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PART I: THE BURIAL
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The road to the village had always felt longer whenever death was waiting at the end of it.

It is a strange phenomenon of how distance stretches or contracts depending entirely on the weight of one’s destination. When we drove this same red-dirt track for weddings, or for the simple, joyful reunions of the festive season, the miles seemed to slip beneath our tires with the grace of a well-rehearsed dance. The journey was a mere prelude to laughter, roasted meat, and the boisterous reunion of cousins. But today, the road was an instrument of slow, psychological torture.

The van moved heavily, groaning through the narrow, dusty lane, trembling violently every few seconds whenever the rear tires hit loose stones or dropped into hidden, rain-carved trenches. Dry, thorny branches stretched over the path like tired, skeletal arms, scraping against the rusted roof panels with a dry, metallic hiss that grated on the nerves. The mid-morning sky above us did not promise relief; it carried that heavy, bruised grey color that always appeared before a tropical deluge, though the air remained completely stagnant and stifling, as though the rain itself refused to fall out of some malicious spite.

Inside the van, nobody spoke much. Words felt inappropriate, almost sacrilegious in the face of such absolute finality.

Only the low, mournful sound of a local gospel choir played from the driver’s radio—a cassette tape whose magnetic ribbon had worn thin over years of use, giving the brass instruments a fuzzy, distant crackle. It was a soundtrack of endurance, of suffering redeemed in the afterlife, which only served to make the silence inside the cabin feel more profound. My parents sat in the front bench, their shoulders hunched forward, their profiles carved from granite. 

Occasionally, my mother would sigh—a heavy, shuddering breath that seemed to originate not from her lungs, but from the very depths of her spirit, as though grief itself had physical weight, pressing against her chest like an iron anvil. My father’s hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were the color of peeled almonds; his gaze fixed entirely on the bouncing hood of the vehicle.

I sat near the window in the middle row, my temple resting against the cool, vibration-rattled glass, watching the rural world outside blur past me in shades of ochre and emerald.

Small shops constructed from corrugated iron sheets, their eaves bleached by the sun. Children chasing bicycle tires with long sticks, their bare feet kicking up miniature clouds of dust, their faces split into wide, unbothered grins. Women balancing large plastic basins of cassava and baskets of charcoal on their heads. Men gathered around the wooden benches of the local trading centers, drinking warm beer, playing cards, and discussing politics and football with animated gestures, exactly as though life had not paused somewhere down the lane for somebody’s terrible death.

And somehow, that disconnect always fascinated me. It was a source of quiet horror and profound alienation.

How could the world continue so normally while one family, just a few hundred yards away, felt like the axis of their universe had shattered? How could the sun shine with such bright indifference upon a tin roof beneath which a woman lay drained of her breath? It suggested a cosmic cruelty—or perhaps a mercy—that we are entirely incidental to the universe. We are but a brief disturbance in the air, and when we are gone, the air simply closes back in, leaving no trace of our passage.

I remember adjusting my black dress repeatedly because it felt too tight around my chest, constricting my breath. It was an old dress, pulled from the back of the closet for an occasion I had prayed would not arrive so soon. Funerals always made me deeply, profoundly uncomfortable—not because of the dead, who lay mute and indifferent in their varnished boxes, but because of the living.

People behaved in strange, unnatural ways around death. The social veneer cracked, revealing the raw, unpolished mechanisms beneath. Some became incredibly soft, their voices dropping to reverent, angelic whispers as though afraid to wake the corpse. Others became inexplicably louder, broadcasting their grief in theatrical wails, throwing themselves onto the dirt with a practiced grace that suggested they were starring in a tragic play designed for an audience of neighbors. And then there were those who arrived with cold, calculating eyes—people who came only to confirm malicious rumors, to inspect the division of property, or to silently count who among the family had attended and who had stayed away.

I had learned to recognize those people early enough. In a large family, a funeral is not just a mourning; it is a census of alliances, a battlefield where old resentments are dressed up in black broadcloth and polite condolences.

When we finally turned the final corner and arrived at the homestead, the compound was already choked with vehicles.

Cars were parked outside the rusted gate carelessly, blocking the driveway, their bumpers nearly touching the overgrown hedges of bougainvillea. The air was a heavy, stifling cacophony of smells: the red dust kicked up by arriving Toyotas, the cloying sweetness of  floral perfumes, the savory steam of massive pots of rice and beans cooking over open wood fires behind the kitchen, and the damp, earthy scent of the trampled lawn.

