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Internationally bestselling author Patricia Scanlan was born in Dublin, where she still lives. Her novels, including the renowned City Girl trilogy, have sold over 1.4 million copies in Ireland alone, and many more millions worldwide, and her work is translated in many languages. Her most recent novels include With All My Love, A Time For Friends, and Orange Blossom Days. Patricia is the series editor and a contributing author to the award winning Open Door Literacy series.  She has had an abiding interest in Metaphysical and Esoteric studies for many years and her spiritual book, Winter Blessings, was another bestseller. Writing Bringing Death to Life with her three best friends, soul family and fellow authors, Aidan Story, Pamela Young and Dr. Mary Helen Hensley, is the culmination of a spiritual journey together, which has been inspiring, invigorating, hilarious, and very rewarding. Find out more by visiting Patricia’s Facebook page at Facebook.com/PatriciaScanlanAuthor or Twitter @patriciascanl18
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Dr Mary Helen Hensley is one of Ireland’s most sought-after metaphysical healers and synergistic speakers, having emigrated there from the US in 1999.


Following a near-death experience in 1991, an ability she’d had since childhood of communicating with those in spirit significantly increased. Overnight, she found herself able to ‘read’ the ethereal field of an individual, linking her to the person’s history, gaining insights into how past experiences were creating a person’s present reality, regarding their physical, emotional and spiritual health. By creating a new awareness, Mary Helen has helped her clients and readers turn anguish to insight, distress to discernment and heartbreak to healing.


Mary Helen has also assisted numerous people with experiencing the death-process with grace, dignity and understanding, bringing perspective to life lessons, removing the fear that is so often associated with crossing over. Here she shares that wealth of knowledge.


The complete story of her life and death experiences can be found in her book, Promised By Heaven.


www.facebook.com/DrMaryHelenHensley; Twitter: @docmhh


YouTube: DrMaryHelenHensley; Website: maryhelenhensley.com
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Aidan Storey is a leading Angel healer and spiritual therapist, both in Ireland and internationally. Growing up in the suburbs of Dublin, the youngest of a family of seven, Aidan recalls being visited by angels since his earliest memories.  Unafraid of the beautiful, luminous spirits who watched over him, it wasn’t until much later that Aidan realised not everyone could see what he could see – and not everyone shared what was to prove to be an exceptional gift for healing. His book Angels of Divine Light describes his extraordinary personal journey, when the presence of angels sustained him through years of great turmoil, bringing light and love into his life and the lives of many others. Aidan lives in Kildare with his husband Murtagh.
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Pamela Young


The daughter of a spirit medium, from her earliest memory Pamela lived in connection to the spirit world – a ‘gift’ that goes back many generations on the female line of her family.


This gift intensified after a near-death experience which occurred at a period of deep crisis in her family life. She experienced what it is to be light and love and returned to the earthly world knowing it was not her time to die, but fearless of death. Later, in her fifties, she experienced a nine-month period where, in meditation, she received messages, via words and visions, from beyond the veil about ‘The Work of Light and Human Consciousness’.


A grandmother of three, the graduate of English and Philosophy is also a retired social worker who now devotes her time to spiritual development, enjoying meditation, walking in nature, silence and sending love out to the planet. From Lancashire, she also volunteers at The Monastery, Manchester, a beautiful temple of Light which awakens the spirit within. Here, Pamela shares knowledge gained from communing with Spirit, including messages from the female deity ‘Our Lady of Light’.
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Dear Reader


Thank you so much for taking this journey with us. Our aim is to encourage an ‘intimacy’ with death or, as the poet and writer John O’Donohue calls it, the ‘Unknown Companion’ with whom we all travel from the moment of our birth.


Before we introduce ourselves, and start on our exploration of the book’s theme, we would like to emphasise that our beliefs are just that: beliefs. We don’t expect everyone to share them, or to agree on every aspect.


Our only wish is that in the pages of this book, as we broach the theme of death with openness and love, something will resonate with you, easing any fears you might have and hopefully bringing you comfort. If that is the case, then our job is done.


With love and blessings,


Patricia, Aidan, Pamela and Mary Helen










 


‘Once the soul awakens, the search begins and you can never go back.’


