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Moss Kaplan 
Viewing the Dead

My father’s in a cardboard box, and pinkish fluid is leaking from his mouth and 
nose. There are two men—a fat one and a skinny one—in identical black suits, and 
the fat one is dabbing at the liquid with a rag. It’s cold in the warehouse behind 
the crematorium in an industrial strip mall just outside Burlington, Vermont, and 
in the reception room at the front of the building, beyond the cremation chamber 
itself, two Tibetan monks chant for my father’s soul.

Their dual-toned dirge is unrelenting. In the Buddhist tradition, my father is 
lost, blind, and doesn’t know he is dead; their chants will help guide him to a clear 
light. If he turns back in fear, he’ll reincarnate and live out another life in a terres
trial body; if he embraces the radiance, he’ll be spared more lifetimes on Earth and 
his spirit will merge with the infinite cosmos. Buddhists believe this second option 
is Enlightenment itself, reserved for Buddha and a few select others in human his
tory. My father is likely not one of them.

Behind the monks sit a roomful of Tibetans counting off cycles of 108 om mani 
padme hum’s on their prayer beads. In monasteries scattered across the globe, word 
has spread via email, text, and Facebook that my father has died. Monks at this very 
moment are chanting from The Book of the Dead in Kathmandu, Daramsala, and 
in Dingboche, at the foot of Mt. Everest. Tradition dictates that the more voices he 
hears, the less terrified he’ll be of the demons and hallucinations that permeate the 
Bardo—that liminal state between death and rebirth.

My father was not Tibetan. He was born into a Jewish family in working-class 
Boston in 1939. A sociologist, he lived most of his adult life in foreign countries,
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mostly in Nepal, where my siblings and I grew up. Twenty years ago, he married 
his third wife, a Nepalese woman named Pashi, and adopted the Buddhist way of 
life. They moved to Vermont and began to bring Pashi’s extended Tibetan family 
over from Nepal. As many as fourteen of them lived in a modest house on Linden 
Terrace, five minutes from downtown Burlington.

My brother is next to me in the warehouse, fretting over the white cloth 
Pashi’s brother is instructing us to wrap around Dad’s body before wheeling him 
in to the reception area for the ceremony. As we run the cloth across his chest, my 
brother notices Dad’s glasses tucked into a fold of the hospital gown he died in. He 
hands them to me, and I put them in my pocket.

“Is it weird that glasses are more durable than the human body?” I ask.
“Just glad we found them,” my brother says.
“How come?”
“No glass or metal in the furnace.”
The warehouse is cold, but not cold enough to hide the putrefaction emanat

ing from the cardboard casket. My father has not been embalmed, mostly because 
it would never occur to Tibetans to request such a thing—they are stoic and mat
ter of fact about all things—but the pink seepage is a problem, and so is the smell 
that claws its way into my nostrils and mouth. The fat man in black keeps trying 
to beat the fluid back, shrugging occasionally, as if to say, “This is just what dead 
people do.” I tell him not to worry, but some of the Westerners in the front room, 
especially my sisters, will not want to see him oozing like that. The skinny man in 
black appears with a bottle of white powder with the words “Leak Stop” written on 
it. The bottle has a skinny spout on the end, and he hands it to the fat man, who 
pries open my father’s mouth and squeezes in half the bottle.

“That should do it,” he says.

Twelve years ago, in my late twenties, I went to visit my father in Vermont, and after 
waiting in the airport for a couple hours because he had forgotten what time my 
flight got in, we drove out to a piece of land he and Pashi had as a weekend getaway 
in a remote part of northern Vermont, just a short distance from the Canadian bor
der. He had a little camper parked out there, and we sat in that tin box for a rainy 
day or two, and I asked him some questions about his early life, partly because I’d 
never asked before, and partly because there was nothing else to do. He told me that 
when his mother died when he was in his late teens, he didn’t cry.

“Not at all?”
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He asked me 
how my life was 
going, and I didn’t 
have much of an 
answer for him 
either, because 
the truth was that 
it was mostly 
going terribly.

“Not once.”
“You’ve still never cried over it?” He shook his head. “Why not?”
He didn’t have an answer. A sociologist, my father was trained to under

stand the ways of other people. By all accounts, he 
was pretty good at it, working mostly for US-AID 
and the British government overseeing foreign-aid 
projects in remote areas of Nepal and Bangladesh.
Yet stuck in that trailer, he seemed incapable of 
hazarding a guess about the ways of himself. He 
changed the subject, or I did. He asked me how my 
life was going, and I didn’t have much of an answer 
for him either, because the truth was that it was 
mostly going terribly, but I was trying to turn things 
around and visiting him was maybe a part of that 
process.

I do remember at some point walking away from the camper down a dirt road 
in the rain until I hit a pay phone and calling somebody I wanted to talk to—a girl 
maybe, but I can’t remember who, or maybe it was my mother—but whoever it was 
didn’t answer, so I walked back to the camper soaked to the bone.

