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INTRODUCTION

Dead Ahead

By

Paul T Farrell

Every year an average of fifty-six million people step off this mortal coil. They come from all walks of life, rich and poor, and from all forms of religious beliefs. However, what they all have in common is that their mortal remains require appropriate and prompt disposal when they die.

The funeral industry was once the realm of un-envied, overworked people who often pickled themselves in alcohol to enable them to carry out their stinking morbid work. For them, it was a team of horses that pulled the carriage upon which the coffin perched.

Animals, carriages and stables required cleaning out every day and the only thing to mask the stink of decaying flesh, horse sweat and dung was flowers. Little has changed today other than the mechanisation of the business and the introduction of refrigeration. The main difference in progressively more cases however, is that at the head are corporate financiers generating profits that would make Victorian undertakers turn in their respective graves.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Removal

“He’s in there,” Mrs Galloway said to the two rumple-suited gentlemen who were panting having climbed three flights of narrow stairs to the bedroom with their collapsible stretcher.

“Cremation or burial?” Rob, the larger of the two men blurted out.

The woman stared, then her head fell and she started to cry.

“Cremation or burial?” he asked again as Doug, the other man, elbowed his colleague in the ribs.

“Oh I suppose cremation.” She sobbed.

“Righty oh, if you wait downstairs we’ll get him in the van,” Rob said brightly.

“Does the deceased have any valuables on him?” Doug asked.

Lena shook her head as she left the room and headed downstairs.

“Rob, you’re such a twat,” Doug said.

“Well I have to ask or we won’t be able to tell Julian,” Rob defended.

The curtains were drawn and as they entered the room they could smell the scented candle that was flickering dimly in the corner. On the bed lay a man in his fifties. He was thin and very yellow, a victim of liver cancer. There were bottles of liquid morphine on the table and Doug slipped two into his pocket as he assessed the situation.

“He’s been dead awhile,” Doug said, turning up his nose at the dead man, whose eyes and mouth were wide open.

“Must be over six foot. Maybe fifteen stone,” Rob assessed.

“This will be one fucker to get downstairs, Rob. You got the tape?”

Their kit consisted of rubber gloves, goggles, plastic aprons, and a roll of two-inch gaffer tape, cable ties, zip body bags, plastic carrier bags and a can of air freshener. They pulled back the duvet and laid out their stretcher on the ground beside the bed. A body bag was unzipped and placed open on the stretcher. Doug held the dead man’s mouth shut while Rob tore off a strip of masking tape and slapped it deftly over the lips. Rob then pulled the limp hands over the chest and Doug cable tied them together. Finally a Sainsbury’s plastic bag was placed over the man’s head and taped around the neck. The men were grunting and groaning as they dragged the lifeless body from the bed onto the stretcher with a thud. Rob gave the air freshener a long burst, then zipped up the body bag as Doug did up the restraining belts at chest and knee level, pulling them as tight as he could using his foot as a lever. An elasticated brown canvas cover was then fitted over the body bag and stretcher. The men were now ready to go.

It was at this point that Mrs Galloway reappeared and said she wanted to see her husband just one more time. Doug quickly explained this wouldn’t be possible, as they’d had to prepare him for removal. She apologised, but said she didn’t mind and for the men to please allow her five more minutes with her husband. Rob stepped in and said that it was a company health and safety issue and that she must leave the room again so they might prepare the deceased for a formal viewing. Thankfully, Lena agreed and stepped out. It was lucky that there was a pair of small scissors on the bedside table that Rob used to cut the cable ties on the wrists and the tape around the man’s neck so he could remove the carrier bag and tape over the man’s mouth.

“Fuckin’ hell,” Rob whispered. “This is bollocks.”

The men threw a blanket over the stretcher with just the man’s head showing and called the woman in as they retreated to the hallway.

“Phew, that was a close one,” Doug said.

“We haven’t even tried to get ‘im downstairs yet. Hope she fucks off.”

After a while Mrs Galloway left the room and nodded to the men.

