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  Foreword




  HOW DO we learn to die?




  We live in a world that panics at this question and turns away. Other civilizations before ours looked squarely at death. They mapped the passage for both the community and the individual. They

  infused the fulfilment of destiny with a richness of meaning. Never perhaps have our relations with death been as barren as they are in this modern spiritual desert, in which our rush to a mere

  existence carries us past all sense of mystery. We do not even know that we are parching the essence of life of one of its wellsprings.




  This book is a lesson in living. The light it casts is more intense than that of many philosophical treatises; it does not offer thought but, rather, bears witness to the most profound of all

  human experiences. Its power derives from facts and from the simple way these are represented. Represented is exact – ‘to render present again’ that which escapes our

  awareness: the far side of things and of time, the heart of anguish and of hope, the suffering of another, the eternal dialogue between life and death.




  It is this dialogue that re-presents itself in these pages, the dialogue that Marie de Hennezel sustains unbrokenly with her dying patients.




  I WILL never forget the visit I made to the palliative care unit to which she was currently devoting her energies. I was aware of her work, and we had

  talked about it from time to time. I was immediately struck by the sense both of strength and of gentleness in her words, a sense I had again when I met the doctors and nurses on her team. They

  talked to me about their passion, their efforts, government delays, the hurdles still to be overcome. Then they took me to the bedsides of the dying. What was the secret of these men’s and

  women’s serenity?




  What was the source of the peace in their eyes? Each face imprinted itself on my memory like the face of eternity itself.




  It is Danièle’s I see again, perhaps because of her youth and her silence. Paralysed, unable to speak, she could communicate only by blinking her eyelids or using the one finger she

  could still move to tap at letters on a computer screen. And yet, despite this utter helplessness, she was full of life, full of curiosity about the other side, which she was about to enter without

  the help of religious faith.




  Marie de Hennezel tells us about the dignity of Danièle’s last moments and those of her companions in sickness; she also tells us modestly but therefore all the more movingly about

  the unwavering supportiveness of the teams who accompany them on their last journey. She lets us experience the everyday adventure of the discovery of another human being, the engaging of love and

  compassion, the courage in the gentle movements that tend these damaged bodies. She shows how it is the love of life, not any death wish, that feeds the choices they make and the things they

  do.




  We have talked about these matters often. I asked her question after question about the sources of the power that erases anguish and brings peace, and about the extraordinary transformations she

  sometimes witnesses in people who are about to die.




  At the moment of utter solitude, when the body breaks down on the edge of infinity, a separate time begins to run that cannot be measured in any normal way. In the course of several days

  sometimes, with the help of another presence that allows despair and pain to declare themselves, the dying seize hold of their lives, take possession of them, unlock their truth. They discover the

  freedom of being true to themselves. It is as if, at the very culmination, everything managed to come free of the jumble of inner pains and illusions that prevent us from belonging to ourselves.

  The mystery of existence and death is not solved, but it is fully experienced.




  That is perhaps the most beautiful lesson of this book: Death can cause a human being to become what he or she was called to become; it can be, in the fullest sense of the word, an

  accomplishment.




  And then, is there not some fragment of eternity in humankind, something that death brings into the world, gives birth to? From the paralysis of her hospital bed, Danièle has a last

  message for us: ‘I don’t believe in a God of justice, or a God of love. It’s too human to be possible. What a lack of imagination! But nor do I believe that we can just be reduced

  to some bundle of atoms. Whatever tells us that there’s something beyond matter – call it soul, or spirit, or consciousness, whatever you prefer – I believe in the immortality of

  that. Reincarnation or arriving at an entirely new plane of being – it’s discovery by death!’




  It’s all there, in these few words: the body dominated by the spirit, terror conquered by confidence, the fullness of an achieved destiny.




  True to Danièle, Marie de Hennezel’s work is dense with humanity.




  How do we learn to die?




  If there is an answer, few accounts can provide it with so strong an inspiration as this one.




    François Mitterrand




  
 





  Preface to the new edition of Seize the Day





  WHEN I was in London in April 1997 to promote the first edition of this book, I learned that Princess Diana had expressed the desire to meet me. She had

  read the book and wanted to talk to me about it.




