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The scene overall depicts a working man’s club. The pint of beer is half-full and next to it are some dog-eared newspapers featuring the word ‘jockey’. A quote runs across the beige wallpaper: ‘Moving, shocking, and profoundly poetic’ Mike Leigh.
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‘What am I? I am zero—nothing. What shall I be tomorrow? I may be risen from the dead, and have begun life anew. For still, I may discover the man in myself, if only my manhood has not become utterly shattered.’


Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Gambler
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I slip off her wedding ring and add it to the rest of the jewellery on the tray. She’s starkers on the bed with the white light beaming down on her. Body withered, sagging. The colour of egg-washed pastry. Her face is relaxed and peaceful, not constipated like most of ’em that get rolled in. It looks as if she’s having a quick kip and’ll hop up to make a brew any second. Shame she’ll be a pile of ash in twenty-four hours. Crumbled and blended. Shovelled into an urn for the rest of her days.


I don’t need to look at the name on her toe tag to know it’s Paula. She’s an eighty-year-old Pat Butcher type who used to be my dinner lady in high school. Purple eye shadow, chandelier earrings, the full whack. Lads from the boozer think it’s weird that I see people I’ve known bollock-naked after they’ve snuffed it. It never crosses my mind. You even forget they’re naked. At the end of the day, I provide a service. My task is to make ’em look presentable. I’m not rolling in it but it pays a decent wedge, covering the rent and a cheeky bet. The main thing is being there for people when they need it – when they’re most vulnerable and think the world’s caving in on ’em. Being paid is just a bonus.


It’s serious shit. I’m responsible for that last image that’ll stick in your noggin’ for years. Believe me, I know – that’s why I got into this bonkers job in the first place, but I’ll get to that. The only weird thing is seeing how still they are. The silence proper freaks you out at first, until you get used to it. Everything about death seems quiet. The room I dress them in, the cemeteries, the mourners as the coffin’s carried into the chapel, even that last breath is always a small whisper.


It’s more apparent when someone comes in like Paula, a brutal force of a woman who would slap that cottage pie on your tray hard enough to break ya wrist. Those cold, waxy hands, peacefully crossed on her stomach. They used to switch from tray to tray with blurry speed. Sweat beading off her head, dripping into the food. A wipe of the nose with her arm here and there. She was a right cunt to be honest, but respect the dead and all that. When people die, that’s all in the past. It’s not for me to worry about what they did in their life, it’s how I prepare them for what’s next, wherever the fuck they go. It’s an art, what I do. A dying art, you might say. A tough one as well.


Paula’s clothes and jewellery are off now. I wash the body with a wet towel, digging into the nooks and crannies of her armpits, behind her knees. Cleaning them is an important part; you have to have a delicate touch about you. You can’t go all rough like you’re scrubbing the kitchen worktops ’cause you’ll end up snapping a bone or summot. It’s all about patience, finesse. Think of it as polishing your nan’s favourite crystal swan, or whatever ornament’s got leathery skin and sandbags for tits if you wanna be more realistic.


After drying her, it’s all about arranging the features of the face. This is what family and friends remember the most. No one inspects the fuckin’ ankles, do they? Or says, Aww, didn’t she have nice elbows? I use these plastic eye-caps that slot in under the eyelids. They have small spikes that grip on to the lids to keep them shut. Your dead relative winking or staring the fuck out of you from the coffin isn’t the one. Next, metallic wires are inserted inside the roof and bottom jaw of the mouth, then tied to keep the mouth shut. Without it, relaxed faces lie there catching flies. Glue’s then used to seal the lips shut. The satisfaction of doing that if you knew they were a right mouthy fucker. I’ve thought about using it on Rebecca, my girlfriend, once or twice. She works at Selfridges and is actually way out of my league. Right mouth on her too at times.


Anyway, when you’ve got a lass on the counter like Paula – one that used to rant and spray spit in your face if you were caught chatting shit in the dinner line – you make sure to slap that glue on and seal those fuckers up for good.


After scrubbing any excess gunge from the ears and nose with a cotton bud, the face is pretty much set, ready to apply makeup to later. You try and arrange the features to a happy, content expression. I’m half-tempted to have her grinning like fuck for a laugh but Paula was never the one for smiling. I arch the corners of her mouth slightly upright. It’s an expression that says, It’s okay. I’m ready. I’m at rest now. That’s all the family want to see. Getting the balance right is tough. The goal is to make them look ‘natural’, not ‘life-like’. If they’re lying there looking like they’ll sit up any second, it’ll scare you shitless.


While I crack on with all this, a mixed solution of formaldehyde, alcohol and water whirs away in a machine by the scalpels. It’s a loud thing, swishing away, ruining the calmness of it all. This is the ‘tissue builder’ I pump into the body to plump it out and give it some colour if I think they need it. I use it ninety per cent of the time ’cause anyone who snuffs it round Openshaw is likely a skinny, jaundiced alky. I get some big fellas in now and again who don’t need it. Like this fat fucker, Brian, last week, who took an hour to just wash. I was relieved I didn’t have to fill him up with a shedload, like some lorry before a long trip. These chemicals ain’t cheap.


Once the solution’s ready – about two or three gallons of it – I do a small incision under the right collarbone and insert two tubes: one that goes into the carotid artery, and one into the jugular vein. The first pumps the solution towards the heart and replaces the blood, exiting the body through the second tube into a tray or directly into the sink. I dropped the tray once, sending blood splattering over the white tiles, covering the floor. Proper Bambi on ice situation. Took a fuckin’ week to clean. You get used to the thick look of it, the amount that comes out. Worst is the sound. Paula’s is coming out in tepid squirts, like when you’re busting for a piss but it’s just dribbling out into the urinal. I have to stick the radio on during this bit sometimes, block it out. No matter how many bodies you do, it’s always rank.


