
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Little-Black-Dress

 


At first she had adjusted herself to the
rhythm of it—a labored breath drawn in, then a pause, then a
wheezing exhalation. But it had gone on for hours, the pauses in
between growing infinitesimally longer. Finally worn out and
exhausted, Jane had released her grandmother’s hand and now,
standing by the window with her back to Florence, she found herself
praying fervently that it would soon be over.

 


Yet Florence’s demise went on, each minute
claiming its full sixty seconds. The room became sour with the old
woman’s dying breaths. Then at last, just as the clock flashed 5
a.m., Florence failed to send her last breath back out.

 


Granny is dead, Jane told herself dully.
Florence is finally dead.

 


But instead of relief, an aching hollowness
seemed to envelop her body, and the room, with its heavy furniture
and worn carpets, suddenly seemed alien and strange.

 


I’m too tired to
think. Jane pressed her forehead against
the cool glass.

 


Thoughts came anyway.

 


Where were the others?

 


Her mother and sister had left the room an
hour earlier. For them, Florence had already died and these
breaths—these undignified clutchings at life—were simply
unpleasant. They had wanted to get a head start on the funeral
arrangements which, in fact, had been in the works for a decade.
Several times Florence had almost expired and then, inexplicably,
rallied. Such miracles had made the doctors uncertain about how
imminent her departure was.

 


It had all been extremely
aggravating, particularly to Jane’s mother. Florence’s
eccentricities had been one thing, but arthritic legs and
incontinence had made her a real nuisance. Jane mused that her
mother would probably add embarrassment to the list of
Florence’s transgressions. She thought back to those stormy parties
that all started and finished in the same way. Sometimes it was
just the family who were assembled in Florence and Roger’s manor
house, but there were larger parties, too, when friends and
neighbors would fill the vast rooms on the ground floor and in the
summertime spill out onto the terrace. Hired servants would hand
around trays of appetizers and lots of martinis.

 


All the younger children would be upstairs in
the master bedroom—the very room where Jane was standing—watching
movies on Florence and Roger’s enormous television set. At
Florence’s order, a server would appear to replenish supplies of
barbecue chips and root beer.

And Florence would drink martini after
martini, sprinkling her cigarette ash in an ever-widening circle.
The children would hear her laughter, bellowing up the staircase
and stirring the curtains as it passed the landing. It would grow
only louder and more defiant as the evening deepened.

 


Usually there was a scene marking the end of
the party. Roger and Florence would either begin to quarrel or grow
inappropriately affectionate in front of the guests. It was always
very late when this happened and already some of the children would
be asleep, sprawled across the big bed.

 


“Why couldn’t she be taken upstairs before
all this happened?” Jane’s mother would always moan afterwards.
This could all be avoided if only her sons would read the signals
and take matters in hand. For years Jane’s mother had plotted on
how to handle Florence, but never with one success.

 


Mum will be relieved that
she’s dead, thought Jane.

 


The children had adored Florence. Was it
because a child’s heart could be easily bought with chips and pop?
Jane smiled to herself. Was it the drama of the fights? Maybe it
was that queasy feeling of fear and excitement that she would get
in the pit of her stomach when Florence stormed up the stairs and
then swooped them all up out of the big bed with kisses and
tickles, reeking of alcohol and cigarettes. She could still feel
her grandmother’s arms around her and the soft pouches of flesh
under her arms—so soft. Soft as a kitten’s fur.

 


When she was too old to sneak off upstairs to
the gigantic television, Jane had come to realize that Florence
possessed something that few women had: an unshakable belief and
delight in her own body and its ability to attract men. At seventy
she still wore clinging evening dresses that showed every sagging
pocket of flesh, every ridge on her wrinkled neck and every bulge
around her midriff. And it wasn’t just that she wore such
things—she moved in them as a young, nubile woman might—mysterious,
sexual. The Colemans had not liked it. The wives of Florence’s two
sons—one of whom was Jane’s mother—had not liked it at all.