“Do you think anyone else will want to see him?” Doug asked.

Lena shook her head and headed back downstairs. Rob and Doug re-entered the bedroom and carried out their morbid task once again.

“Done up like a turkey.” Rob panted as he once again zipped up the bag and placed the canvas cover over the top.

A tap on the door and Lena entered again, this time holding a silk scarf. Another half an hour passed with her in the bedroom and the men in the hallway. Rob was seething, but he attempted a smile as Lena Galloway once again left the room.

“Will you be wanting to see him again, madam, or put something on him… anything, jewellery?” Rob asked.

Lena shook her head and headed back downstairs again. It was dark by the time the two men were ready to attempt to get the dead man down the narrow staircase. ‘To you, to me’, amid gasps of ‘farrrrk’ and ‘jeeeeessss’ echoed through the hallway. They had to stand the stretcher upright to get around the corners of each landing, at which point a loud whoosh of air from the nose of Mr Galloway emanated from under the stretcher cover. This was not an unusual occurrence and Rob and Doug were quite used to it, but it would often cause the more vulnerable mourner to scream if they heard it. It was also not uncommon for the deceased to purge stomach contents when being moved; hence, the carrier bag and tape – it was an old trade secret never shared with anyone outside the business. Sometimes there were no body bags at the yard and the cable-tied hands were to prevent a final wave goodbye.

By the time the men had reached the ground floor they were soaked in sweat, smelling quite badly and panting loudly. Lena Galloway and a number of other people were standing quietly watching from the living room as they opened the front door and lumbered the laden stretcher down the final flight of steps. The doors to the private ambulance were open and they quickly slid the stretcher with the remains of Mr Galloway into the back. Rob slammed the back doors with a bang and got into the passenger seat. Doug returned to the house and handed Lena Galloway a card on which were the details of Julian Rince, the senior arranger at Rott Funeral Services, telling her to call him in the morning. He closed the front door behind him, saying, “Sorry for your loss.”

“Fuck,” Rob said as Doug climbed into the driving seat.

“Why the fuck do they keep them on the top floor?”

“Makes sense if they’re going to croak to move them downstairs.”

“We should charge more. My fucking trousers are ripped.”

“Can’t believe we had to do him twice,” Doug said.

“Mind you, at least we weren’t caught wrapping him up.”

“She’d have gone fucking mad if she’d seen that.”

“Better than having his final meal on the hallway carpet.” Rob laughed as he lit a cigarette and spat out of the van window. It was a normal night for the removal team of Rott Funeral Services as their van disappeared into the night heading for the yard.



CHAPTER TWO

Rott Funeral Services

It was 2015 and business was booming at Rott Funeral Services. The centre of the operation was a large old Victorian yard in West London. There was a first floor on which Rott’s office was situated, with an adjoining office where Marion Cartwright, his long-suffering secretary worked. Marion retained her position because she knew where the bodies were buried and Rott had plenty of those he’d rather not think about. Coffins were manufactured on site and the remainder of the first floor was a workshop that covered more than five thousand square feet. The huge timber-floored space creaked every time anyone moved. The ground floor and yard had changed little from the days of early Victorian England. It had once been a stable, which explained why the coffin store, mess room and mortuary all had cobbled floors and ornate hooks upon which the saddles used to be hung. There were two huge iron gates covering the entrance to the yard that had to be opened and closed every time a body arrived or departed and this business was operating twenty-four hours a day. Rott’s grandfather, Eustace, had installed a large iron bell over the entrance to the yard; it was rung each time a dead body was brought into the premises. The local residents had got together and formed a committee to present their objections to this bell ringing. They claimed it brought down the neighbourhood and also scared them half to death when the bell tolled at 3am in the morning. Eustace Rott graciously received them and, on presentation of their concerns, suggested they perhaps might like to move or bugger off and mind their own business. The committee had left in a huff promising to be back, only to be followed by Rott shouting, “Yes, yes indeed, you all will… eventually… and I shall ring the bell for you!”

