
S H A V I N G  B Y R O N

A girl always remembers the first corpse she shaves. 
It is the only event in her life more awkward than 
her first kiss or the loss of her virginity. The hands 

of time will never move quite so slowly as when you are 
standing over the dead body of an elderly man with a pink 
plastic razor in your hand.

Under the glare of fluorescent lights, I looked down at 
poor, motionless Byron for what seemed like a solid ten 
minutes. That was his name, or so the toe tag hung around 
his foot informed me. I wasn’t sure if Byron was a “he” (a 
person) or an “it” (a body), but it seemed like I should at 
least know his name for this most intimate of procedures.

Byron was (or, had been) a man in his seventies with 
thick white hair sprouting from his face and head. He was 
naked, except for the sheet I kept wrapped around his lower 
half to protect I’m not sure what. Post-mortem decency, I 
suppose.

His eyes, staring up into the abyss, had gone flat like 
deflated balloons. If a lover’s eyes are a clear mountain lake, 
Byron’s were a stagnant pond. His mouth twisted open in 
a silent scream.

“Um, hey, uh, Mike?” I called out to my new boss from 
the body-preparation room. “So, I guess I should use, like, 
shaving cream or . . . ?”
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Mike walked in, pulled a can of Barbasol from a metal 
cabinet, and told me to watch out for nicks. “We can’t  
really do anything if you slice open his face, so be careful, huh?” 

Yes, be careful. Just as I’d been careful all those other 
times I had “given someone a shave.” Which was never.

I put on my rubber gloves and poked at Byron’s cold, 
stiff cheeks, running my hand over several days’ worth of 
stubble. I didn’t feel anywhere near important enough to 
be doing this. I had grown up believing that morticians 
were professionals, trained experts who took care of our 
dead so the public didn’t have to. Did Byron’s family know 
a twenty-three-year-old with zero experience was holding 
a razor to their loved one’s face? 

I attempted to close Byron’s eyes, but his wrinkled 
eyelids popped back up like window shades, as if he wanted 
to watch me perform this task. I tried again. Same result. 
“Hey, I don’t need your judgement here, Byron,” I said, to 
no response. 

It was the same with his mouth. I could push it shut, 
but it would stay closed only a few seconds before falling 
open again. No matter what I did, Byron refused to act in 
a manner befitting a gentleman about to get his afternoon 
shave. I gave up and spurted some cream on his face, 
clumsily spreading it around like a creepy toddler finger-
painting in the Twilight Zone. 

This is just a dead person, I told myself. Rotting meat, 
Caitlin. An animal carcass. 

This was not an effective motivational technique. Byron 
was far more than rotting meat. He was also a noble, 
magical creature, like a unicorn or a griffin. He was a hybrid 
of something sacred and profane, stuck with me at this way 
station between life and eternity. 
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By the time I concluded this was not the job for me, 
it was too late. Refusing to shave Byron was no longer an 
option. I picked up my pink weapon, the tool of a dark 
trade. Screwing up my face and emitting a high-pitched 
sound only dogs could hear, I pressed blade to cheek and 
began my career as barber to the dead.

W h e n  I  W o k e  u p  that morning, I hadn’t expected 
to shave any corpses. Don’t get me wrong, I expected 
the corpses, just not the shaving. It was my first day as a 
crematorium operator at Westwind Cremation & Burial, a 
family-owned mortuary. Or a family-owned funeral home. 
What you call your local death house depends entirely 
on what region of North America or the UK you live in. 
Mortuary, funeral home, po-tay-to, po-tah-to. Places for 
the dead.

I leapt out of bed early, which I never did, and put on 
pants, which I never wore, along with steel-toed boots. 
The pants were too short and the boots too big. I looked 
ridiculous, but in my defence, I did not have a cultural 
reference point for proper dead-human-burning attire.

The sun rose as I walked out of my apartment on Rondel
Place, shimmering over discarded needles and 

evaporating puddles of urine. A homeless man wearing a 
tutu dragged an old car tyre down the alley, presumably to 
repurpose it as a makeshift toilet.

When I first moved to San Francisco, it had taken me 
three months to find an apartment. Finally, I met Zoe, a 
lesbian criminal-justice student offering a room. The two 
of us now shared her bright-pink duplex on Rondel Place 
in the Mission District. Our home sweet alley was flanked 
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on one side by a popular taqueria and on the other by 
Esta Noche, a bar known for its Latino drag queens and 
deafening ranchera music. 

