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  INTRODUCTION:

  DIGGING UP BODIES DOES THAT TO YOU


  Of all the mindfulness meditations, that on death is supreme.


  —BUDDHA
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  Once upon a time, I dug up a skeleton. A real human skeleton with bright red hair and a smashed-in skull and little toe bones in his decaying woolen socks. That was the day, I suppose, that my “death prep” formally started. I was fourteen-ish at the time, and I’d been sunbathing on the lawn of the family ranch in northern Colorado, browning my skin (thus perhaps unknowingly inviting death), probably reading a book, and certainly dreaming of boys, when my mother walked up and put a human skull in my hands. Right beneath my nose, its eye sockets gazing into mine.


  I screamed and jumped up, as a person might do in such a situation. I looked at my mother, back to the skull, back to her, back to the skull, which is where my vision finally rested, because he was more interesting. It was a he all right—I could tell from the sheer size of the skull and the shape of the jaw. The back of his skull was caved in on one side but mostly I was taken by the hair, which was long and matted and bright red and all over the place, like a red-headed Medusa.


  A red-headed Medusa ruining my sunbathing day.


  I remember the closing of my throat. Squeezing my eyes shut. Saying something like, “Holy moley, Mom!” (We did not have “Holy Shit!” back then, or at least, that is not something I would have been allowed to say. Although when I replay this memory, “Holy Shit!” is what invariably comes to my mind.)


  My mother was amused, delighted that she had, yes, surprised and horrified me, which has always been one of her main goals. Then she explained: This guy had been buried in the 1870s and she’d just dug him up from the old pioneer cemetery that rested on the southern edge of our ranch. Who knows why. Perhaps she’d gotten tired of digging up the old blue bottles, or old nails, or old railroad spikes from when there had been a quarry-train. Perhaps her menagerie of animals (peacocks, donkeys, goats, cats, chickens, a pet raccoon) were not enough to hold her attention. Perhaps her nine kids were not enough to amuse. Perhaps she just wanted to dig up a body. What she really said, to be honest, was that the ditch was flooding and that if she didn’t move the body, he’d float away down the ditch. I think her story is probably true, but one never knows what lies behind the green Zorba-like eyes of my mother.


  I picked up the guy’s skull and held him in my hands. He had lots of teeth and lots of missing teeth. He had lots and lots of hair. There was a bit of gauze on his right temple, and yes, some dried blood in the hairline. The skull smelled weird.


  She said something like, “He was buried 130 years ago. Don’t you think he’s happy to be out?”


  I wasn’t so sure about that. All I knew was that he was no longer resting in peace; instead, he was right there with me.


  I was a teenager and a ranch kid and the daughter of this woman and thus prepared enough to be skeptical of this latest wacky moment. My life up to then had already been full of bizarre moments: I was used to dead animals of all sorts being dissected on the picnic table, pet chickens being served for dinner, dead rodents and snakes and canaries in the freezer. I was used to our dogs chewing up bloody deer legs on the front lawn, baby chicks and iguanas and parakeets and baby raccoons in the house. I was used to mountain lions killing animals and burying them nearby. I was used to peacocks honking outside my bedroom window, the squeaking of guinea pigs, the mewing of eyes-still-closed kittens. I was used to watching my parents suck the gunk out of the lungs of newborn calves, or cut the hides off of dead ones in order to help a foster-calf. I was used to seeing the plane wreckage that killed my mom’s first husband, which she kept in our first house. I was used to my six brothers terrorizing me and me screaming, “I’m going to kill you!” Or them telling me the same. Or maybe I’m exaggerating that last part, because many of my brothers were nice—but the rest is true.


  Which is to say: I came from a chaotic, strange, ranch-y, farm-y, science-y family and was familiar enough with life and getting familiar with death. So when my mother placed a human skull in my hands, I said something like, “Ah, ma. Maybe you went too far this time.” Then I raised an eyebrow and waited for the rest of the story.