From Anam Cara
by John O’Donohue
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Introduction – Death, a Life Companion


Patricia


I first became ‘intimate’ with Death when my beloved mother passed in 2007. Until then, like most people, I’d lost relatives, much-loved aunts, uncles, cousins, neighbours. I’d attended funerals, cried when the coffins were carried out of the church and laid in the cold, loamy soil of the grave. Then I’d gone home and carried on with my life, feeling sadness for the loss but not dwelling too much on it as life carried on at its usual fast pace.


Before I talk about the effect of my parents’ deaths on my life, I’ll give a bit of background on how I came to be interested in the theme of death, and connected with my wonderful friends and coauthors of this book.


I’ll start at the beginning. My first novel, City Girl, was published in 1990 and in the years that followed I achieved professional success, selling millions of books and being taken far out of my comfort zone. I did many media interviews and wrote dozens of articles. I made speeches at publishing conferences, in exotic locations, as a guest of my publishers, travelled on book tours, conducted hundreds of signing sessions, and continued to write my novels despite the numerous demands that were made on my time.


Like all of us, I was presented with challenges in life, and sometimes struggled to make sense of it. But at that time, I would not have described myself as Spiritually awakened.


My first realisation that there was another dimension to my life came when I attended the renowned acupuncturist Dr Annette Tallon, who had trained in Singapore and whose reputation for sterling work was unparalleled in Ireland. Under her gentle tutelage, I began to remember the ancient truths I’d long forgotten in this life. She gave me a copy of The Game of Life and How to Play It, by Florence Scovel Shinn. Reading it changed my life.


It was during a big book-trade event, held by my publishers, that I was introduced to someone else who changed my ways of thinking. I still remember poet, philosopher and writer John O’Donohue shaking my hand and smiling at me: I felt I knew him.


We started chatting and it was as though everyone else wafted away, so engrossed were we in our conversation.


I read his internationally bestselling book Anam Cara, Gaelic for ‘soul friend’, and discovered that when old soul friends meet each other there is an instant recognition. Then I understood why I felt I’d always known him. Between us, there was that instant ‘reconnection and recognition’.




‘There is a presence who walks the road of life with you,’ he writes. ‘When you were born it came out of the womb with you: with the excitement of your arrival, nobody noticed.’ The name of your companion is, of course, Death.





At that time in my life, I was enveloped in misery at the ending of a relationship with a man I’d thought was ‘the one’. Yet, while the chapters on solitude in that book gave comfort, it was the passages on death that most resonated with me.


In his chapter on ‘The Unknown Companion’, the author’s opening line is stunning in its revelation: ‘There is a presence who walks the road of life with you,’ he writes. ‘When you were born it came out of the womb with you: with the excitement of your arrival, nobody noticed.’


The name of your companion is, of course, Death.


John O’Donohue wrote powerfully about fear, and dealing with it, and about the negativity that surrounds death, as we know it: ‘Though death is the most powerful and ultimate experience in one’s life, our culture goes to great pains to deny its presence.’


The cult of ‘immortality’ is preferable to facing reality.


A bookseller I spoke to about Bringing Death to Life said how pleased she was that ‘Death’ was in the title. She said it drove her mad when people said they had ‘lost’ someone. ‘Where? On the street? In the supermarket? Death is death,’ she said, ‘no matter what euphemisms are used to describe it.’


My own first intimate experience with death – the moment when ‘Before’ became ‘After’ – was my mother’s passing.


Although it was ten years since I’d read Anam Cara, the profound and innate Celtic Spiritual wisdom of John O’Donohue’s writings flooded back and I remembered at a deep, cellular level how to assist my mother with her passing. It wasn’t about my grief, or my longing to prevent her from going, it was about her journey, being with her, supporting and encouraging her as she crossed the threshold that we will all cross eventually.


John O’Donohue’s great gift to me, as well as his friendship, was to enable me to become intimate with the death process. To partake in it, which is empowering. When you give your loved one permission to go, you are not a helpless voyeur: you are an active participant at this life-changing event, and the comfort this brings in the desolate days afterwards cannot be underestimated.


My precious mother helped me lose my fear of death and, almost ten years later, when I was privileged to assist my dad on his homeward journey, I wanted to share this knowledge: that the more intimate we become with death, the lifetime companion, the less intimidating and fearful it becomes. Death is not the end: it’s just a change from what we know. Relationships with our departed loved ones continue if we want them to. We are not powerless: we can include them in every aspect of our lives, and they are only a thought away.