Making my way down Rondel to the BART station, 
a man across the alley opened his coat to show me his 
penis. “Whatcha think of this, honey?” he said, waving it 
triumphantly at me. 

“Well, man, I think you’re going to have to do better,” I 
replied. His face fell. I’d lived on Rondel Place for a year by 
now. He really would have to do better. 

From the Mission Street stop, the BART train carried 
me under the Bay to Oakland and spat me out a few  
blocks from Westwind. The sight of my new workplace, 
after a ten-minute trudge from the BART station, 
was underwhelming. I’m not sure exactly what I was  
expecting the mortuary to look like—probably my 
grandmother’s living room, equipped with a few fog 
machines—but from outside the black metal gate, the 
building seemed hopelessly normal. Eggshell-white, only 
a single storey, it could have doubled as an insurance  
office. 

Near the gate, there was a small sign: please ring bell. 
So, summoning my courage, I complied. After a moment, 
the door creaked open, and Mike, the crematorium 
manager and my new boss, emerged. I had met him only 
once before and had been tricked into thinking he was 
totally harmless—a balding white man in his forties of 
normal height and weight, wearing a pair of khaki pants. 
Somehow, in spite of his affable khakis, Mike managed to 
be terrifying, assessing me sharply from behind his glasses, 
taking inventory on just how big a mistake he had made in 
hiring me. 
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“Hey, morning,” he said. “Hey” and “morning” were flat, 
indistinguishable, under his breath, as if they were meant 
for only him to hear. He opened the door and walked away. 

After a few awkward moments I decided he intended me 
to follow, and I stepped through the entryway and turned 
several corners. A dull roar echoed through the hallways, 
growing louder.

The building’s nondescript exterior gave way at the 
back to a massive warehouse. The roaring was coming 
from inside this cavernous room—specifically from two 
large, squat machines sitting proudly in the centre like the 
Tweedledum and Tweedledee of death. They were made of 
matching corrugated metal with chimneys that stretched 
upward and out of the roof. Each machine had a metal 
door that slid up and down, the chomping mouths of an 
industrial children’s fable.

These are the cremation machines, I thought. There are 
people in there right now—dead people. I couldn’t actually 
see any of these dead people yet, but just knowing they 
were nearby was exhilarating.

“So these are the cremation machines?” I asked Mike.
“They take up the whole room. You’d be pretty surprised 

if these weren’t the machines, wouldn’t you?” he replied, 
ducking through a nearby doorway, abandoning me once 
again.

What was a nice girl like me doing in a body-disposal 
warehouse like this? No one in her right mind would 
choose a day job as a corpse incinerator over, say, bank 
teller or kindergarten teacher. And it might have been 
easier to be hired as a bank teller or kindergarten teacher, 
so suspicious was the death industry of the twenty-three-
year-old woman desperate to join its ranks.
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I had applied for jobs concealed by the glow of my 
laptop screen, guided by the search terms “cremation,” 
“crematorium,” “mortuary,” and “funeral.” The reply to my 
job enquiries—if I received any reply at all—was, “Well, 
cremation experience?” Funeral homes seemed to insist on 
experience, as if corpse-burning skills were available to all, 
taught in your average high-school woodwork class. It took 
six months and buckets of résumés and “Sorry, we found 
someone better qualified” before I was hired at Westwind 
Cremation & Burial. 

My relationship with death had always been complicated. 
Ever since childhood, when I found out that the ultimate 
fate for all humans was death, sheer terror and morbid 
curiosity had been fighting for supremacy in my mind. 
As a little girl I would lie awake for hours waiting for my 
mother’s headlights to appear in the driveway, convinced 
that she was lying broken and bloody on the side of the 
highway, flecks of shattered glass stuck to the tips of her 
eyelashes. I became “functionally morbid,” consumed 
with death, disease, and darkness yet capable of passing 
as a quasi-normal school-girl. In college I dropped the  
pretense, declared my major as medieval history, and 
spent four years devouring academic papers with names 
like “Necro-Fantasy & Myth: Interpretation of Death  
Amongst the Natives of Pago Pago” (Dr. Karen 
Baumgartner, Yale University, 2004). I was drawn to 
all aspects of mortality—the bodies, the rituals, the  
grief. Academic papers had provided a fix, but they  
weren’t enough. I wanted the harder stuff: real bodies, real 
death.

