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Abstract : The author autoethnographically reflects on the emotional struggle with her father’s death. The 
haunting memory of their last conversation empowers her during the lengthy mourning process. She 
“reconstructs the event so that it can be integrated into her life story” (Harvey 1996, 191). Memories of 
their relationship resurface as the emotional landscape involves love, strength, denial, compassion, 
withdrawal and helplessness. The reflection explores the educative process of writing from the heart 
(Pelias, 2004). It also shares multicultural funeral rites and how they differ from traditional North 
American funerals. At a deeper level, writing the autoethnography becomes cathartic as it helps “break ties 
between the bereaved and the dead to achieve a good adjustment” (Harvey, 1996, p. 138). It also explores 
theory, practice, and innovation that embed voices in health and education in order to enlighten practice. 
In the end, reflecting on the memory of her father’s last words becomes a transformative educational 
process as it provides a heightened awareness about grief, loss, bereavement and the importance of the 
father-daughter relationship.   
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Introduction  

The following conversation between the author and her father unfolds from yearly 
memories of the funeral service. The emotional terrain surfaces amid memories of love, 
strength, denial, compassion, withdrawal and helplessness. The dialogue was created 
from a written journal account the author saved for 17 years. It is believed the 
conversation is from true memory.  

As harmonies probe and deconstruct, writing and rewriting creates understanding 
that surrounds grief, loss, bereavement, and the importance of father-daughter 
relationships. Constructing stories is a natural human process that helps individuals 
understand themselves. Thus, when subjects write their deepest thoughts and feelings 
about traumatic experiences, the writing can change their lives.  

 
 

At the Hospital 
 

 
“I want you to be happy,” he says. 
 
“But I am, Dad,” I reply.  
 
“I want you to have some kids.” Sitting on the side of his hospital bed, he folds his arms.  
 
“Maybe,” I say, wanting to please him.  
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“I want you to get along with your mother.  The two of you have so many loud 
arguments. I want you to be better to your mother.” 
 

“Why are you saying this now?” 
 

“Because I don’t think I’ll live much longer.  I’m tired and sick and don’t feel good.”   
 

Tears roll down my face. I doubt him. But I cannot doubt him. In the last spasms of a 
father-daughter affair, I am a committed romantic. A blooming feminist from scholarly 
influences. My mind fills with thoughts. I pant, in and out, and explode. Fighting the fight for 
my father. I couldn’t live without him. Tears roll down my face. 
 

“Don’t,” I sniff. “Don’t say that.” 
 

“Look, it’s the way it is.  I’m not well. You’ll have your mother and brother.” 
 

“No,” I wail. “I’m moving back to Vancouver now. We’ll spend more time together.  
Don’t say all this.”  

 
“I just wish you would get along with your mother. Both of you argue about so many 

unimportant things.”  
 

“Okay, I’ll try,” I assure him. “But you’ll get better.  Please.  Believe me.  They’re 
checking you out.  Mom says it’s a bad case of the flu.” 
 

“I don’t know.” His voice softens. 
 

The room is white and barren. An old man sleeps across from my father with an I.V. in 
his arm.  

“I’ll get you some water,” I say and take a paper cup. Walking to the washroom, I wipe 
the tears from my face. Filling the cup with water, I return to his bedside.  
 

“Here Dad,” handing him the cup, “fresh water.” Taking the cup, he sips and lies back in 
bed.  A man of sixty-nine years, he is pale as the walls.  He does not smile or give eye 
contact.  
 

“Has anybody else come to visit today?” 
 

“No, your mother is busy and I don’t know where your brother is.” 
 

“I just decided to drop by on my way to the airport. I’m looking for a place to live now 
that I’m moving back to Vancouver.” 
 

“Whereabouts?” 
 

“Maybe I’ll get a place near you and Mom in Richmond. Are there apartments around 
there?” 
 

“I guess so. But don’t get an expensive place.  Save your money to buy a house,” he says 
sharply. 
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He tried to get a bypass operation but did not qualify.  He heart is old and his arteries 

clogged.     
 

“You hungry, Dad?” 
 

“No.” His face grows ashen.  
 

“You must be dehydrated. More water?” 
 

“No thanks.  So,” he pauses, “tell me again why you want to go back to school?” he asks 
with probing eyes.  
 

“Well, I want to get my Master’s.” 
 

“How many courses will you take?” 
 

“Just a couple of counselling courses.  I’ll be working at the crisis centre, training to 
answer phone calls.” 
 

“Why do you want to do that?” 
 

“Because I want to help people.” 
 

“Those people have serious problems.” His lip curls. 
 

