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Dedication

For those who held it together when they needed to fall apart. For the ones who carried the weight of others’ grief while theirs went unseen.
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Prologue

Before we begin, I want to thank you for opening this book. Whether it landed in your hands by chance or you sought it out, I believe you’re here for a reason. You feel it, too, that’s why you’re still reading. Maybe you’re curious about what a death doula does, maybe you’re facing your own mortality—aren’t we all? Or maybe you’re walking with someone at the end of their life, or feel you might soon. Wherever you are, I hope this book not only meets you in that place but also helps to make that place softer, lighter, and if not now, eventually a place where joy exists, too.

As you read, I want you to feel the emotions. The stories are tender and raw, and they may stir something deep in you. Take your time. Let the words sit with you. Grief, love, and the full spectrum of emotions deserve to be held, not rushed. If you need to pause, cry, or simply breathe, know that’s okay. These pages aren’t meant to be powered through; they’re an invitation to sit with life’s hardest truths and find meaning in the weight they carry. Let yourself move at a pace that feels right for you.

I’d like to start by telling you a story about a nine-year-old boy who didn’t know the journey he was beginning when his grandmother pulled him into conversations about death and dying. That little boy was me, and my grandmother, Irene Elizabeth Jones, was a woman who understood life and death in ways I wouldn’t fully appreciate until much later—perhaps not until she was at the end of her life and I was the one walking her home. It all started with her sister, Greta Mae. Greta Mae was dying, though at the time, I had such a limited understanding of what that really meant. What I did know was that my grandmother sat with me, and we talked. We talked about life, how to love people when they’re suffering, and what it means to be there for someone when they’re leaving this world. We talked, I suspect now, because no one else in the family wanted anything to do with discussions about death, and I was there, always like her shadow, listening to everything she said. She’d been to the hospital every day to visit, to care for her sister, to love her, to talk with her and listen. My grandmother never named her actions as “being a death doula,” and I didn’t realize that the conversations in her living room were the beginning of the path I’m now inviting you to walk with me.

I want you to picture this for a moment: two people, one older and one young, sitting together in a quiet room awakening to the sounds of griping men out front and children playing red light, green light out back. The sounds halt when the older one speaks, not because the world fell silent but because to the younger one, the older one’s voice is everything. My grandmother had this way of making the world feel smaller, like everything outside could wait and all that mattered was the present. She spoke to me in her calm, steady voice, telling me stories about her life with her sister, about the things Greta Mae loved and the life she lived. There was no fear in her words, no hesitation in talking about the fact that Greta Mae was dying. My grandmother didn’t shy away from death, and because of her, neither did I. She showed me that death wasn’t something to be afraid of but something to prepare for, something that could even be beautiful if we approached it with love.

At nine years old, I didn’t have the language to understand what was happening, but I felt the weight of it. I didn’t know then that those conversations were laying the foundation for the work I do now as a death doula. But that’s the thing about life, isn’t it? Sometimes we don’t realize we’ve started a journey until we look back and see how all the pieces fit together on the trail behind us.

So what is a death doula? Simply put, a death doula is someone who accompanies a person through the dying process. We hold space for them, listen to their stories, and help them make choices that honor the way they want to leave this life. But there’s so much more to it than that. It’s not just about the logistics of death, though those are important; it’s about the emotional, spiritual, and relational aspects, too. It’s about being there when someone is scared, when they need someone to talk to in the middle of the night, when they want to tell the story of their life one last time.

Being a death doula means understanding that death is as much a part of life as walking for the first time, saying our first words, having that first kiss; as much a part of life as birth. It’s about realizing that, in the end, what people want most is to be seen, heard, and loved. They want to know that their life mattered, that their story will be remembered. And it’s my job to help them feel that, to help them find peace in those final days, hours, and moments.

But here’s the thing I want you to know: You’ve probably already done some of this work yourself. You might not call yourself a death doula, but if you’ve ever sat with someone who was grieving, if you’ve ever listened to a loved one tell a story from their past, if you’ve ever been there for someone when they needed comfort—you’ve already been doing the work. You’ve been holding space, just like my grandmother held space for me all those years ago.