Mike returned, pushing a squeaky-wheeled gurney 
bearing my first corpse. 
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“There’s no time to learn the cremation machines today, 
so you can do me a favour. Give this guy a shave,” he 
requested, nonchalant. Apparently the dead man’s family 
wanted to see him one more time before he was cremated.

Motioning for me to follow, Mike wheeled the gurney 
into a sterile white room just off the crematorium, explaining 
that this was where the bodies were “prepared.” He walked 
over to a large metal cabinet and pulled out a pink plastic 
disposable razor. Handing it to me, Mike turned and left, 
disappearing for the third time. “Good luck,” he called over 
his shoulder.

As I said, I hadn’t expected the corpse shaving, but there 
I was.

Mike, though absent from the preparation room, was 
watching me closely. This was a test, my introduction to 
his harsh training philosophy: sink or swim. I was the new 
girl who had been hired to burn (and occasionally shave) 
corpses, and I would either (a) be able to handle it or (b) 
not be able to handle it. There was to be no hand-holding, 
no learning curve, no trial period.

Mike returned a few minutes later, stopping to glance 
over my shoulder. “Look, here . . . no, in the direction his 
hair was growing. Short strokes. Right.”

When I wiped the last bits of shaving cream from 
Byron’s face, he looked like a newborn babe, not a nick or 
razor burn in sight.

Later that morning, Byron’s wife and daughter came 
to see him. Byron was wheeled into Westwind’s viewing 
room and draped in white sheets. A floor lamp fitted with 
a rose-coloured lightbulb cast a calm glow over his exposed 
face—far more pleasant than the harsh fluorescent bulbs in 
the preparation room.
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After my shave, Mike had worked some kind of funerary 
magic to close Byron’s eyes and gaping mouth. Now, under 
the rose lighting, the gentleman seemed almost serene. 
I kept expecting to hear cries from the viewing room of 
“Dear God, who shaved him like this!” but to my relief, 
none came.

I learned from his wife that Byron had been an 
accountant or forty years. A fastidious man, he probably 
would have appreciated the close shave. Towards the end 
of his battle with lung cancer he couldn’t get out of bed to 
use the bathroom, let alone wield a razor. 

When his family left, it was time to cremate him. Mike 
rolled Byron into the mouth of one of the behemoth 
cremation machines and turned the dials on the front 
panel with an impressive dexterity. Two hours later, the 
metal door rose again and revealed Byron’s bones, reduced 
to glowing red embers. 

Mike brought me a metal pole with a flat rake on the 
end. He demonstrated the long strokes required to pull the 
bones from the machine. As what remained of Byron fell 
into the waiting container, the phone rang. It boomed loudly 
through the speakers in the ceiling, installed specifically to 
be heard over the thunder of the machines. 

Mike tossed me his goggles and said, “You finish raking 
him out. I gotta grab the phone.” 

As I scraped Byron’s body out of the cremation machine, 
I saw that his skull was still fully intact. Looking over my 
shoulder to see if anyone, living or dead, was watching, I 
carefully inched it towards me. When it was near enough 
to the front of the chamber, I reached down and picked it 
up. The skull was still warm, and I could feel its smooth, 
dusty texture through my industrial-grade gloves. 
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Byron’s lifeless eye sockets stared up at me as I tried to 
remember what his face had looked like as he slid into the 
flames just two hours before. It was a face I should have 
known well after our barber-client relationship. But that 
face, that human, was gone. Mother Nature, as Tennyson 
said, is “red in tooth and claw,” demolishing every beautiful 
thing she has ever created.

Bones, reduced to just their inorganic elements by 
cremation, become very brittle. As I turned the skull to 
the side for a better look, the entire thing crumbled in my 
hand, the shards tumbling into the container through my 
fingers. Theman who was Byron—father, husband, and 
accountant—was now entirely in the past tense.

I got home that evening to find my roommate, Zoe, 
on the couch, sobbing. She was brokenhearted over the 
married man she had fallen for on a recent backpacking trip 
to Guatemala (a blow to both her ego and her lesbianism).

“How was your first day?” she asked through her tears.
I told her about Mike’s silent judgement, about the 

introduction to corpse shaving, but decided not to tell her 
about Byron’s skull. That was my secret, along with the 
strange, perverse power I had felt in that moment as skull 
crusher of the infinite universe.