If you closed your eyes, you could imagine the clip clop of the huge Shire horses pulling the beautifully ornate funeral carriage from the yard and onto the cobbled streets. Closing your eyes, however, would not have masked the awful stink that emanated from the yard in 1850. In all weathers, the funeral conductor would sit beside the horseman wearing his top hat and carrying his dark wooden, ivory topped cane. The coffin bearers would walk behind the carriage often for up to a mile at a time, there and back, hail, rain or shine. One would always carry a bucket and spade to collect the horse manure dropped along the way and sell it as fertilizer to the local allotment owners for sixpence a bucket. Returning from a funeral was far from the end for the overburdened workers; the horses had to be unharnessed and brushed down, then fed and watered. The carriage had to be washed and dried ready for the next funeral. Saddles and bridles had to be cleaned and polished and the stable mucked out. In the absence of refrigeration it was necessary for bodies to be buried as soon as possible, because lillies only ever masked the stench of decaying flesh temporarily. This, added to horse dung, made for quite a perfume to any unsuspecting visitor to Rott’s yard.

It wasn’t until 1885 that the first legal cremation took place in the UK, so up to that point burial had been the only way to dispose of a corpse. As cremation became more common and horse-drawn carriages were replaced by motor vehicles the business became more streamlined. Coffin bearers rode in the hearse and bodies were stored in refrigeration units from point of death to the funeral day, creating a more fragrant working environment.

Undertaking brought with it huge profits given that there was an enormous opportunity to operate corruptly in plain sight. This being mainly because very few bereaved families wanted to see or be associated with death. Their loss invariably made them think uncomfortably of their own mortality so they’d usually hand over the reins to the funeral director, trusting his or her wisdom both in practical and financial matters. In addition, fear of what other people thought played a huge part in ripping off customers. It was easy to add costs to an already large funeral bill knowing that families would often be too embarrassed to raise a query for fear of appearing heartless or mean to their peers. The business of handling the dead and all that went with it in the unregulated industry made most leave the dirty work respectfully to the professionals. There were those, of course, who said they loved dressing, making up or preparing bodies for viewing, but they were either lying or just plain weird.

Profits had soared due to the arrival of cheap chipboard coffins retailing at ten times the cost of making them and wages not having gone up in more than a decade. Few people actually chose to work in the death business. The work was heavy, thankless and very poorly paid, but inheriting a funeral business was a different matter altogether. Owning the business was paying Rott huge dividends. By the time he’d taken over his father’s business in 2000 there were six branches London wide and more than fifteen employees. His company boasted a beautiful black Daimler hearse and two matching black Daimler stretch Limousines. A modern mortuary fridge that housed twenty bodies and an embalming room that had been installed with no expense spared took up more than a thousand square feet of space. However, the workers’ mess and toilets remained untouched. Rott could see no reason to throw good money at places that had been good enough for his forefather’s workers. In truth, the mess room was, and always had been, a rancid heap of torn, stained furniture and rickety chairs. The toilets, though flushable, rarely did very well.

Winston Clodpense-Rott was a tall, slight man. His appearance encompassed everything you’d imagine an undertaker to look like. His nose, from years of drinking neat whisky, looked like a ballerina’s big toe. He had long arms with bent, sinewy hands and long, thin legs attached to size 13 feet that made him look quite comical. When he smiled his rotten teeth, stained by years of neglect and smoking, took on the appearance of a row of dirty, broken headstones. Married with two children, he quite liked the brutish men he paid to do the grunt work in his yard. He spoke with an educated clipped accent, having been sent to private schools and ultimately Oxford College. He maintained many traditions of his forefathers, one being the inspection of the men each morning to ensure their uniforms and nails were clean. Any ripped jackets, dirty shoes or fingernails meant losing their ‘good boy’ money, a discretionary payment made by Rott each week to maintain good standards.

