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To live over people’s
lives is nothing unless we live over their perceptions, live over
the growth, the change, the varying intensity of the same—since it
was by these things they themselves lived.

Henry James

***

But let them sleep,
Lord, and me mourn a space.

John Donne

***



Foreword

When I moved
from Chicago to Paris in 2002, Priscilla Lalisse-Jespersen became
my first real friend in France. We had a lot in common: both
African American career women married to French husbands. We shared
similar interests in writing, felt deep familial connections. We
had children similar in age ... we were even the same age!

We joined a lot
of clubs together, but the one club I hoped she could delay joining
was the dead-parent club. I became a two-time member in 2006 when
my older brother called to say our mother had died suddenly,
without warning. Four years later, living in yet another foreign
country, I still jump out of my skin every time my phone rings in
the middle of the night. Every expatriate comes to know that a call
like that one rarely brings good news.

To lose a
parent is always tough. To lose one while living thousands of miles
away from everything and everyone that makes us ... well, us, is
tougher than anything anyone could ever imagine. Feelings of
denial, helplessness, futility, profound sorrow, gut-wrenching pain
and yes, irreconcilable guilt, are always present.

That is what
makes Lalisse-Jespersen's story so honest, brave and memorable. If
you have ever been where she has been, the experience is all too
familiar and relatable. If you have been spared this misfortune for
the time being, her account presents an opportunity for you to
reflect and make sure that when a loved one passes, there are no
regrets and nothing remains unsaid.


Lalisse-Jespersen has written a beautiful tribute to her father. He
would be so proud of his Next of Kin.

***

Author’s note:

Some names have been
changed to protect the innocent … as well as the not so
innocent.

***


CHAPTER 1

Friday, June 25,
2010

It was going to
be another hot day in Alabama. Though only noon, the sun had
already set fire to the small town of Heflin. Eddie Thomas didn’t
mind the heat and wanted to be outside anyway.

He’d gotten up
early that morning at his mom’s, where he’d been staying since he’d
been ill, and done his usual routine. He’d walked to the paper box
for her and gotten The Anniston Star out of the box and
handed it to her as he did every morning. He’d watched a little TV.
Later, he’d probably planned to go to his own home on Spring
Street, as he did every day, to check his mail and chill out a
little. Probably.

One of his
vehicles, the green GMC Jimmy that he drove, sat out in the lot,
parked across from the apartment. He sat on the porch and must have
eyed it occasionally. He admired that Jimmy. On the front seat was
a letter. From me. He would maybe read that again later and save it
with all the rest of my correspondence.

Not much else
to see or do in the neighborhood. No action really, people gone to
work. The only noise around was from the workers who were
remodeling the apartment. His mom had just left with one of her
daughters to go get lunch at Jack’s. They’d waved goodbye and he’d
thrown up his hand, since he couldn’t talk.

So when another
sister showed up to prepare for a yard sale, I imagine Eddie was
happy to see her. Some action, at last. He’d told me many times how
bored he was with small-town living. I know he yearned to escape.
He’d joke about driving off in my convertible when I had one.

Eddie
volunteered to help his sister by backing the truck up onto the
grass for her. Then he went back and took his seat in one of the
green plastic chairs that lined the porch. She continued pulling
things out of a storage shed, getting her wares ready for would-be
buyers. Suddenly, she saw a figure walking toward her. It was Eddie
and he was carrying a trach tube in his hand. His trach
tube. The trach tube that had been inserted due to his cancer and
the removal of his vocal cords. The very trach tube that moments
before had been in his neck. Blood was spurting out in all
directions.

“Eddie where in
the hell did all that blood come from?” his sister yelled as he
approached. But as if he’d changed his mind, he turned around and
walked back to the porch, back into the same awaiting chair. She
ran over to him and cradled his head, trying desperately to stop
the bleeding. It didn’t work. She tried to reinsert the tube into
his neck. That didn’t work either. Every time she tried, the blood
pushed it back out. Eddie finally looked down at his shirt, saw
that the blood had turned it all to red, and then looked back up at
her with an odd expression in his eyes. Was it helplessness? Was it
fear? Was he asking for help? Was he resigned to his fate? He then
slowly closed his eyes. He was 61 years old.
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