While the transition of fluid happens, I massage her body. Not for pleasure; I’m not a creep. This is to make sure the solution’s distributed evenly throughout her body. If you don’t, you have one chunky pink arm and one yellow skinny one. Under my rubber gloves, her skin feels like rolling out floured dough. It ripples, moving as one. The more I massage, the more I see her cheeks filling out. Life returning to her expression, almost convincing enough that she could start serving dinners again. I rub her swollen ankles, up through her fleshy thighs. Her body gradually expands like an air bed. Wrinkles ironed out, bones vanishing. I only wretch twice, which I’m quite impressed with.


I remove the tubes then and chuck them in the sink to be washed. I stitch the hole up and powder it with make-up as if nothing was there. Next is the even more unpretty bit, the one no embalmer enjoys doing. We have a tool called a trocar – sort of a long, hollow needle – which we jab into the central cavities of the body and thrust around for a good twenty minutes. There’s no nice way to explain it. It’s to remove any build-up of gas, fluid or shite that’s lurking around in there. I’ve had plenty of bodies let one rip while I’m working away. It’s not even that the sound shit me up, the smell is fuckin’ rancid. Like letting one go in a hot car after a Chinese.


The body jolts as you stab around the stomach, making sure to get every last bit of excess rubbish before filling the cavities back up with a higher-concentrate solution. Once they’re all filled up, you block the hole with a tiny plastic screw as if bottling an oakaged whisky.


Paula’s nearly ready now to be put on display in the viewing room. I give her another wash, dry her off, then get to putting the finishing touches on. I apply heavy moisturiser to the face and prepare the make-up, dependent on the preferences of the relatives. Paula always wore this pink lippy, so it didn’t surprise me her daughter opted for that. ‘Plush Romantic’, it’s called. It makes me wretch again. Her mouth’s like a cat’s arse, but I manage to find the lips and wipe away the smudges, so it looks all neat and nice. Purple eyeshadow and a thick foundation to accompany it. Makeup for dead people isn’t the same as the stuff you find in Boots. Those are made for warm skin, for cheeks with blood pumping through ’em. I have to order in special cosmetic ones. Dense, opaque pastes that bring a human look back into their faces. Paula’s a bit like polishing a turd, I’m no fuckin’ magician, but I know her daughter will be happy. It’s how she remembers her, looking like this. The lippy, the eye shadow, that’s her mam. That’s how she wants to remember her and how she should be remembered. I’ll go as far to say Paula looks beautiful.


I comb her hair, positioning her fringe to the side. The fringe I saw dripping with sweat, pasted to her forehead over hot stoves. Here it was, wiry but clean, a sweep of grey like a plume of smoke. The last touch is the clothes her daughter kindly presented on a hanger. Black pin-striped suit with padded shoulders and a white silk blouse to match the cushioned interior of the coffin. I use a hand-held steamer to iron out the creases before dressing her slowly. Pulling black stockings over the thin legs of a dead eighty-year-old woman never gets easier.


The annoying thing is that my fine work will be up in flames in twenty-four hours. Name another job where your work consistently gets destroyed in a 900-degree oven. Paula will be in a casket made of pine, lighting up in no time. Think of lighter fluid on a barbecue. Poof. The flames’ll engulf the fucker before my finger even comes off the button. Hundred times better than those posh, lacquered finished caskets made out of walnut or hickory. Like throwing your chicken in a slow cooker them ones. Best to get it burnt, get it in the urn and crack on with your life. No point dragging the thing out. Some mourners I’ve had though, fuck me, they’d get in the casket with ’em if they could. They really struggle with that bit, which is understandable I guess. Never think of the hours it took me to prepare the bastard though. Sometimes, I’m more gutted than they are!


At least Paula will be in the display room so family and friends can go to visit and admire my work. I hope they appreciate the application of the eye shadow, the way her hands are placed delicately so the wedding ring’s the focal point. That’s the problem when you’re dealing with mourners: they’re never in the right headspace to appreciate all the work that’s gone into it. Especially when you’ve got a Paula. Details matter. Details you’d only pick up on years down the line. A stray hair. A make-up smudge. Visible stitching. It all matters, it all has to be perfect. The death industry doesn’t do second chances.


Paula’s all done now. She’s ready for the viewing room. I ping off my rubber gloves into the bin and remove my white coat and face mask. The stench of the solution still lingers in the air, mixing with make-up powder and the indescribable scent of death.


Paula lies still in the middle of the room. All I hear is the buzz of the lights and the fluid machine whirring into sleep.


‘Night, Paula.’ I say, before turning off the lights and leaving her at peace.


***


Before I head to the boozer, I say bye to Janice in the casket room, who’s arranging the new coffin arrivals. Janice is the funeral director who hired me years ago. A chubby, tiny woman with a brunette perm – not too much younger than Paula. Think of Danny DeVito in a wig, with heavy foundation, thick-rimmed glasses, and wears nothing but black suits. Animated jowls and a mole on her chin you could land a helicopter on.


‘All right love, all okay?’ she says, rolling a glossy pink coffin into the corner of the room.


‘The fuck is that?’


Half of it is open, showing a baby-blue silk lining. It looks like something Barbie would be buried in.


‘Mingin’ innit? The old ladies love it though. We’ve had three sales in the last week already.’


‘Are you one of ’em?’


‘Cheeky twat. Got plenty left in me yet.’


Around us the walls are cracked. Beige wallpaper patched and peeled. Each casket illuminated by a golden light, a recent addition after Janice won a few quid on the Irish Lotto last year. The far wall by the window is dedicated to our selection of urns. Teetering shelves full of wooden boxes and metal containers, even velvet drawstring bags if that was preferred. It never stops amazing me the way people fuss over how to contain something that doesn’t exist any more.


