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Death is not an event in life: we do not live 
to experience death.

- Ludwig Wittgenstein

Death is not only necessary, but frequently 
even desirable.

- Marcus Tullius Cicero

Death be not proud.
- John Donne

Life is life, but death is business.
- Big Bill Reese

There’s a sucker born every minute.
- Phineas (P.T.) Barnum



Billy didn’t even look up as his sister entered the chilly 
air-conditioned room. Paige Reese delicately sniff ed 
the air, and then snorted with disgust. At twenty-two 

years of age she was pretty with a pale peaches-and-cream 
complexion, and strawberry blond hair that curled up just 
above her shoulders. Th e color of her eyes depended upon 
her surroundings. She listed them as hazel on her driver’s 
license, but they seemed to battle between being blue and 
brown with fl ecks of green throughout. Paige had been a 
popular girl in high school, sought aft er in college, and 
coolly aloof in graduate school as the boys and then men 
attempted to break through her beauty-façaded resolve. 
Much to her dismay her nose was cutesy-pug, and it wrin-
kled, now, as she tried to identify the unpleasant odor. 

She glanced around in the garish fl uorescent light, and 
noticed that the handsome young man, naked on the stain-
less steel table, was beginning to turn the same institutional 
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shade of green as the worn and stained walls of the work-
room where he lay. She whirled and glared at her brother, 
sitting with his feet up, a well-thumbed and stained copy 
of HUSTLER open on his lap. 

“Billy Reese, Junior! When do you intend to get around 
to working on Sonny Wilcox? He’s beginning to stink!”

This time he looked up and gave an annoyed grunt. Billy 
was only two years her senior. In the antiquated patriar-
chal society of the rural Eastern Shore, though, he was the 
man of the family, and what he said was law, no matter 
what his snooty college-educated sister thought. In high 
school Billy had not been very successful, either socially or 
academically, and the humiliation shaped him or warped 
him, for life. He was now a somewhat slovenly individual, 
his dark brown hair well-cut but dirty looking, his cloth-
ing about two-days past needing the laundry, and his fea-
tures softly rounded by a subcutaneous layer of too-many 
hamburgers and fries. But, he considered himself Paige’s 
superior, and he intended to capitalize on the situation.

“Gimme a break, Paige,” he snapped back. If you don’t 
like it, push him back in the reefer. I’m busy right now. And, 
hell, he’s in no hurry. Most relaxed I’ve ever seen Sonny.” 

He laughed, enjoying his own funeral home humor. Sonny 
had been the All State halfback on the high school football 
team, and his main hobby had been to make pudgy Billy 
Reese’s life miserable. This was payback time, and Billy rel-
ished every moment. See who’s got the last laugh now, you 
maggot ranch, he thought. I’ll cut off your nuts, suck out 
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your brain and squirt you full of formaldehyde, then we’ll 
see who’s laughing.

Paige was not amused. “You lazy horse’s ass! If you could 
get off  your fat butt and do some work around here I 
wouldn’t have had to come home from school to run things.” 

It was a sore point for both of them. Th e Reese Funeral 
Home had been a fi xture Eastville for three generations, but 
had just recently fallen to their management, and neither 
of them was thrilled with the situation. 

Before his stroke, Reese Funeral Home was under the man-
agement of the man known throughout the county as “Big 
Bill,” but known to Paige and Billy as “Daddy.” Big Bill Reese 
was a huge man — well over six feet tall and 250 pounds, 
who seemed to know everyone in Northampton County. 
He attended all of the events at the high school, and you 
couldn’t have a church supper without Big Bill showing up 
to sample the wares and press the fl esh. He was garrulous 
and smiling, always ready to shake a hand, pat a back, tell 
a joke, or listen sympathetically, if that’s what the moment 
required. His undertaking services were in great demand. 
Death never kept a timetable, so he was always on call, 
ready to go out and comfort a family or pick up a body in 
his black Cadillac hearse. Big Bill used to say, though not 
where anyone but family or close friends could hear him, 
“I’m so popular, people are just dying to give me their busi-
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ness.” Then he’d slap himself on the thigh and laugh until 
his face turned red and he’d almost choke. Paige and Billy 
thought it probably the stupidest joke they’d ever heard, 
but Big Bill loved it. 