 


Where did she get that sense
of her own beauty and joy in her body? Jane
wondered.

 


Was it all alcohol-induced? Or was it that
she and Roger, her husband of fifty-two years, had been
passionately devoted to each other up to the very end—up to his
death fifteen years before. Roger, the banker, the master of great
reserves of capital and stocks, had been madly in love with
Florence—and she with him. To him there had been no other woman.
Nor could there ever be. There was something almost cosmic in their
relationship, and Jane, having glimpsed it, was ruined forever. She
could not settle herself to the Coleman mediocrity, no matter how
gilded.

 


Maybe that was why Florence
had been so terribly important to Jane. Wasn’t she herself a kind
of enfant terrible among the Colemans? She had married outside the acceptable
network of financiers, lawyers and oil barons, and she was now
divorced. She had also abandoned a promising career in estate law.
Her mother worried about her constantly. Her parents had started
trust funds for her two children and contributed to them annually.
It was generous of them, she acknowledged, but why did her entire
kith and kin have to know about it?

 


“Well, Flo,” Jane whispered
coming back to the bedside and placing a hand lightly on her
grandmother’s, her eyes growing teary, “I guess you and Roger are
together now, no doubt having a great old time.” It wasn’t the
first time that she had wondered about where the Almighty stood on
the issue of alcohol, but somehow she couldn’t imagine them
enjoying eternal bliss together without drinks in hand— Roger with
his scotch and Florence with her dry martini, straight up with a twist.

 


“Jane.”

 


It was her mother opening the bedroom softly.
She tiptoed into the room along with Jane’s older sister.

 


There was a strong family resemblance between
Carol and her eldest daughter. They both had a moneyed look about
them. It went beyond the expensive but tasteful clothes they wore.
It had more to do with the world of ready money in which they
lived. Jane couldn’t imagine either of them ever worrying about how
to pay utility bills, a mortgage and food expenses, and then
somehow have enough left over to pay for the children’s birthday
parties or back-to-school clothes. Jane certainly worried about
such things.

 


“Jane,” whispered her mother, tiptoeing over
to her as if she might disturb Florence. “Is she … is it over?”

 


Jane nodded somewhat distantly.

 


Her mother sighed. She made a quick sign of
the cross and then moved into quiet action. Deftly she edged around
Florence’s bed, pulled down the window blind and drew the curtains.
Then she circled back around the bed, averting her eyes from
Florence’s body.

 


“I have to go pick up Dad at
the airport. Oh dear, he’ll have missed saying goodbye to his
mother, but it can’t be helped. We couldn’t know if she were going
to go—this time.”

 


Beth nodded her head in agreement.

 


“I want Beth to come with me. Can you stay
here with—the body—until the funeral…” her mother struggled to find
the right word. “Until the funeral man comes to get it—her?”

 


Again Jane nodded.

 


Then, as if following stage directions she
had practiced many times, Jane’s mother made her way over to an
imposing mahogany wardrobe and pulled opened its heavy lower
drawer. She lifted out a large box and set it down at the foot of
the bed, giving out her instructions as she did so. “Jane, this is
the dress you are to give to the funeral…person. This is what Mrs.
Coleman, I mean Florence, is going to wear for the wake and you can
tell him that we want her to be buried in it as well.”

 


Jane walked over to the box with interest.
“What is it?” she asked.

 


Her mother lifted out a long navy crepe dress
and a short matching jacket. Jane had never seen her grandmother
wear the suit before.

 


“Where did you get this?” Jane asked.

 


“Oh, I forget,” her mother said
evasively.

 


“It looks new.”

 


“No. Well…Florence’s old clothes don’t really
fit her anymore.” Her mother folded the navy jacket and dress and
carefully laid them out at the foot of the bed. “Beth and I already
looked through the wardrobe.”

 


Beth handed Jane a small velvet bag. “These
are her pearls and earrings, Janey. We want these back from the
funeral home, right Mum?”