As the sound of ranchera music from Esta Noche 
blasted me to sleep, I thought of the skull lodged in my 
own head.

How it would one day emerge after everything that 
could be recognised as Caitlin—eyes, lips, hair, flesh—was 
no more. My skull might be crushed too, fragmented by 
the gloved hand of some hapless twenty-something like 
me.
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P U P P Y  S U R P R I S E

My second day at Westwind I met Padma. It 
wasn’t that Padma was gross. “Gross” is such a 
simple word, with simple connotations. Padma 

was more like a creature from a horror film, cast in the 
lead role of “Resurrected Voodoo Witch.” The mere act 
of looking at her body lying in the cardboard cremation 
container caused internal fits of “Oh my God. Holy—what 
is—what am I doing here? What is this shit? Why?”

Racially, Padma was Sri Lankan and North African. 
Her dark complexion, in combination with advanced 
decomposition, had turned her skin pitch-black. Her hair 
hung in long, matted clumps, splayed out in all directions. 
Thick, spidery white mould shot out of her nose, covering 
half her face, stretching over her eyes and yawning mouth. 
The left side of her chest was caved in, giving the impression 
that someone had removed her heart in some elaborate ritual. 

Padma was in her early thirties when she was felled by 
a rare genetic disease. Her body was kept for months at 
the Stanford University Hospital so doctors could run tests 
to understand the condition that killed her. By the time 
she arrived at Westwind, her body had taken a turn for the 
surreal.

Grotesque as Padma appeared in my amateur’s eyes, I 
couldn’t shrink away from her body like a wobbly fawn. 



Mike the crematorium manager had made it clear that I 
was not being paid to be freaked out by dead bodies. I was 
desperate to prove that I could share his clinical detachment. 

Spiderweb face mould, is it? Oh yes, seen it a million times 
before, surprised this is such a mild case, really, I would say, 
with the authority of a true death professional. 

Until you’ve seen a dead body like Padma’s, death can 
seem almost glamorous. Imagine a Victorian consumption 
victim, expiring with a single trickle of blood sliding from 
the corner of her rosy mouth. When Edgar Allan Poe’s love, 
Annabel Lee, is taken by the chill of death and entombed, 
the lovelorn Poe cannot stay away. He goes to “lie down 
by the side, of my darling—my darling—my life and my 
bride, in her sepulchre there by the sea, in her tomb by the 
sounding sea.” 

The exquisite, alabaster corpse of Annabel Lee. No 
mention of the ravages of decomposition that would have 
made lying down next to her a rancid embrace for the 
broken-hearted Poe. 

It wasn’t just Padma. The day-to-day realities of working 
at Westwind were more savage than I had anticipated. My 
days began at eight thirty a.m. when I turned on Westwind’s 
two “retorts”—industry jargon for cremation machines. I 
carried a retort-turnin’-on cheat sheet with me for the first 
month, clumsily cranking the 1970s science-fiction dials 
to light up the bright-red, blue, and green buttons that set 
temperatures and ignited burners and controlled airflow. 
The moments before the retorts roared to life were some 
of the quietest and most peaceful of the day. No noise, no 
heat, no pressure, just a girl and a selection of the newly 
deceased. 

Once the retorts came to life, the peace vanished. The 
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room turned into an inner ring of hell, filled with hot, dense 
air and the rumbling of the devil’s breath. What looked 
like puffy silver spaceship lining covered the walls of the 
crematorium, soundproofing the room and preventing the 
rumble from reaching the ears of grieving families in the 
nearby chapel or arrangement rooms.

The machine was ready for its first body when the 
temperature inside the brick chamber of the retort reached 
816°C. Every morning Mike stacked several State of 
California disposition permits on my desk, telling me who 
was on deck for the day’s cremations. After selecting two 
permits, I had to locate my victims in the “reefer”—the 
walk-in body-refrigeration unit where the corpses waited. 
Through a cold blast of air I greeted the stacks of cardboard 
body boxes, each labelled with full names and dates of death. 
The reefer smelled like death on ice, an odour difficult to 
pinpoint but impossible to forget.

The people in the reefer would probably not have hung 
out together in the living world. The elderly black man with 
a myocardial infarction, the middle-aged white mother 
with ovarian cancer, the young Hispanic man who had 
been shot just a few blocks from the crematorium. Death 
had brought them all here for a kind of United Nations 
summit, a roundtable discussion on non-existence.

