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Praise for Evie King

‘A vitally important book for anyone who thinks they might die at some point. Do not buy this book if you are already dead. It’s too late. Repeat. Do not buy this if you’re dead. But for everyone else it’s a complete guide to getting your affairs in order, before anyone tells you that you have to.’

Richard Herring, Comedian

‘With a prose style that holds your hand and offers inappropriate jokes when you need them, Evie King makes an excellent case for sorting your life out by sorting your death out first. A serious, funny, necessary book for those of us still this side of the daisies.’

Alan Moore, Living Legend

‘And in the event that Evie is still publishing after my own death. Speaking as a dead person, can I just say, authoritatively, that Evie King was right about everything and I really wish I’d listened to her?’

Advance quote from deceased Alan Moore

‘Not only practical, it’s also somehow a great meditation on death. Telling me all sorts of practical stuff in a way I can bear to read. More than bear, I loved it.’

Philippa Perry, Psychotherapist and Author

‘Exceptionally and universally useful and exactly what the world needs right now.’

Lucy Easthope, Disaster Planner

‘I’ve never laughed so much at something so bleak and so useful.’

Alistair Green, Comedian and Actor

‘King acts as a warm, wise and witty psychopomp, gently guiding readers through the often overwhelming business of planning for your own death. With real-life stories and practical tips she turns end-of-life admin into something profoundly life-affirming.’

Sarah Chavez, Executive Director, Order of the Good Death

‘Evie’s written plenty of excellent Top Tips for us over the years. But we’re not getting any younger; Wagon Wheels were bigger in our day, these youngsters do mumble, and the currency’s starting to look very fiddly. It’s about time someone wrote a book of Top Tips for Death to keep us on the straight and narrow as we gallop towards our increasingly imminent demise. This will do nicely (although the type is very small).’

Simon Thorp, Editor, Viz
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To the person I miss, even when I’m with them.





This book is about death, obviously, so go gently, and do seek support for anything that causes distress.

It is also about planning for the end of life, but it is not intended to be part of an intentional exit strategy.

If you are coming to this from a place of suicidal ideations, please stop, breathe, know you are needed in this world, and reach out.

The Samaritans, CALM and Mind all have free phone lines; look them up and talk it out.

All love,

Evie






This book belongs to the dead version of

...................................





PREFACE

So here we are, the difficult second album. Although it hasn’t actually been all that difficult, being a true passion project. And it’s a complete departure from book one, which hopefully means it won’t suffer from the dreaded fate of comparison. While my first book was a series of stories, this second book is a series of lessons and exercises. They span all things death preparation, from rudimentary admin to acceptance of the concept itself. I see it as my mini crusade to get the world dead-body ready – my own less toxic version of beach-body ready.

These lessons are based on everything I have learned from my time working in death,* with input and inspiration from other experts in the field – funeral directors, advance care planners, green and affordable funeral campaigners, death doulas, academics, crematorium workers and even the outgoing Chief Executive of the Institute of Cemetery and Crematorium Management. It’s as watertight-accurate as possible, but as things are only correct as of the time of going to press, I have signposted throughout to source websites, which you should consult as things inevitably change out there over the years. Indeed, two of the funeral options I mention in Section Three are not quite legal yet, but one or both may be here any day now (and to show just how quickly things change, this last bit of sentence is being written in the final edit to make reference to the Law Commission consultation on new funerary methods that is happening as I type).



Although I deal with the bereaved in the course of my work, I am no bereavement expert. I am a council funeral officer, a concept I’ll explain more fully in the Introduction that follows this Preface. I have had one whole day of bereavement training, and being grief-adjacent gives insight, for sure,  but it does not confer expertise. I myself have lost three grandparents, one of those aunties who is not actually an auntie but rather your mum’s best friend, and some pets, so am not without experience. But my Mastermind specialist subject is death, not grief, so this book concerns itself with preparation and admin rather than the onward topic of bereavement. (Though there is a quick nod to it in the final section, to assist the possibly bereaved person who inherits this book, which I really should get back to explaining the format of.)