An earlier memory of visiting my father . . . this time while I was living in 
Cape Town, South Africa, in my early twenties on a year-long break from college. 
Dad was doing development work in Lusaka, Zambia, a short flight from Cape 
Town, so I went up for a few days. We took a rafting trip that started under Victoria 
Falls, the world’s largest sheet of falling water. We were hunkered down in our rub
ber raft, life vests tucked to our chins, and I remember the thrill of the rapids, of us 
sitting side by side, pointing out crocodiles in the water, and thinking why wasn’t 
time with him always like this?

A couple days later, back in Lusaka, he took me to a restaurant where he said 
we were meeting one of his friends. She was a Zambian woman who didn’t speak 
much English, so conversation at dinner was awkward. My parents were long 
divorced, but he was married to his second wife at the time, who was back in the 
U.S., so I was a little confused why this other woman was touching his arm and 
leaning in to feed him pieces of steak off her plate. In the taxi back to the hotel 
where he was living, our conversation went something like this:

“How do you know each other?”
“From the hotel.”
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“She works there?”
“She did. In the bar.”
“A bartender?”
“Not exactly.”
“Am I missing something?” A long pause. “She a hooker?”
“Not anymore. Now she runs a hair salon.”
“How’d she manage that?”
“I bought her out.”
“Like from her pimp?”
“Something like that.”
“How much did that cost?”
“Five thousand dollars. Hair salon included.”
“That seems reasonable. What about. . .  you know, your wife?”
“Donna and I . . .  it’s complicated.” Later that night, up in his hotel room, I asked 

him why he had wanted me to meet this woman, but he didn’t have an answer for that.

Despite the Tibetan custom of viewing the dead during the ceremony, my brother 
and I decide to cover my father completely with the white cloth. In the ICU before 
he died, they’d tipped his body at an inverted angle so blood would flow to his heart 
and brain; the result was that his head was now completely round and the size of 
a basketball. With the cloth, I work my way down to his feet, which are blue-black 
and also leaking that same pink fluid through his soles. The smell makes me want 
to retch, but I have the thought, What would Jesus do?, which is strange because I 
am not remotely religious, but nevertheless it helps me hold back the urge to vomit.

Thirty-six hours earlier, my father had a heart attack on an operating table in 
the hospital while getting a scheduled operation on his intestine. His stomach was 
left open with a big piece of tape over it to keep his insides from spilling out while 
they worked for half an hour to restart his heart. My brother and I arrived in the 
middle of that night after anguished phone conversations with Pashi. Dad had a 
tube down his throat, tubes everywhere, in fact, and a machine was breathing for 
him.

It was a strangely familiar sight because I had seen my father near dead twice 
before. Once, on a trek in the Himalayas, he got altitude sickness so severely that 
he had to be carried down the mountain, unconscious, on the back of a Sherpa. I 
was around ten at the time, my parents’ divorce still several years away. Once he 
was at a safer lower altitude, he lay in a hut for days as another Sherpa walked hard
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to fetch a doctor and radio for a helicopter. I remember my mother’s anxiety, and 
how I intrinsically understood that in all ways she was the stronger person and my 
chances were better in life if I stuck by her, which I did.

Later, when I was in my late twenties, a fluke virus attacked Dad’s heart and 
he needed a replacement heart valve. He chose to have the operation in Singapore 
because it was impossible in Nepal and cheaper than in the U.S., so my siblings and 
I flew over to see him through the ordeal, but it turned out he didn’t really have all 
the money to pay for it, so my brother had to give the hospital his credit card. Right 
before they wheeled him into the operating room, Dad realized he didn’t have a will, 
so he dictated the basics to my sister, who wrote it down on a hospital notepad. After 
the surgery, he was recovering in the ICU with a breathing tube down his throat, but 
then something went wrong—his kidneys gave out, I think—and we didn’t know if 
he was going to live or die.

This went on for a couple days, and I mostly wandered around Singapore’s 
open markets gorging myself on noodles and tropical fruit, then going back to the 
hospital when it was my turn to sit there and wait for news. He recovered, with a pig 
valve sewn into his heart. I’m not sure he ever paid my brother back completely for 
the hospital bill.

That night in the Vermont hospital, sitting by his side, my brother and I both 
knew he was going to die, or rather it was clear he was already dead in every mean
ingful sense, and it was just that horrible machine keeping his chest going up and 
down. Pashi’s English was not good enough for intricate medical conversations, and 
our Nepali wasn’t up to the task anymore either. We managed the nuances with the 
help of Pashi’s niece, who was training to be a nurse. The ICU staff were masterful 
at leading us to informed conclusions.

“Will my father survive this?”
“His kidneys are no longer working.”
“Is it possible he will have severe brain damage?”
“His brain received no oxygen for twenty to thirty minutes.”
“That’s a long time?”
“That’s a long time.”
Near dawn, Pashi’s family huddled around her in the waiting room and spoke 

to her in soothing tones. Pashi sobbed and keened. Eventually, her niece came over 
to my brother and me and said, “She is ready now.”

