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For those who remained in the mortuary. And left without a name called after them.
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I built this book in a room that most people walk past quickly. I am grateful, first, to those who slowed down long enough to help me imagine it.

To those who work in mortuaries, funeral homes, and the corridors of institutional death: you do a thing most people will not name at dinner. This book is, in part, an attempt to name it. Any errors of procedure or protocol are mine alone; the humanity I tried to portray belongs to you.

To the institutions that shaped this imagined vocation: the paperwork, the protocol, the occasional grace. I offer the record as I constructed it, which is the only honest thing a fiction can do.

To those who read early drafts and asked the necessary uncomfortable questions: is this true? Did this happen? Are you all right? Your fingerprints are on the parts of this book I am most proud of. The answer to all three questions is, in the way that matters, yes.

Finally, to the work itself: twenty-one years of an invented life that became, in the writing, more real to me than some things that actually happened. I do not regret a single morning I spent inside those doors, even the ones I only imagined.
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Preface
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Confessions of a Mortuary Attendant is about Philemon, a man who has spent more than two decades preparing the dead for their last farewell in a mortuary. He writes not to shock, but to tell the truth: about the work, about the families who arrive carrying impossible weight, about the cold rooms and the paperwork and the dark, sustaining humour that keeps professionals whole. 

What The Book Sets Out to Do

THIS BOOK HUMANISES a profession that society simultaneously depends upon and keeps at arm’s length. Mortuary workers inhabit a strange social position: invisible in life, indispensable at death, and almost never permitted to speak in their own voice about what the work actually requires. Philemon speaks without self-pity, and what he says dismantles every assumption the outside world holds about who these people are and what they feel.

The book invites you into a richer and more honest relationship with mortality itself. It shows you what people actually leave undone, what they actually grieve for, and what a life well attended to looks like in the evidence left behind. The book does not tell you what to value. It shows you what endures.

Perhaps the most unexpected thing is that the book celebrates skill. The craft of preparation, the chemistry, the restorative artistry, the particular quality of care extended to people who can no longer ask for it: all of it receives the serious, respectful attention it has always deserved and has rarely been given. Philemon takes his work seriously not because he has to, but because he has understood, over many years, that the quality of attention you bring to a task is itself love.

What Awaits You 

THE BOOK OPENS WITH Philemon’s first stitch, placed badly, corrected without contempt by a supervisor who understood that competence is built rather than inherited. It closes with a retirement transfer form sitting on a desk for three weeks, waiting for a decision its author has not yet made, and may never make. In between, it takes you through twenty-seven chapters that range from the philosophical to the darkly comic, from the heart-breaking to the quietly triumphant.

You will meet Cadave, the spare and patient supervisor who teaches through demonstration rather than lecture. You will meet Fifi, the food vendor who walked into the preparation room by mistake and took four days to return. You will meet the six relatives who arrived asking a dead man about his bank accounts, and the wife of a famous man who sat in the waiting room with her hands folded, checking the window. You will meet a woman who ate yoghurt in the corridor while telephoning to confirm that her co-wife was dead. You will sit, briefly and honestly, in the children’s ward, which is the one place in this book where even twenty-one years of morturance reaches its limit.

The book also gives you a private vocabulary: words Philemon invented because existing language was insufficient. Mortsilence, vellorith, threnating, graveshine, and so more. These are not affectations. They are the honest tools of a man trying to describe, with precision, experiences that no existing dictionary has thought to name.

Who Should Read This Book?

THE BOOK IS WRITTEN for you who have ever stood at a graveside and felt, beneath the sadness, a quiet and urgent question forming. It is for everyone who, unfortunately, will come to the mortuary someday. The healthcare and social workers, counsellors, and chaplains who work in the orbit of death, and rarely see their experience reflected in print. It is for the families who have sat in a mortuary waiting room and wondered afterwards what actually happened behind those doors. It is for students of medicine, nursing, and the funeral professions who are about to enter work for which no textbook has yet prepared them.

It is also, and perhaps most importantly, for the general reader who has spent a lifetime in a society that treats death as an interruption rather than a certainty. If you have ever deferred a difficult conversation, left a letter unsent, or found yourself standing at a funeral thinking about all the things that went unsaid, this book was written for you. You do not need to work with death to find this book necessary. You only need to be alive and to suspect that the way most of us talk about dying is not quite the complete story.

Enjoy the Reading!

Everest Turyahikayo, 2026
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Chapter 1: The First Stitch
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There is a precise moment, not a gradual slide but a hard, irreversible click, when a human being stops being a person in your mind and becomes something else entirely. The trade has a word for it: subject. Clean, clinical, stripped of sentiment. On my first day, I did not yet know that word was a mercy.