‘You okay?’ Janice asks. ‘You look rough as a bear’s arse.’


I rub my eye and blink until my vision’s back.


‘Yeh, sound. Just tired.’


‘Rebecca all right? Not kicking off at home, is it?’


‘Nah nah, nowt like that. Just need some kip, that’s all.’


Janice gives me a look. Me and Becca bicker more often than not, but it wasn’t that.


Janice is like a second mum to me. She’s a belting woman, always keeping an eye out. We run the Openshaw Funeral Home, just the two of us, with me doing all the body prep and Janice doing more of the sales and admin side. Coffins, urns, funeral packages, official paperwork, flowers – she takes care of all that. There’s shitloads that goes into a funeral and the organisation of it. The average one costs over four grand apparently, so I assume the business doesn’t do too bad. But we’re a small area on the outskirts of Manchester, we always have to work hard to keep things ticking over. Luckily, Janice is an expert. Everyone comes to her in Openshaw if they need help.


‘She all ready in there then?’ asks Janice, changing the subject and lighting up a fag in the middle of the casket room. She could have us both cremated in a sec, the material of some of these coffins. I learnt quickly that she does what she likes.


‘Yeh, should be all set for tomorrow, what time they comin’?’


‘Fuck knows,’ she says. ‘Daughter will be here all day, I think. In absolute bits when I went through the paperwork with her.’


‘What, ’cause you wiggled a gold-plated urn out of her? I’d cry at that price.’


‘Pays your fuckin’ bills dunt it?’ she sniggers, inhaling a deep drag.


I laugh and give her a kiss on the cheek.


‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘will see you Monday. Give us a ring if you need anything, yeh?’


‘Ah piss off, I’ll be fine.’


I walk through a cloud of smoke out of the room and through the exit. The smell of fresh air gives me a kick up the arse. I realise how much I’m gagging for a pint.
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The first dead body I seen was me old fella’s. Ray Fletcher. Booze finally caught up to him at fifty-three. Liver damage, fed through a tube for two weeks. I watched him melt into a pile of bones in the hospital bed, being kept alive for the sake of it until Mam decided to turn the machines off. There was no point; he drank himself into oblivion and, if he could speak, would probably tell us he’s quite happy with the innings he had. He was young, he knew that. He should have died years before. It never made the reality any easier to take. Especially walking into that chapel of rest, it hits you like Mike Tyson’s right hook. I was only eighteen.


His body was a paint by numbers: lips purple, hands blue, face yellow. Not to mention the brown holes left from all the tubes and injections. He wasn’t embalmed for whatever reason, and you couldn’t half tell. Maybe Mam couldn’t afford it. His temples sunk deep into his skull. Eye sockets dark and hollow like snooker pockets. Sounds obvious but he looked dead, like proper dead. I stood there thinkin’, Who the fuck was this geezer? Where’s me old man? This surely can’t be him?


Of course, Mam’s in bits, clutching his bony fingers, nearly taking the bastards off. Head on his chest, getting make-up all over the navy suit that fit him perfectly a couple of years ago. He was a reasonably porky fella, me dad. In that coffin, he looked absolutely tiny. Later on, Mam said he looked like those little action figures in the boxes you used to see on the shelf at Woolworths. He was never an action figure or superhero. He was a dick. A man with problems bigger than his son. Booze came before anything. Towards the end, I only ever seen him if he popped by the house pissed-up, haggling Mam for a spare tenner. She couldn’t stand him either, but she still loved him. They were both lonely people, and the loneliest people cling to whoever’s closest. They couldn’t live without each other.


I honestly thought I’d be okay seeing him dead when Mam asked me if I wanted to see him. Yeh, why not? Nice to see him silent and not slurring his words for once. I thought I’d regret it if I said no. You can never prepare yourself for walking into that room, no matter what your relationship. It’s eerie, man. The atmosphere’s fuckin’ weird. Nothing matches it.


I didn’t cry. I felt I should, it just didn’t arrive. Looking at him, it fascinated me more than anything. I was amazed that was my dad there in that coffin. That man made me. He’s why I’m here. Now he’s gone. Nothing but a static waxwork in a small matchbox coffin. A sack of muscle and bone.


Even at the crematorium service, seeing him disappear behind a closing red curtain, I had no expression or feeling whatsoever. Through the whole process I felt guilty not showing anything, especially with Mam in hysterics next to me, blowing into a raggedy tissue, explosion of mascara on her chops. I think it was like a week after when it sunk in. I went to sleep every night and couldn’t get the image of his face in that coffin out of my head. I tried to remember the happier memories: him taking me to football on Sundays, getting his car all muddy from my boots, or when he used to take me to Gran’s on Saturday mornings for a bacon butty, while he put his bets on for that day’s racing. I spent that first weekend under the covers, looking through grainy photos of him on my phone, trying to remember what he looked like.


Weeks, months went by, and I couldn’t stop thinking of that image. It was in my dreams, my nightmares, every thought when I was awake. It was tarnishing my entire memory of him. I was remembering my dad as this waxwork, nothing else. I tried to look at more photos of him from our holiday in Blackpool when I was a kid. Smiling, having an ice cream on the beach. It made no difference. The man in the picture was a stranger now, the man in the coffin was my dad.


Weirdly enough, that’s what pushed me into doing embalming. I left school with okay GCSEs but I was stuck as to what I wanted to do with my life. Sixteen and nowhere to go. Seeing Dad like that, I wanted to do embalming so other kids, other relatives didn’t have to have their memories twisted like that. So, I thought, fuck it. On my breaks from cleaning up soup-burst cans or mopping baby sick on the aisles of big Tesco, I googled how to get into it. Turns out I could do a two-year apprenticeship in embalming at the same time as working in that shithole. Spending my nights and the odd weekday studying and learning about the body. How to clean a corpse, how to apply make-up, how to use the tissue builder. All while cashing in a bit of John Doe.


