
Chapter 1

Mrs Anderson was dead.
Nothing flashy, just old age – she went to bed one night

and never woke up. The news said it was a peaceful, dignified
way to die, which I suppose is technically true, but the
three days it took for someone to realize they hadn’t seen
her in a while removed most of the dignity from the situation.
Her daughter eventually dropped by to check on her and
found her corpse three days rotted and stinking like roadkill.
And the worst part isn’t the rotting, it’s the three days –
three whole days before anyone cared enough to say, ‘Wait,
where’s that old lady who lives down by the canal?’ There’s
not a lot of dignity in that.

But peaceful? Certainly. She died quietly in her sleep on
30 August, according to the Coroner, which means she
died two days before the demon tore Jeb Jolley’s insides out
and left him in a puddle behind the laundromat. We didn’t
know it at the time, but that made Mrs Anderson the last
person in Clayton County to die of natural causes for almost
six months. The demon got the rest.

Well, most of them. All but one.
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We got Mrs Anderson’s body on Saturday, 2 September,
after the Coroner was done with it. Well, I guess I should
say that my mom and Aunt Margaret got the body, not
me. They’re the ones who run the mortuary; I’m only
fifteen. I’d been in town most of the day, watching the
police clean up the mess with Jeb, and came back just as
the sun was beginning to go down. I slipped in the back
just in case my mom was up front; I didn’t really want to
see her.

No one was in the back yet, just me and Mrs Anderson’s
corpse. It was lying perfectly still on the table, draped in
cloth. It smelled like rotten meat and bug spray, and the
lone ventilator fan buzzing loudly overhead wasn’t doing
much to help. I washed my hands quietly in the sink,
wondering how long I had, and gently touched the body.
Old skin was my favourite – dry and wrinkled, with a
texture like antique paper. The Coroner hadn’t done much
to clean up the body, probably because they were busy with
Jeb, but the smell told me that at least they’d thought to
kill the bugs. After three days in end-of-summer heat, there
had probably been a lot of them.

A woman swung open the door to the front end of the
mortuary and came in, green as a surgeon in her scrubs and
mask. I froze, thinking it was my mother, but the woman
just glanced at me and walked to a counter.

‘Hi, John,’ she said, collecting some sterile rags. It wasn’t
my mom at all, it was her sister Margaret – they were twins,
and when their faces were masked I could barely tell the
difference. Margaret’s voice was a little lighter though, a
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little more . . . energetic. I figured it was because she’d
never been married.

‘Hi, Margaret.’ I took a step back.
‘Ron’s getting lazier,’ she said, picking up a squirt bottle

of Dis-Spray. ‘He didn’t even clean her, just declared Natural
Causes and shipped her over. Mrs Anderson deserves better
than this.’ She turned to look at me. ‘You just gonna stand
there, or are you gonna help me?’

‘Sorry.’
‘Wash up.’
I rolled up my sleeves eagerly and went back to the sink.
‘Honestly,’ she went on, ‘I don’t even know what they

do over there at the Coroner’s office. It’s not like they’re
busy. We can barely stay in business here.’

‘Jeb Jolley died,’ I said, drying my hands. ‘They found
him this morning behind the Wash-n-Dry.’

‘The mechanic?’ asked Margaret, her voice dropping lower.
‘That’s terrible. He’s younger than I am. What happened?’

‘Murdered,’ I said, and pulled a mask and apron from
the wall. The demon had gotten him, but I didn’t know
that at the time. I didn’t even know there was a demon
until almost three months later. Back in August – which
feels like a lifetime ago – nobody in Clayton County had
any idea of the horror that was coming. ‘They thought
maybe it was a wild dog,’ I told Margaret, ‘but his guts were
kind of in a pile.’

‘That’s terrible,’ Margaret said again.
‘Well, you’re the one worried about going out of business,’

I said. ‘Two bodies in one weekend is money in the bank.’
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‘Don’t even joke like that, John,’ she said, looking at
me sternly. ‘Death is a sad thing, even when it pays your
mortgage. You ready?’

‘Yes.’
‘Hold her arm out.’
I grabbed the body’s right arm and pulled it straight.

Rigor mortis makes a body so stiff you can barely move it,
but it only lasts about a day and a half; this one had been
dead so long the muscles had all relaxed again. Though the
skin was papery the flesh underneath was soft, like dough.
Margaret sprayed the arm with disinfectant and began wiping
it gently with a cloth.

Even when the Coroner does his job and cleans the
body, we always wash it ourselves before we start.
Embalming’s a long process, with a lot of very precise work,
and you need a clean slate to start with.

‘It stinks pretty bad,’ I said.
‘She.’
‘She stinks pretty bad,’ I said, correcting myself. Mom

and Margaret were adamant that we stay respectful to the
deceased, but it seemed a little late at this stage. It wasn’t
a person any more, it was just a body. A thing.