  Her explanation was this: The cemetery was started in 1862, and in the 1890s an irrigation ditch was dug right next to the cemetery, and now a flood was causing the ditch banks to erode and a small sandstone marker with “J. Thomas” chiseled into it had just toppled over into the ditch. “So we need to dig him up all the way and get him out of there,” she said. She bounced from one foot to the other, with the skull back in her hands. “Come see the rest of him!”


  I was an obedient kid, more or less. So I threw on some jeans and a T-shirt over my swimsuit and we walked through a pasture filled with cows and up a hill. Once in the cemetery, we walked through the lichen-encrusted tombstones mixed in with yucca plants and cacti and dead people—here were the lives lost to stillbirths, scarlet fever, whooping cough, typhoid, suicide. Over one hundred and forty people were buried here, all early settlers in the region. No one ever paid for a burial space, no one kept records, and no one was responsible for its care. Until my mother came along, that is. She started caring for it—and making her teenage kids do so as well. She spent years researching and writing a book about this cemetery. She more or less figured out who everybody was and how they’d died and what happened to their ancestors. “Not a morbid necrology,” she wrote in her introduction, “but a celebration of ordinary lives.” Indeed, because of her—and this was quite a gift to the community and to the families—none of the dead were just initials or letters any longer. Their barely visible, clumsily engraved names had new meaning; they had been somewhat resurrected.


  And, in one case, entirely resurrected.


  From the top of the cemetery hill, which was at one time a Native American burial ground, I could see the valley below, which included most of the ranch—the pastures where the cattle grazed, the rock outcropping where the blue heron sat, the cottonwoods that bordered the river, the horses that stood in the vee of a fence corner, the towel I had left abandoned by the old white farmhouse. Frankly, it is one of the most gorgeous places on earth—I knew that then and I know it now. It’s situated right below the first foothills of the Rocky Mountains, with the waves of blue in the distance and the red cliffs and the river edging the ranch in various directions. There, in all its glory, was the best part of my life, in full view.


  And, at my feet, sure enough, was death. Or rather, a deep hole, and, after moving some dirt and some old rotten planks that she’d loosely placed over the guy, was a headless skeleton.


  I was startled. And scared. And curious. And sick to my stomach. I was all of these things, all at once. I looked up, toward Wyoming, and then back down, toward Death. Up and down. Up and down.


  Wyoming; Death.


  This guy’s leg bones were covered with leather pants. They didn’t look like the chaps that rodeo cowboys wear and which, I suppose, I was used to when it comes to leather pants. These were tight fitting, more like jeans. There were no boots—apparently shoes were scarce and often not buried with the body. His toe bones were inside intact wool socks. There was the upper spine, now missing the weight of the skull, which was sitting at my feet, displaced and lonely. There was a short leather jacket with wide lapels around the place where his heart once beat. Which is where my gaze eventually rested.


  I tell this story because of this: I have a clear and bright memory of standing above this body and being possessed with a sudden intense fear of death and a simultaneous odd wish to die well. I was heartbroken with the idea that I had to die. Somehow, at that brief nuanced nanosecond, death was no longer a stranger. You could say, I guess, that I grew up in that one clear moment—and became aware of my mortality.


  That moment—which has become slowed down in my mind—was intriguing and weird and maybe even beautiful (to think of this man, for instance, who had once roamed the same meadows as me, perhaps loved the same cottonwoods!). I was disgusted and transfixed and delighted and horrified. I was many things at once.


  Then something happened: I started muttering to myself what I wanted to say to myself at the moment I died. It was as if I were practicing. At that moment, it was, Don’t be scared, Laura. Remember this ranch. Remember this view.


  Later, I learned that this is known as a “death mantra,” and that many people have them. Back then, I knew of no such thing. Only that I wanted my last moment on earth to be special, that I wanted some comforting words, and that I was going to start practicing them.


  And thus my death prep began. This book contains everything I have learned in the decades since.


  I wrote this book because I needed it. Basically, several years ago, when I was in my mid-30s, I went through a “Medical Extravaganza,” as I call it, and it had me thinking the end was near. I was scared. I did not want to die. I was also in a lot of physical pain and found it hard to think through the steps I’d want to take if, in fact, I had To Go. On top of that, the various medications I was taking—everything from Neurontin to anti-anxiety drugs to antidepressants to other painkillers that I can’t even remember now—made me feel weird. I just kept thinking, I am not myself. I just don’t feel like myself. If ever I feel like myself again, I swear to golly that I’m going to get my Death Act together.