 


Carol nodded and then added,
“I can’t decide whether or not to have her with her glasses on. It
always looks so strange, you know, with their eyes closed and the
glasses on. But if I don’t, no one will recognize her…I think you’d
better give him the glasses, Jane. You’ll be OK here
then…with her?”
Jane’s mother asked a little anxiously. “It shouldn’t be long
before they come.”

 


“Of course. I’ll be fine.”

 


Jane’s mother glanced over
at Florence and shuddered slightly. Deaths always unnerved her. She
surveyed the room quickly, mentally checking to see if there were
anything else she needed to tell her daughter. She was relieved by
Florence’s death but annoyed by this funeral. And Larry was away.
It was his mother
but here she was,
the one who had to make all the arrangements. Well, she wasn’t
going to cancel out on the club’s fundraiser, scheduled for over a
year—oh dear, somehow she’d manage it all.

 


The two women left quietly, shutting the door
behind them soundlessly. Their solicitude gave Jane a sudden chill
and she took a restless turn around the room. She felt a strange,
inexplicable anxiety. Coming back toward Florence’s bed, she
noticed that her mother had not fully closed the drawer to the
wardrobe. She walked over to it and smoothed her hands across the
doors.

 


From over her shoulder, Jane felt the heavy
navy crepe staring at her from Florence’s bed—like a Cyclops’s eye,
dark and stern.

 


Jane bent over to close the lower drawer of
the wardrobe, but she stopped suddenly as a whiff of something
terribly familiar filled her nostrils. What was it? A blending of
perfumes, fabrics steeped in cigarette smoke, cedar balls and
things Jane couldn’t identify. She eased open the wardrobe doors
and the composite of smells hit her full in the face. Jane closed
her eyes, drinking in Florence’s scent and a thousand memories of
her grandmother. A feeling that she could not describe—of warmth
and hot and icy cold all together—seemed to flow through her,
beginning at her feet and then fanning up over her, through her
abdomen and chest, and flooding up into her face, suffusing her
right through to the crown of her head. She felt a strange tingling
along the back of her neck and the hairs on her arms began to
rise.

 


She’s here with
me, thought Jane. I
can feel her. I can feel her!

 


The sensation of Florence’s presence lasted
only for a few seconds. Then, like a dream, it began to ebb away,
rising from every part of her body until it was completely gone.
Jane opened her eyes and found herself looking into the wardrobe,
crammed full of garments of all colors: everything tightly packed
together. An untidy pile of boxes and hats crowded the lone shelf
above.

 


Jane grinned, feeling as if she had walked
into a secret boudoir. Or no…maybe it was more like stealing a peek
into an Egyptian burial room and seeing the objects that Florence
planned to take with her to the afterlife. How could she resist its
invitation—all the rich colors and scents and unpredictably
wonderful fabrics?

 


Jane let her hand drift over the garments,
touching each one lightly until her fingers came to rest on
something soft and cool. Dreamily she drew out a long, velvet opera
coat.

 


There were no buttons except for a large
rhinestone clasp at the collar. Silently she slipped her arms into
its sleeves, its rich mauve color becoming almost sepulchral as it
engulfed her. Then Jane peered at the shelf above and recklessly
pulled down an enormous gray felt hat with a dusty spray of black
feathers. Giving in to a delicious sense of dress-up, she donned
the hat, and then turning to see her reflection in the mirror, she
wavered. Would Florence mind?

 


Most decidedly not.

 


Jane called out softly to her grandmother,
“How does this look, Flo?”

 


The hat and coat transformed
her into—what kind of woman? Someone of
style and daring, thought Jane,
a woman who might do unpredictable things.
She tilted the hat over one eye and posed in her
best impersonation of a glamorous femme
fatale.

 


Something was missing.