I could think of no better collaborators to write this book with than the anam cairde I’m honoured to have in this lifetime: Aidan Storey, Pamela Young and Dr Mary Helen Hensley. We have shared many lifetimes together. They have profound knowledge and experience of death, and life beyond the veil. When you have read this book, dear reader, I know that, while you will still grieve a loss or worry about your own mortality, death might lose its fear for you. The beginnings of intimacy with this life companion will set you on a journey that will bring death to life, for you, in ways you could never have imagined.


Aidan


I was born in 1958, raised in the suburbs of Dublin, and now live in Kildare. I was the youngest of seven, a much-loved, happy child, who enjoyed family life and all the usual rough-and-tumble games I played with family and friends in my garden. The only difference was that when my friends left and the garden was quiet, angels visited me. I continue to have a wonderful connection with them. My autobiography, Angels of Divine Light, goes into great detail about my angelic experiences. My angels guide me in my work, my writings, and in every aspect of my life.


I was never afraid of these beautiful Spirits as I was told from a very young age that my angels would always look after me, especially when I was alone. It wasn’t until much later that I realised not everyone could see what I could. Little did I know then that my happy, carefree life would turn into one of misery and torment. The angels helped me to claw my way back from the pain and abuse, that dark place of the soul, into which I was plunged.


Through their powerful love and healing, I overcame hardship and sorrow, and was able to use my experiences of abuse to help many others who had suffered in their own lives.


Over the years I have learned to communicate with my angels. They have taught me many things and shown me how to look at life and death in a much simpler way. In the same way they give me guidance for my clients to help and direct them on the soul’s journey and bring love and healing into their lives. In this book, I hope I can bring this message to you in the same simple form.


Death was not something my family or friends discussed very often. It was a taboo subject. To talk about death was considered to tempt Fate and who would want to do that?


Yet we were brought up with death. It was a natural part of life. My mother, who looked after many of the elderly in the area, often sat with them while they were dying. When they had passed, she would wash and lay them out. She never had any fear of dying or the process of death.


She would come home, tell us who had died and that they had had ‘a lovely death’. ‘I held their hand as they passed over and it was so peaceful and gentle,’ she would say. That was the extent of what I knew about death. She also told us that if you were bold you’d go to Hell when you died.


My aunty Bibby, who was great fun, would sometimes joke when she called in to tell us a neighbour or friend had died. When we asked what they had died from, she would look at us and say, ‘A shortness of breath,’ then laugh and repeat it. ‘A shortness of breath. That’s what everybody dies of!’


Patricia – or Tricia as we call her – once told me that when she asked her father what an acquaintance had died of, he looked her straight in the eye and said, ‘He died of a Tuesday,’ and burst out laughing. That generation took death in their stride.




The angels tell me that death is nothing to fear, not the end but a continuation of the soul journey and the path of learning.





Perhaps because of that I never feared death, and often when I was younger, utterly depressed and miserable, I prayed for God to take me. But now I know that wasn’t part of the Divine plan for my soul journey. When my time is up, God will call me. Then my Spirit and soul will hear and go freely. The angels tell me that death is nothing to fear, not the end but a contiwnuation of the soul journey and the path of learning. During each lifetime the soul learns and experiences more, rising to a new level of awareness and understanding. When the time is right it will be reborn, either into the same soul family or a new one, with different lessons to learn.


In this book, I write about my experiences with the loss of my parents and the grief I felt or, in the case of my dad, did not feel. I tell of my first experience of death, and witnessing the death of a child, and what the angels told me about life after death. I tell about the Spirit visit I had from a young man, who had committed suicide, during a session with his mother – she had come to me for help. I talk about practical things, too, like the importance of making a will, and how to move on from the grieving process. I hope my experiences will bring you some comfort and help, that this book will ease the pain of loss, if you are experiencing it, and take away the fear of death, which can cause unnecessary distress.


Pamela


I was born in 1948 to my mother, Evelyn, whose entire life was dedicated to Spirit. As a child she saw and played happily with the Spirits of deceased children, and later, as a young woman, she developed the gift of channelling messages from Spirit.


My childhood was filled with the presence and love of the spirit world. I was brought up with a simple philosophy devoid of dogma, just the knowledge that God is love, that we are never alone, that we are constantly guided by Spirit, and live on after death. I was taught that we were born to fulfil ‘The Work’ – a concept channelled through my mother regarding humanity’s spiritual path, which was on the brink of great change in bringing Heaven to Earth. We were asked to be careful of our thoughts as thought is a living thing, and ‘It will come true’. I had complete faith in ‘The Work’ and was truly blessed to have my mam and the love of Spirit to guide and nurture me.