Sadly, Rott forgot to keep the payments in line with inflation and in 2015 was still giving the men £1 a week, not understanding how, when he chastised any of the men for being dirty, grubby or smelly by loudly announcing the forfeiture of their ‘good boy’ money, he was met with derision and foul language. He would try to punish offenders by tasking them to wash his beloved fleet of cars, but the men would just laugh and tell him to bugger off. The future was potentially rosy for Rott, whose sole ambition was to unload his business onto one of the parasitic corporate behemoths that were buying up all the independent funeral businesses around the country. On the face of it, they were trading under the old family names, exploiting all the good will that had taken generations to nurture. However, behind the scenes, they were streamlining, cutting back and shedding staff by intimidation so as to make huge profits. Rott had been approached by all the large UK conglomerates and had been offered a tidy sum, but he was holding out for something better. He knew the staff would all lose their jobs, but they were collateral damage and he didn’t care. He dreamt of San Francisco and life without his wife, whom he felt had outgrown her usefulness.

It was late summer and after 6pm when Marion took a call from a number in Norway asking to speak to Rott himself. The caller mentioned interest in a merger, but Marion wasn’t listening; she had the vet on the other line discussing the adoption of a Labrador. She took a number and said she’d get Mr. Rott to call them back.

Rott had that evening been attending the eighty-seventh birthday of his Aunt Julia at The Fat Duck Chinese restaurant in Chiswick. Everything had been going swimmingly until the waiters arrived to the table bearing her large birthday cake adorned with Roman candle fireworks that created a huge whoosh as they placed it on the table. Aunt Julia didn’t stand a chance as the sparks from the fireworks ignited her huge grey mane of hair. She was almost completely on fire before the waiters, standing aghast at the spectacle of Julia throwing manic shapes and screaming, finally threw the water from a champagne bucket over her. The coroner, Maria von Hussle had said that if they’d taken the half-full bottle of champagne out beforehand Julia might have survived the fire. She returned a verdict of death by blunt force trauma. The bottle had cracked Julia’s skull and she said death would have been instantaneous.

Childless Aunt Julia’s estate was valued at more than three million pounds and Winston Rott was her only nephew. He mourned her loss, but relished his gain. He thought Christmas had come early when he came into the office the next morning and read Marion’s note.

He called the number and was put straight through to a man whom Rott thought answered ‘Stiff Cock, Vonkleberg speaking’.

“Hello, yes, Rott here. I understand you are interested in making an acquisition into the funeral industry?”

“Ja, ja zis is our plan. Vee haf been looking into your company, Mr Rott, and feel it may meet our needs completely. May we submit a proposal?”

“Absolutely, old boy. I didn’t catch the company name.”

“Oh ja, ve are a multi conglomerate in Norway call Steiffen-Koch. I am the CEO, Schnoor Vonkleberg.”

“Splendid, please send your proposal through and I’ll pass it to our people for their view and I’ll get back to you. Goodbye.” Rott replaced the receiver and looked up Steiffen-Koch on Google. They were asset strippers, always operating in the high millions. He switched off the computer and sat back in his high backed leather chair. Perhaps, he thought, this could be the one. He pressed the intercom and asked Marion to keep her eyes open for an email from a Norwegian company called Stiff Cock; well, that’s what Marion thought he said.

Norwegians are very well known for their attention to detail and ruthless efficiency. By 2pm that afternoon Marion had received a document marked ‘Strictly Confidential’ from Steiffen-Koch by email. It was more than a hundred pages long and Marion really couldn’t be bothered to read it. The previous offers from the big three funeral companies had been in the hundreds of thousands and she figured this was probably just another company trying to buy out Rott on the cheap and she knew he’d never go for it.

“Your jobs are secure, trust me,” he had announced at last year’s Christmas party just prior to being sick into an empty ashes urn.

She forwarded the email to Rott’s computer and grabbed her bag before heading out for a sandwich. Rott’s computer pinged and he opened the neat, precise document that had been sent by Steiffen-Koch. Most of the information pertained to the company and its assets. Rott went straight to the bottom of the last page to see what they were offering. He read.