Walking into the body fridge, I made a modest promise 
to a higher deity that I’d be a better person if the deceased 
was not at the bottom of a stack of bodies. This particular 
morning, the first cremation permit was for a Mr. Martinez.

In a perfect world, Mr. Martinez would have been right 
on top, waiting for me to roll him directly onto my hydraulic 
gurney. To my great annoyance I found him stacked below 
Mr. Willard, Mrs. Nagasaki, and Mr. Shelton. That meant 
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stacking and restacking the cardboard boxes like a game of 
body-fridge Tetris. 

When at last Mr. Martinez was manoeuvred onto 
the gurney, I could proceed with the short trip to the 
cremation chamber. The last obstacles on the journey were 
the thick strips of plastic (also popular in car washes and 
meat freezers) that hung from the doorframe of the reefer, 
trapping the cold air inside. The strips were my enemy. 
They entangled everyone who passed through, like spooky 
branches in the cartoon version of The Legend of Sleepy 
Hollow. I hated touching them, as I imagined that clinging 
to the plastic were hordes of bacteria and, it stood to reason, 
the tormented souls of the departed. 

If you got caught in the strips, you would inevitably 
miscalculate the angle needed to roll the gurney out the 
door. As I gave Mr. Martinez a push, I heard the familiar 
thunk as I overshot and slammed the gurney into the metal 
doorframe. 

Mike happened upon me thunking away, pulling Mr. 
Martinez back and forth and back and forth and back and 
forth as he walked by, heading to the preparation room. 
“You need help? You got it?” he asked, one eyebrow arched 
significantly higher than the other, as if to say, It’s painfully 
obvious how much you don’t got it. 

“Nope, I got it!” I replied cheerfully, brushing the 
bacteria tentacle from my face and heaving the gurney into 
the crematorium. 

I made sure my response was always “Nope, got it!” Did 
I need help watering the plants in the front courtyard? 
“Nope, got it!” Did I need further instructions on how 
to lather up a man’s hand to slip a wedding ring over his 
bloated knuckle? “Nope, got it!” 
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With Mr. Martinez safely out of the reefer, it was time 
to open the cardboard box. This, I had discovered, was the 
best part of my job. 

I equate opening the boxes with the early ’90s stuffed toy 
for young girls, Puppy Surprise. The commercial for Puppy 
Surprise featured a group of five-to-seven-year-old girls 
crowded around a plush dog. They would shriek with delight 
as they opened her plushy stomach and discovered just how 
many stuffed baby puppies lived inside. Could be three, could 
be four, or even five! This was, of course, the “surprise.”

Such was the case with dead bodies. Every time you 
opened the box you could find anything from a ninety-five-
year-old woman who died peacefully under home hospice 
care to a thirty-year-old man they found in a dumpster 
behind a Home Depot after eight days of putrefaction. 
Each person was a new adventure.

If the body I found in the box was on the unusual side 
(think: Padma’s face mould), my own curiosity led me 
to gumshoe-style investigations via the electronic death 
registration system, coroner’s amendments, and the death 
certificate. These bureaucratic necessities would contain 
more information about the person’s life and, more 
important, their death. The story of how they came to leave 
the living and join me at the crematorium.

Mr. Martinez was not so out of the ordinary as far as 
corpses went. Only a three-puppy body, I’d say, if pressed 
to give him a rating. He was a Latino gentleman in his late 
sixties who had probably died of a heart condition. Raised 
up under his skin I could see the outline of a pacemaker.

Legend among crematorium workers holds that 
the lithium batteries inside pacemakers explode in the 
cremation chamber if not removed. These tiny bombs 
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have the potential to blow the faces off poor innocent 
crematorium operators and do damage to the machines. 
The threat is even greater in the UK, where the operators 
often do not open the sealed coffins, and just have to go 
with God and hope they aren’t setting up an unplanned 
fireworks show. I went back to the preparation room for 
one of the embalmer’s scalpels to remove it. 

I touched the scalpel to Mr. Martinez’s chest and 
attempted two slices above the pacemaker in a crosshatch 
pattern. The scalpel looked sharp, but it did nothing to 
pierce his skin—not even a scratch. 

It is not hard to understand why medical schools use 
cadavers to practise operating techniques, desensitizing their 
students to the process of causing pain. Performing this mini 
operation, I felt Mr. Martinez must surely be in agony. Our 
human identification with the dead always makes us feel like 
the decedent must be in pain, even though the murk in this 
man’s eyes told me he had long left the proverbial building. 

