
1

His Last Wish
fiction 
Stephen Baily

At my father’s funeral the eulogy my 
brother delivered left everyone in tears 
though there wasn’t a word of truth in it.

For instance he spoke of the old man’s 
boundless appetite for knowledge without 
explaining he’d satisfied it by changing 
channels and of his great love for animals 
without mentioning he’d loved them 
mostly for dinner and never helped with 
the dishes afterward.
 “Thank you,” the rabbi said, “for that 

moving tribute.”
He paused till my brother had returned 

to his seat in the front pew on my mother’s 
right.

“We’ll now hear from the deceased’s 
younger son, for whom this service was 
delayed a day so he could cross the country 
to be with us. Let it not be said our ancient 
faith doesn’t know how to adjust for the 
distances of modern life! How do you like 
it out there in the wilds of—what was it 
they told me again—Montana?”

“Idaho.” Skirting the coffin on its bier I 
shook the hand he extended. “It’s swell if 
you overlook the white supremacists.”

Possibly because in the insularity of his 
otherworldliness he didn’t know what a 
white supremacist was he seemed not to 
notice I’d qualified my answer.

“It’s your home,” he said with a nod 
expressive of bemusement that a Jew could 
survive so far from a metropolitan area.

By multiplying the number of mourners 
in the front pew by the number of occupied 
pews in the chapel I estimated about a 
hundred pairs of eyes were focused on me 
as I cleared my throat at the lectern.

“Unlike the previous speakers I’m not 
here to extol my father’s remains but to 
protest their abuse.”

Not exactly to my surprise this 
announcement brought my brother to his 
feet. “What did you say?”

“You heard me.”
“Where the hell do you come off?”
“Please! Remember where we are.”
The queer thing was that as he rebuked 

us the rabbi—clean-shaven in a sober suit 
and tie—looked notwithstanding his 
embroidered yarmulke far less rabbinical 
than my brother, a dealer in refurbished 
computers. This was because my brother in 
addition to earlocks and a huge beard 
down to his navel sported a long black coat 
and a broad-brimmed black hat. Now like 
everyone else in the family I was indebted 
to the ultraorthodox sect he’d found his 
way to for saving him from a heroin 
addiction. But I wasn’t about to let myself 
be bullied on that account.

“I defy you to tell me you and mom 
didn’t know pop was a hundred percent 
against being buried.”

Luckily there was no bend nearby or 
he’d have gone right around it.

“You see this woman here? She’s 
mourning her husband of fifty years and 
you have the gall to accuse her of abusing 
his corpse?”

“Stop this. Stop it right now.” My 
mother spoke quietly but with the 
incontestable authority of bereavement. 
“Yes your father had nightmares about 
being buried alive. And yes because of that 
I promised him I’d have him cremated. 
Only once he was gone I found I couldn’t 
go through with it. We’re Jews after all.”

“Hear, hear,” the rabbi said. “Not for us 
to do violence to what was made in the 
divine image.”
“Yeah the worms do the job so much more 
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lovingly.”
“What? What was that?” my brother 

demanded.
 “I said,” I said, “that if a fondness for 

knishes makes somebody Jewish then without any 
question pop was Jewish. But—with all due respect 
to our rent-a-rabbi here, who never laid eyes on him
—the man hadn’t been in a synagogue in half a 
century. He didn’t know the Tanakh from celery 
tonic.”

Which for the benefit of the uninitiated 
was in Jewish delis once upon a time considered the 
perfect liquid complement to all-beef hot dogs.

“It’s true I wasn’t personally acquainted 
with the deceased,” the rabbi huffed, “but after 
interviewing those closest to him I can say with 
assurance he was a man who who who, who who 
who, who who who.”

“He was my grandfather and I adored 
him,” my daughter burst out on my mother’s left. 
“If it wasn’t for him I’d probably have grown up to 
be a crack whore after my so-called father 
abandoned us for a blond bitch in Wyoming.”

“Idaho,” I corrected her. “And it’s not a 
question of how adorable your grandfather was but 
whether we have an obligation to respect his 
wishes. I say the question answers itself.”

“And I say,” my brother thundered, “we 
have a duty to do what’s best for his soul and you 
have to be soulless to oppose that.”

“Enough!” Out of patience with us the 
rabbi strode to the coffin and rapped on its closed 
lid as if for admission. “Well?”

I was as unprepared as everyone else 
when the coffin replied: “You have a piece of 
paper?”

The rabbi took a pad and pen from his 
pocket. “Shoot.”

“A man’s a piece of shit. Doesn’t amount 
to a hill of beans.”

 “Thanks so much,” the rabbi said, “for the 
words to live by.”

“And that’s it?” My brother tapped his 
foot till it was clear the coffin had nothing else to 
add. “In that case I propose we put it to a vote. How 
many besides my apostate of a brother here are in 
favor of cremation? . . . Very well then—as these 
remains have been aboveground far too long as it is 
who’ll lend me a hand with their disposition?”
Several bearded Hasidim—strangers to the family—
who’d come to support my brother in his grief 
promptly joined him in shouldering the plain pine 
box and hurrying it from the funeral home out to 
the hearse in the parking lot. My mother followed, 
leaning on my daughter’s arm. Gravel crunched 
underfoot as the rest of the mourners trudged to 
their cars to form the cortege. It was March and still 
cold enough for breath to be visible but the sun was 
out and there wasn’t any wind—all in all if you had 
to be hustled into a hole not a bad day for it.

 
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
 S

ep
te

m
b

er
 1

, 2
01

3

Stephen Baily is the author of eight plays. His 
stories have appeared in Squawk Back, Nib, Atticus 
Review, The Stone Hobo, and Northwind Magazine. His 
novel Markus Klyner, MD, FBI is available as a 
Kindle e-book.

Baily, Stephen. “His Last Wish.” The Pavilion. The Pavilion Literary Mag., 1 