  So after a live interview with the BBC, I went to Kensington Palace, where Princess Diana had invited me to tea. My husband, Christopher Thiéry, was at the time the French

  government’s official English interpreter, and on several occasions had interpreted for the Princess during her official visits to France; it was therefore natural for him to accompany me. I

  remember Lady Di’s look of astonishment, when at the top the grand staircase leading to her apartments, in a white blouse and tartan skirt, she exclaimed. ‘Christopher, what are you

  doing here?’ She had no idea he was my husband, as I had kept my pen name from an earlier marriage.




  Once she got over her surprise, Lady Di welcomed us both warmly. She straightaway told me that Intimate Death, or Seize the Day as it has now been renamed, had so moved her that

  she had read it twice running. Her enthusiasm was genuine. One passage in particular had touched her: the story of a woman who was still young, but who knew she was about to die, and who had told

  me that she so wanted to hold her twelve-year-old son in her arms and assure him that she would not abandon him, even after her death. She would always be there to guide and protect him. This woman

  firmly believed that death does not mean the end of such a relationship, and that those who love each other remain close. That was what she wanted to tell her son, but she hadn’t the strength

  to do so herself. She was afraid of being overwhelmed by emotion. And that was why she wanted me to pass on her message of love and hope to her son. I tried to persuade the dying woman to speak to

  her son herself, but she really felt it was beyond what she was capable of at that time.




  In the book I describe how, after her death, I asked to see the boy, and gave him his mother’s consoling message. I can still see Lady Di sitting opposite me, her eyes moist at the

  recollection of how deeply moved she had been by the story.




  We then talked about her voluntary work with the Lighthouse, where she regularly went to sit by young patients dying of HIV-AIDS. I knew her compassion was sincere. Discreet and totally sincere.

  She proposed to take me to visit the Lighthouse and naturally I readily accepted. We agreed on a date, 12 September 1997, when I was due to be in London for the International Palliative Care

  Congress. One can imagine how I felt when I learned through the media of the tragic accident in which Princess Diana lost her life. I recalled every minute of the two hours during which we had

  talked about death. And I wondered if perhaps she had, subconsciously of course, somehow sensed that her life was going to end prematurely, and that she would not be there for her own sons. I

  recalled how moved she had been by that short passage in my book about the young woman who was so intent on her son knowing that she would always be there, with her love, to protect him. As we had

  planned, I went to London on 12 September, a few days after her funeral. London was in mourning. I visited the Lighthouse alone, but Lady Di was very present in my heart. And I knew she was by my

  side.




  Today, with the reprinting of the book, I am honoured that sixteen years later, a new public will discover what I have written. Perhaps the generation of Princess Diana’s sons, too young

  to read the book then, will feel like reading it now, and discover how death can make us aware of the beauty and value of life. Life is precious; let us seize the day!




  

    Marie de Hennezel


  




  Paris, July 2011




  
 





  Preface to the original




  WE HIDE death as if it were shameful and dirty. We see in it only horror, meaninglessness, useless struggle and suffering, an intolerable scandal,

  whereas it is our life’s culmination, its crowning moment, and what gives it both sense and worth.




  It is nevertheless an immense mystery, a great question mark that we carry in our very marrow.




  I KNOW that I will die one day, although I don’t know how, or when. There’s a place deep inside me where I know this. I know I’ll have

  to leave the people I love, unless, of course, they leave me first.




  This deepest, most private awareness is, paradoxically, what binds me to every other human being. It’s why every man’s death touches me. It allows me to penetrate to the heart of the

  only true question: So what does my life mean?




  Those who are privileged to accompany someone in life’s final moments know that they are entering the most intimate of times. Before dying, the person will try to leave his or her essence

  with those who remain – a gesture, a word, sometimes just a look to convey what really counts and what thus far has been left – either from inability or inarticulacy – unsaid.




  Death, which we will all encounter one day, which will strike our loved ones and our friends, is perhaps what pushes us not to be content with living on the surface of things and people, pushes

  us to enter into the heart and depth of them.