“They need someone to talk to.  I don’t resolve their problems, just listen.  People need 
empathy.” 
 

“Well.” He pauses again. “It’s your life.”   
 
A nurse enters the room with his medication. With a sip of water, he swallows the pills. 

 
“How many years to get your Master’s?”  

 
“Two years if I go full time.” 

 
“What will you do afterwards?” 

 
“I don’t know. Maybe get a Ph.D.” 

 
“That’s so many more years of university. You need to be healthy, get lots of sleep.  

Look at me, my body is weak.” 
 

“You’ll get better.” 
 

“I don’t know. I may not make it.” His voice is monotone. “Take care and get along with 
your mother. That’s all I ask.” 
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That night he died. A heart attack during his sleep. No pain, just instant death. The phone 

call, the loud words. I didn’t want to hear it. It’s not true. Late at night, I drive back to the 

hospital. Slowly, I enter his room. Darkness everywhere. He lies peacefully in bed. His eyes 

shut, no movement. I grab his hand, it is cold. No response. Tears roll down my face. It’s not 

true. The tight air surrounds me. Gasping, I bend over. Kiss him goodbye.  

That was seventeen years ago, a vivid memory. My heart pounds, I think of our last 

conversation. A long time ago. Sweat runs down my forehead. The blood in my arms, legs, 

chest, and heart speeds up. I’m cold. Though my teeth chatter, I fall into a trance. Cannot 

sleep. My body wants large amount of wine. All I know is time slows down. There is nothing 

I can do.  When I remember his words, I want to be with him. Can’t let go of what once was. 

What will never be again. He is gone. Gone.  

I bite the inside of my mouth, a habit of mine.  A small trickle of blood flows around my 

teeth. In my pocket, a Kleenex. Open my mouth, dab the blood. A motion takes hold. Taking 

a deep breath, I lean back. Sip the wine. Let the warm heat of booze soothe. In the heat of 

memory I reflect, like a bird watching the horizon. There are shadows. Reflections in window 

panes, a hundred and a thousand. It’s his face, everywhere. 

I believed we’d have more time together. We would talk and eat.  A quiet man but he 

would talk when we drank coffee, ate donuts, ice cream, dim sum and played cribbage. 

Patches of relief, moments of tranquility as he spoke with his calm voice. My father, George, 

was a patient man. From years of daughterhood I learned he only wanted to give me candles 

and champagne. Georgie’s Girl. The song he loved to hear me play on the piano; the 

expression of a traditional father watching me grow up.  A typical conversation with him 

involved mild-mannered words. He was tactful and honest, salt of the earth. No psychological 

babble, just practicality. My father had black and white views. Gentle, conservative, no 

shades of grey. Many times, we agreed to disagree while eating a lazy dim sum in a Chinese 
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restaurant. With him, I learned to be an apostle of ordinariness. His words were very 

important to me. If only he could be in my life now.  

His funeral, etched in stone. I see everything: the simple recipe for Chinese funerals. My 

father had taught me at his mother’s funeral. Stand tall, bow three times. Take the burial 

seriously to avoid bad luck. Older people do not attend funerals of younger people. If a baby 

or child dies, no funeral rites, just buried in silence. With my father, an elderly person, there 

are prescriptions. Cover statues of deities with red paper to avoid exposure to the body or 

coffin. Remove mirrors as reflections from the coffin bring another death. Hang a white cloth 

across the doorway of the house. Place a gong on the entrance: on the left for a male, right for 

a female. Dress the corpse in best clothes. Cover the corpse’s face with a yellow cloth, the 

body with a light blue one. No jewellery or red clothing to the funeral. Wear a piece of 

coloured cloth on your sleeve to signify mourning: black by the deceased’s children, blue by 

grandchildren, green by great-grandchildren.  

After his funeral, clothes are to be burnt. A red packet with candy and money is given to 

others. Rid the bitterness by eating sweet and buying something new. There is a ten course 

Chinese meal. Nobody talks of the funeral, only happier times. Mourning is one hundred 

days. One cannot visit other Chinese during this time. Children and grandchildren of the 

deceased cannot cut their hair for forty-nine days after the death. His funeral etched in stone.  

I return to standing at his grave. It is on a hillside to improve feng shui. There is a stream 

of tears. Dressed in black, my mother and brother by my side. Pieces of black coloured cloth 

on our sleeves. We hold hands. Throw a handful of earth into his grave. We stand for a long 

time. Sunlight festers in the veins of summer rot. The bitter juices of an unfinished afternoon.  