 


I need gloves. There must be
gloves. Jane thrust her head deeper into
the wardrobe in search of them. Suddenly she noticed that a large,
squashed-looking cardboard box had been pushed to the very back.
Several pairs of shoes were piled on top of the box, as if they had
been flung there in haste. Jane stooped down and growing more
curious, she pulled the box out of the wardrobe. A piece of paper
was taped to the top. In bold, black capital letters it
read:

 


FLORENCE H. COLEMAN

DRESS I AM TO WEAR FOR MY FUNERAL

TO BE WORN WITH MY BLACK JET JEWELLERY FROM
ROGER

 


Jane paused indecisively, wondering if she
should open the box. Had her mother seen it? Why was it hidden in
the back of the wardrobe? She lifted its lid cautiously.

 


Inside was a black evening dress. She hadn’t
seen her grandmother wear it in a long time. In fact, the last time
had probably been when Roger was alive. The skirt and bodice were
made of an unusual fabric—a kind of black crystal tulle that Jane
had never seen anywhere else. At first glance it seemed opaque, but
then it would shimmer softly when the wearer moved. The full-length
sleeves were made of sheer black chiffon and the neckline plunged
generously. It was one of Florence’s most notorious outfits, one
certainly never destined to receive the Coleman stamp of
approval.

 


It’s actually quite a lovely
little dress, thought Jane, eyeing the
neckline and the stiff, full skirt that stopped just above the
knee. At one time Florence probably looked ravishing in it. In the
family’s opinion, however—excluding Roger, whom they thought a
fool— it was not a dress that a woman should wear in her seventies,
let alone sixties or fifties. In it, Florence had bared her
withered cleavage and varicosed calves at many a Coleman gathering.
Worse still, when she did wear it, Roger was wont to eye her
hungrily and nuzzle her neck in front of appalled relatives.
Florence had enjoyed it all immensely. Mischievously, she had
called it her little-black-dress.

 


Of course Flo wouldn’t want to wear that navy
dress suit!

 


Jane was certain that her
mother knew about this black dress and had hidden it away in the
wardrobe. But wasn’t it wrong to force Florence, now that she was
dead, to wear something that she’d never have worn while alive. But what
did one wear for a wake? It was going to be an open-casket event,
as tradition demanded, and it would be the last time that her
family would see Florence before she was laid to rest in the family
plot. Of course it had to be something dignified and respectable.
Wasn’t that what death demanded? Certainly not a little-black-dress
with a plunging neckline. And certainly not for a woman of
eighty-seven years! Were the Colemans finally going to have it
their way?

 


What should she do?
Maybe the dress signified something special
between Florence and Roger. Was it something Flo wanted to wear as
she was laid in her final resting place next to him—and for
him?

 


A muted knocking at the door interrupted
Jane’s thoughts. Closing up the box and placing it on top of the
navy suit dress, she walked over to the bedroom door and opened it
to find an elderly, clean-shaven man dressed in a black suit and a
dark gray tie. The man introduced himself as Mr. Ogden, the funeral
director. Jane asked him to please come in. She explained that her
mother had gone to the airport and that she, the granddaughter, had
been instructed to wait for him.

 


Jane noticed that Mr. Ogden was looking at
her in mild alarm and she suddenly realized that she was still
wearing the purple coat and hat. Quickly she removed them.

 


Mr. Ogden gently offered his condolences and
remained at a respectable distance from the bed where Florence lay.
Without implying anything like rushing, he asked Jane if the family
were ready to have Mrs. Coleman removed to the funeral home.

 


Jane acknowledged that they were. She would
have to sign a paper. That would be fine. And were these the
clothes to accompany Mrs. Coleman?

 


“Yes,” said Jane, making up her mind on the
spot. She walked over to the tattered box containing the black
dress.

 


“You see, this is her writing,” Jane
explained. “She distinctly specified that she wanted to wear these
clothes for her funeral.”

 


Mr. Ogden came over to the box and putting on
his glasses, he carefully read the note.

 


“I think that it’s important to respect…to
respect the wishes of the deceased in these matters, don’t
you?”

 


“Absolutely,” replied Mr. Ogden.