The exercises at the end of each section are to help you prepare for every mortality eventuality. From ensuring the admin of your life can be packed down quickly and efficiently, to guaranteeing you are given the funeral rites you want, and advising on how they can be paid for, all the way through to knowing what is going to happen with your Facebook page. Once you have completed it, the idea is that you store it along with your documents and important paperwork (and/or that it triggers you to prepare those important documents and gather said paperwork if you haven’t done so already).

Let people close to you know where this book and these things are stored. Perhaps even talk to them about what you have filled in here and why, and share your wishes and plans; they may have follow-up questions, and it may help them, too. Every time I talk to people about this stuff, their eyes light up in sudden realization of the need for that trail of breadcrumbs, and they declare that they’re going to go straight home and make a start right away. You too can spark other people to make their preparations and think about their own lives. Death chat can also kick off some very interesting and affirming conversations. Conversations people always end up saying they wish they’d had before it was too late. Better yet, and I’m not just saying this to make a cynical extra sale, buy another copy for a friend or family member and complete the exercises together. A Christmas Day activity par excellence.

If there is nobody specific to tell, store the book and documents neatly away in an easy-to-find place within your property so that anyone starting from scratch will happen across them quickly. An elderly lady who came to a signing told me that she had left an advisory note on the fridge because she had read in my previous book that that’s the first place the council officer will head once they get inside her property (to clean I should add, not to snack). At a conference where I presented recently, I was also pleased to see a post-it saying ‘Note on the fridge, burial or cremation’ on the ‘What I have learned today’ wall as I took my leave.

The main sections are for you, the future dead,* to read and then complete. The conclusion is a campaigning look to the future that you, as the future dead, may wish to pitch in on. The postscript is for the person left behind – the also future dead, just further into the future than you – to guide them through the post-death admin, armed with all of the lovely wishes, clues and instructions you have left scattered throughout this book. The contents of which are …




Introduction

PREPARE TO DIE, PREPARE TO LIVE

Welcome, mortal, to your little book of death homework.

Now, I am aware that people don’t particularly like homework. I am also aware that people really don’t like death. A little unfair that, I think. Death, like sharks, is oft demonized. Horror movies doing for the reaper what Jaws did for sharkkind. But death itself isn’t evil. It’s just doing its thing. It kills you, I grant you, but what’s the alternative? Getting up at 6am every weekday morning for eternity. Norovirus infinity times. Think of how many boilers you’d get through. Death’s not looking so bad now, eh? It’s also an excellent Wordle starting word. But this is not the acceptance section, this is the ‘introduction to this book’ section, so let’s return to the point. The end is coming, whether we ignore it or not, so best to greet it prepared.

‘But why be prepared for the void? I’ll be dead, who cares?’ I hear you impertinently argue, despite having bought this book. Weird. Well, while you’re enjoying that sweet, sweet nothingness – that blissful freedom from jammed printers, cleaning the loo and constantly accepting cookies –  if you didn’t, say, make a will, your people are going to be enjoying potentially years of applying for intestate probate. Or in the absence of immediate family, a tracing company (commonly known as heir hunters – people who carry out genealogical research to track down potential heirs to estates) might be creaming anything up to 40 per cent off the top of what you’ve left behind and handing your estate to a second cousin you never knew, instead of to the chosen family you would have liked to help out. And if you didn’t make a will and have no living next of kin at all (not even that second cousin once or even twice removed), the government will be enjoying your money, or King Charles or Prince William if you live in the Duchies of Lancaster or Cornwall respectively (Prince William also gets first dibs on any shipwrecks), or maybe even some crooks,* as the government list of unclaimed estates had to be removed from the internet for most of 2025 due to investigations around people possibly forging wills and making false claims. Also, as recent bitter experience has taught me, and I will come back to this later, not having a will could make the very claiming of your body into quite the family trauma. I could go on, and I will, in the course of the book, but for the moment back to the intro.