Silence soils the hillside, madness stirs the air. I let the curtain fall. A silence I have never 

known, gazing speechless upon his coffin. His verses floating upon the wind, I discover he 

had been a man, like all good men, that died. He was more reverent towards me than anybody 

else.   
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I dream of my father. His slippers against the floor, standing in the middle of the kitchen. 

Making breakfast. He wears jeans and a sweater. Quietly, slowly, he walks around the 

kitchen and wipes the stove, fridge, counters. He takes his time. Over and over, the memory 

of him cleaning. I recall him teaching me how to make rice. Rinsing, draining, putting in my 

finger to measure the water, and placing the pot on the stove. I made rice but never at his 

slow pace. Turning on the water, rinsing, draining, and finger measuring the water was done 

quickly and efficiently. But he never complained when eating the rice I prepared. No 

difference between what he did slowly and methodically and what I did quickly and 

efficiently. Each meal, he ate slowly. Enjoying each morsel of food. I was convinced the 

world was well when watching him eat.  

In the mornings, he drove me to school. Making sure I had my homework and lunch. 

Never a comment on my clothing or hair like my mother. When he came home from his 

tailoring store, I rattled off my day to him. He would nod and smile, listening to my stories. 

He listened like he watched TV: Bonanza, Maverick, Ed Sullivan, Clint Eastwood, Three’s 

Company, The Ropers. He sat for hours watching TV.  Once, I got out of bed to see if he was 

still watching TV, and he was. “Go back to bed,” he said. “You need your sleep.” 

He taught me how to play cribbage. He said scoring was easy if you memorized what 

pairs, fifteens, and runs were worth. I memorized the score sheet. He was impressed. We kept 

a record of the games we played. Day after day, we played crib. Before dinner, after dinner, 

on weekends, during his TV shows. A entire record book of cribbage scores.  

Eyes closed, I wake from a dream of wet marigolds. The smell of tree branches surround 

me. I miss the steam from his breath, his shadow. The smell of coffee from his lips, leaning 

over me. The dry, unruly hair on his chin. Sitting on my bed, kissing me good night. I grew 

up in a working-class neighbourhood. When I was twelve, we moved to a larger house 

because I needed a grand piano.  
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Both of us bound together, edging along the rim of growing up. The story of my father 

makes meaning. My story, his story. But some stories have no words. Words drop away, 

some things unsaid. From his expressions, gestures, I knew what he meant. We would sit 

across a table, eat slowly. The food would settle inside. For half a second, I would look him 

in the face. He would lean towards me.  A tiny moment between us. 

Taking a deep breath, I celebrate another year of his death. I reach for my wine, take a 

sip. A palpable hint of festivity. I inhale years of his upbringing. His intense fatherly love. I 

sip alone. I hear laughter like distant chimes. The windless core of the moment lifts me to his 

image. A maze of bright, lights, clean air. A still, quiet hour ends at Big Scoop Ice Cream 

Parlour. As we emerge with  cones, there are words and laughter. I smile and he smiles. He 

steps forward, puts his arm around me. He hugs me and I hug him. It is pure and real. My 

father, my blood, the person I was created for in the world. The person who knows me best.  

Startled by a plane, I turn. Reach for my glass, I sip to the bottom. I exhale, take a deep 

breath. My stomach stretches. I stare at the empty glass. Don’t hear or smell anything. 

Suddenly, I notice a narrow opening through the trees. I smile, thank him for the gifts and 

memories. Celebrate his life. If I could write him a letter, I would thank him for teaching me 

to love, share, forgive, have compassion, ride a bike, order dim sum, play cribbage, make 

rice. For words of wisdom. For wanting to see me happy and healthy. For helping me 

understand simplicity.  

I wish him to know the joy, security and ordinariness of my life. The peace, clarity, 

sanity, serenity, pleasure, satisfaction, he gave me. I make a list of things I want to tell him. 

That I get along with my mother, that she is remarried and happy. I visit her often and we eat 

dim sum. I respect her wishes and advice. We are close. That I am healthy, taking care of 

myself. A diet of fish, fruit, salads, and vegetables. That I ride my bike and keep fit. That I 

have a doctorate, a career I love. That I enjoy teaching at the university. That I have a ten 
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year old daughter, adorable and wonderful. Decorating my life with happiness. That I taught 

her to play cribbage.  

Trembling, I linger on memories sheathed in honey, in nostalgia. It is true that I will 

never see him again, but I have the warm rise of memories. They will not fade into the 

miasma of time but instead, bring satisfaction to my day. Many years ago, in the valley of a 

dry summer, his life ended.  The sound of his breath uninterrupted by the rhythm of my life.  

“I’m happy Dad, wish you were here.” 