It’s so fucked though. Even though the nice funeral director geezer warned me it might be a bit of a shock, I didn’t think Dad would look that horrible. It has a bigger impact than you think. I thought, if I can be responsible for preparing the dead as best as I can, I can prevent any other kid going through what I went through. Maybe it was a coping mechanism, I don’t know, but my apprenticeship at this college in town got me to grips with the process, understanding that the dead don’t have to look like that, that I can play a part in how people are remembered.


Mam thought I’d lost me marbles, that I was broken for life. My fascination with it got her worried. She’d slip university leaflets under my door, ask lads in the club if they were taking on any trainees on the building sites. She didn’t understand. The nutjob thought I’d end up killing people and start dissecting their bodies in my room. Using the freezer to store a foot beside the turkey dinosaurs. Mam got better with time, soon understanding it wasn’t a reactionary thing and was something I actually wanted to do with my life. She realised me having a goal, a career path, was rare as unicorn shit compared to most of the kids round Openshaw. Anything to keep me off the streets, robbing off-licences and smashing up bus stops.


Seeing more dead bodies did help. After my apprenticeship, Mam, now actively helping, asked Janice, a friend of hers, if I could pop my head in to learn a few things. They were reasonably close, playing bingo twice a week together on Tuesdays and Thursdays at the club. Janice said yes straight away and took me under her wing. She was surprised to find an eighteen-year-old so keen and eager to learn about something so taboo, plus the recent passing of her hubby Ian meant she could do with some extra hands around the directory.


When I arrived outside the funeral home on my first day, I thought I’d got the wrong address. It looked so basic, like a dentist’s or an estate agent’s or summot. Two storeys, faded red brick, and a disabled ramp with a flaky white banister. One frosted glass door and windows made up with beige blinds. I rang the bell. Even that sounded tinny and dying.


Janice led me in and gave me a quick tour. To the left of the reception desk was the waiting room, where Janice discussed paperwork with relatives, or where mourners hung around waiting to pick up a bag of their nana. The room was minimal and bland. The walls an off-white. A sofa and two armchairs in the centre, separated by some big leafy plants to try and give some life. Framed pictures of fruit bowls or vases hung wonkily on the walls. Janice looked at me as if for a verdict.


‘Nice,’ I said. ‘Very cosy.’


Next was the casket room. I was shocked to find out how many varieties you could choose from. And the prices, fuck me. I nearly keeled over and landed in one of ’em. All shapes, sizes, finishes, carvings, handles, weights, decorations. What a load of fuckin’ faff. I could tell from Janice’s face she was impressed with this room. She clearly worked hard for it. You could also tell this was where she made her living. Her charm was ignited in this room. This was where the real money was.


‘Try it out if you want?’


It wasn’t really a question, and I wanted this job. An hour into my first day, I found myself lying in a mahogany coffin, my head on a white silk cushion.


‘Nice. Comfy,’ I said.


‘Now, what a way to be buried ay?’


She looked down at me as if it was my wake. I gave a thumbs up, thinking what the fuck am I doing in here at my age. Can’t lie though, I’d get a decent kip in there. Well plushy.


Before the embalming room, Janice dipped her head into the cremation room to check if the fires were going, the way you dip your head into the oven to check your pizza and get a waft of warm air slapping you in the chops. She looked excited and led me in.


Taking up the entire room were two huge metal machines. The sound they made was deafening, the heat from them making beads of sweat form on my forehead as soon as I stepped in. Janice shouted over the noise, explaining this is where the bodies were burnt. They need to keep being checked on apparently, shifted about among the flames like a kebab to make sure all sides were cooked. She talked me through all the colourful buttons on the side. Something about airflow, regulating the temperature. It was basically a giant fuckin’ microwave. And bodies were in there right now, burning to a crisp.


Janice opened one of the ovens and used a long rod to poke around. I could see a skull flashing red with heat. Dust bellowed out and clung to the back of my throat.


‘Nearly done,’ said Janice, like this geezer was a fuckin’ lamb shank. Unbelievable.


She informed me that once the burning was done, all the bones and ash were raked out and separated in a metal tray. Then the bones were ground down for a short time using a machine called a cremulator. It sounded like summot from Transformers. I tell you what, that sound isn’t pretty. At least when they’re making a Frappuccino in Starbucks, you know whatever they’re blending is gonna be creamy and delicious. When you hear someone’s fibula and hip rattling about in there, it’s hard not to throw up.


I was relieved to get out of the cremation room and continue our journey down the pale corridor. We passed through strips of plastic curtains that separated the passage, keeping the cold air in, on the way to the embalming room and where they kept the freezers. I imagined the lifeless toes and strands of hair that had brushed those strips as I shimmied through them, the plastic feeling dirty as it touched my face.


‘There’s not many kids brave enough to try this, ya know?’ said Janice, guiding me into the embalming room, where a freelance guy from Longsight was preparing a body.


‘What’s there to be scared of?’ I said. ‘It’ll happen to everyone eventually.’


‘Ee yarr then,’ said the guy, handing me a plastic razor. ‘Give this fella a shave for us.’


The embalmer’s name was Graham. Wire-rimmed specs balanced on the edge of a bulbous nose. He had a full salt-and-pepper beard and a belly that bulged under his white coat.


‘Go on, he doesn’t bite,’ he said. ‘Not that I know of anyway.’


Graham said things with no expression. A man you could tell works with the dead every single day.


Janice laughed and patted me on the back before leaving the room. Graham followed, placing the razor in my hand.