As I explained in the Preface a moment ago, each section of the book will focus on an aspect of death preparation, followed by a handy fill-in-and-keep activity. Once you have completed all the sections, you can watch telly for an hour or have some crisps (the typical post-homework bribes there), then put it away with your important papers and you are pretty much ready to die.

Are we having fun yet?

Seriously, though. As the title of this section says, prepare to die, prepare to live! You may actually find this process oddly enjoyable and life-affirming. It’s a chance to prepare and therefore feel more in control, to reflect and so hopefully grow and celebrate, to think about life through the lens of death, and do both better as a result. It’s also the biggest gift you can leave to those left behind, be they next of kin, partner, friend or council official.

But first things first. You should get to know the person taking you on this journey. Who am I exactly? And why am I presumptuously setting you these morbid tasks? Well, broadly, I am someone who, thanks to their line of work as a council funeral officer, has been around a lot of post-death chaos, which it has been my job to navigate and partially unravel. This has accordingly taught me a thing or two about how to prevent or at least minimize said chaos.

One of the main reasons people avoid death talk is that it’s seen as gloomy, so I will be keeping it chatty. Consider me your friendly death prep guide, imparting my experience like a pally admin version of the bloke who takes you over the River Styx.

More specifically though, I’m Evie. Hi. You might remember me from my aforementioned last book, Ashes to Admin: Tales from the Caseload of a Council Funeral Officer – A glimpse into my job of arranging council-assisted funerals for those without family or money, via a tour of my caseload, or my people, as I prefer to call them. A job many of us have never heard of, never needed to think about the necessity for, and that is carried out in the background, quietly running the full gamut of human experience, emotion and just plain happenstance. With occasional absurdity thrown in, because death is no less absurd than life. (As absurd, for example, as the box of plastic bones that was accidentally referred to me for a burial, that I surreally inspected in the back room of the crematorium while the Frog Chorus played in the background as someone’s closing funeral song. It’s a story that I cannot tell here, but will be happy to recount in person if you ever catch me at an event.)

Death also has its share of heartening moments: chances to reunite estranged families, heal old wounds through ritual and goodbyes, discover lost stories and tell them one last time. Sometimes in the oddest of ways, as in the case of a woman called Jan who was referred to me entirely alone, and whose funeral was attended by the one person we found who knew her – a man she had met on CB radio in the 1980s. Breaker, breaker, Jan. Anyway, the emotional rollercoaster and the things you can’t unsee aside, funeral-arranging is relatively easy compared to post-death admin – now that is where most of the chaos lies. Admin is such a benign term, but unaddressed it has the power to cause more trouble and pain than you would think, and that is what has inspired this book.

The longer I do the job, the more I learn what turmoil a lack of pre-death-planning and paper trail can cause. The more I see that, with no instructions from the deceased, arguments and upset erupt over estates, funeral methods and even the person themselves. The more I understand what people need to be readily armed with in the wake of a death (rather than being forced to seek in a grim treasure hunt carried out against the clock). And the more I want to tell the world about this, in my outdoor voice, through a huge loudspeaker.

Having spent hours on bereavement phone lines, registering deaths, ordering up funerals and passing on estates to families or the Government Legal Department, I have picked up lots of information, odd facts and hacks. So rather than continue in my previous style of telling stories to enlighten people about the existence of my job – the impartial service it provides, ensuring that nobody falls through the cracks, and imparting the life lessons it brings – I wanted to go one further and draw down the literal lessons, to a practical and useful end.

There will be stories, though, or fragments of them – with any names changed, including my own (Evie being a nom de plume) – to relate to the various areas of death-planning that we will be covering, and to introduce the exercise relating to them, which more than justifies their telling, I think.

Ooh here comes one now …




Section One

THE ‘IF YOU’RE READING THIS I AM DEAD’ LIST

Are you ready to die?

I should rephrase that to sound less like Skeletor threatening He Man, shouldn’t I?

