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Introduction: Why I'm Telling You This Now
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For years, families asked me the same question, in one form or another, standing in a doorway or a quiet office or the corridor outside a chapel of rest. What happens to them now? What are you going to do?

And for years, I gave the same careful, gentle non-answer. Not because I didn't know. I knew exactly what was going to happen — every incision, every chemical, every hour of it. I said little because that's what the job asked of me. Families were in grief, and grief, we were taught, doesn't need more information. It needs comfort. So I offered comfort, and I kept the rest to myself, the way every embalmer before me had done, and every one after me likely still will.

I'm not doing that here.

I left the profession due to ill health — my body simply couldn't keep doing physically and mentally what the job demanded of it, and there came a point where I could no longer do it to the standard I'd always held myself to. That's the honest reason I'm no longer standing at that table. But I didn't leave the memories behind, and there are a great many of them — technical, strange, sometimes difficult, occasionally something close to beautiful. This book is where they've gone instead.

This isn't a spiritual book. I won't tell you what happens to a soul, because I don't know any more than you do. What I can tell you, in complete and exact detail, is what happens to a body — from the moment I knocked on your door at some grey hour of the morning, right through to the moment you sat across from them in a quiet room and said goodbye. The parts you were never meant to see. The parts we were trained not to describe.

I'm describing them now. Not to unsettle you, and not to strip away whatever comfort you found in not knowing. Simply because I think you deserve the choice — the choice to know, if you want to, exactly what care looked like behind that door. You trusted us with the people you loved most. This is what we actually did with that trust.
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Chapter 1: The Pickup
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There's a particular kind of dark at four-thirty in the morning — not the dark of a late night still winding down, but the dark of a day that hasn't decided to start yet. That was the dark the phone always rang in. And in the seconds between waking and answering, before I even knew a name or an address, I already knew what the call meant. Someone, somewhere, was gone. And soon, I'd be the one walking into their house.

The call always came at the worst hour. Four-thirty in the morning, the phone screaming on the nightstand, and somewhere in the dark I'd have to make myself presentable before I'd even had a coffee. I'd bathe, do my hair, put my makeup on — not for me, but because I was about to walk into someone's worst day, and you don't do that looking like you just rolled out of bed. You have to look composed. Together. It's a strange kind of professionalism: getting dressed up at 4 a.m. to go and collect the dead.

Then the drive to the funeral home, to collect the van.

It wasn't an ordinary van. Grey, unmarked except for two words on the side: Private Ambulance. Blacked-out windows. If you've ever seen one of those on the road at an odd hour and felt a small chill without knowing why — that instinct was right. There's a good chance there was a body in the back. Maybe more than one.

Inside, it wasn't fitted out like anything you'd imagine from television. No stretcher with straps and monitors. Just shelving — built to slide a body onto, resting on a plastic tray rather than metal, so it lays flat as we retrieve them.

Then the address. The knock on the door, or the ring of the bell. And that moment — waiting on a doorstep at some grey hour of the morning, with a family on the other side who already knows why you're there before you've said a word.

Usually, I didn't have to explain myself. They knew. The funeral home had sent someone, and here I was. Sometimes I'd still introduce myself properly — say my name, say where I'd come from — because even in that moment, it mattered to give them something steady to hold onto. Other times, nobody in that house knew what to say or do at all. Grief does that; it empties a room of its words. So I'd be the one to speak first, gently: "Where is he?" Or "Where is she?"

And then I'd step inside.

Inside, the house was almost always quiet. A voice or two, low, coming from another room — but never the room where the person lay. Nobody stayed with them. Grief pushes people out of that room, not into it. Someone would lead me there, point me toward a door, and then usually step back themselves, as if they'd already said their goodbye and didn't want to watch this part.

I never spoke to the deceased then. Not in that room, not in that house. That came later, back at the funeral home, once I was alone with them and could say whatever needed saying without an audience. In the family's home, my job was quieter than that — practical, careful, respectful, but not the moment for words.

Two of us always did the lift. We'd bring in the body bag, lay it out on the plastic bed we'd carried in, and move the person onto it together. Then the zip — that sound you never really get used to — and we'd strap them down before going anywhere. Not because we were worried about anything happening to them, but because you cannot let a body slip, shift, or slide in front of the people who loved them. That image would stay with a family forever, and it's the one thing we could always prevent.

Getting out of the house wasn't always simple. Stairs, tight corners, a heavier build — sometimes we'd have to stand the person upright just to navigate a landing or a turn we couldn't manage lying flat. It looked strange if you'd never seen it before, but it was never careless. Every movement had a reason, and the reason was always the same: get this right, get this dignified, and get it done in a way that never becomes something the family has to remember alongside their grief.

The family's job, if you could call it that, was simply to clear a path. Beyond that, there wasn't much left for them to do but watch — and some of them did. A head poking round the corner at the bottom of the stairs. A figure standing just far enough back to feel like they weren't intruding, but close enough to see.

I never minded that. There was no other way to get their loved one out of that house unless they'd walked down those stairs themselves, and everyone standing there understood that, even if no one said it aloud. Families don't know the mechanics of what we do — how a body moves, how it has to be angled, held, carried around a landing that was never built with this in mind. They're not on this side of the fence, and they have no reason to argue with how it's handled, because they simply don't know what "handled well" looks like from the inside.

But there was a line. If I dropped someone. If a body fell down those stairs in front of the people who loved them — that was the one thing that would turn a quiet, painful morning into something a family carried forever, and rightly so. Everything I did was built around making sure that line never got close.

Outside, the street had its own quiet audience. Curtains moving. A neighbour stepping out, sometimes asking what had happened. I never answered that. "Please, go and speak to the family" was as far as I'd go — it wasn't mine to tell, and it wasn't the neighbour's to know.

And in that moment, standing on a pavement with a body in a van and a house full of people I'd likely never see again, I didn't let myself think about who they were or what kind of family they'd been. Kind or difficult, warm or cold — it made no difference to what came next. My mind had already moved on, ahead of me, to the drive back, and to the only thing that mattered from that point forward: what this body would need from me, and what I'd have to do to get it right.
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