         

A little red bird 
Feathers that are wet 

Bids farewell 
In poetic verse 

Leaves a path of darkness 
 

 

Biography: 
 
Karen V. Lee is a Faculty Advisor and co-founder of the Teaching Initiative for Music Educators cohort (TIME), 
at the Faculty of Education, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, B. C.  Her research interests include 
issues in counseling, health education, music/teacher education, performance ethnography, women’s life histories, 
autoethnography, writing practices, and arts-based approaches to qualitative research.  Her doctoral dissertation, a 
book of short stories titled Riffs of Change:  Musicians Becoming Music Educators, was about musicians 
becoming music educators in a classroom context. She has a diploma in counselling psychology and worked at the 
crisis centre in Vancouver for two years during her graduate education. She is musician, writer, music educator, 
and researcher.  Currently, she teaches undergraduate and graduate students at the university.   

 
 
 

 
References: 

Cone, D., & Harris, S. (2000). Service-learning practice: Developing a theoretical framework. In 
Campus Compact Project (Eds.). Introduction to service-learning toolkit: Readings and resources 
for faculty (pp. 45-57). Providence, RI: Campus Compact. 

Cromie, W. J. (2006). Bad Times Make for More Accurate Memories. Harvard Gazette. 
http://www.news.harvard.edu/gazette/2006/05.11/01-redsox.html 

Denzin, N.K. (2001). The reflexive interview and a performative social science. 
Qualitative Research, 1(1), 23-46.  



 9 

Eisner, E. (1991). The Enlightened Eye: The Qualitative Inquiry and the Enhancement of 
Educational Practice. New York: Macmillan.  

Ellis, C. (200?) Ethnographic I:   

Ellis, C. & Bochner, A.P. (2000). Autoethnography, personal narrative, reflexivity: 
Researcher as subject. 733-768. In Denzin, N.K. & Lincoln, Y.S. (Eds)  (2000). 
Handbook of Qualitative Research (2nd Ed). Sage:  London.  

Ellis, C.  (1997).  Evocative Autoethnography:  Writing Emotionally about Our Lives.  In 
W.G. Tierney & Y.S. Lincoln (Eds.),  Representation and the Text:  Reframing the 
Narrative Voice. (pp.115-139).   New York:  State University of New York Press.   
 
Ellis, C.  (2000).  Creating Criteria:  An Ethnographic Short Story.  Qualitative Inquiry, 
6(2), 273-277. 
 
Grumet, M. (1989). The Beauty Full Curriculum. Educational Theory, 39(3), 225-230.  
 
Harvey, J. H. (1991).  Embracing Their Memory: Loss and Social Psychology of 
Storytelling. MA: Allyn & Bacon.  

Kubler-Ross, E.  (1969).  On Death and Dying.  Touchstone: New York:  NY.   

Lee, K. V.  (2006A).  Her Real Story.  Journal of Loss and Trauma. 11(3), 257-260.  
 
Lee, K. V. (2006F). A Fugue About Grief. Qualitative Inquiry. 12(6), 1154-1159. 
 

Palmer, P. J. (1990). Community, conflict and ways of knowing: Ways to deepen our 
educational agenda. In J. C. Kendall (Ed.). Combining service and learning: A 
resource book for community and public service (pp.105-113). Raleigh, NC: 
National Society for Internships and Experiential Education. 

Palmer, P. J. (1998).  The courage to teach: Exploring the inner landscape of a teacher’s 
life. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Pelias, R. J. (1999).  Writing performance: poeticizing the researcher’s body. Carbondale, 
IL: Southern Ilinois UP.  

Pennebaker, J. W. (2000). Telling  Stories: The Health Benefits of Narrative. Literature 
and Medicine, 19(1), 3-18.  

Raoul, V., Canam, C., Onyeoziri, G., & Paterson, C. (in press). Margaret Edson’s Play 
Wit: Death at the end or the end of death?. In V. Raoul, C. Canam, A. Henderson, & C. 
Paterson (Eds.), Unfitting Stories: Narrative approaches to disease, disability, and 
trauma. Wilfred Laurier Press.  



 10 

 
Richardson, L.  (1994).  Writing.  A Method of Inquiry.  In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.),  
Handbook of Qualitative Research.  (pp. 516-529).  Thousand Oaks:  Sage Publications. 

 
Richardson, L.  (2000).  My Left Hand:  Socialization and the Interrupted Life.  Qualitative 
Inquiry, 6(4), 467-473.   

 
Richardson, L.  (2000).  Introduction – Assessing Alternative Modes of Qualitative and 
Ethnographic Research:  How Do We Judge?  Who Judges?  Qualitative Inquiry, 6(2), 251-
252.   

 
 
 
 
 