OK, then, what would happen if you died right now? This second? Apart from the obvious sadness and decomposition, oh and forever off work – always look on the bright side.

Look around you if you’re at home, or go for a mental walk around your property if you’re out and about. If your family, friends or a council funeral officer were to enter this scene, are all of the pieces of information necessary to locate your people or close down your life readily findable? If not, by the end of this section, they will be.

I’ve stepped into many homes where time has suddenly stopped for someone – last cup of tea on the sideboard, leftovers of the last supper on the table, that day’s post on the mat, sometimes many days’ post, socks on the radiator, still not dry (a niche reference to Sean’s Show there). And apart from a couple of gold-star notable exceptions, the search for crucial information has been anywhere from partially successful to completely unfruitful.

In one case, I went from being delighted to see a wall of lever-arch files marked water, gas, bank, building society, to totally deflated as I realized that these were the work of the parents of the deceased. Not the first time my hopes had been raised and dashed in this way. I’ve thrown open a cupboard full of important-looking metal filing drawers only to find them full of Carry On DVDs. In this case, though, every bill, every piece of paper therein, was in the parents’ names. As I worked the case, it became apparent that the deceased had survived for a year after their deaths, and in his grief, and also due to his alcoholism, had let the bills and accounts slide; nothing had been changed into his name.

Worse, though, he hadn’t made a will. He was the only child of two only children, so unlikely to have even that distant relative who sometimes gets the fabled heir-hunter call. After the funeral I referred his case to the Government Legal Department which, predictably, could not trace any next of kin, and so the house and all of the money went to them.* He had a godson, whose mother (his close friend) said he would have loved to have given him a good start. It’s been over two years at the time of writing and the Government Legal Department still hasn’t been out to the property – they don’t have the staff. Complaints about the overgrown garden roll in. I recently heard that the roof had started collapsing.


But I’m getting ahead of myself; that’s for the section on wills. Let’s go back to that wall of lever-arch files that sent me down this rabbit hole. You don’t have to be that organized. Top marks if you are, but a humble drawer or cupboard of important documents with a simple list of accounts will do. Oh, and this book to accompany them. Let’s go back in time to a house search to see what I mean.

*

It’s a crisp sunny Monday morning, but the sitting room is in yellow-tinged half-darkness, a result of the blinds being partly closed and also discoloured by years of grime. The build-up of mess and low-key hoarding only serves to make it feel darker. The landline answerphone flashes red, the only light in the room. I hit play and as I walk around, shining my torch over a floor of strewn detritus, years of local newspapers and takeaway menus that have become a proxy hallway carpet, up and down shelving units, over the spines of books and the reflections of glass photo frames, I listen to a string of increasingly concerned messages from family, friends, neighbours – whoever these voices are to him.

‘Ian, haven’t seen you around, all OK? Chat soon.’

‘Hey. You didn’t come to the club last night, are you not well? If you need anything let me know.’

‘Hi, are you there … pick up if you are …’

‘Hello, sorry to keep bothering you, but can you text me back just so I know you’re alright?’

Then suddenly a brisker, more formal one.

‘Good morning. This is a police welfare check …’

Too late, obviously. As the messages continue to play, I look around each room, to get a lie of the land and decide where best to start my search in earnest. On the fridge I see a photo of a man on board a boat, and a pass for the nearby harbour hanging on a hook by the kitchen door. The house had initially suggested recluse, but the photos and messages spoke of a life outside. Very outside indeed – on the high seas, no less. No wonder he had no time for housework – that’s for landlubbers.

The concerned voices continue and follow me around the otherwise pin-drop-silent house, gradually fading as I edge up the stairs and then abruptly ending on a long beep as I open the door and enter the room where, judging by the bucket of bloodied tissues by the bed and the dark red pillow stains, he’d clearly died.

He’s long gone though, to the coroner’s office, the police having broken in through the back window when their call went unanswered. Just the evidence of his death, and hopefully of his life, remain; I’m here to find the latter, or what I can of it.