And Big Bill loved being a Funeral Director. He was 
good at gently embracing the dearly departed’s relatives 
and assuring them that he felt their pain and would do 
everything in his power to ensure that their loved one 
would cross over to the other side in comfort and style. 
The people of Eastville — of the whole of Northampton 
County — loved him for it.

Big Bill even laughed uproariously every time another of 
the lawyers eating lunch at the Inn responded to his hand-
shake and hearty “How’re ya feelin’?” with a joking, “Why? 
Don’t I look well? Is business slow? Don’t start measuring 
me for a coffin yet Big.” 

He’d heard it hundreds of times before, but he laughed 
long and loud anyway. Big Bill wanted his potential cus-
tomers to be happy. After all, he’d think, lawyers really do 
have hearts. Haven’t I thrown a bunch of them in the dis-
posal can while embalming their former owners? And he’d 
laugh again, albeit this time quietly to himself. 

Despite several funeral homes in the county, Big Bill’s 
personal popularity ensured that he got much more than 
his share of business, right up until the time his stroke.

It was a beautiful morning in the early spring. Big Bill 
had slept with the drapes open and the shades up on 
his bedroom windows, with the windows thrown wide 
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open. This time of year, before the heat and mosquitoes 
of summer, he loved to wake up to the song of the mock-
ingbird living in the big flowering magnolia tree outside 
his window. Yep, he’d think, they were sure right with that 
book title. It’s a sin to kill a mockingbird.

 Big Bill’s house sat well back from the road on three-
acres of well-tended lawn. It was close to 100 years old, 
which really wasn’t saying much in Eastville. There were 
few houses in the aged village that had been built in the 
last fifty years. The house was a two-story white wood-
frame house with a big unscreened porch that wrapped 
around three sides. Wicker rockers and a swing graced the 
porch and baskets of red geraniums hung from the ornate 
gingerbread accenting its top rail. The plantings around 
the property’s perimeter were thick and lush and color-
ful – azaleas, dogwood, crape myrtle, lilacs and spreading 
mimosas blossomed all around. Huge beds of tiger lilies 
surrounded the house’s foundation, and Virginia creeper 
climbed the brick chimney on the eastern end. Up near 
the porch, to the right of the front door, towered a huge 
old pin oak with a tire swing hanging from a branch. The 
density of the foliage ensured Bill a lot of privacy, but since 
there were only 199 residents in Eastville proper, there was 
no reason for them to live on top of one another.

A grand brick barbecue pit, surrounded by rough and 
weathered wooden tables and chairs where Big Bill liked 
to entertain, was in back. A pergola protected the patio, 
and Bill had planted scuppernongs to climb up and give 
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shade. In the very back of the property, hard up against 
the whitewashed wood-slat fence clattering whirligigs pro-
tected a tangle of blackberry bushes from the birds. It was a 
small, glorious bucolic kingdom in a quiet peaceful realm.

Mornings Big Bill would hoist his girth out of the king-
sized four-poster rice bed, where he’d slept alone since 
his wife died of cancer five years before, and pad over to 
the window in his voluminous boxer shorts and bare feet. 
He’d bend down and look out at the dogwoods and azaleas 
blooming in his backyard, inhale the heady perfume of the 
lilacs, and smile. Big Bill loved his yard, loved his town, 
loved his job . . . he was just a satisfied, big happy teddy 
bear of a man. 