Alone, I stood looking over the body for about ten minutes before doing anything. A can of shaving foam and bowl of warm water were waiting for me on the trolley. I inspected the toe tag. Samuel, aged sixty-three, from Gorton, date of death was two days ago.


The first body you work on feels like your first shag or summot. You never forget it. Probably as one-sided as well if we’re talking about mine. But it’s one of those landmarks in your life you can’t bring up as much at parties. I’d hardly even started shaving myself yet, and here I was stood over a sixty-three-year-old dead fella, trusted to get him looking spick and span for his viewing.


I squirted foam onto my palms and started to apply it to his cold, sunken cheeks. The skin felt tough and leathery. Taking my time, I slowly shaved away the grey stubble sprouting out, trying my best not to nick him and leave any scars. The scratching sound of the razor took over the room. It was me and Samuel, no one else. It’s such an intimate act, shaving someone else, especially when it’s someone you don’t know. His eyelids hadn’t been capped yet so he was looking straight at me, judging me. He looked paralysed, unable to scream and let me know what a shite job I was doing.


I took my time, talking and apologising to him now and again whenever I thought I’d nicked his chin. The more time that passed, the more relaxed I felt. Our relationship was growing; we’d shared something together. No longer strangers. I’d issued the final swipe and cleaned him up with the towel when Graham walked in with a clipboard.


‘Good job,’ he said, looking over my shoulder and inspecting my work. ‘Not a nick in sight. You’re a natural.’


And that was it: my first interaction with a dead body since my dad. I started to enjoy coming into work. The more I watched bodies being prepared – making notes and focusing – the more the memory of my dad was reappearing and sharpening. The normalisation of death made me think beyond that shell in the coffin. All I needed was to learn about death, hit it head on, and understand the practicalities of it. I started to shave myself better too – my mates were proper impressed at how smooth my cheeks were and that I didn’t have red blotches all over my neck like they did. Little did they know how much practice I’d had, and that’s only from the furry legs some of these old biddies come in with.


I got used to having ash in my nostrils, the thrum of the cremation machines. I raked bones with the calmness of a gardener in the autumn, collecting the red embers like fallen leaves. I learnt about coffins, about wood, about prices, about salesmanship. Janice always said: What’s more important than death? Life! And fuck me, she rinsed the most out of life as much as she could. She was a cracking mentor. Her sternness and ability not to take shit made me get on with it. I continued to work and learn as if none of it phased me. And it doesn’t. Death is now a part of my life. And nothing’s more important than life.


Don’t get me wrong, I know not everyone’s an oddball like me. No one wants to speak about death. But it should never be avoided as much as it is. I shrivelled at the sight of my dad out of shock. I wasn’t ready for it. Only through embalming, making it my everyday job, have I learnt to accept and welcome it. I’ve made many people happy, or at least relaxed and at peace, because of my work. That’s the reward. That’s why I go to work every day. The fact I can remember the good things about Dad now is just a bonus.


I’ll be on that table one day, getting pumped to fuck, getting the farts jabbed out of me, getting shaved by some gormless ginger twat. At least I’ll be dead knowing I’ve done a good thing, knowing I’ve done something meaningful for people. Burn me and toss me in the bin for all I care, I’ll be happy.
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I leave the directory after prepping Paula, the taste of Guinness on my lips. Thursday night meant snooker and a few scoops down at Stanley Street Working Men’s Club with Trick. I run from the car park pissed wet through, sopping from head to toe. It’s been lashing buckets all week. I have to cower under the entrance arch to finish off my cig before throwing it onto the shiny cobbles.


‘Time you call this then?’


Trick’s shouting from the smoky back room, already chalking up his cue with a pint ready for me. His belly bulges over the table. Blue Umbro polo speckled with white paint. Even in the darkest corner of the club, light manages to find his bald head and ping off it.


‘Sorry mate,’ I say, walking past the bar and giving Linda a nod. ‘Caught up at work.’


Trick looks like Barney the Dinosaur – face purple from high blood pressure and always a big smile on his mush, exposing his gold tooth. He’s tall as he is wide, and waddles around hunched, as if ducking from a ball that’s been launched at his head. If he wasn’t a sound fella and didn’t have the arm tattoos that made him look hard, he wouldn’t half get the piss taken out of him.


Tommy Murphy is in too, as always. Sat near the broken jukebox, mulling over the racing lists for the next day. I can imagine him ending up on my table in the next year. Looks like a corpse already. Rotted teeth and golf balls for cheekbones.


‘Who was in today then?’ says Trick, passing me a cue to chalk up.


‘Paula McGrath. Lived off Denver Street.’


‘The dinner lady?’


‘Yeh that’s the one.’


‘Fuck me, I thought she died years ago.’


Trick’s already racked up. Bent over until his cue’s eye-level and sliding up and down the bottom of his second chin. His flushed cheeks say he’s already about five pints in. There’s not much decorating work to be done round here at the moment so he’s had all week to booze and practise. Whereas people are dying all the fuckin’ time. No time for me to practise.


Other than Tommy Murphy, the only ones in are a couple of elderly birds on the bar stools and Coley, the local nutcase who wears a leather jacket no matter what the weather. The women are probably Linda’s friends. Chatting about the new fruit stalls opening up on Ashton Old Road, how it’s hard to find a bloody pound shop any more. Cloudy pint glasses glint above their heads, stacks of soggy coasters, sagging elbows on the counter. Coley grips his pint and stares at the floorboards, big goofy grin on his mush. Proper greasy mullet on him and a big whopper of a nose that can smell a Sunday dinner on a Thursday.


Trick’s cue ball softly nicks the corner of the red triangle, making the route of a diamond, then returning behind the safety line, hugging the cushion.