I was a death doula long before I knew what a death doula was. Funny thing is, I didn’t need to know the name to understand the work, and I suspect the same could be said for my grandmother. She never heard the term “death doula” either, but she lived it. And so did her mother, if the stories passed down the line are to be trusted. This legacy runs deeper than any title.

Take Yvette, for example. When she called me, it wasn’t to help her face death. No, she wanted help telling her story—the one she’d leave behind for “the brave folk ready to really know me.” She didn’t care to talk about the heart condition that was speeding up her departure, and I respected that. Neither of us knew that week would be her last. Her daughter, Tasha, opened the door when I arrived, her eyes red-rimmed, already exhausted. She hugged me, thanking me for coming, then immediately said, “I’m not ready to lose her.”

There’s always this question lingering in the room that rarely gets said aloud: “What do we do and say when we know there’s not much time left?” I didn’t need to ask Tasha; she showed me. While I sat with Yvette, taking notes on the life she lived—oh, the things that woman had seen—Tasha was there, quietly at her mother’s side, stroking her hair like she was memorizing its feel, breathing in the star jasmine coming through the window and the lavender scent coming from Yvette’s hands every time she moisturized them. Tasha clipped her mother’s nails and rubbed lotion into her feet. She filled in the blanks when Yvette got lost in a story. Tasha knew all the details—the exact angle of sunlight coming through the windshield on that road trip they took to Big Sur, and the way Yvette laughed when she recounted burning the Christmas turkey.

One afternoon, while Yvette slept, I turned to Tasha and said, “You know, you should think about being a death doula.” She looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “I could never do that,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not nearly strong enough.”

I wondered if she realized what she’d been doing all week. “You’re helping someone transition right now,” I told her, watching the realization cross her face. “You’re here making all the difference in her final moments.” And it was true. Tasha was there, showing up for her mother in ways that mattered. That’s what a death doula does.

I’ve never taken this work lightly, and I’ll never sugarcoat the challenges it brings. For those who think it’s reserved for the especially strong or trained, I always ask them to think about the times they’ve been there for someone at the end. Maybe it was a parent, a friend, or even someone they didn’t know that well. You don’t need to be extraordinary to be there in those moments. You just need to show up.

David, for instance, called me when his best friend, Scotty, was nearing the end. They had been inseparable since childhood, and David didn’t know how to prepare for losing that connection. He’d show up at Scotty’s place after work every day, soup in hand, though Scotty rarely touched it. His appetite was already gone by the time I got there. But David never failed to bring the things that made Scotty smile—hot fries, weed edibles they would giggle over, old stories about their wild years. Scotty loved the edibles. He didn’t love talking about dying, not when it was taking pieces of him so fast, but David was always ready, tears hanging in the corners of his eyes, asking, “What can I do for you now?”

One day, Scotty let me in on what he hoped for when his time came. He wanted to be flooded with all the good moments, the beautiful things he’d seen and done. He said he wanted them to hit him like “a love running through tall grass.” I can still hear him saying that. There was a beach in Curaçao he wished he could swim to again, but he’d settle for seeing it one last time in his mind. And he wanted to remember the face of a boy he fell for as a teenager, the taste of the pound cake he used to make with his grandma. He was halfway through telling me about hearing Sade’s “Cherish the Day” for the first time when he stopped, looked over, and said, “Make sure David knows how much this means to me.” So, the next morning, I did. I told David what his presence meant to Scotty while he could still hear it and see the gratitude in his friend’s eyes. I think of David often because he would tell me, over and over, that he couldn’t imagine doing what I do. When Scotty passed, I reminded David that he did exactly what he thought he couldn’t—he just showed up for his friend, and he did it beautifully.

And then there’s Lisa. Her husband, James, was diagnosed with ALS, and it took over his body faster than any of us expected. Lisa quit her job, became his full-time caregiver, and poured her whole self into making sure he had the ending he wanted. She called me for respite, but sometimes—most times—she wouldn’t leave. She couldn’t tear herself away, even when she was exhausted. The love she had for James was so woven into her care for him, you couldn’t separate the two. Lisa woke from a nap on the cot next to James’s bed, looked over to me and said, “I could never do what you do.” I waved my hand, playfully dismissing her, and let her know I watched her do exactly what I do, and more.