  Meanwhile, I was watching my lovely father, who had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, and his very slow and difficult path to death, which took fourteen years. I saw other deaths, and they were fairly lousy bitter affairs. I held the hand of a relative as she breathed her last, which felt full of angst and bitterness; a dear friend from middle school was taken off the ventilator, and I watched the decision to do so split a family apart. Another friend died from leukemia and lost his home in the process; another a sudden suicide that left me reeling. I had yet to see a “good death,” one I wouldn’t mind modeling my own after. Meanwhile—because life is like this—I was also busy raising kids, trying to build a career as a writer, pay bills, be a good citizen and a mindful human, and be helpful to my mother in taking care of my father. I became obsessed, in all my rare free minutes, with living well and dying well, by which I meant, finding a way to accept the “new normal” of my pain and diminished life with grace, as well as discover and educate myself as much as I could so I could fight it with grace, as well as looking around for examples about how to die, so if that was my imminent future, I could do that with grace as well. But as the diagnoses shifted, and the pain got worse, I grew more fearful that my death would be ugly and scary. I was so not ready.


  So I started seriously looking around for help.


  What I discovered is that I live in a culture that’s confused about death and I had very little guidance. I don’t mean I couldn’t figure out how to off myself if I needed to—there is plenty of Internet guidance on suicide. I mean I didn’t find much that would help me become peaceful with death. That would help me get my affairs (not the legal sort, but the heart sort) in order. That would allow me to feel as if I were approaching it with a sense of purpose, and was ready, and had left everything organized for those I would leave behind.


  So I read a lot, interviewed people, went to a lot of conferences and retreats, and put it all together. Friends heard about this book (“Are you done working on Death yet?” was a familiar refrain) and then they started asking for it (“Um, my dad just got a diagnosis of cancer. How do you feel about sharing that book of yours?”). They started using it, helping me refine it, and then insisting I put it together for others. So I did.


  What results is this.


  I put it together in the order that makes the most sense to me, but it’s possible you’ll want to read the last section first. Who knows! Flipping around is allowed—it’s your death, after all. The first segment offers nice and practical checklists on how to prepare for death, created out of compiling the best advice I heard and found actually helpful. This section contains lots of lists—I really like lists!—that basically run along the lines of “How to Die,” “How to Help Someone Else Die,” “How to Take That Sacred Last Breath.” Some lists might be more useful than others, depending on where you are in this process. I’ll happily admit that these bullet points seem very “how-to,” very practical in nature, which is exactly what I needed—a pared down summary of the basics. The section also offers prompts that are meant to be answered by you as you read; there is room for journaling, drawing, and coloring. Jot down your initial thoughts in these pages, as there will be time later to answer some of these same questions more thoughtfully.


  And the second part? Well, that involves some reminders on how to live in the time we have left, whether that be a week or forty-five years. Because I tell you, when you’re interviewing people on how to die, they most definitely want to talk about how to live. And truly, living well is part of dying well.


  The third part involves serious homework! But it’s homework that’s worthwhile because this part includes the absolutely best exercises I found. While the first section is geared toward offering checklists to get you brainstorming—jotting down ideas and playing with options—this last section takes you to the final term-paper stage. If you do it all, my guess is that you’ll get an A, at least for effort, because there’s no way you could be not prepared after thinking through all the material presented. But don’t worry, I only assigned the real stuff (no busywork, that is)—I know, firsthand, that our most valuable resource is time.


  So, whether it’s a checklist, a discussion, some drawing, or homework, I hope this book offers up something useful. Since you too are mortal and are therefore going to die at some point—and I’m sorry about that, I really am!—I hope to share everything I’ve learned over the course of my research, so that we can all be more prepared to take that strange and sacred last breath.