‘When’s the funeral?’ says Trick, supping on his Guinness.


‘Next Wednesday, I think. Picked fuckin’ “Dancing Queen” as her funeral song.’


‘Christ alive. Never danced in her life that miserable sod.’


‘I know,’ I say. ‘What song would yours be, Trick?’


‘“Stayin’ Alive”, the Bee Gees . . . or, or “Another One Bites the Dust”, that’d be a belter that.’


‘Not the Barney theme song?’


‘Piss off.’


I chuckle and chalk up; puffs of blue dust vanish into the musty air.


The club smells stale, an air of piss about it. It always does but I love it. Doesn’t help that the table’s near the bogs, furthest you can get from the door or any fresh air. The smell of memories in this place, good times with the boys in my teens, sinking pint after pint, hurting from laughter. Pre-drinks before flights to Magaluf. Crying at the TV over England in the World Cup. Quiz nights, bingo nights, tribute nights with Sniff Richard or Take Shat. Even getting to know Becca in the early stages, chatting over there by the jukebox. Plenty of good times.


The rain starts to dry on my face from the hot table light. I take a swig of Guinness before cracking on, the cue slipping nicely along my bridge hand.


‘Work been busy then?’ asks Trick, taking a seat. He must notice the bags under my eyes.


‘Yeh, been mad this week,’ I say. ‘Crem’s booked up until next Friday.’


I go for a long pot. A red that’s broken from the pack. It pings off the nearest cushion and pisses off to the other end of the table.


‘Good business though,’ says Trick. ‘At least you’ve urned it.’


Drink sprays out my mouth onto the floor.


‘Fuck’s sake.’


He’s been waiting to tell me that one all day.


Trick stands up on the second try and lets out a rumbling fart. I lean on the wall, next to picture frames of celebrity visits to the club. Cantona, Hatton, Gallagher.


Trick eyes up his angles and starts telling me about his few days off. How his wife’s driving him up the wall, giving him tasks to do around the house to keep him busy and away from the boozer. Rachel’s lovely, known her for years, but fuck me they don’t half bicker. Proper at each other’s throats. And it’s me that gets the brunt of it every Thursday night. The blood rising to form vessels on his cheeks as he reels off stories about her deleting his Tiger Woods documentary off the Sky planner, or shaving her foof with his Gillette razor.


‘Aw, mate, she’s doing my nut in. Look what she’s had me doing.’ Trick points to his paint-smeared top. ‘Had me doing up the bathroom, living room, you name it. I’m meant to be off for fuck’s sake. You’re lucky I’m even here tonight, thought she’d have me pullin’ up the bastard weeds next.’


He shakes his head then flukes a red into the middle pocket.


‘Worst thing is. She’s sat on her arse watching This Morning and Loose Women while I’m busting me bollocks on ladders. Can ya believe that? Lazy cow. Just like her fuckin’ mam she is.’


‘Can’t ya make up an excuse?’ I say. ‘You worked your arse off over Christmas, haven’t had time off in ages.’


‘Tell me about it. How ya think I’m here now? She thinks me mam’s had a fall. Had to rush out.’


‘Slimy bugger.’


Trick pots a blue into the same pocket and spins back to set up an easy red.


‘Not the brightest spark, mate,’ he says. ‘Plus, she has that book club on Thursdays.’


‘Book club?’


I can’t help but laugh into my pint, foam spitting out again.


‘Don’t ask. Wouldn’t surprise me if she’s out on the lash herself.’


Trick’s frustration makes him miss the easy red. I start getting into the swing of it then, making the cue ball dance across the felt. The table has bumps and rips in the green everywhere, but I know it like the back of my hand. Trick has an empty glass, waiting for me to get ’em in with foam creeping towards the bottom. I’m on fire. I’m not going anywhere. I’m thinking about the next shot before I pot one, lining up beauties Steve Davis style. Red, colour, red, colour. Trick knows whenever I get into these rhythms. He sits there chewing his nails, breathing like a dog from years of Bensons and kebabs. Twenty-eight he is, black lungs and cholesterol higher than Ant McPartlin’s forehead.


I chuck him a tenner and shout to Linda for refills. He waddles off like a penguin to the bar, leaving me and the table to crack on.


For a minute, I forget I’m in the club. The week’s hard graft doesn’t take long to come back and make my limbs go limp. Hands cramping from drilling the trocar into cavities for hours on end. Tired arms from massaging fluid around Paula. On my feet all day, cleaning equipment, taking the chemicals delivery, raking the cremation machines, making Janice fifty brews. Thank fuck for Trick though, these Thursday nights. It’s nice to rest my eyes on the colours, knocking balls around and zoning out for a bit. He’s a gooden, Trick, heart of fuckin’ gold. Wouldn’t have been doing this for years if he wasn’t a proper mate.


He returns with the goods, glancing down at the small number of balls left, then back at me as if to say, Don’t be taking the piss.


‘Don’t be taking the piss,’ he says.


‘What? Ya know what I’m like when I get going.’


‘Yeh, I do. And it gets on my tits. Now piss off, my shot. Ya ginger twat.’


Trick uses his anger to pot a few balls, enjoying the sound of them rolling into the nets. They clunk along the rails underneath. It doesn’t matter that he’s on good form, he knows he has no chance. The last time he beat me I had a full head of hair and a thin waistline. Now I’m a fat cunt and my hairline’s so far back it could be in a history book.


‘How’s your Rebecca then?’ Trick asks, a more conversational tone about him now he’s potted a couple.


‘Ahh ya know. Usual shite. On to me about saving for a house lately.’


‘Woah, serious shit then. How long you been with her now?’


‘Coming up nine years.’


‘Fuck me. Was gonna come eventually then. Rach was walking slowly past ring shops and estate agents after nine weeks.’