So you see, this book isn’t just about what I’ve done or what a death doula is. It’s about helping you see that you, too, have the capacity to love others in their most vulnerable moments. It’s about showing you how to hold space for someone who is dying, how to help them feel seen and heard, and how to honor their wishes in their final days. It’s about recognizing that death is not something to fear but something to face with love, courage, and as my dear friend Alua Arthur says, grace.

I remember the first time I sat with someone who was at the end of their life. I had been called in by the family to sit with a woman who was dying. Her body was frail, her breath shallow, but her eyes were full of life. We didn’t talk much—sometimes, there’s nothing that needs to be said—but I sat with her, held her hand, and listened to the rhythm of her breathing. In those moments I felt the weight of what it means to be human. I wasn’t just witnessing the end of a life; I was witnessing the culmination of all the stories she had lived, the love she had given, and the legacy she would leave behind.

That’s what being a death doula is about. It’s about being present, not just physically but also emotionally and spiritually. It’s about creating a space where someone can be vulnerable, where they can express their fears, hopes, and regrets. It’s about helping them tell their story in whatever way they choose, whether that’s through words, silence, or the presence of those they love.

My grandmother understood this intuitively. When Greta Mae was dying, my grandmother didn’t fill the room with chatter or distraction. She let the silence settle in, let it become a companion rather than something to be avoided. And she showed others how to do the same. She understood that sometimes the greatest gift you can give someone is your presence, your willingness to sit with them in their pain and not try to fix it. I’m grateful she let me watch her do this over and over again for friends and family.

As I’ve walked this path as a death doula, I’ve realized that I don’t have all the answers, and I can’t take away the pain or the fear that comes with dying. I can be there. I can listen. I can help those ready to face their mortality tell their story in whatever way they need to tell it.

Be present. Be love.

When I was twelve, my cousin Maine came back home to Virginia to die. He was older than me, but I remember feeling this sense of responsibility—almost like I was stepping into something bigger than myself. My grandmother and I took care of him together, and without even realizing it, I began to apply everything she’d been teaching me over the years. All those quiet lessons she’d woven into our conversations about death and love, about sitting with people in their final moments, came rushing back. We didn’t have a formal plan, but it was like we both knew exactly what needed to be done. She cooked and I told jokes. I’d hang his clothes on the line and she’d catch him up on the family drama. We hugged him and ate with him and listened to him. And when I’d forget, my grandmother showed me how to care for him with the same tenderness she’d shown me when she first started talking to me about death. She knew this wasn’t just about providing physical care—it was about emotional care, too. Maine’s body may have been failing, but his spirit needed to feel loved and seen, and that’s what we focused on.

A year later, when I was thirteen, I found myself volunteering at a hospice and care home after school, not realizing then, of course, how much of what I’d learned there would pour out into the lives of others and into this book. My friends were all old enough to work with a permit, but I wasn’t, and I needed something to fill my time after school. I ended up connecting with so many of the people being cared for and their families as well. Of course, these weren’t formal sessions or structured visits; I was just an activities coordinator. Sometimes we’d play games or talk, and other times we’d just sit in silence. Again, looking back, I now see those pieces fill in the path.

There’s something sacred about being with someone at the end of their life. It’s like standing at the edge of the ocean, being pulled in and out by the tide, knowing that something larger than yourself is at work. It’s humbling, beautiful, and heartbreaking all at once—as are so many of the stories in this book. When I think back to those early conversations in that living room on Hardy Drive in Charlottesville, Virginia, with my grandmother, I realize that she was preparing me for this work long before I knew it. And perhaps what she didn’t know—or maybe she did—is that she was preparing me to be the person she needed at the end of her life.

She was teaching me how to love people through the hardest moments of their lives. She was showing me that death isn’t something to be feared but something to be met with compassion. And most of all, she was teaching me that every life has a story worth telling, a story that deserves to be heard.