We surrounded Dad’s bed and I nodded to the nurses and watched them turn 
off the machines and pull an impossibly long tube out of my father’s throat. Thirty
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seconds later, he was dead. I cried then, and remembered in that moment that’d 
he’d never wept for his own mother’s death, and now it was too late.

It was a strangely 
familiar sight 
because I had 
seen my father 
near dead twice 
before.

My siblings and I decline to speak at the ceremony. 
My father’s brother, who came out from California, 
says a Jewish prayer and asks that a yarmulke be 
placed in his coffin. If I had spoken, I would have 
wanted to say something like this: he was not a good 
father in most ways to any of his children, although 
not horrible in the worst of ways either—not abu

sive, or violent, or even disappearing entirely out of our lives. He was just mostly 
incapable of the kind of sustained nurture, patience, and taking-an-interest that 
parenting requires. I released him as a parent a long time ago, and mostly now I 
understand that I will never really understand why he was not better to his own 
children. I’m sad that he never took the time to really get to know me or my family, 
but I also know he was a good and intelligent and kind man, who loved us in the 
ways that he could. If I had said any of this, the Tibetans would not have under
stood. They revered my father as the patriarch that made America possible. Pashi 
and her family loved him with a ferocity that was impossible for me to feel, but I’m 
genuinely glad he was loved in that way, and loved them in return.

After two hours of chanting and ritual—a sprinkle of rice, the crash of symbols, 
offerings to the gods of oranges and apples and grapes and Ferrero Rocher choco
lates and Oreo cookies and Ritz crackers and a half-gallon of Mott’s apple juice, a 
variety of spices in little bags, incense, sweet butter tea, and finally a large pile of 
one-dollar bills—my brother and I wheel our father from the reception room back 
around the corner to the oven. The cremation chamber has three large buttons. 
“Door Up,” “Door Down,” and “Load/Cremate.” Apparently, any three-year-old 
could burn a body to ash. I picture my own two kids fighting over who gets to do it. 
“It’s my turn!” “No it isn’t! You burned up the last body!” The colored prayer shawls 
we placed over the top of the coffin have gotten caught in the rollers on the dolly, 
so it takes a little doing to unravel everything and pile it up on top of his body. The 
skinny man in black expertly slides Dad into the chamber with the grace and dex
terity of a pizza chef. He hits the “Door Down” button, and moves to the side of the 
machine to watch the temperature rise.
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“How long does it take?” I ask him.
“Just a couple minutes.”
“To . .. you know . . .  cook completely?”
“Oh. Two to three hours, usually.”
“It’s ready,” he says. “You want to push the button?”
My brother and I reach out and push “Cremate” together. We embrace, stand 

there for a few moments, then return to the reception room. I am ready to go home. 
As I start to circulate and say my goodbyes, I picture my father in the chamber—the 
cardboard casket, all that fabric, and Dad’s full head of black hair—combusting 
immediately.

In Kathmandu it’s a regular custom of Hindus to walk their dead through 
town to funeral pyres by the Baghmati River and burn the bodies. Widows and 
children grieve by the side of the water as the ashes and unburned parts eventually 
float away. Further downstream, crocodiles wait. As a ten-year-old boy, this sight 
was as normal to me as riding in a rickshaw to school or playing soccer with my 
friends. Sometimes on treks in the Himalayas, I would see pieces of meat scattered 
on rocky ledges, vultures pecking away at the flesh. It’s a Tibetan custom to scatter 
their dead (not possible in Burlington, Vermont), and once I watched as men cut 
apart a corpse with long knives as the hungry birds waited nearby. Animals, too, 
are butchered in the open, and just up the road from my house, a shop teemed with 
piles of raw meat covered in flies. Sometimes I watched the butcher skin goats by 
cutting a small slit in the ankle of the dead animal, inserting a bike pump between 
the flesh and the skin and blowing the animal up into a balloon-like caricature of a 
goat.

I eat an Oreo that circulates on a platter and pocket two chocolates for my 
kids. By the time I have my jacket on and am heading toward the door, I picture 
Dad’s skin and fat sizzling off, his muscles melting away from his bones, his brains 
bubbling in his skull like hot porridge. I step outside into the freezing cold January 
afternoon, and Pashi’s brother is waiting for me with a bowl of rose-scented water. 
He tells me to rinse my hands and face to ward off any demons that may have 
attached themselves to me during the ceremony, and so I do. I climb into a taxi, and 
as we head away, I settle back and resume imagining my father’s obliteration from 
this earth.

Certainly by the time the car pulls up in front of Burlington Airport 
Departures, I picture all that’s left as bones, a perfect glowing red-hot skeleton. And
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it must stay that way for quite a while—perhaps as long as it takes me to work my 
way through security and devour an egg sandwich with Vermont maple sausage— 
before Dad’s bones begin to crumble and blacken into ash. By the time the furnace 
is shut off, cooled, and my father is swept gently into a small container, I am pulling 
up in front of my house, clutching those funeral chocolates, my kids’ smiling faces 
in the window.
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