 


“They’re very…almost sacred, aren’t they?”
Jane said a little slyly, anticipating how he might react when he
opened the box. “Someone’s last wishes, I mean. They’re almost like
…part of a person’s last will and testament.”

 


Mr. Ogden supposed that they were. He told
her that he would be back in five minutes—if that suited her—to
begin the removal of Mrs. Coleman. He would have two assistants
with him. If she would gather the clothing, any jewelry and other
items (such as a family Bible or a rosary) and leave them at the
foot of the bed, then they could discuss downstairs—when they
signed the receipt for the personal effects—any further details
regarding the viewing. Was she to be the contact person in case
there were any questions? Jane said yes and gave him the number for
her cell. Mr. Ogden said that once they had finished upstairs, she
could specify what items she would like to have returned to the
family and which ones would… ahem…accompany Mrs. Coleman to her
final resting place.

 


After Mr. Ogden had left to collect his
assistants, Jane quickly thrust the box containing the navy dress
and jacket, along with the bag containing the pearls and glasses,
back into the wardrobe and pressed the doors shut. Then going over
to Florence’s dressing table, she gathered up the jet necklace,
earrings, ring and bracelet and gently set them atop Florence’s
black dress.

 

 


“You’re not finished with the Colemans yet,
are you Flo?” Jane murmured as she placed the box containing the
black evening dress at the foot of her grandmother’s bed.

 


Her stomach had that queasy feeling once
again, but she was going through with it. She knew it was what
Florence wanted.

 


~

 


“I want this covered up immediately!” Jane’s
mother looked around indignantly. “How did she get in this dress?
What happened to the navy dress and jacket?”

 


Jane took a deep breath. She was standing
between her father and mother in a dimmed alcove as they gazed upon
Florence Coleman’s remains, laid out in folds of glistening white
satin.

 


Florence was wearing her
little-black-dress.

 


Lorraine, Mr. Ogden’s chief cosmetician, had
done wonders with Florence. Her hair was carefully arranged in a
swirl of soft curls—just like the style in the photograph Jane had
sent over. Secret cosmetological arts had filled out Florence’s
sunken cheeks and eyes so that she looked much younger, although
perhaps a little overly made-up. Lorraine had also done a
spectacular job with her décolleté: Florence showed about two
inches of cleavage. The talented cosmetician had skillfully covered
up age spots and wrinkles so that her bosom appeared full, smooth
and alluring. Florence’s dark jet jewelry sparkled on her breast
and the giant ring on her right hand, clasped to her left hand
across her abdomen, shimmered richly.

 


“Jane!” hissed her mother. “What happened to
the navy suit?”

 


Jane began to explain about the second box
and the note, but her mother interrupted her impatiently.

 


“I’ll never forgive you for this!” she moaned
dramatically. “How could you? How could you? And we have everyone
coming!”

 


“Now, Carol,” said Jane’s father, “take it
easy. They’re going to start arriving in a few minutes. We’ll just
have to leave her as she is.”

 


At that moment Mr. Ogden appeared to ask what
was wanted. He had been summoned away from another wake taking
place in his second parlor. Jane’s mother denounced Florence’s
appearance in no uncertain terms and asked him how he could
possibly have imagined that this dress would be suitable for an
event such as a wake. Mr. Odgen was distraught, his impeccable
judgment and discretion under attack. He eyed Jane hurtfully. He
had only been following the instructions of Mrs. Coleman’s
granddaughter. And the note, yes he still had the note to show
that…

 


Never mind. Jane’s mother
was at her censorious best. She wanted him to do
something immediately,
before everyone arrived. Wasn’t there something that he could do?

 


Mr. Ogden paused, and then, ever resourceful,
disappeared for a minute and returned with a swath of white, satin
fabric. He asked the family to step back away from the casket and
then, turning his back to them, he expertly tucked the fabric
across Florence’s chest up to her armpits, leaving her hands
exposed, but covering her bust. When he had finished he stepped
back.

