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THE COFFIN LADY OF CROSBY
Throughout my life I’ve been called many things - daughter, sister, friend. But in all my wildest dreams, “Coffin Lady of Crosby” never crossed my mind.
I stumbled upon it by accident. Fate maybe. My talent of taking discarded, run down objects and turning them into something of beauty, wiggled its way from a hobby into my livelihood and ultimately the nickname that would stick to me like glue.
Rex was my first customer. His companionship was everything to me. He was with me in the morning when I poured my first cup of coffee and snuggled next to me when I drifted off to sleep at night. He was perfect: always available, tentative, a good listener, and eager to see me. He, of course, was a dog. But not an ordinary dog. A dog someone had once discarded near a school. Maybe they thought a passing child would snatch him up and carry him off into a new and better life.
But not Rex. He was too ugly and wiry for the youthful eyes of children. They wanted a soft and cuddly puppy, one with fat rolls and floppy ears, not skin and bones with one ear laying awkwardly to the side.
On my morning walk, I watched as he sat there and waited, even running up to a few children, only to be dismissed and overlooked. He was discarded, to say the least. Even from across the street, I could see his heart break.
With his head low and all hope of any other children coming his way, he wandered into the background, disappearing into the shadows. I knew at that moment, I couldn’t just leave him like that. He needed me. Maybe I needed him too.
I made my way across the busy street, keeping an eye on the place he had vanished into. I put my hand out in a sign of friendship and wondered if he would understand. Of course he would understand. He was an amazing dog.
Instantly, he was at my feet, wagging his rat-like tail with excitement. He would be my next project; the discarded item I would make beautiful.
It didn’t take long before the beauty emerge. His eyes shone in the morning light and his pant almost turned into a smile. From that day forward, we were inseparable. He was my companion and I was his.
When he was trained enough, we timed our walks by the school yard, just as the kids headed home. Rex would amaze them with his feats and the children would ooh and ahh, saying how they had never seen a dog as great as Rex, but they were wrong. They had all seen him. They had all passed him by. They had all discarded the treasure I now had.
Time passed quickly with a friend like Rex. The children’s faces grew older, while new ones came to fill in the voids. Rex’s wiry hair turned shades of silver, matching the ones in my hair that I desperately tried to hide. We were both aging, but I knew I would be the one to see him go.
The mornings got later and soon, I had to find Rex to remind him about our morning date over coffee. With stiff joints and wobbly legs, he made his way into the kitchen. I sat at the table, watching Rex slowly devour the soft morsels and wondered what I going to do when that time came.
Would I simply put him in a cardboard box then lay it in a shallow hole in the backyard under his favorite tree? That simply wouldn’t do. All the years and memories he had given me, he deserved more than that. He deserved a box fit for a king - a king of all dogs, large and small.
That was when I came up with the notion. Why not? It was kind of morbid, I know, but when you have death staring you in the face, what else can you do but build a coffin?
We went on our morning walk, but this time I pulled him along in a wagon. I was on a mission and couldn’t afford him getting too tired. We didn’t go down the normal road in front of the school and shops, we took the back streets, scouring the alleys. I needed to find something I could take and make special.
I came across numerous wooden boxes and stood there staring at them, trying to imagine what they may hold beneath their raggedy appearance. Rex looked at them too, cocking his head from one side to the other. Maybe he knew what we were doing. Maybe he was just wondering what in the world I was doing.
I dug the object out of its abandoned state, wiping off the dirt and grime, and then placed it in the wagon, before continuing with our search for the perfect resting place for my friend, Rex. He seemed to enjoy the outings, getting the adventure from the security of the wagon. To him, I was his own personal tour guide.
Days passed and his demeanor never changed. He knew the routine now. He would sit, while I dug. Kind of the opposite of regular dog-owner relationships, but it worked for us.
Our adventures would last all days sometimes, getting us home late in the afternoon, just as the sun turned the skies into fiery pinks and purples. He watched while I unloaded our haul, then we would make our way into the house for dinner and treats.
But I was discouraged. Out of all the boxes and items I had found, none of them felt right. Not for Rex. What if I never found it? What if I did have to bury him in an old box?
That evening, as I sat on the couch and stared at the television screen, Rex jumped into my lap. My heart was heavy and Rex could sense it. I’ve already told you he’s an amazing dog. I scratched him in his favorite spot behind his lopsided ear as he tilted his head back and his eyes closed. He laid his head on his paws and sighed before drifting off to sleep.
“I’ll find you something great, my friend,” I promised in a whisper.
The next day, we were back on the hunt, but we had not been as stealthy as we had thought. We came around the corner in our little, red wagon and the man on the corner, watering his lawn, stopped us.
“You after more boxes?” he asked.
Rex and I looked at him in shock. “Uh, yes,” I said.
“What are you doing with all those boxes?” he asked, smacking on a piece of gum.
I felt kind of silly about it, but what else could I do. At least if I told him the truth, maybe he would think twice about being so nosey. “I’m looking for the perfect box for a coffin.”
He almost choked. “You’re what?”
I huffed and said it slower so he could follow along. “I’m looking for the perfect box for a coffin.”
“Well...” he stammered, “I mean, why would you want to do something like that?”
“Because I need one.”
I didn’t wait for his response. I didn’t have time to. There was still a lot of searching to do, so I pulled the rickety old wagon down the sidewalk with the nosey neighbor’s eyes boring holes into my back.
I glanced down at Rex. “What does he know anyway? He probably doesn’t even have a dog. Probably doesn’t even have a pet.”
Rex snorted in agreement.
The days passed and I knew that my nosey neighbor had leaked the information, as all the eyes of Crosby, Texas were on me everywhere I went, wondering about me and the boxes for coffins. But to my amazement, I found more and more. Almost as if they were set out on purpose. Maybe the town was as morbid as I was. Maybe they just wanted me to get the perfect box and quit searching the streets. Maybe they wanted to see me succeed. Who knows?
For whatever the reason, I now had my pick: large boxes, small boxes, boxes made of slats, boxes made of pine, boxes made of oak, new boxes, old boxes. It was like a box store had exploded, leaving variations for me to find with the greatest of ease.
Now, Rex and I had no more room for any more boxes, but that didn’t stop the accumulation. Once we quit gathering them throughout the town, they began showing up on my doorstep. Like a warped box fairy, leaving a new supply everyday.
“What am I supposed to do with all of these?” I asked Rex.
His soft, brown eyes looked at me with no answer.
“I guess I can put them to the curb.”
Day after day, I left them by the garbage and day after day, the pile grew, eventually covering my entire front sidewalk. While I stood out by the road, both admiring and feeling mortified by the vast mountain of boxes, a police car stopped in front of my house.
“Are you the coffin lady?” the officer asked.
I thought my ears where failing me. “What? Am I the what?”
“Are you the coffin lady?”
All the blood drained from my face and Rex ran back to the house, leaving me alone in my humiliation. I stood there, staring at the officer, lost for words.
“Well?”
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