Your story matters. I’ve been writing for over three decades now, and my journey as a writer has shaped much of how I approach my work as a death doula. These days, I write professionally for children, creating content that introduces them to parts of life where they can find joy, resilience, and a sense of wonder—much of what I hope my death doula clients find when I arrive, if they are able. My hope is to help children grow into adults who aren’t paralyzed by fear of death or weighed down by the pressures of a joyless existence. Instead, I want to offer them the tools and perspectives that could help them embrace life fully—and eventually, when the time comes, death too. It’s a delicate balance, but I believe that if we begin these conversations early, we can raise a generation of people who see death as a natural part of the cycle, not something to be feared or avoided.

As you continue, I want you to take a moment to consider your own capacity for love and presence. Each of us has the ability to touch lives, even in their final moments. Whether you’re a friend, a family member, or even a stranger, your willingness to show up has and will mean far more than you can fathom, until it’s your turn to be cared for at the end.

Allow yourself to reflect on the experiences that shaped you, the moments of vulnerability that invited you to show up for others, and the lessons you’ve learned along the way. Embrace the idea that you can be a source of comfort and strength for those navigating the turbulent waters of grief and transition, while letting go of the idea that you have to show up a certain way. I hope this journey with me empowers you to embrace the inevitable changes life brings while also finding joy in the everyday moments.

Never Can Say Goodbye isn’t just about dying—it’s about living fully, loving deeply, and as the incomparable Sade sings about, cherishing the day. It’s about finding light in the shadows and recognizing that even as we prepare to say goodbye, we’re also celebrating the incredible threads of life that connect us all. I invite you to walk this path with me, to engage with the stories and insights shared, and to find your own voice in the conversations. Together we can cultivate a space where we not only honor the lives we’ve touched but also embrace the beauty of our shared humanity.

In many ways, this book is a love letter to my grandmother, to the lessons she taught me about life and death, and to the way she loved people so fully in their final moments. But it’s also a love letter to you, dear reader, because I believe that you, too, have the capacity to love in this way. You, too, can hold space for someone else, just as my grandmother held space for so many, and just as I now hold space for others.






The Soldier

On a bathroom wall in a DC café in 2012, I read George Eliot’s words for the first time: “If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heartbeat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence.” Bathroom walls, I believe, have always been the place where true inspiration and true art are found. I understood those words deeply, and it began to make sense to me why the emotions, especially the grief, of others felt so personal. I can recount times when the grief of others felt very much like my own. When I began leaning into death work with intention, everyone was calling themselves an empath; I, being one to always steer clear of herds—having seen what happened to Mufasa—avoided it. George Eliot tells me it’s a keen vision or maybe the power of a radical kind of empathy that unveils the hidden burdens and invisible grief many carry.

Funerals and whatever folks choose as their memorial service are the rites of passage that bid the final farewell to the dead. They are often solemn occasions, but I’ve known many to be beautifully loud celebrations where memories are shared to piece together the dead person’s life. They are places where tears, like laughter, come in waves, and some silk-voiced songbird belts out one of those old-school gospel songs that sends the entire room into a trance. It’s usually a rendition of Thomas Dorsey’s “Precious Lord, Take My Hand,” a song he’s said to have written while mourning his wife and son, both who died in childbirth. But no matter how the life of the dead is honored on this occasion, amid the grief and remembrance, there too often exists a realm of untold stories concealed beneath the surface of formalities and rituals. Such was the case at the graveside celebration for Maurice, an eighty-year-old former marine, whose life story unfolded in layers of complexity and depth, revealing the unspoken truths of love and human connection.

One day before the memorial service, my godfather Herbert called to tell me he ran into a woman at a market in Charlottesville. Her name was Shelly and she sparked up a conversation and asked where she should eat and what she should see other than Thomas Jefferson’s plantation home and the university he founded. Herbert is stylish, always in the latest fashions from cap to sole; and he’s approachable, wearing a smile and kind eyes everywhere he goes, so this was no shocker. He asked what brought her to Charlottesville and learned she’d come for her cousin’s memorial service the following day, prompting her to ask if he knew a photographer who could take photos. I was his first call. I was freshly home, having just returned to the States from wandering around Peru, Brazil, and Ecuador with nothing but a backpack and a large appetite, and immediately said yes, knowing this would at minimum be a story to share later about the time I snapped photos at the funeral of a stranger. At most, it’d be an opportunity to witness this death ceremony and be a system of support for anyone in attendance who needed it.