  AFTER YEARS of accompanying people through the living of their final moments, I do not know any more about death itself, but my trust in life has only

  increased. I am certain that I live more intensely and more awarely those joys and sorrows that I am given to live, and also all the little, daily, automatic things – like the simple fact of

  breathing or walking.




  I may also have become more attentive to the people around me, aware that I will not always have them at my side, longing to explore them and to contribute as much as I can to what they are

  becoming and what they are called to become.




  Moreover, after spending years with what are called ‘the dying’, although they are in every way ‘the living’ until the very end, my own sense of aliveness is more intense

  than ever. I owe this to those I have imagined myself to be accompanying, but who, in the humility of their suffering, have revealed themselves as masters.




  WE ALL try to see through death. Is there something on the other side? When people leave us, where do they go? It’s a question that causes great

  pain – that is, a splinter lodged in the heart of our humanity. Without it, would we have developed so many philosophies, so many metaphysical responses, so many myths? Psychoanalysis, for

  its part, has definitively declared death to be beyond the reach of the mind, and has turned away from it as a question, abandoning it as fodder for the philosophers and concentrating instead on

  death in life – which is to say, on mourning.




  If death is the cause of such anguish, is it not because it sends us back to the real questions, the ones we evaded, thinking that we would consider them later, when we were older and wiser and

  had the time to ask ourselves the essential questions?




  Those who approach death sometimes discover that the experience of the beyond is already sketched out for them in the very experience of life, here and now. Doesn’t life lead us from one

  beyond to the other, beyond our selves, beyond our certainties, beyond our judgements, our egoism, beyond the world of appearances? Doesn’t it invite us to a constant dance of forward

  movement, followed by a fallback into questioning, then superseded by a forward surge once again?




  This book will try to explore a miracle. When death comes so close, and sadness and suffering rule, there is still room for life, and joy, and surges of feeling deeper and more intense than

  anything known before.




  In a world that believes a ‘good death’ to be abrupt – if possible, unconscious, or at least fast, so as to cause the least upset to the survivors – I believe that an act

  of witness to the preciousness of these last moments of life and to the extraordinary privilege of being able to share them has some value. Better still, I hope to make some contribution to the

  evolution of our society: towards one that would teach us to integrate death into life, instead of denying it; towards a more humane one, in which we would use an awareness of our own mortality to

  deepen our respect for the value of life itself.




  I HOPE to be able to open up my readers’ minds to the rich rewards that come from being there to share the last living moments of someone close to

  them. I have made my own discovery of these rewards over the years, and it has transformed my life. No matter what we often believe, dying is not an encounter with nothingness, devoid of all

  meaning. Without detracting from the pain of this journey through mourning and renunciation, I would like to show how the last interval before death can also be the culmination of the shaping of a

  human being, even as it transforms everyone else involved. There is still time for many things to live themselves out, on a different plane, more interior and more subtle, the plane of human

  relations.




  Even when one enters final helplessness, one can still love and feel loved, and many of the dying, in their last moments, send back a poignant message: Don’t pass by life; don’t pass

  by love. The ending of the life of someone you love can allow you to accompany that person to the very last step. How many of us grasp this opportunity? Instead of looking oncoming death squarely

  in the face, we behave as if it will never come. We lie to one another, we lie to ourselves, and instead of giving voice to the essential, instead of exchanging words of love, or gratitude, or

  forgiveness, instead of leaning on one another for support in the extraordinary ‘crossing’ that is the death of someone we love, pooling all the wisdom, the humour, and the love of

  which we’re capable for the moment of actual encounter, we allow this final, essential, unique moment of life to be mired in silence and solitude.




  This book is the fruit of seven years of accumulated experience in the company of the dying who have come to spend their last days in a palliative care unit in Paris. It is also the fruit of

  several years of working with people who are HIV-positive, and with AIDS patients hospitalized in a unit for infectious diseases.




  It has woven itself from the thread of my own thoughts, and those of people close to me. I would like to thank them all for these conversations.




  For reasons of confidentiality, most of the first and last names in the book have been changed. Dr Clement is an invented character, a composite of various doctors I have met in recent

  years.