I’m the person who gets a call when someone dies in my district without family or money and, in order to identify and locate any next of kin or to take care of the affairs and funeral in their absence, I need a lot of scattered and potentially missing information from this house.

The first obstacle is very basic but surprisingly challenging. Getting in. If the police have attended there is a good chance they have recovered and taken the house keys away with them, and an even better chance that it will take up to a week to even establish this fact and retrieve them. Though in the case of today’s referral, they had lost them, which kind of saves time in a way. Colleagues at a conference I spoke at told me they had given up and just started applying for warrants and paying for locksmiths; something I didn’t find in the least surprising.

In the good old days of my last book, the coroner would give me a Property Store reference, and details of items taken into safekeeping. I would then drive to a nearby police station, pick up the yellow phone at the gate outside and quote said number. A police or coroner officer would come outside, hand me a sealed evidence bag through the bars of the gate and I would be on my merry way, an hour after getting the referral.

Lately I have been entering properties thanks mainly to spare keys due to the removal of coroners from the police’s purview and the consolidation of the many local police evidence sites into one giant Property Store for two counties. Meaning I don’t know from the coroner what has been taken into evidence in the first place and resulting in an ‘ideal’ turnaround time of a lengthy 5–10 days for locating and requesting evidence and then receiving it back. Needless to say, as with every other reform, I only became aware of this massive change to my working process in the very midst of the job. (See also the time I spent a week calling a GP surgery daily to receive conflicting reasons each time as to why cause-of-death paperwork was not yet ready. In the end, as the receptionist sounded like they were basically guessing, I asked to speak to someone more senior, who confirmed that GPs no longer provided second signatures on cause of death; that was now the responsibility of the medical examiner. I remember thinking at the time, this seems a bad idea, to have a small number of medical examiners for a whole district signing off every single death. Cut to news reports of family outrage at six-week delays on funerals. Nowadays, I email them on day zero and ask them to pull my person’s form from the bottom of the pile so there have been no delays on my watch, and it seems to have bedded in now with those news stories subsiding.)

But I digress, within a digression. You’ll get used to it. Back to the property procedure change and the case where I first found out about it.

A friend of the deceased, who had let me in with the holy-grail spare key, asked where the deceased’s mobile phone was. ‘He always had it in his hand,’ he said frantically through the open front door. ‘It was his lifeline, practically an extension of him.’ I’d not been given a Property Store reference, so I had assumed there had been no property seized. Because surely I’d have been advised if they’d taken something as crucial as a mobile, right?

This chap had become a recluse after returning home when a relationship failed. He had been a real sportsman before that, both in his personal and professional life. In his grief he left his job as a football coach, gave up his hobbies, never took on employment again, and stayed in his mum’s spare room until he died. By the end he was fully immobile, legs covered in bed sores, and they had to take the door off to remove him. I cleared out the car that he had driven home in, his old life still stuffed inside, all rust and dust, golf clubs and goal netting entangled like wires behind the TV, from his former incarnation. He couldn’t bear to unpack it, had no use for it, and clearly decided to just leave the memories and shared associations parked outside.

His only window on the world after that was that mobile, through which he kept in constant touch with his close friends. We searched everywhere to no avail. At this point I called the coroner to enquire after the missing Property Store reference, and was told the news of the system change and instructed to call 101 (the non-emergency police number). Now if you’ve ever phoned 101 you will know it is not a quick process. The initial recorded message lasts about three minutes. It felt even longer given that I was holding a bin bag of rotten meat as maggots moved in the carpet under my shoe covers. At last they put me through to the Property Store, who confirmed they had the phone. I asked what the system was, going forward. Phone 101 speculatively every time, came the reply. My heart sank.