The next day, I arrived early to the cemetery with my fair-condition Canon camera and met Shelly under what she said was a bald cypress tree. I’m rarely nervous when meeting folks for the first time, but when death is involved, it changes things. How they will show up to the meeting is always the unknown. This isn’t a date to that favorite restaurant, or a James Vincent McMorrow concert at sunset on a rooftop, or an art show with their favorite oil painter. It’s a funeral, and the way my nerves are set up, I’m always on my way to the venue wondering which version of me I’ll need to be to better support the grieving. However, beneath that tree, Shelly’s inviting smile bloomed and embraced me, and I echoed its warmth with a greeting smile of my own. Shelly walked me to the graveside where seats and shades were set up for the few friends and one cousin in attendance. All of the attendees were as old as Maurice, and most of the men adorned their hats and jackets with military pins, stripes, and acronyms. Their wives wore the funeral dresses that I’m sure stayed ironed and ready in the closet for what one said was an almost weekly calendar item.

When I show up to spaces meant for death and dying as something other than a griever, a death doula, a speaker, or a comforting embrace in times of sadness, I have to remind myself to focus on the task at hand. Strangely, this has happened more times than I can count. I’ve been in death spaces as a poet, a maker of toast (the baked bread kind), and a makeshift puppeteer. At this graveside, as the photographer for Maurice’s funeral and Shelly’s memories, I embarked on a journey that transcended the mere documentation of moments. For whatever reason—and that reason probably being the universe saw fit to bring Shelly to Herbert, then to me—I was entrusted with the task of preserving memories beyond the confines of the present. What I hadn’t considered at that time, but would soon discover, is that every person in the space is serving the process for the dead and the dying. I know now that even as the photographer, I was still the death doula who showed up for those left behind. I showed up for Maurice’s life and the profound impact he had on those around him.

I changed lenses and snapped. I walked between mourners talking about their time with Maurice over the past twenty, thirty, and fifty years and discovered myself increasingly captivated by Maurice’s being. Curiosity, an eternal driving force within me, prompted me to delve deeper. I snapped more and gave in to the loss of focus and assumed the role of a curious death doula, joining and sparking heartfelt conversations with the attendees, eager to piece together the mosaic of Maurice’s life.

I’m a firm believer that there is no one we wouldn’t extend a hug to if we knew their story. The smallest of their makeup heavily included. The stories I listened in on and instigated painted a portrait of Maurice as more than just a former marine; he was a beacon of compassion, resilience, and friendship to his friends and family. He was the kind of human I’d hug.

Maurice was more than two decades older, and Shelly’s reminiscences of childhood summers spent in her favorite older cousin’s company unveiled a tender bond forged through playful escapades in the hotel he owned, where they’d live and garden and share moments of innocence.

Shelly delivered the eulogy while I grabbed photos of husbands passing handkerchiefs, wives patting their husbands’ knees signaling that it’s okay to cry, and the American flag draped over the casket, reminding me of my best friend Nancy’s father’s casket in 2005, and my granddad’s funeral in 2017. In Shelly’s voice was poignancy and sincerity as she recounted anecdotes of their shared experiences, revealing one marked by acts of kindness and selflessness. Smack-dab in the middle of her tributes to his character, she acknowledged Maurice’s role as a caretaker of stray cats and beautiful plants, embodying a spirit of compassion that transcended the boundaries of human interaction.