 


It did look rather strange…almost like a
restraining harness. But it was an improvement, according to Jane’s
mother. “Well, it’ll have to do,” Carol announced, because here
were the first people. Beth had arrived with Jane’s two young
daughters. They had spent the day with their aunt and their teenage
cousins. With a twinge of guilt, Jane noticed that Beth had bought
her girls new dresses. Her sister came over smiling, saying what
fun they all had shopping and how it had kept the kids from
thinking too much about losing Granny. A few more Colemans followed
her and then, seconds later, old friends, more relatives, employees
and business associates, her mother’s girlfriends from her club—all
began to trickle in. The room was suddenly filled with the
inhabitants of the Coleman world, greeting one another, offering
sympathies, all of them connected to one another by invisible
filaments of wealth and respectability.

 


Jane slunk away to a chair against the wall,
extremely dispirited.

 


I tried my best, Flo. I really tried my
best!

 


She tried to convince herself that at least
Florence would be buried in a dress of her own choosing, but she
was filled with a terrible self-doubt. Had she done the right
thing?

 


Was it really such a
horrible thing to do to her mother? There had been no malice in
it. I just couldn’t let them get away with
it, Jane thought. It was just too
outrageous to think of Florence in that navy suit dress.

 


But they were getting away with it, weren’t
they? Florence was decently covered up. Jane could almost hear her
protesting from within her casket. It had all been so useless,
Jane’s little rebellion. And her daughters were having such a good
time with the family. Mum and Dad and even Aunt Beth spoiled them
and bought them things that she couldn’t. They were Colemans, too.
Jane felt a wave of depression rolling over her. She was such a
disappointment on so many fronts…even to herself.

 


Suddenly there was a commotion near the
parlor’s entrance. Her mother’s face appeared from out of the crowd
for an instant and she beckoned urgently for Jane’s father to come
over to her. Jane stretched her neck for a better look. They were
trying to prevent someone from coming forward into the room.

 


It was Mick! Jane had forgotten all about
Uncle Mick, Florence’s younger brother.

 


Somehow Uncle Mick had gotten himself to the
funeral home and—not surprisingly—was a little drunk. He seemed
very distraught at his sister’s death and showed a very teary face
below a thick shock of white hair. He had hastily put on a suit and
overcoat and his tie was twisted to one side.

 


As Jane moved toward him, she could hear her
mother saying to her father in a panicky whisper, “Larry, he’s not
supposed to be here. We told him that we’d take him to the funeral,
but not the wake.” And then turning to Mick she said in a louder
voice coated with honey, “Now, Uncle Mick, you know this is going
to be too upsetting for you. We already talked about this. Let’s
have Larry take you home. ”

 


Mick, however, was not budging. He raised his
eyes and looked around the room fretfully until they came to rest
on Jane.

 


“Janey!” he cried. “There’s little Janey!
You’ll take me to her, won’t you? You’ll help me to see my own
sister, won’t you! The last time to see her before…she goes…” He
began to cough violently and tears oozed from his eyes as he pushed
past the others and reached out to Jane. She caught his arm as a
cloud of vodka enveloped her.

 


“I’ll take him up, Mum,” she said, patting
his arm. “I’ll take you, Uncle Mick.”

 


Jane’s mother eyed her doubtfully. “Jane,”
she began…

 


The other mourners lining up to see Florence
backed away respectfully as Jane walked slowly forward, her great
uncle leaning heavily on her arm. She maneuvered him into the
recessed alcove where Florence lay. Mick grasped Jane’s arm
forcefully when he saw the body of his sister. Grunting painfully,
he eased himself onto the cushioned kneeler in front of the
coffin.

 


“We’ll say an
Our Father and a
Hail Mary, OK, Uncle
Mick?”

 


Mick nodded, overcome with emotion. He pulled
a rosary out of his pocket and began to finger it absently. Jane
began to say the prayers in a soft, low voice and they seemed to
have a soothing effect on him. Mick stared thoughtfully and sadly
at Florence.

 


Just as she was beginning to
say a second Hail Mary, Mick interrupted and whispered, “She looks pretty good,
doesn’t she?”