‘Suppose it was coming, yeh. She’s in proper saving mode though. Asking me to get overtime in at the directory, maybe help Janice with the admin side now she’s getting on a bit. Thought, the cheeky cow, I’m fucked enough as it is. Once she gets summot in her head though, she won’t let it go. It’s house, house, house lately. And she starts getting suspicious then, thinking summot’s going on just ’cause I don’t want a joint bank account yet.’


‘And you’re not keen?’


‘It’s not that. Just don’t see the rush. The flat’s not too bad and it’s not as if we’re rolling in cash.’


‘Mate, you’re twenty-five and live above a kebab shop. Get fuckin’ saving and out of that shithole. I mean, look at ya. Yeh you’ve got Daniel Craig’s eyes, straight teeth and all right clobber, but you’ve got a receding ginger barnet, your stubble’s patchy, and you feel up corpses every day. Count yourself lucky you’ve got a gem like her!’


I let out a fat sigh and drink my sorrows. Trick’s married, settled with a mortgage, and a lot uglier than me. He’s already taken the plunge.


‘She’s got a jar and everything,’ I say. ‘A saving jar with “House Fund” written on it.’


Trick laughs, making him miss his colour and leave an easy pot for me near the middle pocket.


‘Sounds like you’re fucked then,’ he says.


Trick’s right. I’m not getting away from this one. Rebecca can be stubborn when she wants something. And it’s not as if I’m complaining; it’s nice she wants a future with a lump like me. Bonkers really. If only I wasn’t on my arse. Like, well and truly skint. More skint than she can ever know. Even Trick doesn’t know – he thinks my line of work must be getting me somewhere. They have no idea. The struggle of it. If I’m being crystal, I probably even kid myself most the time, telling myself everything’s hunky-dory, lying so I don’t feel guilty about blowing money rather than taking Becca out or saving for that house. I convince myself debt’s temporary, that there’s always a way out, and if no one else knows about it, well then that’s for me to deal with. No one knows more than me how hard it is to earn the money and how easy it is to let it go.


‘Sup, mate?’ says Trick. ‘Looking a bit glum there.’


‘Nah, I’m good, just going for a wizzer.’


I lean the cue against the wall and walk into the gents. With piss lashing off the urinal cakes, I try to think of the best outcome. How long it’d even take for us to save that much money to move. What it’d mean for me and Becca. The love’s there but this is different gravy. Yeh, we have the odd petty row now and again, who doesn’t? I know how lucky I am to have her. What an even worse state I’d be in if she wasn’t in my life. Commitment and finances are just not my thing. I’m a plodder, a wing-it sorta fella. Take each day as it comes without bothering to plan. To plan is to set up for failure. When you’re already a failure, well, there’s no point in planning, is there?


I shake, zip up and watch the yellow stream down the gullet towards the plug. I shouldn’t be thinking about this shit. I just want a game of snooker, a pint and a laugh.


‘All right?’ asks Trick as I walk out. He knows summot’s up, he’s known me long enough now. ‘Did I touch a nerve there?’


‘Ahh, did you fuck. Just a bit skint lately is all.’


‘Should have said, ya daft bastard. I could have got the rounds in.’ He flags to Linda with two Cumberland fingers. She nods back.


‘You need a few quid to tide you over?’ he asks, holding both hands on his cue like a microphone stand. His eyes fall on me with sympathy, genuinely wanting to help.


‘I should be fine, mate. Thanks though.’


It’s the worst. Every man’s a grafter round here, they’ll do anything they can to earn their crust. Builders, painters, joiners. I know fellas who’ve been elbow-deep in turds for seven days, or worked on building sites night after night to feed their kids. It’s part of life. It’s what you have to do to get by. Admitting you’re on your arse though, with people knowing you have a cushy wage in comparison – it ain’t half embarrassing. Having the money and blowing it is another thing. Especially when your best mate’s the one struggling for work and offering you money.


‘Fair enough, mate.’ Trick offers a wink that says he’s there if I need him.


‘Suppose you’ll have to keep Becca happy in other ways if you’re steering her away from saving.’


It’s my shot. There’s nothing on so I hammer the cue ball into a cluster of reds, making them explode across the table.


‘Having a laugh, aren’t ya?’ I say. ‘Been getting home from work at all hours. You think I’m up for a bit of hanky-panky after a day of graft, smelling of some dead geezer’s shite?’


‘Just saying, mate. If you’re not cutting the mustard in the bedroom either . . . you’re asking for it. I do it all the time whenever Rachel wants summot. Give her a good night under the sheets and Bob’s ya uncle. The amount of times I’ve got out of paying to get her hair or nails done.’


‘Ahh, behave. I’m not eighteen any more. Not got the stamina to go at it like rabbits like you two.’


‘Ay ay, steady on. Everyone’s gotta have fun once in a while. Besides, maybe you need to spice shit up. Throw her off the scent. Make her feel lucky to have ya.’


I outstretch my arms as if to say you’re having a laugh aren’t ya? Look at me! From the form he’s on, Trick goes for a long pot into the bottom right and sinks it. I gulp a few mouthfuls, thinking for the first time in a while that I could get beat here if I don’t shape myself. After he misses his colour, I up the tempo and clear up a few. Bish, bash, bosh.


Coley shuffles past then on the way to the bogs, smelling of fags and that cheap cider he always drinks. I can’t shoot with him creeping past so we both watch him slither like a slug into the gents.


‘Anyway, what you mean spice shit up?’ I ask.


‘Yeh, ya know, summot different. Surprise her. Go home in that daft apron and mask you wear. Bet she’d love that.’


‘Hilarious. What you mean though, like whips and shit?’


