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Note

	The author, a death doula, emphasizes the importance of trust and confidentiality in her work. She shares her experiences with clients, including those dying and those seeking end of life planning consultations. The book, Briefly Perfectly Human, uses aliases and composites to protect identities. The author aims to create a story that anyone can find themselves in, highlighting the universal experiences of dying and the importance of witnessing and being heard. The book emphasizes the significance of life and death in the journey of death.

	 


	A Friend at the End

	The protagonist, Alua, nearly dies in a taxi accident in Trinidad, Cuba, and is left feeling overwhelmed by the situation. She realizes that she doesn't know how to do anything right and feels ashamed of her appearance. She runs down the streets, avoiding the chaos and the thong she wears, which embarrasses her mother.

	 

	As she tries to find a way to survive, she meets Yesenia, a woman she met earlier. They had spent the previous night dancing in a limestone cave and had been running through her town. Yesenia offers to hook her up with a man-free date in Trinidad, but the protagonist is skeptical. After flirting with Cuban men and trying not to disappear into a man, the protagonist decides to stay alone.

	 

	In Yesenia's apartment, she works on making her beautiful for the man she has chosen for her. She believes that Cuba is for lovers and that she will never have to travel alone again. The protagonist is reminded that Cuba is for lovers, and she is reminded that Cuba is for lovers.

	 

	The protagonist's journey in Cuba is filled with challenges and emotions, as she grapples with her own decisions, lack of confidence, and the impact of her past experiences on her life.

	 

	The narrator and Carlos set out for a club in the dark, climbing a steep, rocky dirt path. They found a small crowd smoking and chatting beside a large hole in the ground, which turned out to be a set of stairs leading down into the earth. Yesenia, the host, invited them to join her and they entered a maze of tunnels, eventually leading to a dance floor in a limestone cave. The night was filled with old cigarettes, sweat, and wet stone, and the narrator was in for a bizarre new experience.

	 

	The night was not disappointing, but the startlingly large man Yesenia had chosen for the narrator was baby-faced but quite tall, with massive muscles. They were entertained by the performances of shirtless Cuban men and the music of Cubaton and Eurotechno.

	 

	As they left, the narrator realized that he still had Yesenia's red scrunchie in his hair. Two hours later, they had to catch a bus to Santiago de Cuba, a city brimming with vibrant art, music, and the largest population of dark-skinned people on the island. The narrator had to return her scrunchie and take a picture of Yesenia's house, which was nearly hit by a taxi.

	 

	Upon arriving at the Viazul bus stop, the narrator joined the line behind a white woman with a red quill pen tattoo on her right forearm.

	 

	Jessica, a fellow Cuban, and I share a bus journey to Camaguey, Cuba's third-largest city. We both have impulsiveness, but Jessica offers to hold on to our bags and promises to stall the bus for us. We settle on a fare of 47 CUC$, which is higher than the original ticket price of 36 CUC$. We pass through a crowd, ashamed to see a Cubano who did not get a ticket on the bus and I did.

	 

	As we board the bus, Jessica explains that she made an ass out of herself for us, allowing us to sit side by side. We share a moment of intimacy, and we share our reasons for traveling alone overseas. The truth is that I am adrift in a depression, taking the first float I could find to see if I could save my own life. I have a supportive family, a stellar education, a healthy body, and great lovers. I work as a Legal Aid lawyer, but I am stuck and unsatisfied.

	 

	In my senior year of college, I contemplated how I could be of service, but I didn't have the diplomatic skills to be a politician, have patience to be a teacher, or care for my own children. I went to law school to find my way back into a life I despised, and I knew that if I died, my last thoughts would be regretful thoughts.

	 

	The protagonist, Jessica, shares her journey around the world with a friend who has uterine cancer. They discuss their shared experiences and the socially acceptable response to discussing their illnesses. The protagonist is sensitive but not tactful, as they often miss cues that might make a topic of conversation inappropriate.

	 

	The protagonist asks Jessica about her life, including her desire for a family, her work, her dreams, and her sorrows. She also shares her thoughts on death, which she believes are the first time anyone has asked her these questions or wanted to listen to her talk about her death. Her oncology program has paired her with a psychiatrist, but he hasn't asked her about dying.