That moment of revelation reminded me of the power of storytelling to illuminate the hidden dimensions of a person’s life. Storytelling at funerals is essential. It serves as one of the most powerful tools for honoring the dead, celebrating their life, and providing comfort to those left behind. It fosters a sense of connection and continuity, and it provides solace and strength to those mourning the loss while affirming the resilience and spirit of the community. When I think about Shelly’s storytelling on this day, I am reminded to be grateful that I’m not only a death doula but a storyteller as well. In her tribute, Shelly extended gratitude to Larry, a man sitting in the last row in blue jeans, wheat-colored construction boots, and a black athletic shirt. Shelly thanked Larry for helping Maurice over the last few decades with caring for the hotel, the cats, and the garden, since she’d grown up and didn’t come as often. With those words and the kind, familiar way others greeted Larry, I wondered why he sat in the back, barely noticeable, crying tears that didn’t look like the tears of the friends in the front. George Eliot wouldn’t be shocked that I could hear Larry’s heartbeat. I stared for a while longer than I should have, and if I stared any longer, I’m certain I would have seen Larry’s chest moving, too. Larry helped maintain the hotel and he cared for the cats, but Larry was not the help. It took me seconds to realize what no one else had. Larry was Maurice’s lover, and no one sat with him. No one was there to tap his leg or hand him a handkerchief. This is when I cried with the mourners.

The eulogy ended with more smiles than it held in the beginning, and the funeral was done. I’ve always wondered why no one sticks around for the lowering of the body. This time was no exception. The grave diggers made their way toward the casket; and military friends, their wives, and Shelly all dispersed to partake in the rituals of remembrance at Maurice’s favorite restaurant just across town. Larry stood as the grave diggers worked the crank, and I lingered under the bald cypress like the fragrance one wife wore that clung softly to the air long after the bloom has faded, waiting for the moment to approach Larry, a man visibly burdened by the weight of unspoken grief. He made his way toward his car, not noticing me being a creep just a few feet away, and I called for him. His brown skin was wrinkled and his eyes were red but wide with surprise. I stood just a couple of inches taller, but Larry looked like he may have been my height forty years ago. We stared at each other briefly, and before he could ask why I called him, I asked his permission to hug him. His face softened and maybe three wrinkles disappeared into the brown sea of his face. I offered him a simple gesture of solace—a hug that transcended the boundaries of conventionality, a silent acknowledgment of his pain and longing. Sometime over the last few years, I read about the unofficial Disney rule that a character will not release the hug until the visitor does, especially if it’s a child. I didn’t know about that rule when I hugged Larry, but I hugged him agreeing internally to not let go until he did.

In that hug I bore witness to the raw emotions that lay concealed beneath the veneer of composure. Larry’s tears, a testament to the depth of his love for Maurice, flowed freely in the sanctuary of our shared understanding. Larry loosened his grip and so did I, then we talked. As Larry recounted fragments of their love story, I felt a profound sense of sorrow for Maurice, a man whose true and full essence remained partly shrouded in the silence of unspoken truths. Then I felt for Larry; once this day was over and I was gone, he would probably crawl back into himself and grieve in a way no one should—alone.

After the cemetery and the repast and the goodbyes to Maurice’s friends and Shelly and a lover none of them would ever know was a lover, a profound truth emerged: the necessity of a death doula, even in the unlikeliest of roles. While my initial purpose was to simply capture moments through the lens of my camera, the depth of grief and the layers of untold stories surrounding Maurice’s life demanded more. As I navigated the space between documenting and supporting, I realized that every person present, including myself, served as a conduit for the process of mourning. This experience underscored the vital role of storytelling in funerals, where narratives not only honor the deceased but also provide solace and strength to the bereaved. Shelly’s heartfelt eulogy illuminated Maurice’s multifaceted character, yet amid the shared memories and tributes there existed a realm of unspoken grief, as evidenced by Larry, whose presence went unnoticed by many. In a quiet moment beneath the bald cypress, I offered him a hug and a safe space to tell his own stories, to lighten his load, and to feel cared for, reaffirming the necessity of empathy and compassion in the face of death’s silence. As Larry’s tears mingled with mine, I recognized the profound significance of being present with a keen vision and feeling as a conduit for healing and understanding in the sacred space of grief.