But on a morning in early June, something went wrong 
with Big Bill’s routine. He had gotten up in the early 
morning, as always, but as he started brushing his teeth, 
he noticed the left side of his mouth drooping. He tried 
walking to the hallway, and found that he kept swerving 
and bumping into the wall on his left side. Confused and 
concerned, Big Bill picked up the phone with his right 
hand. He tried punching the buttons with his left, but his 
arm just hung lifeless at his side. Cradling the receiver 
between his right shoulder and ear, Big Bill managed to 
punch “911” with his right hand. When the operator came 
on, Bill found that he couldn’t speak clearly, but was able 
to make enough noise that the operator knew it was not a 
prank call. Caller ID at the emergency call center did its 
trick, and within ten minutes the County rescue squad was 
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strapping Bill to a stretcher, IV inserted in his arm, and 
oxygen mask on his face, for the 15-mile run up the road 
the regional hospital in Nassawadox. When they rolled Big 
Bill’s stretcher into the Emergency Room, he was going 
downhill fast. He couldn’t move anything on the left side 
of his body, he couldn’t talk, and to him everything looked 
and sounded like it was coming through thick gauze. Then 
Big Bill lost consciousness altogether. 

The doctor said that it was a typical stroke, with major 
left side involvement. The stroke was massive, but Bill 
would live. Essentially a substantial portion of the right 
side of his brain was destroyed by lack of blood due to a 
clot. Bill would live, but he’d never be “Big Bill” again. No 
more raucous laughter and back slapping at the Masonic 
Lodge. No more swapping off-color jokes with the lawyers 
down to the restaurant at the Inn. No more sneaking back 
up for more clam fritters at the church suppers. No more. 
Bill Reese was now an invalid requiring twenty-four-hour 
care just to survive. He couldn’t feed himself, he couldn’t 
dress himself, he couldn’t even wipe his own bottom. Big 
Bill Reese was no more. It was the end of an era. 

When his father was downed by the stroke, manage-
ment of Reese Funeral Home fell to Bill Reese, Junior. A 
truyly regrettable event. Bill Junior, “Billy,” was no Big Bill. 



The day  was scorching and parched as only an August 
in the rural South can be. Th e sky seemed a milky 
white, its color washed out by the fi erce sun. Th e air 

even smelled hot and dry – a combination of fi eld dust, 
sweat, bubbling tarmac, and parched weeds. In the shim-
mering heat, the strange little man walked down the shoul-
der of the Courthouse Road, off  the main highway. His 
hatless shaggy head hung down. He was slight of build, 
indiscriminant of age, and dressed like any other wan-
derer in this out-of-the-way corner of Virginia; brownish 
rough work pants, a light-blue chambray shirt streaked 
with white salt where it had been sweated through many 
times since it was last washed, and black broken-down 
brogans. His appearance was quite unremarkable. With 
each step he took, little dust clouds squirted from under 
his feet. Ten yards to his left , the fi eld next to his pathway 
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lay gray-green with a good crop of soybeans waiting to be 
harvested. The ten-foot tall irrigation sprinklers stalked 
their way through the plants, spinning out water in rain-
bow-catching cascades, washing the dust off the leaves. 
He didn’t look. He just gazed at the road eighteen inches 
ahead as he dragged his feet and trudged on.

The sign on the highway had said EASTVILLE this exit. 
He hoped the town wasn’t too far. His long walk in the sun 
had worn him out. 

Shuffling along the shoulder, he passed a deserted build-
ing that once was a little grocery, the Prince Hall Masonic 
Lodge (it looked deserted, too), a white clapboard African 
Methodist-Episcopal Church with headstones sprinkled 
across the shaded lawn, and farther down the road the 
neat brick Christ Episcopal Church, with its walled and 
formal-looking cemetery. He saw no people, and no cars 
drove past. Finally he got to the town. 

“It’s a good thing I’m walking,” he thought as he entered 
the little hamlet. “This place is so small if I’d a been driving 
I would’a missed it.” 