‘Nooo, none of that creepy dungeon malark. Just a few little toys, like a feather, or those dirty card games. Rachel brought some oil home from Superdrug once. Worked a—’


‘Woah, woah, mate. None of that.’


‘What? Was great! Sliding about like Roy Keane.’


‘Hahaha! You dirty bastard.’


I wipe my cue clean again, dust the tip, and eye up my shot. I slot in two reds and two colours before missing a banker on purpose.


‘Fuckin’ ’ell,’ I mutter, tucking into a fresh pint that Linda’s brought over.


Trick’s eyes light up then, and not ’cause Coley emerges from the gent’s half hanging out. By the time he gets to his seat, he notices, zips up, and returns to staring at the floor. Trick has a chance and he knows it, whether he knows I let it happen doesn’t matter. I can tell he’s gonna fluff it from the sweat on his fod. Up and down he is, eyeing up his shot like a pigeon eating bread. He chalks his cue about twenty times. Arm tense, strangling the grip. He wants it too much.


‘How about we up the stakes?’ I say, planting a crisp twenty on the table’s outer rim. The last twenty I have in my pocket until payday next week.


Trick looks at it, then at me, then back at the money. He knows I’m a daft bastard flinging money about like that if what I’m saying about being on my arse is true. But this is Trick. A man that never turns down a challenge or a chance to beat another man, no matter what it is.


‘Sure, mate. Twenty it is.’ Trick layers it with his own twenty, Queen Liz’s head more wrinkled than in real life.


We both know deep down I’m gonna win. I always do. But the way the game has panned out makes him think otherwise. More pressure’s on the shot now. I’ve never felt more confident in my whole life. Trick arches his bridge hand, saws the cue along the groove and strikes the cue ball with enough force to send it hopping on the table. It clatters into the red on the wrong side, sending the balls walkabout on the table and completely opening up the play for me. He’s bottled it. Lost the game in one, rash swipe.


‘Ahh, mate. Hard luck,’ I say.


I’m kind. I don’t let the mistake linger in the air along with Coley’s piss. I clean up the table, slotting in the rest with ease before offering a handshake.


‘Same again?’ I ask.


Trick shakes my hand and sniggers.


‘Shove it up your arse.’


Being the winner, I get another round in and ask Linda about the family and that at the bar. How her kids are doing at school, whether she still goes to them Zumba classes . . . the usual bollocks. Linda’s fella, John, went in for heart surgery last week so she fills me in on that, getting on to hospitals and how the smell stays with you after you’ve visited someone week after week. I have a feeling I’ll be catching up with John very soon, if you know what I mean.


‘Was there nearly every day before my old fella passed,’ I say, keeping one of the stools warm while the ladies are out for a fag. ‘Depressing as fuck it was.’


‘Aw, shame that. We miss Ray. You must get sick of it, with your job and all?’ Linda fills up the pints with one hand, the other on her hip. ‘You were a right wreck when he passed. God bless his soul.’


I spin a coaster between my fingers, silent. Linda wipes a damp cloth over the sticky bar, planting two pints down on the wounded wood.


‘Six eighty, love.’


‘One for yourself as well, Linda.’


‘Cheers, flower.’


She throws the money into a till that survived the eighties. Them ones that open so fast they could kill ya if they catch you on the bonce. I spot the rows of notes, stacked up nicely. Trays of coins full to the brim. If only. If only I could stick my hand in and pocket whatever’s there.


‘Don’t thank me, Linda,’ I say out loud to get Trick’s attention. I give her a wink and make way for the table. ‘These ones are on Trick.’


Trick looks up from his phone, muttering insults to himself and sticking me the Vs. Either side of a round table, we drink in the dark, enjoying the dusty light fall in through the back windows and onto the floorboards. Soft squares of orange. Tommy Murphy’s half asleep, nursing a warm lager with his head nearly touching the newspaper. The ladies are in the corner now underneath a TV showing a darts match, whispering and raising eyebrows over that week’s gossip. Coley’s tapping the jukebox, forgetting it hasn’t worked for ten years. I crack my neck and feel the knots in my shoulders, scrubbing at my eyelids to keep my body awake.


‘You look fucked, mate,’ says Trick.


‘I feel it.’


‘Maybe it’s you that needs a week off.’


I turn my glass on the table. Once. Twice.


‘Can’t afford that.’


‘Yeh, I get ya.’ Trick nods his head. ‘Honestly though mate, if you’re struggling. I don’t mind.’


He leans back in his chair and gives a sincere look to say he isn’t having a laugh this time.


‘Appreciate that, Trick.’


The glare from the windows soon dulls into a reflection of the inside. Night has kicked in. A few more punters come and go for after-work pints. Linda squeaks glasses spotless and returns them to the top rack. Tommy Murphy wakes up then falls back asleep again. The jukebox stays silent.


‘Fancy another game?’ asks Trick. ‘Can’t be fucked going back to that house, mate.’


I check my phone for the time: 8.17 p.m. It’ll still be open. Jim Ramsbottom’s. My home from home. Where dreams and nightmares coexist.


‘Actually mate, I’ve gotta shoot. Sorry.’


Trick returns the cues to the stand before coming over to me. He feeds fifty quid into my front pocket.


‘Don’t mention it, lad,’ he says. ‘You get the first round in next week, yeh?’


He’s a good man. He wouldn’t let me give it back; there’s no point kicking up a fuss.


‘Cheers, Trick, really appreciate that. See ya next week, yeh? Have a gooden.’


We shake hands like we always do. As I leave, I hear his hoarse voice pop up from the back room.


‘Oi, Fletch. Why was the graveyard so noisy?’


Great, another one.


‘Because of all the coffin!’


His laugh booms through the club. I laugh too, returning him the Vs and walking out into the rain.
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