Even as a youngster, I had knowledge and indirect experience of where we go after death, informed by my mother’s work as a Spiritual medium. She channelled many things about the spirit world, the wonderful opportunities people have to heal and grow, the exquisite beauty of the place and what happens after death. I was aware that I had Spirit friends helping and guiding me.


Mam had written about her Spiritual gift, and her childhood memories of communicating with so-called dead people. After her death, I found the piece in an exercise book. She talked of her awakening as a ten-year-old to the life of Spirits, including playing with Spirit children in a cellar in her childhood home. Later I will say more about my mother’s gifts and insights, which included astral travelling.


My own life had its challenges and my own understanding of death came out of these times, specifically following a near-death experience.


Four decades ago, I was divorced and a single mum to my young son and daughter. It was a huge struggle financially. I lived miles away from my family, and although I was blessed with my lovely children and had a job that allowed me freedom for the school holidays, times were hard.


One weekend, my kids were away at their dad’s when I fell into a sudden deep depression, overwhelmed with the anxiety of trying to keep everything going. My best friend was away with her family, as was my mother, and back then there were no mobile phones.


I would never consider suicide but I wanted to be free of stress and loneliness. And that weekend I was completely alone and lonely. That night I prayed for help. I went to bed feeling beaten, little knowing that I was about to have an experience that has remained with me to this day, such was its beauty, radiance and clarity. It was all the more remarkable for the fact that it rose out of the ashes of utter dejection.


It confirmed what I had been told as a child, that death is not the end. What had been a ‘faith’ became a ‘knowing’. As I lay in bed, swamped in loss, desolation and failure, I had the sensation that I was slowly receding into my body, as if I was sinking. As I sank, I felt as if I was going down through my body, then through the bed and the floor. I was not asleep but neither was I aware of being in my bed. I was conscious only of travelling downwards, in utter despair, for a long time, then becoming aware not only of my own but also other people’s pain. It was a dark place. I felt unwell as I drew closer to the needs of others. It was as if they wanted my attention and my attachment, and it was difficult to pull myself away.


Just as I thought I could no longer tolerate the intense nausea, I started to feel a subtle change. I seemed to be rising on a slight incline, and as I did so, my anguish, and that of others, fell away. Eventually I levelled out and was floating vertically, aware of a pinprick of light in the far distance. Gradually I progressed towards it – it was like a magnet drawing me closer.


I began to shed the feelings of loss, worry and anxiety as an extraordinary peace enfolded me. I had never before experienced such total serenity. I felt a tremendous healing take place. The rays of light were bathing me, pulling me further into their ever-increasing circle, creating a sense of exhilaration. I was going home.


The light enveloped me. In fact, it was far more than that. I wasn’t separated from the light. It was me.


For the first time ever, I did not need anyone else to make me feel loved, or alive, or to give me an identity or reason for living. I was love. It was a self-replenishing love, devoid of the need to give or receive, to give me purpose, or make me feel worthy in the act of loving another. On the contrary, I felt selfless. I was at one and connected to everything and everyone in love. I was pure, unconditional love and I was home!




I felt a tremendous healing take place. The rays of light were bathing me, pulling me further into their ever-increasing circle, creating a sense of exhilaration. I was going home.





As I was basking in the bliss, a giant of a man appeared before me in shining white robes. I experienced an even higher sense of love and peace. I was at one with this soul, with whom I knew I shared an extraordinary level of awareness. Although he did not speak, I felt his great compassion and love for me as he pointed his finger, indicating I should return to my life. It was not my time.


It had taken an age to get to that sublime realm but only an instant to arrive back in my bed. I was in a cold sweat and felt I was almost dead, the polar opposite to what I had felt in Heaven. I cried until I fell into a deep, healing sleep.


Waking and remembering was a wonder and a longing. I prayed with the deepest gratitude for the gift of that communion.


As Carl Jung once said, ‘No longer did I believe in God – I knew him.’ I also knew I could heal as I had been healed.


That experience changed the direction of my life. Within three years, I was living in Horwich in the north of England, with my children, having secured a place on a degree course that would lead to my career in social work.