Mike had showed me how to perform a pacemaker 
removal the week before, but he had made it look easy. 
It requires more force with the scalpel than you’d think; 
human skin is surprisingly tough material. I apologised to 
Mr. Martinez for my incompetence. After several more 
unsuccessful scalpel jabs and frustrated noises, the metal 
of the pacemaker revealed itself beneath the lumpy yellow 
tissue of his chest. With one quick pull it was free.

Now that Mr. Martinez had been identified, relocated, 
and stripped of all potentially explosive batteries, he was 
ready to meet his fiery end. I plugged the conveyor belt into 
the retort and pushed the button, which starts the assembly-
line process of rolling a body into the machine. Once the 
metal door clunked closed I returned to the science-fiction 
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dials at the front of the machine, adjusted the air flow, and 
turned on the ignition burners.

There is very little to do while a body is burning. I kept 
watch on the machine’s changing temperature and opened 
the metal door a few inches in order to peek inside and 
monitor the body’s progress. The heavy door creaked when 
it opened. I imagined it saying, Beware of what you shall 
discover, my pretty.

Four thousand years ago, the Hindu Vedas described 
cremation as necessary for a trapped soul to be released from 
the impure dead body. The soul is freed the moment the 
skull cracks open, flying up to the world of the ancestors. It 
is a beautiful thought, but if you are not used to watching a 
human body burn, the scene can be borderline hellish.

The first time I peeked in on a cremating body felt 
outrageously transgressive, even though it was required by 
Westwind’s protocol. No matter how many heavy-metal 
album covers you’ve seen, how many Hieronymus Bosch 
prints of the tortures of Hell, or even the scene in Indiana 
Jones where the Nazi’s face melts off, you cannot be prepared 
to view a body being cremated. Seeing a flaming human 
skull is intense beyond your wildest flights of imagination.

When the body goes into the retort, the first thing to 
burn is its cardboard box, or “alternative container” as it’s 
called on the funeral bill. The box immediately melts into 
flames, leaving the body defenceless against the inferno. 
Then the organic material burns away, and a complete 
change overtakes the body. Almost 80 per cent of a human 
body is water, which evaporates with little trouble. The 
flames then go to  work on the soft tissues, charring the 
whole body a crispy black. Burning these parts, the ones 
that visually identify you, takes the bulk of the time.
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It would be a lie to say I hadn’t had a particular vision 
of being a crematorium operator. I expected the job would 
involve placing a body in one of the giant machines and 
settling down with my feet up to eat strawberries and read 
a novel as the poor man or woman was cremated. At the 
end of the day I’d take the train home in thoughtful reverie, 
having come to some deeper understanding of death. 

After a few weeks at Westwind, any dreams I had of 
berry-eating reveries were replaced by much more basic 
thoughts, such as: When is lunch? Will I ever be clean? 
You’re never really clean at the crematorium. A thin layer of 
dust and soot settles over everything, courtesy of the ashes 
of dead humans and industrial machinery. It settles in places 
you think impossible for dust to reach, like the inner lining 
of your nostrils. By midday I looked like the Little Match 
Girl, selling wares on a nineteenth-century street corner. 

There is not much to enjoy in a layer of inorganic human 
bone dusted behind one’s ear or gathered underneath a 
fingernail, but the ash transported me to a world different 
from the one I knew outside the crematorium. Enkyō Pat 
O’Hara was the head of a Zen Buddhist centre in New 
York City at the time of the September 11 attacks, when 
the towers of the World Trade Center came down in a 
scream of chaos and metal. “The smell didn’t go away for 
several weeks and you had the sense you were breathing 
people,” she said. “It was the smell of all kinds of things 
that had totally disintegrated, including people. People and 
electrical things and stone and glass and everything.” 

The description is grisly. But O’Hara advised people not 
to run from the image, but instead to notice, to acknowledge 
that “this is what goes on all the time but we don’t see it, and 
now we can see it and smell it and feel it and experience it.” 
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At Westwind, for what felt like the first time, I was seeing, 
smelling, feeling, experiencing. This type of encounter was 
an engagement with reality that was precious, and quickly 
becoming addictive.