  
 





  I AM at Bernard’s bedside. He has just moaned softly, and his hand crept out and squeezed mine. ‘My angel,’ he

  whispered with extraordinary tenderness.




  Bernard is dying of AIDS, living out his last days at the palliative care unit where I work. He’s a friend, only forty years old. The illness has furrowed his face and emaciated his body,

  but an enduring youth and symmetrical beauty still show in his features. This beauty, which has preserved itself in all its fragile vulnerability despite everything, moves me.




  We have made each other a promise, and now I am here beside him, keeping that patient, emotional vigil that we call ‘accompanying’ someone.




  TWO WEEKS ago, I interrupted my vacation for a quick trip to his bedside. He sensed that he would die soon, and this mirrored my own instinct that I

  should see him as soon as I could. It was an instinct that obviously sprang from the depths of the soul. So I spent 15 August with him. We were utterly gentle with each other, and utterly candid;

  the day stays with me as part of my private treasure trove of happiest memories.




  Now that I really have come back from my vacation, to find him so weak that he almost cannot speak any more, I am so glad I had an intuition that I must see him again while he could still

  express himself fully in words. We talked a great deal about his life, about friends we share, and also about his death, which he was now awaiting with a mixture of curiosity and relief. He made me

  an offering of a treasured old silver bracelet that he’d found in the street in southern Egypt, saying, ‘It’s time for me to give the things I love to the people I

  love.’




  THERE IS no doubt that the fact of that day together, which really allowed us to say our goodbyes, means that I can now sit here beside him, not waiting

  for any moment in particular, feeling completely at peace, savouring in my heart of hearts this extraordinary gift of his last moments of animate life.




  For our sharing of experience is ongoing, although on a different plane. It is hard to find words for this intimate, secret joy; seen strictly from outside, this vigil could seem sad,

  depressing, uncommunicative, endlessly slow, endlessly long. Everything is so subtle, so fine-drawn. And I feel him so vividly present.




  YESTERDAY, FOR example, we bathed him. An hour’s well-being for this numbed body, stiff from lack of movement, all skin and bone. An hour’s

  gentle affection that I shared with Michèle, the nurse, and Simone, the auxiliary.




  Very gently, we surrounded this body as it abandoned itself trustingly to the warmth of the water. Three loving women busy with the most sacred task of tending to a dying man. It is a way of

  taking care of a body that makes one forget all physical damage, because it is the whole person that is being enveloped in tenderness. It is a way of taking care of a dying man that allows him to

  feel that his soul is alive until the very end.




  And that was when Bernard, who seemed so exhausted and already so far gone from us, roused himself as if from a long sleep to plant a tiny soft kiss on the back of my hand. I was so elated! How

  could this one gesture have had such a galvanizing effect on me? I was suddenly light, happy, full of life. One little kiss on a wet hand, a last token of affection from a dying man in his

  bath.




  ‘You know, friendship is what matters most to me.’ They are Bernard’s first words in twenty-four hours, almost inaudible, struggling to emerge from his exhausted, breathless

  body. They are also, although I will only realize this later, the last words he will ever utter.




  IT’S NIGHT-TIME. I’ve decided to spend it here with Bernard. Everything on the shift is quiet. The chubby little

  nurse, so young and full of life, has just brought me a herbal tea. She sat down beside me so sweetly – a way of saying, I’m here, I’m keeping you company. Our heads touched for a

  second, and I felt my tears well up, the kind that heal you and ease your heart. People who spontaneously express compassion probably have no idea how much good they do. Unconsciously, they are

  encouraging those they touch to allow themselves to yield to the flux of their emotions.




  YES, I’M in pain. Why not admit it?




  I WATCH Bernard in the pale glow of the night light. His eyes are wide open, but he doesn’t see me. They are staring, huge, almost terrifying in

  the thinness of his face.




  His emaciated chest heaves with the desperate struggle to breathe as my hand tries to soothe the chaos as gently as possible.




  The agonizing rasping as the throat congests: What should I do? Summon the nurse, who will insert a probe and aspirate the phlegm that now keeps accumulating in his trachea? Force him to submit

  to that ultimate aggression, which is nonetheless necessary if he is not to suffocate?