My name is Philemon. My father was not a violent man, which is sometimes how people justify the ones who leave. He left when my mother was pregnant of his second child, in the way water leaves a cracked pot, slowly at first, then steadily, and then without warning he was simply gone from our lives, and we spent a full year pretending that was not true before we quietly stopped pretending. And then something more tragic happened: My mother died while giving birth to the child who was supposed to be my sister. Maybe she is still my sister even when I never saw her breathe.

My grandmother took over everything after that. She was a small, compact woman who cleaned latrines at a rural health post and called it her work without shame, without lowering her voice, because she believed dignity did not live inside a job title but inside the quality of attention you brought to the doing. She had a particular philosophy about presence that I have carried into every room I have since entered. She did not simply admire tenderness; she admired skill married to willingness, the two together, because tenderness without skill produced sympathy without service, and willingness without skill produced damage with good intentions. “A gentle hand that flinches,” she told me once, rinsing her palms with the same unhurried deliberateness she gave to everything, “is only half a hand.” I watched her before I ever learned to speak about what I observed in her, and that watching was its own education, quieter than any classroom and more durable than any certificate. The certificate in medical laboratory techniques I earned later was authentic enough, but the lesson she gave me first was the one that would hold.

When the mortuary posting came through, I took it without negotiating, because she had taught me that the work you are given is worth meeting fully, and that flinching at a threshold is not the same as wisdom.

––––––––
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Before the Click

I HAD EXPECTED MANY things about that first morning. The smell, for instance, though nothing truly prepares you for the smell; it is not simply unpleasant but insistent, the kind that colonises your nostrils and makes you conscious of every breath as a small, deliberate act. The cold in the mortuary was its own discovery, not weather-cold but purpose-built cold, a temperature calibrated to perform a specific function without sentiment or apology, doing its job the way machines do, indifferently and with precision. I had braced myself for both of these in the days before I arrived, rehearsing them in my mind until they felt manageable, which turned out to be a useful fiction and nothing more.

What I had not expected was the paperwork. There is always paperwork, and in a mortuary, it carries a peculiar, unsettling weight. A name on a form, a case number, a column for date of receipt, a set of procedural instructions requiring signatures and counter-signatures. Society constructs death as essentially sacred, a moment of solemn ceremony shaped by candles and weeping, and carefully chosen words. But before the prayers, before the white linen, before any of the rituals through which the living console themselves, there is a reference number. There is a form with boxes waiting to be filled, and an entire human life, everything a person ever experienced, felt, built, and chose, is compressed into those boxes like something that resisted the compression but was compressed, regardless. The bureaucracy of death is its own quiet violence. Nobody mentions that part in the eulogies.

The Bureaucracy of Final Things

Mr. Cadave, my supervisor, was a man who had grown fully into his name over many years of proximity to the work. He was a man of few words and no visible fear. He did not introduce himself with a reassuring speech or pause to acknowledge that this was my first morning; he placed a needle and a length of thread in my hand within the first two hours of my arrival and said, simply, “We start here,” which told me nothing and everything simultaneously.

The body we were working with was a tall man, broad-shouldered, with a beard that had grown past his jaw. I noticed, with a small internal jolt of something I could not immediately name, that I had already begun thinking of it as “the body” rather than “the man,” and that this shift had happened without any deliberate instruction from me, without a conscious decision. Cadave folded back the covering sheet with the ease of someone who has performed that exact gesture several hundred times, the way you might open a book whose spine has gone soft with rereading and whose pages fall open before you have properly chosen where to land.

Here is the thing no curriculum teaches, and no orientation covers: the first stitch is not difficult because of the physical action itself. Technically, it is just sewing. The needle enters the skin, the thread follows, the tension is managed, the knot secured, and any person with competent fine motor control can execute the mechanics. What makes it genuinely hard is what it demands of your mind at the same time. You must be present enough to execute the work with real precision, attending to each movement with genuine care, and you must be sufficiently removed from the full meaning of what you are doing, not to be undone by it. These two states appear to be in direct opposition, and your first hour in that room is largely the experience of discovering that, if you let the work guide you rather than fighting it, they are not.

I made the first stitch badly. The entry point was imprecise, the tension uneven, and the result would have required correction. Cadave watched without comment. He did not sigh or grimace or offer any discouraging signal; he simply took the needle from me and demonstrated again, his hands moving with a steadiness I only understood much later was not indifference at all. It was morturance: the disciplined, accrued composure that develops in a body only through years of this particular work, not the absence of feeling but the learned governance of it, the way a deep river moves powerfully beneath a surface that shows no turbulence to anyone watching from the bank. You cannot be handed morturance at the beginning. It must be built incrementally, earned through repetition and exposure, and the small daily choice to stay present rather than retreat inward.