Returning to my first basic concern: When, and where, 
was lunch? I was given half an hour for lunchtime. I couldn’t 
eat in the lobby for fear a family would catch me feasting on 
chow mein. Potential scenario: front door swings open, my 
head jerks up, wide-eyed, noodles hanging from my lips. 
The crematorium was also out, lest the dust settle into my 
takeout container. That left the chapel (if it wasn’t occupied 
with a body) and Joe’s office.

Though Mike now ran the crematorium, Westwind 
Cremation & Burial was the house that Joe built. I had 
never met Joe (né Joaquín), the owner of Westwind: he 
retired just before I cremated my first body, leaving Mike 
in charge. He became somewhat of an apocryphal figure.

Physically absent, perhaps, but still a spectre in the 
building. Joe had an invisible pull over Mike, watching 
him work, making sure he stayed busy. Mike had the same 
effect on me. We both worried about the iron glare of our 
supervisors.

Joe’s office sat empty—a windowless room filled with 
boxes and boxes of old cremation permits, records of each 
person who’d made their last stop at Westwind. His picture 
still hung over his desk: a tall man with pockmarked skin, 
a scarred face, and thick black facial hair. He looked like 
someone you didn’t want to fuck with.

After pestering Mike for more information about Joe, 
he produced a faded copy of a local newspaper with Joe’s 
picture splashed across the cover. In the picture he stands 
in front of Westwind’s cremation machines with his arms 
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crossed and looks, once again, like someone you didn’t want 
to fuck with. 

“I found this in the filing cabinet,” Mike said. “You’ll 
like this. The article makes Joe sound like some badass 
renegade cremationist who took on the bureaucracy and 
won.” Mike was right, I did like it. 

“People in San Francisco eat that kind of story up.” 
A former San Francisco police officer, Joe had founded 

Westwind twenty years prior to my arrival. His original 
business plan was to fill the lucrative niche of scattering 
ashes at sea. He purchased a boat and fixed it up to shuttle 
families into the San Francisco Bay. 

“I think he sailed that thing himself. From, like, China 
or somewhere. I don’t remember,” Mike said. 

Somewhere along the line, the guy storing Joe’s boat 
made some manner of horrible mistake and sank it. 

Mike explained, “So Joe’s standing there on the dock, 
right? Smoking a cigar and watching his boat sink into 
the bay. And he’s thinking, well, maybe the silver lining 
here is that I’ll use this insurance money to buy cremation 
machines instead.”

Fast-forward a year or so and we find Joe as the owner of 
a small business, the proprietor of the fledgling Westwind 
Cremation & Burial. He discovered that the San Francisco 
College of Mortuary Science had been under contract for 
many years with the city of San Francisco to dispose of 
their homeless and indigent dead. 

According to Mike, “The mortuary college’s definition 
of ‘dispose’ was, like, using the bodies as learning tools for 
their students, unnecessarily embalming all the corpses and 
charging the city for it.”

In the late 1980s the mortuary college was overbilling 
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the city by as much as $15,000 a year. So Joe, enterprising 
gentleman that he was, underbid the mortuary college by 
two dollars a body and won the contract. All the unclaimed, 
indigent dead now came through Westwind.

This bold move put Joe on the wrong side of the San 
Francisco Coroner’s Office. The coroner at the time, Dr. 
Boyd Stephens, was chummy with local funeral homes and, 
according to the article, not above accepting liquor and 
chocolate in appreciation for his business. Dr. Stephens 
was equally friendly with the San Francisco College of 
Mortuary Science, the place Joe had just beaten for the 
contract to dispose of the indigent dead. Harassment 
against Westwind ensued, with city inspectors dropping by 
multiple times a week finding frivolous violations. For no 
reason and without warning, the city pulled the contract 
from Westwind. Joe filed a lawsuit (which he won) against 
the San Francisco Coroner’s Office. Mike finished with the 
story with a flourish, announcing that Westwind Cremation 
& Burial has been open for business, and the San Francisco 
College of Mortuary Science out of business, ever since.

A f t e r  l u n c h ,  a n  h o u r  or so after sliding Mr. 
Martinez into the retort, it was time to move him. His 
corpse had entered the machine feet-first, allowing the 
main cremation flame to shoot down from the ceiling of 
the chamber and hit him in the upper chest. The chest, 
the thickest part of the human body, takes the longest to 
burn. Now that his chest had had its turn with the flame, 
his body had to be moved forward in the chamber so that 
his lower half could do the same. For this I donned my 
industrial gloves and goggles and fetched my trusty metal 
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pole with a flat solid rake at the end. I raised the door of the 
retort about eight inches, inserted the pole into the flames 
and carefully hooked Mr. Martinez by the ribs. The ribs 
were easy to miss at first, but once you got the hang of it you 
could usually hook the sturdiest rib on the first try. Once 
he was successfully hooked, I yanked him towards me in 
one quick movement. This pull caused a bright burst of new 
flames as the lower body was at last addressed with fire.