 


Jane nodded.

 


“Just like when she was with Roger. Or maybe
even a little better,” he said as he peered closer. “They’ve done
something nice with her hair. They always make you look younger,
don’t they? Strange isn’t it, Janey?” He sighed. “Do you think
they’ll do a good job with me? I’m sure to be next, you know. Oh,
they’ll have a hell of a time with me.”

 


“Shhh,” remonstrated Jane. His voice was
getting too loud. “Let’s finish up our prayers. ”

 


“Ah yes, right you are, Janey. Even though
Flo would take a good drink over a prayer any day! Do you think
they let you…you know, have it up there?” Mick asked, raising his
eyes toward the ceiling. “I mean in heaven, you know.”

 


He paused and then with an impish grin
whispered to her, “I’d rather be down you know where, Janey…if
those evangelics are right about drinking and the Lord.”

 


“Uncle Mick, please!” Jane eyed the crowd
gathering behind her. She was relieved to find that they were still
standing at a safe distance.

 


“Now why have they put
this…this tablecloth on her?” Mick continued, eyeing the swath of fabric that Mr.
Ogden had hastily tucked around Florence. “It looks a bit strange.
What’s it there for? Did they take away her middle or something?”
He looked genuinely concerned.

 


Jane sighed. “No, Uncle Mick,” she began,
“Carol and Larry don’t like what she’s wearing. They don’t think
it’s appropriate for the funeral and…it’s covering her up.”

 


“Your mother and father, eh? They don’t like
it, you say?” Mick’s voice was getting querulous.

 


Everyone in the line looked politely
away.

 


“It’s a bit of a long story, Uncle Mick,”
Jane whispered hurriedly. “But I think we should go back now, don’t
you?” She felt a little depressed looking at Florence and the
sanctimonious piece of shiny satin.

 


“Hmm,” murmured Mick. “Well, I just want a
little peek to make sure all’s well.” Before Jane could stop him,
Mick reached out and with a magician’s deftness, pulled away the
white piece of fabric without disturbing Florence’s arms.

 


“Well now,” he said, a little astonished at
the appearance of Florence’s bosom and the necklace. “That’s more
like her, eh?”

 


Jane was stunned. She
grabbed the white fabric and crumpled it up in her hand. Then she
surreptitiously glanced at the line of people behind
them—thankfully they were engrossed in conversation and no one
seemed to have noticed Mick removing the cloth. It had happened so
quickly! Should she try to put the white satin back? She looked at
Florence’s smiling, restful face. I need a
sign, Flo, Jane begged. But Florence lay
unperturbed and motionless, her jet jewelry glinting steadily in
the dim lighting.

 


Jane stuffed the swath of white fabric into
Mick’s coat pocket and began to rehearse her part: as far as she
knew, the extra piece of satin had just…disappeared. Her mother was
in the back of the room greeting people as they arrived and it
would be some time before she realized what had happened. And even
when she did catch on, the room was too full of people to cover
Florence up again without drawing attention to it. Why, anyone
might have removed the fabric.

“Well,” muttered Jane, “I
guess Florence is going to be seen as she wished to be
seen!”

 


She felt a nervous exhilaration. This was
going to be Florence’s last dramatic appearance in the Coleman
world.

 


Jane hustled Mick away from the casket as the
line behind her became impatient and moved up to pay their last
respects. The room was already very crowded and the procession up
to the casket was a long one. Slipping past her parents, Jane
helped Mick out into the foyer and requested that a cab be called.
Mick gave her no trouble—he didn’t seem to want to socialize with
the rest of the family.

 


As they stood together, waiting in the
visitors’ foyer amidst Mr. Ogden’s tall potted plants and somberly
upholstered chairs, Mick seemed pensive. His eyes darted around the
hallway restlessly and then finally he turned to Jane and asked,
“What do you think I should do with this?” He patted his pocket
where the white fabric was stowed away. His eyes twinkled just a
little.