‘She does smell,’ said Margaret. ‘Poor woman. I wish
someone had found her sooner.’ She looked up at the
ventilator fan turning slowly above us. ‘Let’s hope the motor
doesn’t burn out on us tonight.’ Margaret said the same
thing before every embalming, like a sacred chant. The fan
continued creaking overhead.

‘Leg,’ she said. I moved down to the body’s foot and
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pulled the leg straight while Margaret sprayed it. ‘Turn your
head.’ I kept my gloved hands on the foot and turned to
stare at the wall while Margaret lifted up the sheet to wash
the upper thighs. ‘One good thing that came of this though,’
she said, ‘is that you can bet every widow in the county
got a visit today, or is going to get one tomorrow. Everyone
who hears about Mrs Anderson is going to go straight to
their own mother, just to make sure. Other leg.’

I wanted to say something about how everyone who heard
about Jeb would go straight to their auto-mechanic, but
Margaret never appreciated jokes like that.

We moved around the body, arm to leg, leg to arm, arm
to torso, torso to head, until the whole thing was scrubbed
and disinfected. The room smelled like death and soap.
Margaret tossed the rags in the laundry bin and started
gathering the real embalming supplies.

I’d been helping Mom and Margaret at the mortuary
since I was a little boy, back before Dad left. My first job
had been cleaning up the chapel: picking up programmes,
dumping out ash-trays, vacuuming the floor, and other odd
jobs that a six year old could do unassisted. I got bigger
jobs as I grew older, but I didn’t get to help with the really
cool stuff – embalming – until I was ten. Embalming was
like . . . I don’t know how to describe it. It was like playing
with a giant doll, dressing it and bathing it and opening it
up to see what was inside. I watched Mom once when I
was eight, peeking in through the door to see what the big
secret was. When I cut open my teddy bear the next week
I don’t think she made the connection.
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Margaret handed me a wad of cotton wool, and I held
it at the ready while she packed small tufts carefully under
the body’s eyelids. The eyes were beginning to recede,
deflating as they lost moisture, and cotton wool helped
keep the right shape for the viewing. It helped keep the
eyelids closed as well, but Margaret always added a bit of
cream just in case, sealing the moisture in and keeping the
lid closed.

‘Get me the needle gun, will you, John?’ she asked, and
I hurried to put down the cotton wool and grab the gun
from a metal table by the wall. It was a long metal tube
with two finger holds on the side, like a hypodermic syringe.

‘Can I do it this time?’
‘Sure,’ she said, pulling back the body’s cheek and upper

lip. ‘Right here.’
I placed the gun gently up against the gums and squeezed,

embedding a small needle into the bone. The teeth were
long and yellow. We added one more needle to the lower
jaw and threaded a wire through them both, then twisted
it tight to keep the mouth closed. Margaret smeared sealing
cream on a small plastic support, like the peel of an orange
wedge, and placed it inside the mouth to hold everything
closed.

Once the face was taken care of we arranged the body
carefully, straightening the legs and folding the arms across
the chest in the classic ‘I’m dead’ pose. Once the
formaldehyde gets into the muscles it seizes up and goes
rigid, so you have to set the features first thing so the family
doesn’t have a misshapen corpse at the viewing.

D A N  W E L L S
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‘Hold her head,’ said Margaret, and I obediently put a
hand on each side of the corpse’s head to keep it steady.

Margaret probed with her fingers a bit, just above the
right collarbone, and then sliced a long, shallow line in
the hollow of the old woman’s neck. It’s almost bloodless
when you cut a corpse, because the heart’s not pumping so
there’s no blood pressure, and gravity pulls it all down into
the body’s back. Because this one had been dead longer
than usual, the chest was limp and empty while the back
was nearly purple, like a giant bruise.

Margaret reached into the hole with a small metal hook
and pulled out two big veins – well, technically an artery
and a vein – and looped a string around each one. They
were purple and slick, two dark loops that pulled out of the
body a few inches and then slipped back in. Margaret
turned to prepare the pump.

Most people don’t realize how many different chemicals
embalmers use, but the first thing that catches your eye is
not how many there are, but how many different colours
they use. Each bottle – the formaldehyde, the anti-
coagulants, the cauterants, the germicides, the conditioners,
and more – has its own bright colour, like fruit juice, and
the row of embalming fluids looks like the syrup flavours
at a Sno-cone stand. Margaret chose her chemicals
carefully, as if she was choosing ingredients for a soup.
Not every body needed every chemical, and figuring out
the right recipe for a given corpse was as much an art as
a science.

While she worked on that I let go of the head and
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picked up the scalpel. They didn’t always let me make
incisions, but if I did it while they weren’t watching I
could usually get away with it. I was good at it, too, which
helped.

The artery Margaret had pulled out would be used to
pump the body full of the chemical cocktail she was making;
as they filled the body, the old fluids like blood and water
would be pushed out of the exposed vein and into a drain
tube – and from there into the floor drain. I was surprised
to find out that it all just goes into the sewer system, but
really – where else would it go? It’s no worse than anything
else down there.