  On a scale from one to ten, ten being really ready, one being not-too-much-so, how ready are you to die?
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  What’s the first emotion you experience when you think of your death?
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  What would you like to feel when you think about your death?
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  When did your death prep begin? Long ago or very recently?
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  How do you feel about death, anyway? Do you think it’s the end of something? The beginning of something? What is your basic philosophy? What’s your relationship?
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  Sketch your face as you want it to look when you die.
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  Just to finish my original story, before we move on: Later we reburied the skeleton of J. Thomas, but without his head.


  His skull, my mother decided, should sit in the kitchen. He was there for about a year. His eye sockets gazed at me while I ate and did homework. Sometimes the pet raccoon chewed on him. Sometimes his hair would lift in the breeze that blew in the kitchen door. Sometimes I would have staring contests with him. I always lost.


  Something about his presence kept death on my mind. Seeing that and having it sit in the kitchen kept death very present for me. I understood on a cellular level that I would someday look a little something like him—well, not the red hair, but the skeleton-y part. And like it or not, I’d have to accept that fact. Perhaps I would be sitting on someone’s kitchen counter someday! Decades later, when I was reading The Happiness Project by Gretchen Rubin, I laughed aloud when she noted that she didn’t know how to contemplate death without putting a “skull on the coffee table,” to which I wanted to say, “I can help you out there!” Her solution, by the way, was to read memoirs by dying people, which is something I also recommend, since finding skulls to leave around the house is a tricky business. Anyway, to finish my story: Eventually, my mother put the skull back in the ground with the rest of his bones.


  Thirty years later my father’s brain was in a jar on the kitchen counter and we would later respectfully rebury it next to his body, too. Oddly, it seemed getting dead bodies back together was becoming a theme in my life. But that is another story for later. All I know is that it probably brings us all peace knowing that this red-headed J. Thomas, whoever he was, is now all back together. I do hope that he enjoyed a little time out of the box, though.
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    PART I


    DEATH!

    A How-to Guide


    (A Crash Course in the Art of Dying)


    Be still prepared for death: and death or life shall thereby be the sweeter.


    —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

  


  CHAPTER 1:


  Death Prep for You


  Student: “I’m reaching for the light, please help me.” Teacher: “Forget about the light. Give me the reaching.”


  —ZEN KOAN


  My position on death? I’m totally against it.


  That said, I concede I will lose that argument and that moreover, there isn’t much of an argument to be made. Die I will.


  The first thing we must do is to accept our mortality. But come on, doing that is hard! Even if we repeat, “There is no life without death” over and over, and over some more, my guess is that at the end of the day, many of us cannot easily accept the fact of our own inevitable demise.


  But the fact remains: Death is a grand mystery, and a necessary mystery. We don’t know much about it or how it will go for us, but we do need to do it. The actual act of dying will be the last physical act of our lives. By breaking it down into little parts, we might have a better way of accessing the enormity of it.


  I want my last moment to be a graceful, beautiful moment, serene and full of equanimity, my chin up and my heart brave, ready-steady for that last-breath-in and, oh gosh, no-breath-out moment. When I was born, I breathed in the first air my body would ever feel; when I die, I will breathe out the last air my body will ever feel. And frankly, knowing myself as I do, I’m afraid it will be a crazed herky-jerky thing for which I get no second chance.


  Thus, I have come to believe that dying deserves our full attention and some preparation. It seems to me, though, that the very contrary is true. We don’t prepare at all, really. How many of us give it serious thought or consider how we want ours to go? Or, if we have thought about it, how many of us get what we want? Not many: 75 percent of Americans say that they want to die at home, but only 25 percent do. And even if we’re not at home, we’re still getting more aggressive care than we wanted. According to a Pew Research Center study, for example, almost 70 percent of Americans say that they want low-intensity care and a more natural death, but 42 percent receive aggressive care in the last six months of life. And shockingly, in a different Pew Research Center study on end-of-life issues, fewer than half of people over seventy-five had given much thought to the end of their lives. I repeat: Fewer than half of folks over seventy-five had given serious thought to what is probably quite close? Seriously?


