camera in the prep room, and as he tiptoed up the staircase back to his bedroom, he decided to 

keep quiet about the post-mortem photo session. 

!
 Freshman orientation was a welcome distraction. William arrived early to the lecture hall, 

the first time in his academic life that he was early for anything. The incoming class of nearly 

5,000 was separated into three rotating groups. William was in the first, and the only two people 

he recognized from his hometown were in the second and third. If he was living in the dorms, 

perhaps this detail would’ve bothered him. 

 The day moved slowly, as did the redundant trek around campus. The meticulous tour of 

the library was particularly dull. William’s mind drifted in and out of the funeral home. When he 

got back that night, it would be his turn to have the cell phone. He waited until well after dinner 

to walk across the street and officially go on duty.  

 “Both Chris and Derrick are here tonight, so grab one of them if there’s a delivery. No 

need to manage it alone,” said Marshall. He handed him the phone and gave him a wide grin. 

 “Okay.” 

 “The delivery last night was a bit tough, I understand.” 

 William stammered. 

 “How do you mean?” 

 “It looks like the gentleman had a rough tussle,” said Marshall, placing his large hand on 

William’s shoulder. “It’s hard to see a body is such disrepair. Though, from what I understand, 

this fella did worse damage to another before he bled out.” 

 “Oh,” he said. “I didn’t… I mean, I wondered how he died.” 
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 “It’s tough to see it, Will. I won’t lie. I’ve been in this business my entire life and I still 

have a hard time seeing the victim of a violent crime,” he said. “Some people simply have no 

moral fiber. It’s hard to know who to trust.”  

 William nodded and stuffed the cell phone in his jeans pocket. If there was a delivery, he 

decided he’d get Chris. 

!
 Shortly after midnight, the phone rang. It was the first time he’d actually heard it ring, 

and Chris was right - it was a shrill that echoed off the walls of his small bedroom. It jolted him 

out of a deep sleep and brought him to his feet beside the bed. 

 Dammit.  

 He pulled a sweatshirt over his head and rushed to knock on Chris’ door. 

 “Hey,” he said in a loud whisper. “We have a delivery.” 

 William heard a ruffling of bed sheets. He knocked again.  

 “Hang on,” Chris mumbled. Then he whispered something else. 

 “What?”  

 The door swung open. Chris stood there shirtless in plaid pajama pants and untied 

sneakers. 

 “I wasn’t talking to you,” he said, giving a wink. 

 Over his shoulder, William saw the hump of a body under the sheets. He had a visitor.  

 “Oh, sorry, I thought you were…” 

 “No worries,” said Chris, closing the door behind him. “Let’s go move a body.” 
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 It was Carlos again. He and Mateo must rotate nights, William supposed. What a 

business, toting dead bodies around.  

 “Watcha got?” said Chris. 

 “A kid,” said Carlos. 

 “Ah hell, I hate that.” 

 Carlos pulled the gurney out of the back of the van and pushed it towards the double 

doors. The small body was covered entirely by a blue hospital sheet.  

 “Boy or girl?”  

 Carlos shrugged.  

 William signed the clipboard and handed it back, then they pushed the portable down the 

hallway to the prep room. 

 The woman was no longer there. Her service was in a couple of days, so her body was 

already in a casket for viewing. The man from the previous night was embalmed that morning, 

though the make-up artist had yet to touch up his face and hands. Though his body was draped in 

a sheet, William could see the stapled incision in the man’s neck where the blood was drained. 

He was tempted to lift the sheet and see what came of the stabbing scars. 

 “Hey!” 

 William spun around. 

 “Wake up, dude. This is your night, you know. I’m here as a courtesy,” said Chris. “I 

could be doing other things.”  

 “Sorry.” 
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 He pulled the gurney next to an empty table and grabbed pair of black gloves. Chris 

pulled back the sheet to reveal a frail girl with dark red hair. Her emaciated face was covered in 

pale freckles.  She looked no older than ten. 

 “Jesus.”  

 “What do you think happened to her?” 

 “I dunno, man,” said Chris. “There’s some shitty people in the world.” 

 They each slid a hand underneath her shoulder and hip, then lifted her body on the count 

of three. She weighed so little that William didn’t really need help moving her. He could’ve done 

it alone. Once she was on the embalming table he covered her face back up with the sheet and 

pushed the portable to the wall. William looked around the prep room and realized the girl was 

going to be alone with the murdered man in the corner. With a murderer. 

 “I’m out,” said Chris, pulling off his gloves and tossing them in the bin for a three-point 

shot. 

 “Thanks.”  

 “You coming? Or are you gonna be weird like Derrick?” 

 William jerked his head around.  

 “Yeah, he’s weird. We all know it.” 

 “Marshall knows?” 

 “I don’t know what Marshall knows and it’s not our business to tell him.” 

 William looked back at the little girl’s covered body.  

 “I don’t mind to leave you in here,” said Chris, holding open the door. “If you need a 

minute.” 
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 “No, I’m coming.” 

 William turned on his heels, flipped off the lights in the prep room, and went back to bed.  

!
  

  

  

 