It was obvious that Eastville had passed its prime. Long 
ago. The town center boasted a Texaco station, deserted, 
and a yellow-painted State welfare office, where people 
were queued up to get their food stamps. There were a 
couple of white-washed stand-alone stores, also dirty and 
deserted; the white frame two-story Eastville Inn, appar-
ently housing a restaurant and lunch bar; and the Court-
house Square, with its old brick historical and official 
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buildings. He stood for a long time gazing at the Court-
house and the tall column of the Confederate Monument 
set in the parched brown grass of the Square. The hot sun 
burned into the top of his uncovered head and he smelled 
the dusty dryness of the day. He stood there reflectively. 
Then he seemed to shake himself from a daydream, and 
went into the restaurant at the Inn, next to the Square, to 
have something cold to drink. 

It was lunchtime, and as the screen door banged behind 
him a number of the attorneys in the restaurant eating crab 
cakes or fresh fish, and discussing business, glanced up at 
him, and just as quickly looked away, dismissing his very 
presence. Or maybe they were discussing whether the red 
drum would be running in the waters near Cape Charles 
this weekend. Or whether this year they’d finally have a 
winning football team at the high school. Whatever, they 
paid no attention to the strange, nondescript, dingy man 
as he sat up at the lunch bar and quietly ordered a cold 
sweet tea. It was as if they couldn’t even see him, which 
was just how he liked it.



Billy Reese  had always disappointed Big Bill Reese. He 
barely eked out a “C” average in high school. Where 
Big Bill was a fi xture at all the high school’s sports 

games, Billy played none. Unfortunately, Billy was best 
known for his father’s “creepy” profession. Th e boys all 
picked on him because he was plump and bland, and the 
giggling girls all whispered behind their hands that they’d 
never go out with him. “He smells like that stuff  you pump 
in dead bodies to keep them from rotting,” they said. 

Aft er high school, Billy escaped from Eastville to the 
Pittsburgh Institute of Mortuary Science. He dreamed of 
completing a full Bachelor’s degree and going on to owning 
his own big-time funeral business in a large city — Rich-
mond or Norfolk or Virginia Beach. Or maybe even a chain 
of homes. But not on the Eastern Shore. No, he wanted to 
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go somewhere where he could make lots of money and 
not be reminded of his small-town beginnings. His dream 
wasn’t to be. Just as in high school, academics still weren’t 
Billy’s strong suit. He barely fi nished his one-year Diploma 
in Embalming and Funeral Directing, ending up near the 
bottom of his class. A bitter and disappointed Bill Reese, 
Junior returned to Eastville to take the only job off ered 
him — working for his father at Reese Funeral Home. 

Now Billy was Reese Funeral Home. He thought maybe 
the respect that Big Bill received would go with the job, 
but he was sadly mistaken. It just doesn’t work that way in 
your hometown. Th e locals remembered too well the little 
Billy, running snotty-nosed crying home from the school 
bus with the taunts of the bigger kids ringing in his ears. 
Th e people he now tried to impress, the ones from whom 
he wanted respect, the ones that would generate his busi-
ness for the next twenty years, had long memories of those 
painful days for Billy. So when Big Bill was laid low, Billy 
tried to step up to the plate and keep things going. It didn’t 
work. Which is why his younger sister, Paige, had to return 
home to try to salvage Reese Funeral Home. 

Paige Reese, Big Bill’s little girl, was the smart one in the 
family. If Billy had been standing behind the door when 
brains were passed out, Paige got her share and his too. If 
Billy had been hit with the ugly stick, Paige was the essence 
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of southern charm, grace and beauty. Her strawberry blond 
hair was full and thick; her eyes warm, knowing, and occa-
sionally mischievous; her complexion clear and milky. 
She had been the Homecoming Queen in high school, of 
course, and all the boys wanted to date her. She was smart 
and she was beautiful, and she desperately hated Eastville 
and the Eastern Shore of Virginia.