  I find this frustrating, although I also understand that there are many reasons for this—I’m sympathetic to the human condition, being a human myself. But still: Not many Americans are getting the death they want, and the reason for that is because we haven’t prepared for it, either literally (via legal documents), emotionally (making peace with it), or strategically (knowing the logistics or how it’s going to pan out in reality). We either ignore it altogether or say something generic, such as, “If it gets bad, just take me out to a field and shoot me.” But come now, is that realistic?


  Why haven’t we done these things? Why haven’t we written up legal documents, or our wishes, or our goodbye letters?


  The reasons we shy away from serious Death Prep fall into a few major camps, and I guess you might have a few theories of your own, but here are the five main reasons why people avoid preparing for their own death, as I see it:


  One: No one (or very few people, depending on what you believe) comes back to tell us about death, to describe it adequately, or to give us some clues on what is best to do. This is why the conversation surrounding death is much like discussing sex with a bunch of virgins; the idea is out there, but it’s lacking in details and information, and those kinds of conversations lose their appeal after a bit.


  Two: The human psyche rebels against the idea of its end. Regardless of how much I try to separate from my ego, I am personally going to miss the soul of Laura. I like her, and I know that she likes being alive. I’d just prefer to think about her death, well . . . later.


  Three: As humans we are wired to believe that tomorrow will be much like today. It’s not our fault, really; it’s rather unnatural for us to think that this order of things is more or less unstable. Our poor psyches would flip out if we couldn’t assume some perception of continued time and stability.


  Four: We don’t know when or where our death will happen. We might be hit by a car in the church parking lot or choke on a carrot. We might be shot by a jealous lover. We might be diagnosed with leukemia, only to live twenty more years and die from a slip on the ice. We can die on our way home from a Death Prep Buddhist retreat, which actually happened to someone. How can we plan for something so completely random and simply unknowable?


  Five: We have a deeply held, superstitious belief that thinking about death will make it happen. Just as a sports fan fears he might jinx a big game by wearing the wrong color socks, we suspect that writing a will might somehow set in motion a chain of events that will make the reading of the will necessary. That thinking about cancer might cause cancer. We know it’s not logical, but still . . . thinking about death gives some people the squeebyjeebies.


  But, one day, something happens.


  A diagnosis. The death of someone. A simple moment of clarity. We realize that none of those reasons is enough, and that Death might happen, well, today. Ten minutes from now. (In that case: Read fast!) Or tomorrow. Or twenty or fifty years from now. For some reason, you put down the phone or look your doctor in the eye, and it takes a few seconds to receive the news, but you are already standing or sitting in another world altogether. It is a scary world. All that time and predictability we’ve depended upon are rendered unsure—and the ground becomes quicksand. So we become obsessed with doing it right.


  Or at least, that’s what happened to me.


  From that moment of teenagerdom and digging up the skeleton, I was fascinated with death. At times, this was a neurotic unhealthy obsession that caused a panic attack or two, but at other times, it peacefully and wonderfully led to some great epiphanies and growth. The general theory I was operating on, I suppose, was that if I was so afraid of death, then I better figure out a way to not fear my fear. Or accept my fear. Or, as they say, make friends with my fear. Buy it a beer, or maybe give it a ride to the airport.


  I had some inkling that this would work because it had worked once before. Besides death, my other biggest fear has always been flying. Not only is it weird to be up in the air, and to lack control, but as I mentioned, my young childhood years included growing up in a home with plane wreckage in it, from a small Cessna that my mother’s first husband was flying and died in. So, you know, I feel like I had my reasons. But it got so troublesome and was messing with my life (really, that’s a lot of pills to be taking on book tours), that eventually I volunteered to go on a several-day trip flying across the West in small planes, as a reporter, and made the pilot, a great guy named Gary, teach me a little bit about flying. My theory was that if I understood it, and faced it head on, the fear would lose power over me. Even though I puked when I got out—it seemed awfully turbulent and windy that week—it turned out to be true. Ever since his lesson, I’ve gotten on airplanes with only some deep-breathing exercises to help me.