The Needle and the Weight

There is a cultural story people tell about those who work with the dead, and it runs in two versions. The first holds that mortuary workers are gradually damaged by proximity to death, slowly hollowed out by it, trading their humanity for something resembling stone. The second holds that they were never quite fully feeling people to begin with, that only a particular coldness of temperament allows a person to do the work at all. Both versions are wrong, and both are deeply convenient for the people who tell them, because the first permits comfortable pity and the second permits comfortable distance. What neither story accommodates is the genuine possibility that sustained proximity to the dead might sharpen rather than dull your understanding of what living actually requires.

Every framework I had grown up within treated death as a crossing, a departure, a point at which a person moved irreversibly away from the world of the present. Standing in that cold room with a badly made stitch on my record and Cadave’s patient hands demonstrating the correct tension for the third time, I began to wonder whether death might also be a form of radical honesty that the living have largely forbidden themselves. The dead do not perform. They do not adjust their expression for your reaction or recalibrate their presentation to manage how you perceive them. They are simply and entirely what they are, nothing retained and nothing added, which is a condition almost no living person can claim for themselves for longer than a few unguarded seconds. We construct elaborate sympathies around the silence of the dead, treating it as pure absence, but we rarely sit with the possibility that the silence might carry within it a quality of completeness the living spend their whole lives reaching for and never quite touching.

By lunchtime, something had shifted in me that I have not been able to fully name in all the years since. I want to be precise here, because imprecision on this point leads to misunderstanding: it was not numbness. People who have not done this work assume it must be numbness, must be a voluntary emotional shutdown that allows the mind to function where it would otherwise refuse. It was closer to what happens when water encounters an obstacle and, without pausing, without drama, begins finding a new channel through the available terrain. My brain had begun rerouting, discovering a different way to hold what I was experiencing without being submerged by it. I sat on the verandah outside in the thin midday sun, staring at the dusty city built on seven hills. As I ate my roasted maize, I noticed with shock that I was genuinely hungry. Not performing normality, not clinging to routine as a defence. Simply hungrily alive.

A New Channel

My grandmother had a word for the quality of arrival she most respected in a person. It described reaching a place with your whole self rather than only your feet, being fully located in the present rather than half-attending while the rest of you remained several arguments or several years behind. You could walk into any room and still be three villages away in your mind, still replaying a conversation that ended badly, still half-located in a different life entirely. She had no patience for that fractured way of being, and she did not disguise her impatience. To arrive completely was, for her, a form of respect both for the space you were entering and for the self you were bringing into it, an act that demanded everything you had and offered the same in return.

On my first day in the mortuary, I had not yet arrived completely. My hands were inside the room, attending to the work as well as unpractised hands could manage, but the rest of me, the part that was still the boy from the cattle corridor who had shivered at a dead goat in the road and bolted from a dead bird in the yard, who had believed without examining it that death was something that happened to other families and other animals, that part was standing at the gate outside with its hands in its pockets. The shiver was still moving through me, working its way out. Something had begun, though. The needle had entered the skin, and I had not dropped it. Cadave had demonstrated again without contempt, and I had watched his hands the way my grandmother had taught me to watch anything worth learning, with attention first, before words, before conclusions, before anything that might interfere with simply seeing clearly.

The loss of innocence in a mortuary is not what you might imagine from the outside looking in. It does not arrive as a dramatic rupture, or a cinematic moment of private collapse, or the first time you see the body laid out before you. It arrives more quietly than any of that, the moment you realise that your hands completed the work and the afternoon is simply continuing and you are still hungry for lunch.

Something had started. Where exactly it would take me, and what it would require of me to follow it completely, I had no language for yet. I only knew that I had picked up the needle, that the thread had held, and that somewhere in that dry and stubborn corridor of my upbringing, my grandmother would have called that enough for a first day.
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Chapter 2: The Geometry of Silence
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There are many kinds of silence in this world. The silence after a question no one wants to answer, the silence of a library, disciplined and self-conscious, every footstep an apology. The silence between two people who have run out of things to say, and who have both decided, separately, that they will not be the one to fill the space. None of them come close to the silence of a mortuary at three in the morning.

This silence has geometry, weight and shape, and it fills the rooms the way cold fills them — completely, pressing into every corner, settling on every surface like a second skin on stainless steel. It is not the absence of sound, although there is almost no sound. This silence is something more deliberate than that, more intentional in its thickness. It is the silence of a place that has decided it has said everything it needs to say, and is now simply waiting for you to catch up.

