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Death is one of the few universal human
experiences, yet it remains profoundly
misunderstood. For most of us, what
happens after we take our last breath is
a mystery wrapped in cultural taboo and
clinical sterility. Dr. Judy Melinek, a
forensic pathologist, decided to pull back
the curtain on this hidden world in her
unflinchingly honest memoir, Working
Stiff: Two Years, 262 Bodies, and
the Making of a Medical Examiner.
Co-written with her husband, T.J.
Mitchell, the book offers a rare, deeply
personal, and often darkly humorous
look at what it really means to speak for
the dead. It is a journey through the New
York City medical examiner's office
during one of the most tumultuous
periods in modern American history, and
it permanently changes how readers
view life, death, and the tireless
professionals who bridge the two.

This article explores the powerful
narrative of Working Stiff: Two Years,
262 Bodies, and the Making of a
Medical Examiner, diving into its key
themes, the grueling reality of forensic

pathology, and the profound humanity
that anchors the science behind the
scalpel. Whether you are a true crime
enthusiast, a medical professional, or
simply someone curious about the final
frontier of human existence, Dr.
Melinek's story offers an unforgettable
education, blending the cold, hard facts
of medicine with the warmth of lived
experience.

THE WOMAN BEHIND THE
AUTOPSY: DR. JUDY MELINEK

Before she became the voice of the
dead, Dr. Judy Melinek was a young,
ambitious medical student at Harvard.
Her path to the morgue was not a
straight line. Initially pursuing a career in
surgery, she quickly discovered that her
temperament and passion lay not in the
sterile, fast-paced environment of the
operating room, but in the methodical,
detective-like work of forensic pathology.
A chance elective in the medical
examiner's office revealed her calling.
She found the work intellectually
stimulating, emotionally manageable,
and, most importantly, deeply
meaningful.

The memoir begins with her arrival in
New York City in 2001 for her fellowship
at the Office of Chief Medical Examiner
(OCME). She was bright, eager, and
utterly unprepared for what lay ahead.
Her first year was a brutal baptism by
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fire, a relentless crash course in death
investigation. She learned to read the
language of the body—lividity, rigor
mortis, decomposition—and to master
the tools of her trade, from the electric
saw used to open a cranial cavity to the
delicate instruments required to
examine a microscopic tissue sample.
This journey forms the backbone of
Working Stiff: Two Years, 262
Bodies, and the Making of a Medical
Examiner, transforming a promising
doctor into a hardened, compassionate
expert.

The Significance
of "Two Years,
262 Bodies"

The subtitle of the book is not a
marketing gimmick; it is a literal
statistic. During her two-year fellowship,
Dr. Melinek personally performed
autopsies on 262 bodies. Each one
represents a life cut short, a puzzle to be
solved, and a story waiting to be told.
The number underscores the sheer
volume and relentless pace of the work.
Unlike a hospital pathologist who might
perform a handful of autopsies a month,
a medical examiner in a major city like
New York can perform several a day,
every single day.

The book does not shy away from the
graphic realities of this work, but it
presents them with clinical precision and
a surprising amount of heart. For each of
the 262 bodies, Dr. Melinek had to
answer three fundamental questions:
Who is this person? What is the cause of
death? And is the manner of death
natural, accidental, suicidal, or
homicidal? Answering these questions

requires a unique blend of science,
intuition, and sheer grit. The autopsy is
not just a dissection; it is a final
conversation with the deceased, an act
of forensic listening that demands total
focus and respect.

THE MAKING OF A MEDICAL
EXAMINER: A FORGING IN FIRE

Becoming a medical examiner is not for
the faint of heart. It requires four years
of medical school, a four-year residency
in anatomic and clinical pathology, and
then a one- to two-year fellowship in
forensic pathology. But as Dr. Melinek
illustrates, the intellectual training is
only half the battle. The "making" of a
medical examiner involves emotional
hardening, the development of a dark
sense of humor as a coping mechanism,
and the brutal confrontation with one's
own mortality.

Her fellowship was an unrelenting
sequence of tragedies. She describes
handling the bodies of infants who died
of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome
(SIDS), drug overdose victims from all
walks of life, and elderly people who
simply passed away alone. She learned
to compartmentalize, to separate the
clinical investigation from the human
tragedy. She could not afford to cry
during an autopsy. Instead, she
developed a professional detachment
that allowed her to focus on the
evidence. However, as the book
masterfully shows, that detachment is a
thin veneer. It cracks, especially when
the bodies on the table start to remind
her of people she knows and loves.

Learning from
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the "Everyday
Dead"

One of the most powerful aspects of
Working Stiff: Two Years, 262
Bodies, and the Making of a Medical
Examiner is its focus on routine,
unglamorous deaths. While the book
does cover high-profile cases, its heart
lies in the stories of ordinary people.
There is the bagel shop owner crushed in
his own walk-in freezer, the woman who
died from a seemingly minor infection,
and the man shot by police during a
psychotic episode. These cases are not
headline news, but they are the daily
bread of the medical examiner.

Dr. Melinek treats each case with the
same rigorous attention to detail. She
explains how a heart attack can mimic a
murder scene, how decomposition can
be misinterpreted as trauma, and how a
simple review of medical records can
completely change the narrative of a
person's final moments. Through these
stories, she demystifies death. She
shows that the path from life to death is
rarely clean or dramatic. It is often
messy, confusing, and deeply banal. This
realization is both sobering and
strangely comforting, a reminder that
death is not an event we need to fear,
but a process we can understand.