Subject to a twelve-month accounts assessment and a Steffen-Koch employee on site for a predetermined period, the company is prepared to make an offer of seven million UK pounds stirling subject to contract and ratification by the board.

Rott coughed a laugh and read the paragraph again. The big three had not even offered two million. This had to be a mistake. He picked up the phone and called Steiffen-Koch. He was put through to Helmut Dork in the accounts department explaining who he was and requested formal confirmation of the offer from the company for his firm.

“Ja, it is total buy-out offer. If you read the small print your staff will be required to apply for their posts again at a reduced wage and the pension pot accumulated for all sixteen employees amounting to just under 11.2 million UK pounds will be absorbed by Steiffen-Koch as part of the deal. Of course, the exception will be the owner, whose pension pot will be index linked and secure,” an officious voice intoned.

“Ah yes, well of course they’ll all get the state pension anyway plus unemployment benefit,” Rott reasoned.

“Ja.”

“Thank you, goodbye.” Rott hung up and stared at the ceiling. At last, at long last he was to be rid of this stinking business with enough money to be obscenely rich for the rest of his days.

Marion returned from lunch to find Rott had deleted the Steiffen-Koch email from her computer and put it into the private folder she had no access to. He was humming to himself and as he passed her desk on the way to the executive WC he gave her a £5 note telling her to take the rest of the day off. She took no second bidding. Rott returned from the toilet and sat at Marion’s desk. He phoned Steiffen-Koch again and asked for Herr Vonkleberg.

“Ja, Vonkleberg here.”

“Yes, hello, Rott here. Thank you for your communication. I have spoken with my people and we accept your offer in principle. Of course, we would have expected more, but given the market forces we are prepared to move forward. I’ll sign and return your proposal and wait to hear from you.”

“Excellent, Mr Rott, sir. I look forward to working with you. Goodbye.”

Rott had spoken to no one and never would until it would be too late for his firm of lawyers and accountants to do anything about it. He wanted out and this was his first-class ticket to do so. He returned to his office, opened the bottle of single malt whisky he kept for special occasions and poured a huge glass. He was smiling as the golden liquid burnt down into his gullet, forcing him to cough violently, and then start to choke.



CHAPTER THREE

The Meet

The sun had not been seen for days and London was under a dark cloud of warm rain. The temperatures were too high for the time of year and the resulting warmth was slowing the death knell of would-be clients. It had been whispered that the government’s new cold weather payments had all but scuppered the usual winter funeral feeding frenzy. Traffic along Scrubbs Lane was nose to tail and tempers were frayed both in car and bus. A police car, siren wailing, flew down the empty bus lane on its way to the station so the men could clock off on time. A tramp idly urinated on a pile of rags that appeared to be another tramp and a poster model advertising toothpaste smiled down on him. A road sweeper, headphones on, was singing loudly about buffalo soldiers and sucking on a huge reefer. Cars were arriving at the car park of the Cock Inn, where a bonding meeting of fifteen or so staff and casual workers who worked at Rott Funeral Services was about to commence. Rott himself rarely ever went to these things, as he found them pointless. He wasn’t interested in bonding, only the money he was making from the sad loss of others.

Chuck Bigun rolled up in his 7 series BMW. He was married to Rott’s sister, Monica, and was the company CEO. He’d had a background in retail, but had had to move on from his previous post in a bit of a hurry. It was Monica’s good fortune that Rott had owed her a huge favour. She had told police that she had been driving the car that Rott himself, drunk as a lord, had careered into an Indian restaurant in Labroke Grove back in 1975 with a prostitute clamped firmly to his knob. Rott had run from the scene and had got his sister to turn herself in to the police saying she had panicked. The magistrates had banned her for twelve months and imposed a £500 fine for dangerous driving, but at least Rott had been able to retain his licence. Monica had called in that favour; hence, Chuck, her husband, becoming CEO at Rott’s firm. Chuck figured that after having been moderately successful flogging bathing aids to the disabled relieving the bereaved of the same extortionate amount of money in the name of caring would be a piece of cake.
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