I stepped out of the van slowly, trailing a few paces behind my parents. I instinctively reached up, fixing my black woolen sweater tightly around my shoulders, drawing it in for comfort against the heavy atmosphere. I was trying to observe everything at once, scanning the periphery for threats, for shifts in the wind, for the hidden currents of tension that I knew were vibrating beneath the surface.

That had always been my principal defect, if one could call it that: I noticed things entirely too much.

While others saw a weeping aunt, I saw the dry, unblinking eyes scanning the crowd to see who was watching her weep. While others heard a comforting word, I heard the hollow, mechanical cadence of a rehearsed script. It was a curse of hyper-vigilance; a defensive mechanism forged in a household where peace was merely the brief intermission between storms.

The main burial tent stood in the dead center of the compound; its skeletal metal poles draped in cheap white fabric that fluttered and danced slightly whenever a hot gust of wind swept across the valley. Plastic monobloc chairs were arranged in uneven, concentric rows across the yard. Some were fully occupied by solemn-faced elders, while others had been abandoned with half-empty glass bottles of soda or warm mineral water shoved beneath the seats, their labels peeling in the humidity.

People moved in tight, shifting clusters. Whispering behind cupped palms. Laughing softly, conspiratorially, at some shared memory or family joke. Greeting cousins and in-laws they had not laid eyes on since the last wedding or the last funeral.

And strangely enough... it did not feel particularly sad.

That was the very first thing that unsettled my equilibrium. I had stepped out of the van anticipating a scene of unmitigated tragedy—a tableau of wailing women, tearing of clothes, and a suffocating, reverent silence befitting the end of a human life. Instead, I found bursts of high, nervous laughter erupting from the corner where the youth were gathered, while a group of uncles debated the price of cattle near the cooking area with aggressive hand movements. Somewhere behind me, the tinny, electronic ringtone of a popular pop song briefly blared from someone’s mobile phone before an embarrassed relative violently scolded the teenager to silence it.

I stood near the perimeter of the tent, feeling profoundly confused, an alien stranded on a familiar planet. Because how could these people laugh so comfortably, so casually, in the immediate shadow of a corpse? How could the human heart adjust so quickly to the presence of an absolute end?

Then again, perhaps funerals were never really about the dead at all. Perhaps they were entirely for the living—a collective, societal ritual designed to help us survive another terrifying reminder that our own breath is on loan, that life can disappear without our permission, without so much as a polite knock on the door. We gather to eat, to drink, to stare at the box, to reassure ourselves that we are still on this side of the soil.

I slowly drifted away from the protective orbit of my parents, letting the slow, meandering movement of the crowd draw me toward the veranda of the main house. This was where the official speeches were taking place, delivered through a crackling PA system that squealed in protest every time the local pastor leaned too close to the microphone.

I had always possessed a morbid fascination with funeral speeches. People became strangely, uncomfortably honest around coffins. Or at least, they were honest enough to sound believable in their desperation to rewrite history. Speakers would stand before the crowd and talk of deep regrets, of hidden kindnesses that were never acknowledged while the person was still drawing breath, of enormous sacrifices that went entirely unappreciated until it was too late to say thank you.

Death, I realized, possessed a strange, almost miraculous alchemy; it was the only force in the world capable of instantly editing deeply flawed, complicated human beings into flawless saints.

I found a quiet vantage point near the concrete base of the staircase and listened silently as one relative after another stepped up to the microphone. They spoke of the deceased woman’s boundless generosity, her iron discipline, her unshakable faith, and her deep, unconditional love for her extended family.

I listened to the grand adjectives cascading through the humid air and wondered silently whether she had truly been all those wonderful things, or whether the speakers were simply projecting their own guilt upon a canvas that could no longer talk back. I wondered if the woman in the box, could she hear these praises, would recognize the saintly stranger they were describing.

The cynical thought almost cracked my solemn expression, causing a bubble of dark amusement to rise in my throat, but I swallowed it down instantly, forcing it back into my stomach. Not here. Not now. If you show them you see through the play, they will make you the villain of it.

As the speeches droned on, shifting from personal anecdotes to long, tedious lists of financial contributions
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