I held the artery steadily and cut slowly across it, careful
not to sever it completely. When the hole was ready I
grabbed the canula – a curved metal tube – and slipped
the narrow end into the opening. The artery was rubbery,
like a thin hose, and covered with tiny fibres of muscle and
capillary. I laid the metal tube gently on its chest and made
a similar cut in the vein, this time inserting a drain pipe,
which connected to a long coil of clear plastic tubing that
snaked down into a drain in the floor. I then cinched tight
the string Margaret had looped around each vein, sealing
them shut.

‘That looks good,’ said Margaret, pushing the pump over
to the table. It was on wheels to keep it out of the way,
but now it took its place of honour in the centre of the
room while my aunt connected the main hose to the canula
I’d placed in the artery. She studied the seal briefly, nodded
at me in approval, and poured the first chemical – a bright
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orange anti-coagulant to break up clots – into the tank on
top of the pump. She pushed a button and the pump jerked
sleepily to life, syncopated like a real heartbeat, and she
watched it carefully while she fiddled with the knobs that
controlled pressure and speed. The pressure in the body
normalized quickly, and soon dark, thick blood was
disappearing into the sewer.

‘How’s school?’ Margaret asked, peeling off a rubber
glove to scratch her head.

‘It’s only been a couple of days,’ I said. ‘Not a lot happens
in the first week.’

‘It’s the first week of high school though,’ said Margaret.
‘That’s pretty exciting, isn’t it?’

‘Not especially,’ I said.
The anti-coagulant was almost gone, so Margaret poured

a bright blue conditioner into the pump to help get the
blood vessels ready for the formaldehyde. ‘Meet any new
friends?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘a whole new school moved into town over
the summer, so miraculously I’m not stuck with the same
people I’ve known since Kindergarten. And of course they
all wanted to make friends with the weird kid. It was pretty
sweet.’

‘You shouldn’t make fun of yourself like that,’ she said.
‘Actually I was making fun of you.’
‘You shouldn’t do that either,’ said Margaret, grinning

slightly. She stood back up to add more chemicals to the
mixer. Now that the two pre-injection chemicals were on
their way through the body she began mixing the true
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embalming fluid – a moisturizer and a water softener to
keep the tissues from swelling, preservatives and germicides
to keep the body in good condition (well, as good as it
could be at this point), and dye to give it a rosy, lifelike
glow. The key to it all, of course, is formaldehyde, a strong
poison that kills everything in the body, hardens the muscles,
pickles the organs, and does all of the actual ‘embalming’.
Margaret added a hefty dose of formaldehyde, followed by
thick green perfume to cover the pungent aroma. The
pump tank was a swirly pot of brightly-coloured gloop, like
the slush machine at a gas station.

At this point, Margaret clamped down the lid and ushered
me out the back door; the fan wasn’t good enough to risk
being in the room with that much formaldehyde. It was
fully dark now, and the town had gone almost silent. I sat
on the back step while Margaret leaned against the wall,
watching through the open door in case anything went
wrong.

‘Do you have any homework yet?’ she asked.
‘I have to read the introductions of most of my textbooks

over the weekend, which of course everybody always does,
and I have to write an essay for my history class.’

Margaret looked at me, trying to be nonchalant, but her
lips were pressed tightly together and she started blinking.
I knew from long association that this meant something
was bothering her.

‘Did they assign a topic?’ she asked.
I kept my face impassive. ‘Major figures of American

history.’
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‘So . . . George Washington? Or maybe Lincoln?’
‘I already wrote it.’
‘That’s great,’ she said, not really meaning it. She paused

a moment longer, then dropped her pretence. ‘Do I have
to guess, or are you going to tell me which of your
psychopaths you wrote it on?’

‘They’re not “my” psychopaths.’
‘John . . .’
‘Dennis Rader,’ I said, looking out at the street. ‘They

just caught him a few years ago, so I thought it had a nice
“current events” angle.’

‘John, Dennis Rader is the BTK killer. He’s a murderer.
They asked for a great figure, not a—’

‘The teacher asked for a major figure, not a great one,
so bad guys count,’ I said. ‘He even suggested John Wilkes
Booth as one of the options.’

‘There’s a big difference between a political assassin and
a serial killer.’

‘I know,’ I said, looking back at her. ‘That’s why I wrote
it.’

‘You’re a really smart kid,’ said Margaret, ‘and I mean
that. You’re probably the only student that’s already finished
with the essay. But you can’t . . . it’s not normal, John. I
was really hoping you’d grow out of this obsession with
murderers.’

‘Not murderers,’ I said. ‘Serial killers.’
‘That’s the difference between you and the rest of the

world, John. We don’t see a difference.’ And with that she
went back inside to start work on the body cavity – sucking
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out all the bile and poison until the body was purified and
clean.

Staying outside in the dark, I stared up at the sky and
waited.

I don’t know what I was waiting for.
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