Paige’s direction and determination were forged in a strug-
gle to keep her virginity in the backseat of an old Chevy 
Impala during a forgettable drive-in movie. “Everybody 
does it,” begged her hyperventilating boyfriend-of-the-
moment. And it was pretty much true. All her friends and 
classmates were planning their lives around getting out of 
high school, getting married and getting pregnant, hope-
fully in that order, but Paige wanted much more from her 
future. She wasn’t interested in the “barefoot-and-preg-
nant” life offered to her by the latest Bubba or Billy Bob 
or Sonny Joe. She aspired to higher things.

I can’t wait to get out of this Podunk little town, Paige 
would grumble to herself. She’d seen what was outside 
Northampton County on a senior trip to New York City – 
the lights and nightlife, the high fashion, the fast cars and 
fast people. Paige voraciously devoured COSMO, THE 
NEW YORKER, and the LIFE magazine that showed up 
weekly with the VIRGINIAN-PILOT, and watched “Sex and 
The City” on cable, and she ached for a more sophisticated 
way of life. She had the brains, she had the drive, and she 
set herself a mission to conquer the world of big business. 
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After high school, Paige left Eastville and went across 
the Chesapeake Bay to the College of William and Mary 
in Williamsburg. She knew that Williamsburg, and nearby 
Norfolk, weren’t really chic big cities, but compared to 
Eastville it was a wonderfully exciting area. And Paige 
knew that excelling in college was her key to bigger and 
better things. Many of her fellow co-eds came to William 
and Mary to hunt for husbands, and couldn’t understand 
when Paige didn’t want to go out partying with them at the 
men’s fraternity houses. But Paige focused like a laser on 
achieving her future goals. She pretty much swept through 
her four years of undergraduate business and finance, as 
she had the classes at Northampton County High School. 
Paige managed to graduate Summa Cum Laude, and then 
departed quaint little Williamsburg for the challenges of 
graduate school. 

For graduate school, Paige chose the Wharton School 
of Finance of the University of Pennsylvania. It was com-
petitive, it was in a large city, Philadelphia, and it was the 
best place to study for her Masters in Business Adminis-
tration in international finance. Once she had that sheep-
skin tacked to her wall she’d be totally and finally free of 
her ties to “Podunk” little Eastville. Paige saw herself as 
the Chief Financial Officer of a multi-national corpora-
tion, working in either London or Paris. In her mind’s, eye 
she walked along the Thames, or the Seine, in an expen-
sively tailored business suit, talking on her satellite phone 
to obsequious underlings in Hong Kong and Tokyo and 
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Bern, directing the financial dealings of billions of dollars. 
She had nurtured this beautiful dream since her senior 
year in high school, but then came Big Bill’s stroke and it 
all came crashing down.

Paige had only a semester and a half left until she 
graduated with her MBA. She’d already been tentatively 
approached by a number of multi-national corporations 
who saw in her a chance to both fill a female executive 
quota and do it with someone who would be a real asset. 
Paige was ready to fly, but then the stroke happened. 

She tried to pretend that Billy was going to be all right 
running the family business and taking care of the now 
frail Big Bill. While home visiting her convalescing father, 
she tried to give Billy some suggestions on keeping up with 
the business, but he petulantly brushed then aside.

“Billy, maybe you ought to get Mrs. Cramer down the 
street to help keep track of the books.”

“Screw that! And have that old bat tell everyone in two 
counties how much money we’re making?”

“Yes, but you were never good with math, she could do 
the data entry and pay the bills and you could keep her 
out of the files that show what the margin is.”

“What the hell does margarine have to do with anything? 
I’ll take care of it. I’m ‘Big Bill’ now.”