Now I could start my conscious Earthly journey back to the light. I joined the weekly healing group at my local church, where I trained to channel the healing gift with integrity. I also did Reiki. I now do absent healing, sending prayers for people. Increasingly I felt the presence of a feminine divinity around me. The more I meditated and entered the silence, the greater my connection with her became. I now call her the Lady of Light and I know she walks with and holds every soul in love and light.


Humanity has always been in service to healing and bringing light, but now I know without doubt that our main mission is to heal our self: in so doing we heal the world. We begin by healing our mind of emotional wounds and negative thoughts to uncover our true selves as radiant beings of love and light.


All my life I have had an unflinching faith and trust in ‘The Work’. I now call it ‘the work of love and light’, and, dear reader, I’m happy to share with you my firm belief and knowledge that death is not the end: our souls are ever-evolving.


Mary Helen


As someone who has had extremely heightened senses from birth, my life as a kinaesthetic (touch), auditory (sound) and visual clairvoyant has been anything but ordinary. Nurtured and protected by my parents, I had kept my little secret for at least two decades until destiny would no longer allow the illusion. I had always had prophetic dreams, communicated regularly with those in Spirit, including my long-deceased grandfather ‘Judge’, and often knew things would happen before they took place, but they all came together on the day my life changed forever: 14 December 1991.


The day I died.


A high-speed driver’s-side impact crushed my vehicle, and my body, releasing my Spirit from the Earth plane in a single heartbeat. The collision took place after time had virtually ground to a halt, allowing me to decide whether I would go through the experience inside or outside my physical body. I recall having that choice, which speaks volumes.


As the story goes, I left my body seconds before the accident, just in time to witness my death. I saw everything that took place below me: the seat folded in half beneath me and my head smashed the window out. My entire left side was crushed by the driver’s door, now in the shape of the front of the car that hit me. People gathered and an ambulance was called, all while I had a bird’s eye view of the spectacle.




In this world, the music, the vibrations, the colours, the feeling that comes only with the freedom of releasing the human form leaves me with no adequate way to describe its all-encompassing beauty.





A low drone, a blinding flash of light and suddenly I was somewhere else. In this world, the music, the vibrations, the colours, the feeling that comes only with the freedom of releasing the human form leaves me with no adequate way to describe its all-encompassing beauty.


I reunited with my guides, the beings who had watched me from another realm during the life I had just left, as well as all of the lives before and around it. I was home, or somewhere closer to home than I had ever experienced on Earth. Bathed in colour and light, I examined the twenty-one years I had left behind. Permeated with love, I studied my performance, feeling gratitude for everyone who had played a part in my story.


During what he described as a ‘celestial’ visit before my birth, my father had been promised that mine would be an unusual and lengthy life, so I knew that the accident had been a temporary interlude to change the way I was currently living. My gifts would be enhanced and could no longer be kept quiet. If I chose the path of stewardship, my guides assured me that support of a miraculous nature would become available to me. I was also promised that most of the information shared with me during my ‘death’ would remain in my memory. I would return to life with details of what it means for the body to die and what awaits who we really are. As much as I would have loved to stay in the Divine presence of that love, I knew I was going back.


Armed with the knowledge of many lives and deaths, and the serenity that comes from remembering we are all timeless creators of our own reality, I made the choice to re-engage with my broken body. Every injury I received would serve as a reminder that I had been given the chance to live again in this life as Mary Helen. Eventually I chronicled these events in my book, Promised by Heaven, laying my soul bare and sharing my stories with anyone who had ‘the ears’ to hear them. I have dedicated my life to teaching people that death is nothing to fear, that we already are that which we seek: Divine beings who came from perfection to experience what it means to be human: the good, the bad, the beautiful and the ugly.


Somewhere along the way, as we lost touch with our Divinity, we began to fear death. Avoiding it has become a billion-dollar industry. We live in a quick-fix world, with medical treatment available for the illnesses brought on by our lack of attention to wellness, yet we don’t educate ourselves about how to make the best of life while we are in good health. Healthcare professionals are run off their feet because everything is a crisis now.


I had a middle-aged woman in my office not long ago who explained to me, as I was taking her medical history, that she took more than forty tablets each day. She had no idea what half of them were supposed to be doing for her. How on Earth could she have any quality of life when she spends her days avoiding death? Society has replaced the pursuit of a good-quality life with the absurd belief that quantity outweighs substance.