I eventually got hold of Property Store’s email address, though this didn’t speed things up much. Their remoteness didn’t help, the physical distance also manifesting itself as a personal one. Whereas before my regular coroner team would inform me and the officers would bring me the items with a smile, I was now dealing with people in a giant building full of items seized across two counties with no stake in what was going on. Even when I stressed the urgency, the time sensitivity, the importance. We need to find kin, we need to clean the property before it attracts pests. Silence. Followed by slow replies from different staff members popping up each time like jarringly re-cast regular TV characters – Aunt Viv, Gary Sparrow’s wives – the same but different, quoting a change in today’s rules. We don’t accept your authority today, you need the coroner to vouch for you, we don’t accept the coroner’s authority today, actually today you need the permission of the officer who attended the scene, who is on nights for the rest of the week. Getting to square one has become fully exhausting.

So, yeah, that was a very long-winded way of saying please give out spare keys to trusted people who are likely to be located easily, like kin, or knocked for, like near neighbours.

So back to the case we kicked off this section with: Ian, the man with many concerned voicemails on his landline. Once I am eventually in, I’m looking for a copy of the will, if he’s even made one. His wallet or an address book would be handy, or the unicorn of an unlocked mobile phone or laptop. The piles of post may hold some clues, every cupboard and drawer will need to be gone through, every bit of paper balled up on the floor must be investigated. We’ll be here for a few hours, judging by the mess.

First order of business, though: the scraps of his final dinner are still on the kitchen sideboard. They will need throwing out, plate and all at this point. Then all perishable food has to go, everything in the fridge and freezer, before both are turned off at the wall and the bags full of food are put in the bin, which I will then drag kerbside for the next collection day.

It always hits me during this task how people’s food turned out to have longer dates than them. They would most likely have looked at those dates in the supermarket when buying it, to make sure the items would keep into the next week, not knowing that their own expiry would come first. Beaten by a loaf, who’d have thought it.* One day a box of apple pies will be stamped with the date of my death, I think to myself, as I tip some into the bin bag, a block of cheese will be stamped with the day after, a year to the day after, a hundred years to the day. Weird. Will we have evolved beyond food by that point? Nah, not cheese, never cheese. Your mind gets very chatty in this new, existential and sensory-overload environment.

So death, the simultaneously most and least unexpected of all things, has struck here. Was he ready for it? Well, as I’ll realize two hours later, judging by the lack of a will, probably not. I could be calling it wrong, like I did with the recluse assumption – it might be neatly in storage with a solicitor. Though the superficial lack of organization does suggest not, and the rest of the search seemingly backs my first hunch up.

I find page three of a gas bill on a sideboard. The terms and conditions bit. No account number, as that’s on the missing first page, but I can get the provider from the headed paper at least. While there’s no way of dating it, it’s a good shout that he’s probably still with them as I can’t see any others, so I pop it in my evidence bag.

What’s in this pile? Circular. Circular. Takeaway menu. Window-cleaner invoice. Note to self, drop them a message so they aren’t pointlessly cleaning for nobody and no money in the weeks and months to come. This one feels like a card. A birthday card, as it turns out. I always feel disappointed if people just miss their birthday, and a bit weird about opening their cards when they should be doing it, but needs must, it could contain a clue. Not sure what I was hoping for, but it’s just signed off with a first name, no return contact details. I wonder who Barbara is to him. Mental note, if I find an address book or a phone I’ll scour for that name.

There’s a bank statement on the dining table, excellent … from eight months ago, not so good. It would be useful to know the balance as at today. Saves me raising an invoice in vain for funeral costs. Something I always say to the banks when I ask for the true balance and they insist they can’t tell me under GDPR, even though I keep reminding them that the dead aren’t covered by that, not being burdened with being a person any-more. They ignore that and keep asking for































If You’re Reading This, I Am … Dead!

My useful information













My accounts, to be informed/closed/cancelled














	Car ____________________ the V5 (log book) for which is stored with this book; the car is parked _________________________________

	Breakdown cover ____________________________________________

	Home ______________________________________________________

	Contents ____________________________________________________

	Life (cha ching!) ______________________________________________

	Pet _________________________________________________________

	Travel _______________________________________________________

	Other _______________________________________________________




























My death certificate info
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