There is always the ventilation hum: the low, even, respiratory sound of the building doing its work, keeping the air circulating, keeping the temperatures honest and the chemistry of preservation intact. After a week on the job, you stop hearing it. After a month, you only notice it when it stops, and the true silence beneath falls on you like something physical, like a hand pressed flat against your chest. You take a breath and hold it without meaning to.

On certain nights, the mosquitoes entered without mercy, threading themselves through whatever gap the extractor vents left open, arriving with that thin, determined whine to find my blood. The only consolation was the music drifting from the discos on the eastern side of this lakeshore city: a pulse of bass so low it was felt more in the sternum than heard with the ears. Alongside it came the sound of fuso trucks honking at nothing particular, or perhaps at everything: a driver glad to have arrived safely at the abattoir after a full night on the potholed road, cattle shifting their weight in the back, unaware of the impending sharp knife; or trucks loaded with green bananas from the western highlands, descending into the central market before dawn while the city still slept on its greenly hills. Or the charcoal sacks, stacked high, coming from the illegal burns far upcountry north, their smoky perfume arriving ahead of them through the ventilation slats. These sounds did not break the silence. They gave it texture, the way pen strokes give form to a drawing, defining the white space rather than erasing it.

The Building Listens Back

WORKING THE NIGHT SHIFT alone changes your relationship with space in ways nobody warns you about. The corridors that are merely functional in daylight, painted a municipal cream, lit by strip lighting that hums its own secondary note, become something else entirely at three in the morning. Your footsteps sound different: louder, and also somehow more tentative, as though the building itself is listening and you are being considered. You become aware of distances in a way that daylight crowds out. The length of a hallway and the precise gap between a preparation table and the wall. The measured territory between the cold store and the door. Space asserts itself at that hour, and you navigate it more carefully, almost respectfully, the way you might move through someone’s home after they have gone to bed.

The preparation room, which colleagues who had worked in brighter institutions might have called the theatre, had a particular quality of attention after midnight. Four stainless-steel tables arranged with professional evenness, the overhead lights dimmed to their lowest setting, the cabinet of instruments closed and latched. Everything was arranged with care, with the particular kind of order that exists not for the convenience of the living but for the dignity of the dead. Standing in that room alone, you understood that tidiness could be a form of respect. You understood it in your body before your mind had words for it.

There is a word I began to use in my private thinking during those early months, a word I have not found in any textbook or professional manual because I invented it to meet a need no existing word addressed. I called it mortsilence: not simply the absence of sound, but the active, weighted quality of quiet that accumulates in spaces where lives have concluded. Mortsilence is not ghostly in any theatrical sense. It is, rather, the specific density of a room where nothing is pretending, where the air itself has settled into honesty. I have never felt it anywhere else, not in churches, not in hospitals, not in the aftermath of arguments. It belongs entirely to the house of the dead.

Forty Words and a Filing Cabinet

IT WAS ON THOSE NIGHT shifts that I came to understand my colleagues differently, in the particular way that shared strange hours allow. Mortuaries do not produce chatty people. They produce people who speak precisely and mean what they say, people who have spent enough time in the company of silence to understand that words should justify their arrival. Cadave spoke perhaps forty words in a working day, and every one of them was necessary. He moved through the building with a quiet economy of motion, unhurried but never slow, deliberate but never theatrical. In his presence, I learned that competence does not need to announce itself.

There was also Palin, the records clerk, who had worked in the building longer than anyone and who carried its institutional memory in her head like a filing cabinet that walked and occasionally made tea. She knew which families would need extra time before the viewing, and which would need to be guided firmly toward acceptance. She knew which paperwork could wait and which absolutely could not, and she held this knowledge without arrogance, distributing it with the matter-of-fact generosity of someone who had never mistaken expertise for superiority. In my third month, it was Palin who taught me where to stand during a family consultation so that the family felt they were being received and not processed. She gestured once, briefly, to a spot just beside and slightly behind the desk, and said: ‘From here, you are present without crowding.’ No manual contained that instruction. It lived in Palin, and she passed it to me the way tradespeople pass knowledge, through proximity and demonstration, with almost no words at all.

I watched Palin once with a mother who had come in to identify her son. The identification was straightforward, and the paperwork was not complicated, but the mother had been sitting for ten minutes in a chair by the door before Palin moved toward her, unhurried, with two cups of tea. She did not speak immediately. She simply sat down in the chair beside her and waited. When the mother was ready, Palin guided her through each step without once making her feel she was being guided. Afterward, I asked Palin how she knew to wait. She looked at me with a mildly puzzled expression, as if the question barely made sense. “She was still deciding whether she could do it,” she said. “You do not hurry that.”