To live and die well: wouldn’t that be a great achievement? What’s the first step? Get comfortable talking about death. So many awkward scenes have played out in countless family dynamics because no one wants to discuss it. I have worked with families that were torn apart because of how a loved one was cared for at the end of their life; arguments about how finances and inheritances were ultimately divided and even what music wasn’t played at a funeral service.


My interest in contributing to this book stems from my desire to show you that if death is no longer treated like an unwelcome and uninvited guest, avoided and hidden until circumstances demand that it is dealt with, you will avoid so much pain and heartache.


It wasn’t so very long ago that our ancestors heralded death with the same reverence and delight that we celebrate a birth. They are simply two different points on the same beam of light. Any primary-school kid who has ever taken a basic science class can tell you that matter cannot be created or destroyed. How quickly we forget.


I don’t intend to ask you to be happy and excited about dying: with each loss of life comes loss of relationships, some close to the heart and others difficult. The idea is to help swing the pendulum away from extreme avoidance of this inevitable topic and back towards a more balanced acceptance, so that speaking of death and all that accompanies it isn’t so uncomfortable. My hope is that in each story at least one nugget of wisdom will shine a little light on death to offer you a fresh outlook on a subject that is an integral part of the circle of life.


Speaking of circles, the four of us – Tricia, Pam, Aidan and I – returned to our soul-friends circle to write this book together. It was, we know, preplanned before we reincarnated into this world. Aidan is the group’s Great Connector. We met through our work and he introduced me to Tricia who, as he anticipated, would become a firm friend. It was she who told me of Pamela, and after I’d read her book, Hope Street, I realised why Tricia had been so eager for us to meet. While our background stories were different, the tone of our message was identical. We had the same objective in wanting to help people release their fears and return to love. When we finally met, it was one of those ‘Nice to see you again’ moments.


One of the greatest joys in my life is the love of my soul-friends circle. Now we are co-authoring this book in a spirit of love and friendship, and hope that our combined knowledge and experience of death will start a discussion that brings death to its rightful place in life. Hold on to your hats as we lift the veil on death, the final frontier.




Affirmation to Accept Death as a Life Companion






I accept death as my life companion


It exists not to frighten me, but to befriend me


Not to haunt me, but to enlighten me


I recognise that it is not the end, but only a


step on an eternal journey of light, from which


I have come, and to which I will return


Nothing is lost, that will not be returned.










 


‘Life takes you to unexpected places, love brings you home.’


Proverb
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Preparing to Pass


Patricia


In the taboo surrounding death, too often we do not discuss its stages. If a loved one is gravely ill, we find ways of sidestepping the question that is perhaps to the foremost of our minds – often out of fear, a sense of dread or grief, or an uneasy sense that it is somehow wrong to look at the subject directly: are they dying? If so, how do we know? Do they know they are dying? If so, do they wish to talk about it directly? How long do they have?


As my co-authors show, the person who is dying may or may not be actively engaged with this fact – on a conscious level. However, on a deeper, unconscious, or soul level they absolutely know, and as they prepare to pass, seemingly drifting ever further away from us, their souls are involved in the work of separating from the body, for the next stage of a journey that knows no end.


Learning to ‘Listen’ to the Spirit and the Body


When my dad entered hospital for the last time, I knew he was fading. He had had several near misses, when we were convinced that ‘this was it’, but had always pulled through. We had christened him Lazarus. He had struggled heroically and stoically through dreadful pain and discomfort, especially in the last year of his life. We were in awe of how he maintained his good humour and sense of fun almost to the last. We were blessed that he was compos mentis, and made his own decisions concerning his finances, his hospital treatment and other matters until he slipped into unconsciousness two days before he died.




As they prepare to pass, apparently drifting ever further away from us, their souls are involved in the work of separating from the body, for the next stage of a journey that knows no end.





That last stay in hospital, there were many changes in him, and I knew instinctively that he was preparing to let go and join my mother. My dad had always had a healthy appetite. My mother used to say that the only time she worried about him was if he wasn’t eating. A rare occurrence and a sign that he really wasn’t well.


While his appetite had decreased over the years, Dad still enjoyed a tasty meal, and even when he was in hospital, I always cooked a brunch for us on Saturday or Sunday mornings. One of the things he really relished was streaky bacon, fried crispy.