  So I figured I’d better make friends with death. But, of course, life got in the way. I was busy with schooling, jobs, writing books, raising kids, tending to chickens, teaching, hiking, exploring this planet, etc, etc, and then came a time that changed everything. To make a long story short, my neck and skull and face suddenly felt like they were being electrocuted at high voltage. Twenty-four/Seven. Diagnoses were plentiful and colorful and ranged from multiple sclerosis to cervical dystonia. The brain MRIs and the repeat CTA scans and the shots and blood draws and pokes and dizzy spells and neurologists’ testing got more and more plentiful, and so did my despair.


  Pain and suffering teach you many things, one being that the physical body is much like a prison cell, tight and claustrophobic. You are stuck there, in that dumb body of yours. You can’t get out! Pain also teaches you that there is no recourse; it is stronger. Pain doesn’t care about the number of doctors you’ve seen or the amount of money you’ve spent. It will teach you that there is no way out, except death, and that (just in case it comes to that!) you need to prepare. And even if I wasn’t thinking suicide, the degree of pain I was in was so intense that I figured that something was pretty damn wrong with my body and it just couldn’t survive electrocution for very long.


  So when I saw the confusion on the doctors’ faces and the confusion on my own face when I looked in the mirror, I had this simple thought: Oh, Laura. I’m so sorry. Just try to figure out how to die right.


  I found myself suddenly seeking some wisdom—anything anyone had to offer about the death process, anything at all—and fast. As I said, I hadn’t seen anyone die in a way that felt peaceful or prepared, something I could point to and say, “I want a death kind of like that one,” but I knew that surely some humans, somewhere, had died well. What did they know that I didn’t? In the early days, I did not know what my diagnosis was, and so I did not know if it was soon-to-be-fatal or not-fatal-but-painful or what. No matter what, I felt I better hurry and get ready.


  I started, of course, by reading books. (I am, after all, a writer, and I am a writer because I have a love affair with books.) Then I started attending seminars and retreats of various sorts—some were religious in nature, some with strong leanings toward Buddhism, some on hospice work. In one memorable experience that involved death and partner yoga, I found myself in the air and balancing my hipbones on an eighty-year-old woman’s feet. Sometimes life is like this. Then I interviewed people in the know. Dying people. Hospice workers. Therapists. Grief counselors. A Threshold Singer. Then I started making myself lists. Then I repeated the whole process again (new books, new retreats, new interviews, new research, new lists). And then again.


  With all this reading, interviewing, list making, homework, journaling, therapying, and so on, well, I was making some progress. I felt like if the headache/electricity suddenly killed me, I was a little more prepared. I certainly wasn’t ready to go, nor did I want to, but I felt more peaceful about going. I had started a journal that was basically a set of instructions to my loved ones out there . . . what I wanted my ceremony to look like, who I thought should hang out with my kids, how I wanted various people to watch out for them in various ways, and so on.


  By this time, I had accumulated quotes about the importance of reflecting on death, I had worked on my death mantra—more on what that is in a moment—and I had little snippets of wisdom on pieces of paper that littered my office, books all over the place, notes scattered on my desk. Also, I was spending more time in hospitals and care facilities as friends and family made the passage.


  In the end, after several years of tests and chaos, the diagnosis that stuck was that of trigeminal neuralgia—often called “the suicide disease,” because a large number of sufferers do just that, as it is a very, very painful condition. What I experienced, and still do, is a sudden pressure and stinging behind my left eyeball and cheekbone, as if I have a sudden and horrible toothache at the same time as someone is stabbing me in the eye with a fork. I am lucky, though, because the degree of pain I experience seems to be less than what many sufferers have, which is pain so extreme that they are completely, sink-to-your-knees overtaken by it. Brain surgery has helped a few folks I’ve met, but not all. Also, some sufferers have very frequent attacks, whereas mine can be low-grade for quite a while, and only get to what I consider to be extreme a few times a month. Still, I wouldn’t wish any of it—even the milder version—on my worst enemy. For a while, that diagnosis stunned me into silence and into the depths of pain and despair. Then I pulled myself out. I went on to manage and even sometimes rid myself of the pain. But still, I continued on my quest to try to get ready for my last sacred breath, because I’d realized it was a beautiful journey.


  


  
    THE OTHER BOOKS OUT THERE
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