When Mr. Martinez had been reduced to red glowing 
embers—red is important, as black means “uncooked”—I 
turned the machine off, waited until the temperature crept 
down to 260°C, and swept out the chamber. The rake at the 
end of the metal pole removes the larger chunks of bones, 
but a good cremationist uses a fine-toothed metal broom 
for hard-to-reach ashes. If you’re in the right frame of 
mind, the bone sweeping can reach a rhythmic Zen, much 
like the Buddhist monks who rake sand gardens. Sweep 
and glide, sweep and glide. 

After sweeping all of Mr. Martinez’s bones into the 
metal bin, I carried them over to the other side of the 
crematorium and poured them along a long, flat tray. The 
tray, similar to the kind used on archaeological digs, was 
used to search for various metal items that people had 
embedded in their bodies during their lifetimes. The metal 
I was looking for could be anything from knee and hip 
implants to metal dentures. 

The metal had to be removed because the final step 
in the cremation process was placing the bones into the 
waiting Cremulator. “The Cremulator” sounds like a 
cartoon villain or the name of a monster truck but is in fact 
the name of what is essentially a bone blender, roughly the 
size of a slow cooker. 
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I swept the bone fragments from the tray into the 
Cremulator and set the dial to twenty seconds. With a loud 
whir, the bone fragments were crushed into the uniform 
powdery puree that the industry calls cremated remains. In 
California, it is assumed (and is, in fact, the law) that Mr. 
Martinez’s family would receive fluffy white ashes in their 
urn, not chunks of bone. Bones would be a harsh reminder 
that Mr. Martinez’s urn contained not just an abstract 
concept but an actual former human.

Not every culture prefers to avoid the bones. In the first 
century AD, the Romans built tall cremation pyres from 
pine logs. The uncoffined corpse was laid atop the pyre 
and set ablaze. After the cremation ended, the mourners 
collected the bones, hand-washed them in milk, and placed 
them in urns.

Lest you think bone washing hails only from the ancient 
bacchanalian past, bones also play a role in the death rituals 
of contemporary Japan. During kotsuage (“the gathering 
of the bones”) the mourners gather around the cremation 
machine when the bones are pulled out of the chamber. 
The bones are laid on a table and the family members come 
forward with long chopsticks to pick them up and transfer 
them into the urn. The family first plucks the bones of the 
feet, working their way up towards the head, so that the 
deceased person can walk into eternity upright.

At Westwind there was no family: only Mr. Martinez 
and me. In a famous treatise called “The Pornography 
of Death,” the anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer wrote, “In 
many cases, it would appear, cremation is chosen because 
it is felt to get rid of the dead more completely and finally 
than does burial.” I was not Mr. Martinez’s family; I did 
not know him, and yet there I was, the bearer of all ritual 
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and all actions surrounding his death. I was his one-woman 
kotsuage. In times past and in cultures all over the world, 
the ritual following a death has been a delicate dance 
performed by the proper practitioners at the proper time. 
For me to be in charge of this man’s final moments, with 
no training other than a few weeks operating a cremation 
machine, did not seem right.

After whirling Mr. Martinez to ash in the Cremulator, I 
poured him into a plastic bag and sealed it with a bread-bag 
twist tie. The plastic bag containing Mr. Martinez went 
into a brown plastic urn. We sold more expensive urns than 
this one in the arrangement room out front, gilded and 
decorated with mother-of-pearl doves on the side, but Mr. 
Martinez’s family, like most families, chose not to buy one. 

I punched his name into the label maker, which hummed 
and spat out the identity that would be stuck on the front 
of his eternal holding chamber. In my last act for Mr. 
Martinez, I placed him on a shelf above the cremation desk, 
where he joined the line of brown plastic soldiers, dutifully 
waiting for someone to come to claim them. Satisfied at 
having done my job and taken a man from corpse to ash, I 
left the crematorium at five p.m., covered in my fine layer 
of people dust.
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