One such Sunday morning, during his last stay in hospital, I had wrapped his rashers in tinfoil, then headed off to the hospital around nine thirty a.m. He’d have them before the televised Mass he liked to watch. There was no traffic on the road as I whizzed through Fairview, anxious that his treat would still be hot when he got it. It gave me such pleasure to see him enjoy the snack, and I was happy when I went home later in the day that I had done something for him that gave him pleasure, and let him know how special he was to me. (I wasn’t so happy a couple of days later when I got a letter through the post telling me I had acquired three points on my licence for speeding. I was about eight m.p.h. over the limit. I never told him.)


The time came, though, when he didn’t want to eat, or drink the cup of hot chocolate I brought him every day from the little shop in the hospital foyer. I felt sick at heart as I knew what was happening. All he wanted was soup, and even though we would urge him to have the bread roll with it, he didn’t want it. He might take a couple of spoonfuls of jelly for his dessert.


It’s very difficult to watch your loved one refusing food and stepping back from all that was once a source of pleasure to them. But the signs had begun long before that.


When Dad decided to cancel the daily delivery of his paper, several months before he went into the hospital for the last time, my stomach lurched. A regular cover-to-cover reader of The Irish Times, with his love of crosswords, I knew then that he had started his preparations for setting aside the interests and concerns of this world.


Dad was extremely knowledgeable, and had a great grasp of current affairs, with the added perspective of ninety years of life experience. It included the Second World War, when he had been a very young merchant seaman on a hospital ship during fighting around Salerno and Anzio. Despite their Red Cross markings and being lit up like a Christmas tree, his ship, the St Andrew, had been bombed. He’d watched her sister ship, the St David, go down during the same raid, and knew that my mother’s brother was lost.


His stories of the North Atlantic convoys, where the ships dodged German U-boats, never stopping to pick up survivors if a ship was hit, were heart-rending and gripping. His life at sea was a rich tapestry, and his travels around the globe on the seven seas made me envious as I compared my pale palette of experiences to his vibrant and varied one.


When he told me one day, not long before he died, that he had seen his parents across the room while his leg ulcers were being dressed, I knew the end was not far away.


I had spoken to someone whose care he was under, and asked specifically was my dad dying. Even though at one level I knew he was, I wanted to hear it said out loud by a healthcare professional. No, I was told. His symptoms were a result of the very heavy antibiotics he was on.


‘When do you stop the treatment and let nature and Spirit take their course?’ I asked.


The medical person wasn’t having any of this. They could still pull Dad through. It was all about getting the medication right. For what? I asked. So that he could be in constant pain and discomfort while they tried to balance the heart tablets with the kidney medication? Dad was in the fourth stage of congestive heart failure, and also suffering renal failure. I remembered what a nurse had said to me, almost ten years previously, when I had insisted that my mother’s wish for no intervention be followed after a procedure she’d agreed to hadn’t worked.


‘But she’s your mother!’ the nurse exclaimed, as though I was casually writing Mam off.


‘It was her wish,’ I said, ‘and she was adamant about it. We can’t ignore her wish.’ I was angry with that nurse that she would say such a thing to me on a terrible day of grief, shock and exhaustion. I wanted my mother to live, we all did, but not in a way that would have left her infirm for the rest of her days. Even though it broke my heart as they withdrew the antibiotics and other drugs, it was not about us. It was about what was right for her.


Now my dad was making his Earthly preparations to go, and the medical person couldn’t admit to it, or perhaps even see it. ‘He sees his parents in the room with him,’ I said, feeling I was banging my head off a brick wall.


‘Oh, that’s the drugs,’ the medical person pooh-poohed dismissively.


‘No, it’s not the drugs. I can assure you of that. My dad is dying,’ I said very firmly, and walked away, knowing there was no point in continuing the discussion.


It was a young nurse who insisted that Dad’s consultant be called for a family meeting, the following day, because she wanted to know what procedures to follow if my dad went into cardiac arrest and he had to be resuscitated. The electric shocks would be painful, she told us, and it would just prolong his trauma for a few days more.




Death is as natural as birth, a rite of passage every single human who has chosen to be born goes through.





She knew exactly what was happening, even if she wasn’t allowed to say so. Nurses always know, because they are so familiar with their patients. In her gentle, loving way, she said in so many words what we already knew, and her insistence on the consultant being called was why my dad’s passing was so gentle and painless. We, as a family, are so much in her debt: her firm stance changed my dad’s care from medical to palliative, enabling him to slip away to my mother’s loving arms.
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