If you ever find yourself in a moment where someone is quietly mourning, unsure of how to express their grief for fear of judgment, I want you to know how powerful your presence can be. Be that calm, steady presence in their life. You don’t need to force a conversation; just let them know you’re there for them. The simple gift of listening—without judgment or pressure—can be the most comforting thing you can offer.

Sometimes it’s enough for them to know that someone cares and is willing to sit in that silence alongside them. And if they choose to open up, hold their words with the same tenderness you’d want yours to be held. Remember, they’ve been carrying a heavy load in silence, and it’s not your role to fix or expose anything. Just let them feel seen, heard, and loved.

You have the power to make this part of their healing journey not so heavy.






Delphine

I’m unclear about the circumstances, the people, the insanity, or the foolishness that brought Michele and I together as friends when we were students at Bethune-Cookman University, but whatever it was, I’m grateful. She is of those friends I call when I need one of those laughs that hurts so good. The kind that blurs everything because of the tears they bring. We all need those friends. I was the funny, skinny frat boy with a big head and bigger mouth who did poetry on the yard and homework behind my friends’ backs, hoping they never discovered how studious I truly was. Michele was the popular sorority girl in the band with one of those faces that made everyone smile when they saw her. She carries that beautiful spirit around like breath mints. I’d always joke, “You were raised right,” a saying I heard from old folks when I was growing up, meaning “someone instilled in you a whole bunch of integrity and other things we should require of all of humanity.”

Friendships like ours, especially when its foundation was built at a historically Black college, turned into a relationship more familial. If not siblings, then we are most definitely play cousins, a concept in the Black community that occupies a deeply cherished space, serving as a testament to the enduring bonds of community and kinship. Our relationships with play cousins are rooted in love, trust, and shared experiences.

Proving correct my theory of her upbringing, Michele finally introduced me to her mother, Delphine, via Facebook, or perhaps I caught a name in a post and added her as a friend myself. Either way, it didn’t take long to see that behind Michele’s unwavering character was a mother equally remarkable. Delphine’s presence, albeit initially virtual, radiated a warmth and humor I’ve somehow been lucky enough to receive from the mothers of all my friends. But it wasn’t until I met Delphine in person that I truly understood the depth of her being.

I’m grateful that I look for people outside of who they are in relation to others. Delphine wasn’t just my friend’s mother; she was an adventurer, fearlessly exploring on her bike every nook and cranny inside and outside of the Interstate 285 perimeter that encircles Atlanta. For me, Delphine was goals, even though my eating habits and physical activity routine would lead someone to believe otherwise. Who she was online was incredible, but it was when I drove to Lithonia to sit with her, taking down slice after slice of her favorite pizza, chasing it with some wine I’d gotten as a gift from a recent visitor, that I realized the extent of her keenness and magic. I often joked with Michele that if ever given the opportunity, I’d jump to be her stepfather, and connecting with Delphine in person made my jokes louder and more frequent. Her visage reminded me of Danielle Joy Mckinney’s












OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		The Soldier



		Delphine



		Melva



		Irene Elizabeth Jones



		Leon



		Grief Ain’t Just One Way



		Black Men Don’t Grieve for Themselves



		Misha



		My Grandfather, George Walker Jr.



		The Mermaid Who Grew Tired of Swimming



		Danny



		Neal



		Self-Care



		Letta and Ethan



		Life Doula



		My Father



		Colston



		Dying with Fewer Regrets in Eight Steps



		Speaking Ill of the Dead



		The Death Rally



		The Strong One



		Liam



		The World Doesn’t Stop



		The Train



		Calvin



		Doula Without Borders



		I Remember Me



		Afterword: They’re Dead, Now What?



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Praise for Never Can Say Goodbye



		Copyright



		About the Publisher















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue




















		i



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		a



		b



		c



		d



		ii














OEBPS/images/tit_img.jpg
NEVER
CAN
SAY

GOODBYE

The Life of a Death Doula
and the Art of a Peaceful End

Darnell Lamont Walker

gm
HARPERONE
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780063421851_Cover.jpg
Life of a Death Doula
and the

Art of a Peaceful End

DARNELL LAMONT
WALKER