WHEN THE CITY STOPPED: THE
9/11 TAPESTRY

No narrative about being a medical
examiner in New York City from 2001 to
2003 would be complete without
addressing the September 11th attacks.
Dr. Melinek had been on the job for only
a few months when the planes hit the
World Trade Center. Her role in the

aftermath of the attacks forms the
emotional and logistical centerpiece of
the book. The narrative shifts from a
story of personal development to a story
of collective responsibility and national
trauma.

The sheer scale of the disaster was
overwhelming. The OCME was not just
investigating 2,753 deaths; they were
trying to identify fragmented,
commingled, and severely damaged
remains. Dr. Melinek describes the
grueling work of the "bucket brigade,"
where she and her colleagues manually
sifted through rubble from Ground Zero,
searching for bone fragments, teeth, and
personal effects. The scene was not a
crime scene in the traditional sense; it
was a graveyard of industrial
proportions.

These chapters are among the most
powerful in Working Stiff: Two Years,
262 Bodies, and the Making of a
Medical Examiner. They showcase the
resilience of the human spirit and the
profound dedication of forensic
professionals. She worked 12-hour shifts,
seven days a week, for months on end.
The work was emotionally devastating,
but it also gave her a profound sense of
purpose. The medical examiner's office
became a sacred space where the last
duty to the dead was performed with
dignity and respect. This experience
forged the final piece of her identity as a
medical examiner. She was no longer
just a doctor; she was a steward of the
memory of thousands.

Balancing



Science and
Compassion

One of the key lessons Dr. Melinek
learns is that the job of a medical
examiner is not just about science; it is
about compassion for the living. When
she completes an autopsy, her "patient"
is gone. Her real customers are the
grieving families who need answers. A
mother needs to know that her son did
not suffer. A wife needs to understand
the medical chain of events that led to
her husband's sudden death. A police
detective needs a clear, legally
defensible cause of death to bring a
killer to justice.

The book is filled with examples of this
delicate balance. Dr. Melinek recounts
having to call a family to tell them that
their loved one's death was a suicide, a
conversation that requires immense tact
and empathy. She describes the
frustration of cases where families
refuse an autopsy for religious or cultural
reasons, making it impossible for her to
uncover the truth. In these moments,
she is not a cold, detached scientist. She
is a compassionate intermediary
between the dead and the bereaved,
offering closure where she can and
confessions of uncertainty where she
cannot.

THE DARK HUMOR OF THE
MORGUE

Reading about death is heavy. Dr.
Melinek and her co-writer T.J. Mitchell
know this, which is why the book is laced
with a dry, gallows humor that is both
unexpected and utterly human.
Pathologists, like emergency room
doctors and soldiers, develop a coping

mechanism that relies on wit and
sarcasm. The alternative is to be
consumed by the endless, crushing
weight of human tragedy.

Dr. Melinek shares tales of ridiculous
accidents, bizarre injuries, and the
absurd bureaucracy that can accompany
a death investigation. She describes the
"CSI effect," where juries and the public
have unrealistic expectations about what
forensic science can actually do. She
laments the messiness of real autopsies
versus the sanitized versions seen on
television. This humor is never
disrespectful to the dead, but it serves
as a survival tool for the living. It makes
the book accessible, engaging, and
surprisingly funny. It allows the reader to
take a breath between harrowing cases,
to see the humanity in the people doing
this impossible job.

Lessons for the
Living

Ultimately, the greatest value of
Working Stiff: Two Years, 262
Bodies, and the Making of a Medical
Examiner lies in the lessons it offers for
the living. The book is a powerful
meditation on mortality. Dr. Melinek
observes, day after day, how fragile life
truly is. She sees the unexpected ways
people die: a simple slip in the shower, a
single drink too many, a moment of road
rage. This constant exposure to death

fundamentally shifts her perspective on
life.

She learns not to take a single day for
granted. She learns that anger and
grudges are petty and wasteful. She
learns that a life well-lived is not defined
by the absence of risk, but by the
presence of love and connection. The
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262 bodies are not just statistics; they
are cautionary tales. Each one whispers
a piece of advice: wear your seatbelt,
get your health checked, hug your
children, tell the people you love that
you love them. The book is a stark,
powerful, and life-affirming reminder
that our time here is limited, and we
must make it count.

WHY THIS BOOK MATTERS
BEYOND THE MORGUE

"Working Stiff: Two Years, 262
Bodies, and the Making of a Medical
Examiner" transcends the typical true
crime or medical memoir. It is a
testament to the unsung heroes of the
justice system and public health. Medical
examiners work in obscurity, often in
basements, largely out of the public eye.
They are not police officers, but their
work is essential to law enforcement.
They are not doctors who heal, but their
work is essential to public health and
safety.

The book humanizes the forensic science

profession in a way that no textbook
ever could. It shows the human cost of
the work, the toll it takes on personal
relationships, and the immense
satisfaction of solving a difficult case. Dr.
Melinek's story is inspiring not because
she is a superhero, but because she is
an ordinary person who chose to do an
extraordinary and difficult job with
courage, integrity, and humor. She
proves that you can be a scientist and a
humanist, a skeptic and a
compassionate soul, all at the same
time.

CONCLUSION: A FINAL RITE OF
PASSAGE

"Working Stiff: Two Years, 262
Bodies, and the Making of a Medical
Examiner" is more than just a memoir;
it is a rite of passage into a secret world.
Dr. Judy Melinek invites us to stand
beside her on the cold, tiled floor of the
morgue, to peer into the cavities of the
human body, and to confront the
ultimate question