	 

	The protagonist wonders why people don't make space for people to talk about the questions that lie heaviest on their hearts, possibly because they think it is too painful to hear. This strange loop must be infinitely more distressing for an incurably ill person, who cannot afford to pretend that what is happening isn't really happening.

	 

	Jessica is dancing alone with death, and the protagonist feels called to dance with her in that lonely place, turning and turning in the strange beauty of life and the curiosity of it all. The protagonist asks Jessica about her thoughts when she looks at herself on her deathbed, and she shares her ideas for a book.

	 

	The protagonist is excited for Jessica and watches in joy as her words flow out, knowing something is unfolding. As she writes, she smiles to herself and leans against the window, looking peaceful.

	 

	The author, a thirty-four-year-old, is on a bus in Cuba with Jessica, who has helped her find a handle to make her life feel more meaningful. They discuss their desire to be the Alua they want to be on their deathbed, a woman who has filled her life cup and built a life she feels comfortable leaving. The author feels far off from being that Alua, feeling ashamed for not knowing they've been living dead for so long. However, after talking to Jessica about death, the author feels closer to the person they want to be at their deathbed.

	 

	The author considers the song "Use Me" by Bill Withers, which resonates with their desire to be of use, useful, and used up. They wonder what it would take to feel fully used up on their deathbed and what it would look like at the end of their life. They also take stock of the people aboard the bus and wonder what they will meet. If they sensed the immediacy of life, they would be content dying from their lives or hunger for more.

	 

	The author feels tangible signs of life in their body after talking to Jessica about death, and they feel more alive than they have in years. They reach Camaguey, where they share a bus ride to Santiago. The author and Jessica have no plan but enjoy each other's caustic sense of humor and share stories of romance and sex. The Cuban humidity, bus fumes, hunger, and infrequent bathroom stops are inconsequential in their bubble.

	 

	In Santiago, the narrator and Jessica visit a guesthouse where they learn about Jessica's illness and the societal expectations surrounding it. They dance and enjoy the company of their insect friends, but soon realize that Jessica is living life while dying. The narrator is confused about the connection between their encounter and Jessica's past, as they have known each other for only fourteen hours.

	 

	Jessica shares her story of a car accident that led to her death, and the narrator questions what life is for. She envisions a life where she can live in the present, embracing the wonders of life, such as sustaining meaningful relationships, celebrating special occasions, and embracing the mystery of death.

	 

	Societally, we shun conversations about death, pretending to have control over disease and life. However, the idea of death is a seed that can grow like wildflowers when carefully tended. The only thing in our control is how we choose to engage with our mortality once we become aware of it. Cuba is when the narrator became aware of this, and if you are not yet aware, what in the world are you waiting for?

	 

	At the time of writing, Jessica is still alive and in remission, but spoiler alert: she will eventually die.

	 


	The Body Always Wins

	Death doulas often believe they know everything about death and dying, but they are not the only ones who can understand it. They have observed that dying is a process of transformation of the body, and death marks the end of that transformation. At the end of our lives, bodies tell our story, giving away clues about the type of life we lived.

	 

	Bodies tell our stories, and at the end of our lives, they give away clues about the type of life we lived. For example, Jonathan's deep furrows in his brow suggested skepticism and inquisitiveness, while Elizabeth's smile lines around her mouth and eyes showed exuberant joy. Ernst's jowls were filled with frowns, disapproval, and sadness, while Edward's upper arms, torso, and thighs were covered in tattoos.

	 

	The author's own body tells the story of their birth on May 29, 1978, in Ghana. They were three weeks late to their mother's birth, leaving the comfort of their mother's body. The author was born in Accra, Ghana, and grew up as a chubby child, which is a source of family pride in Ghana. Aunty Alua, the author's favorite aunt, screamed "Bofti!" when they approached, and she embraced them.

	 

	When they moved to the United States when they were eleven years old, their relationship with their body grew tense, as being chubby and Black became seen as an enemy rather than a miracle. As a preteen, their curves attracted attention they did not want.

	 

	As an adult, I find harmony with my body by embracing its existence and delighting in its power and grace.
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