  I’VE NEVER been so unhappily aware of my own powerlessness when faced with the necessity of a painful medical intervention. What can I do, other

  than envelop Bernard in every ounce of my affection while the nurse is working on him? And then massage him, stroking him gently to calm him again. More than once, I put on Schubert’s

  ‘Ave Maria’, and the warm voice of Jessye Norman, which Bernard loves so much, envelops the two of us.




  AND SO the night unfolds slowly, broken by these moments of inevitable torture. I know Bernard is ready to die; he’s been preparing for it for

  eighteen months. Why is it such agony?




  ‘BERNARD, I’M remembering when you were hospitalized up on the fifth floor, for your first toxoplasmosis. You were

  scared stiff. You were sure you were going to die from one day to the next. You were feeling so tormented that you decided to take things into your own hands. Do you remember? You swallowed your

  signet ring and then a nail, and then you even tried to jump out of the window.’




  Bernard is looking at me now. He’s listening, and he gestures for me to go on. It’s as if he wants me to tell him his own story.




  ‘You didn’t want to live any more. You couldn’t see your way into any future; you couldn’t imagine a slow road to death. And you felt so guilty!




  ‘I talked to you a lot about those night-time journeys, when you cross a desert in despair because you cannot see any end to it, nor what’s up ahead. But I also told you that you

  would come through those terrible stretches, and that’s when you discover strengths you didn’t know you had. I remember you said, “Do you believe that?” I was about to go

  away for a week and I wanted to give you the strength to believe it before I left. I answered, “I’m absolutely sure,” with an assurance that astonished me. A week later, when I

  came back to the hospital, I met your dear Dr Tirou, and he told me it was a real miracle: Everything was all right again and you were in great shape. I rushed to your room. You were sitting on

  your bed, with the most wonderful look on your face, and you threw your arms around me. “I want to live,” you said to me, and I was so moved that all I could say was, “I want to

  help you do it.”




  ‘You know, Bernard, you’re one of the people I’ve learned most from. I’ve watched you live and fight this illness, and I’ve seen you transform yourself. You showed

  me that it’s possible to face one’s own death and go on living and giving meaning to one’s life. I remember the day when I broke my arm and you came in a taxi to take me to your

  osteopath. In the waiting room, in front of two absolutely flabbergasted middle-aged women, you told me what you wanted done with your body. The two women stared incredulously at this

  forty-year-old man, a bit thin, perhaps, but radiating energy, talking about his own death and where he’d like his ashes to be scattered – in that little corner of Italy that he loved,

  under the olive trees. I looked at you. You were breathing life that morning, and talking to me about death as if it were quite natural. I thanked you as deeply and personally as I knew how for

  having let me witness such a thing.




  “You see, I’ve sorted everything out now, and I think I’m at peace with everyone. I can go on living or I can die from one minute to the next. I’m ready,” you said

  to me. That was three months ago. You made such progress in the eighteen months from the day you collapsed into despair because you’d just been told you had AIDS.’




  I am trying, lovingly, to pull together all the moments of his life that I’ve shared. It feels like a sacred task: I see myself weaving together two golden threads, his life insofar as I

  have encountered it, and my life in these last months, overturned by his. For there’s no casual rubbing along with anyone who feels the touch of death and recognizes it and is living

  everything that happens as if it were a gift. From him, I’ve learned to be grateful for every instant granted.




  Now I’m in the act of unrolling our friendship at the feet of this dying man like a bolt of precious cloth. There’s so much I wish I could say to him in these moments, about how much

  he’s helped me to change.1




  His window, which looks onto the grounds, is beginning to let in the first light of the new day – his last day. Bernard will die at seven o’clock this evening. One friend will have

  just left him, another will be on her way, arriving a few minutes later. Like so many others, he will seem to have waited until he was alone to take his leave.




  9.00 A.M. The palliative care team is gathered in the office for the morning coffee break. There are croissants and chocolate rolls. Dr Clement brought

  them. When he leaves home in the morning to go to the hospital, he often remembers the nurses. Some of them arrive there as early as seven o’clock in order to be present when the patients

  wake up. As he passes the bakery on the rue Coquillière, he makes a stop. It’s true that when he comes in with his great smile and his arms full of sweet-smelling breads, warmth and

  well-being spread like a collective breath through the shift.