The House of Truth

THEN THERE WAS WESSLEY, the night-shift cleaner, who arrived at eleven and left at six, and whose relationship with the building was the most honest I have ever observed. Wessley was a tall, quiet man from somewhere near the northern border, with large hands and a systematic approach to every task that had the quality of ritual without being showy. He did not discuss the work, not even in that oblique, philosophical way that night-shift workers sometimes fall into when the hours stretch long. He did not theorise about mortality, or develop professional frameworks, or tell stories about difficult cases. He cleaned with a consistency and a quiet dignity that I came to see, over time, as its own kind of philosophy. The floors after Wessley were not merely clean; they were unambiguous. He left no question about whether something had been attended to.

He called the building the house of truth. Not in a grand way, not with the tone of someone presenting an insight. He said it once, casually, while wringing out a mop in the utility corridor, and when I asked him what he meant, he considered the question for a moment before answering. “No one in this building is pretending to be anything,” he said. That was the entire answer. He picked up the mop and continued. I have thought about that answer for many years, and I think the reason it has stayed with me is that it reframes something society tends to get wrong about death and the places that attend to it. We are accustomed to thinking of mortuaries as places of ending, of loss, of absence. Wessley was suggesting the opposite: that they are places where something fundamental is finally, irreversibly present. The performance is over. The negotiation with appearances is done. What remains is simply what was always true.

Society’s most persistent mythology about the dead is that they are somehow diminished, reduced, lesser than what they were in life. We speak of a body as a shell, as a husk, using language that implies vacancy, as though the person existed only in their animation and has now vacated the premises. But in the preparation room, in the honest weight of mortsilence at three in the morning, this idea becomes difficult to sustain. The body does not seem like an absence. It seems like an arrival at a final, unambiguous state of truth. The dead are not less than they were. They are, in one specific sense, more consistent with themselves than they have ever been.

The Edge of the Cliff

I HAVE STOOD IN THE centre of the preparation room and simply listened. Not for anything particular. Not because I heard something unusual. Just to take the measure of it, the way you might stand at the edge of a cliff not because you intend to jump, and not even to appreciate the view, but simply to understand height in a way that a photograph or a description cannot give you. The mortsilence is the most honest thing I have ever encountered in a professional life that has not been short of encounters. It does not comfort. It does not threaten. It does not ask anything of you at all.

It is pure, unperformed, and entirely indifferent to whether you find it bearable. The ventilation hums its low note. Somewhere on the eastern side of the city, facing the lake, the music from bars still plays, and praises and worship during overnight prayer sessions are loud enough. And you stand in the centre of it, not performing composure and not suppressing feeling, but simply being present in the only way that place allows, honestly without theatre, in the company of the most uncomplicated truth you will ever encounter in a human building.

Most nights, eventually, I found I could bear it. Some nights, I found I was glad of it. And on the rarest nights, standing in that room with Wessley’s mop moving steadily somewhere along the corridor and the city making its quiet nocturnal noises beyond the walls, I found something that I can only describe as gratitude. Not for death itself, and not for the suffering that so often precedes it. Gratitude for the mortsilence, which asked nothing of me except that I be present and honest, and which gave me, in return, the clearest understanding I have ever had of what it means to be alive.
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Chapter 3: Tools of the Trade
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Every profession has its instruments, and every practitioner, over time, develops a relationship with those instruments that goes beyond mere utility. The surgeon and the scalpel. The carpenter and the plane. The musician and whatever sits in the case at the foot of the bed, the thing they think about before sleep. These relationships are technical and harder to name, something that lives in the accumulated hours between hand and tool, until the tool begins to feel less like an implement and more like a continuation of the person holding it.

I think about this more than most people probably do. The nature of my work demands it. When your instruments are used in the service of the dead, the question of what those instruments mean, what they carry, what they say about the person using them, takes on a weight that the carpenter or the surgeon might not fully recognise. Not because my work is more important. The silence in which I work gives the mind space to ask questions it would otherwise ignore.

The Trocar: Functional Honesty

THE TROCAR IS THE MOST singular instrument in the mortuary’s inventory. It is long, hollow, and pointed, designed for a specific internal purpose that I will describe simply as the management of cavity fluids during the embalming process. There is nothing decorative about it. It will never appear in a still-life painting, will never be held up as a symbol of the craft the way a conductor’s baton or a sculptor’s chisel
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