 


Why am I drawn to this side
of the family? thought Jane of a
sudden. Why are they drawn to me? They’re
most of them alcoholics … they’ve upset my mother countless times.
She’s a good woman, a very good woman. Jane
thought of her mother’s fundraising work and the trust accounts for
her two girls. Why do I do this to
Mum?

 


As if reading her thoughts, Mick whispered,
“Ah, Janey. You’re not like the rest of them.”

 


But that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She
wasn’t like Florence. She could never pull it off.

 


A taxi appeared outside the heavy glass doors
and Jane pushed hard to open them. She and Uncle Mick stepped
outside into the chilly autumn night. Mick continued to mutter as
he tumbled into the back seat.

 


“Here, Janey. Take this thing from me.” It
was the white satin. “Now you just give this to your mother after
all this is over. A little present from… ay it’s from Flo! That’ll
get her goat, eh?”

 


But Jane knew she would never give the fabric
to her mother—it was just too cruel.

 


“No, Uncle Mick,” she said, bending forward,
“It’s got to be a secret. You get rid of it. Do you understand? A
secret.”

 


Mick’s eyes cleared for a moment as he took
in her words. “Why, maybe they’ll think Florence did it herself!
Ha!” He chuckled delightedly. Jane closed the door firmly and waved
as the cab pulled slowly away from the curb.

 


“Jane?”

 


Someone was calling her and she knew she
should return, but for some reason she was reluctant to go back
inside—back into the countless handshakes, the murmurs of
condolence and the strained, unaffectionate kisses.

 


“Jane!”

 


She wouldn’t have long before they found
her—out there where it was quiet and the air was fresh and cool.
Jane looked up wistfully and suddenly noticed that it was a
beautiful night: a crystal-clear, moonless night filled with the
scents of the darkness as it began its autumnal courtship of the
cold. All around her, Jane could feel the air bristling with a
mysterious and secret…what was it?

 


Why, it was a kind of romance, wasn’t it?

 


She hadn’t noticed it until now. It was there
in the damp smell of the earth, readying itself for the ascent of
fallen leaves. And there in the quiver of the wind as it cut
through her clothing and into her flesh.

 


“Jane! Where’s Jane?”
Was that her mother’s voice?

 


Jane moved away from the
heavy doors and deeper into the autumn night. She walked across the
parking lot and through its glare of incandescent lights, past
expensive cars huddled in the cold, until she was looking out
across a farm field that lay beyond the funeral home. Out in the
field she could see that a frost was setting in. The soil had been
cleared of any last remnants of vegetation and stern rows of black
dirt lay ready for the coming winter. But still the earth gave off
a moist, seductive musk of life, life,
life.

 


It’s
inappropriate, thought Jane, breathing the
night air deep into her lungs. They would
say that this is all inappropriate. Just as Florence was. Just as
that dress is.

 


She was right. The coming of winter was
supposed to mark the end of foolish passions and youthful hopes.
Winter marked the withering away of potent forces. It came so that
the last, ugly vestiges of a decaying fecundity could be removed.
It was too close to death to have any association with desire and
romance. The barren farm field, with its severe and corrugated rows
of earth, was the one properly dressed for this funeral.

 


Jane let her eyes travel across the silent,
disapproving field and then up to the sky above the horizon, where
she saw a vast sea of darkness and scattered across it, millions of
tiny, sparkling stars.

 


She caught her breath.

 


“Why, it’s Florence’s dress!” she
murmured.

 


It was true. The night sky glimmered and
glinted softly, just like the fabric encasing Florence’s last
remains, and the stars of the Milky Way formed a soft, suggestive
fissure across it.

Jane watched the sky for a few moments,
feeling a mixture of sorrow and exultation at her grandmother’s
passing. “Goodbye,” she finally whispered.

 


And then, drawing her hand
to her lips, she blew a kiss out onto the cosmos, casting her own
dreams and desires deep into the folds of Florence’s shimmering,
beautiful, endless— little-black-dress.
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