  The team has assembled for one of those frequent gatherings that are an additional bond in its work.




  It’s been several years since I joined this team, the first such team to volunteer in France to accompany and care for those at the very end of life.




  When I made the choice, I had no conception of how proximity to suffering and the death of others would teach me to live differently, with greater awareness and greater intensity. I didn’t

  know that a place dedicated to receiving the dying can be the diametrical opposite of a house of death – that is, a place where life is manifested in all its force. I didn’t know that

  it was the place where I would discover my own humanity, or that I would in some fashion plunge into the very heart of human life.




  Attracted by the smell of hot coffee and Dr Clement’s beaming face, Chantal, the night nurse, decides to linger for a few minutes more. Her shift is over, but she wants to share the fruits

  of her night’s work with the others. Night duty is a solitary task, so she rarely misses an opportunity to spend some time with the day team; it makes her feel less alone. In her

  characteristic rush of words, she’s describing her night. Patricia, the young woman who arrived yesterday, used different pretexts to keep ringing for her during the first part of the

  night.




  Chantal could tell that this patient was in torment. She says she was hesitating about whether to administer a sedative or not, when she was struck by a shining idea. Getting hold of a tray, she

  covered it with a white napkin and set it with two pretty cups, a little bunch of flowers, and a lighted candle. After filling the cups with a fragrant, steaming herbal tea, she went to Patricia.

  It was 2.00 a.m. She describes the surprise and happiness on the young woman’s face, and the atmosphere of an intimate celebration that she had been able to create.




  Creating this atmosphere of warmth and calm around a sick person who is in torment is unquestionably the most beneficial thing one can do for him or her. Chantal has known this for a long time.

  The doctors have always been astonished to note that so few tranquilizers or anxiety-reducing drugs are given to patients on the nights when she’s on duty. She just prefers to give them a

  massage or tell them a story, or simply let them talk while she sits quietly at their bedside. That’s what she did last night, she says, with Patricia.




  WE DON’T yet know Patricia. All we’ve learned is that she has cancer of the uterus, which has now spread, and that

  she can no longer stand up. Like all the patients we serve, she’s in the terminal phase of her illness. Like them, she has spent a long time undergoing all sorts of unpleasant treatments,

  which she bore courageously because her life was at stake and everything had to be tried in order to cure her. But her illness got worse, and the doctors concluded that there was no more to be

  done. Was there anything left that could help her? Her oncologist had to tell her husband, Pierre, that he had run out of possible treatments. ‘How long do you give her to live?’ Pierre

  asked in a strangled voice. The doctor replied that there was no accurate way of predicting how much time remained to any patient ‘condemned by medical science’.




  BUT IF there is nothing more to be done, medically speaking, does that mean that the dying person is beyond help? Are they not fully alive until the

  very last moment? The oncologist advises Pierre to get in touch with this new palliative care unit in Paris. He assures Pierre that she’ll be taken care of there until the very end, that

  they’ll make her comfortable and make sure she doesn’t suffer, and that they’ll help her to live her last moments the way she wants. And Pierre, too, will find the support he

  needs to accompany his wife in this last ordeal.




  DR CLEMENT, who received the couple when they arrived, tells us that Patricia has not been told of the bad prognosis for her

  illness. Nor has she been told exactly what a hospice is. The term she’s been given is convalescent home. In his tactful way, Dr Clement tried to find out what Pierre thought of this

  conspiracy of silence surrounding Patricia. From what he can tell, Pierre isn’t ready to break it yet; he’s afraid that Patricia will collapse, that she’ll lose all joie de

  vivre, and that in taking away all hope, he’ll kill her.

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
SEIZE
the DAY

How the dying
teach us to live

Marie de Hennezel

TRANSLATED BY
CarOL BROWN JANEWAY

MACMILLAN





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
—

THE MILLION COPY BESTSELLER

How the
dying teach us to live

Marie de Hennezel

E Translated by Carol Brown Janeway

= =





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