“Oh, bull crap! You’ll never hold a candle to what daddy 
was,” cried a frustrated Paige, and with that she turned and 
stalked from the room, muttering “Big Bill” under her breath. 
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Paige was both disgusted and discouraged with what 
she had found when she looked at the business’s books. 
Past due bills unpaid, overdue accounts uncollected, and 
apparently Billy was using the corporate checking account 
as his own personal cash drawer. There were stubs in the 
corporate checkbook for the ABC Store; subscriptions to 
HUSTLER, PLAYBOY, and other magazines she’d never 
heard of; huge checks for credit card purchases; and a check 
for $2,000 to some girl in Cape Charles. Her practiced eye 
told her that if someone didn’t stop Billy from bleeding the 
company account, while ignoring existing and new busi-
ness, Reese Funeral Home would quickly become a thing 
of the past. And with it would go the house and the only 
way they had of supporting daddy’s huge medical expenses. 

Billy was the older sibling. He was Bill Junior. He was 
nominally the man of the house, but it looked like it was 
going to be up to Paige to come home and save things. 
Reluctantly Paige returned to Philadelphia, withdrew from 
Wharton, packed away her schoolbooks and her dreams, 
and returned to Eastville to become the backbone of the 
family business while her useless brother remained the 
male figurehead in a still-agrarian and male-dominated 
Northampton County, on the Eastern Shore of Virginia.



Finishing his sweet tea at th e Eastville Inn, the strange 
little man went back out to Courthouse Road, the coil-
spring pulling slamming the old-fashioned screen door 

shut behind him. He turned left , walking the length of the 
Inn’s front porch, and down the steps to the Courthouse 
Square. Walking around the verdigris-green Gatling gun he 
assumed was from the Civil War, or the War of Northern 
Aggression, as they liked to call it down here, he entered 
the cool shade of the Courthouse. Over his sweet tea the 
man had read a brochure about Eastville. In it the author 
gushed over the fact that the records in the Eastville Court-
house were the oldest continuous county records in the 
United States. Th e earliest one dated clear back to 1632, 
100 years before even the old Courthouse had been built, 
this new one having been completed in 1899.
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“Good afternoon, sir,” called Anna Mary Hopkins, the 
clerk, from her desk across the room. “How can I help you?”

Timidly the man answered, “May I just look around?”
“Sure can,” Anna Mary replied. “Anything in particular 

you’re interested in?”
“Just some of the old records,” he said.
“Oh, well let me help you, then. The oldest ones aren’t 

really available to the public, you know. They’re awful del-
icate, now, and we keep them put away.”

“Well, thank you,” the little man said.
Anna Mary disappeared into the back and returned with 

a large, heavy, bound volume of court records.
“Here, now, just you look at this,” she said, gently laying 

back the cover of the book. “This is the oldest record we’ve 
got. It’s a land title where a local Indian chief sold a parcel 
of property to one of the early settlers. See? He drew a fish 
hawk to sign his name.”

“Uh, huh.”
“This here’s one of my favorites,” said Anna Mary. “It’s an 

old will that tells how the man wanted to be buried. You 
know, a lot of people apparently were buried alive, back 
then. They’d get sick, and go into a coma, or something, 
and everyone would think they were dead. He must have 
been afraid that he was going to be buried alive because 
he stipulated that he wanted to be buried upright, with the 
top of his casket above ground, and with a hinged door at 
the top. Isn’t that silly?”
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“Yes, indeed. Quite so. Silly,” he quietly said. “I guess 
lots of people want to have something to say about their 
place of final repose.”

“I suppose so,” said Anna Mary. “I know my gran’ma had 
her funeral all spelled out before she went so’s all we had to 
do was take it to Big Bill Reese and let him folla’ her direc-
tions. Sure made things easy for us. And I guess it was a 
comfort to Gram knowing things would be to her likin’.”

“Hmm. Yes. Well, ma’am, thank you so much,” said the 
little man, and he quietly went back out into the sunshine 
of the Square.

“Queer little guy,” Anna Mary thought to herself, as she 
replaced the record book in the rear room. And then she forgot 
about him as though he had never visited the Courthouse.




