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Dedication

 

This book is dedicated with gratitude to my husband Philip Rogers, 27.11.45 – 1.11.2011.

Without his life and death, none of what Before I Go Solutions®now offers would be possible.
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“Loving, caring, and careful, this is a wonderfully practical book for every-one. Sooner or later we all have to manage the process of approaching death – either our own or our loved ones. This single compassionate book will take you through everything you need to know. The highest praise I can give is that I will use it myself. So thank you, Jane. I am grateful.”

— WILLIAM BLOOM, author of The Power of Modern Spirituality, The Endorphin Effect, and Psychic Protection, 
http://williambloom.com

“Jane has produced nothing less than a work of true art in completing this guidebook, Before I Go. Those of us who work in the field of death and dying have been waiting for such a comprehensive, passionate, resourceful, and thoroughly researched manual. I trust this book because I trust the authenticity of its author. Jane’s own face-to-face experiences with death when her beloved Philip died show us that she knows well the places of rawness in the human heart. I trust Jane as a companion for mine and will recommend this book to friends and students alike. And having listened to Jane’s advice I have decided, “before I go” I will plan my own happy death!”

— PHYLLIDA ANAM-AIRE, author of A Celtic Book of Dying, Celtic Wisdom and Contemporary Living, and Let Love Heal

“From spiritual seekers to pragmatists like me, there will be something for everyone in Jane’s book. It will help those who’ve done a journey of loss and grief, those whose health signals a predictable trajectory, and those who are hail and hearty and just want to be prepared, whatever the future holds. I feel I can confidently guarantee that whoever you are, wherever you’re coming from, you will find something in Jane’s words of wisdom that resonate, and you’ll find yourself thinking: ‘Aha, that’s why I’m reading this book’.”

— BARBARA CHALMERS, founder of Final Fling and author of Too Busy To Die?

“As doctors, we say ‘prevention is better than cure’. Jane’s approach to end of life is very positive. She provides all the tools for a plan which can be easily accessed at the time of death by any member of the family. Because it has been taken care of many months before, there are no surprises, so loved ones feel the immediate benefit and can go forward with confidence knowing what was wanted, even just by doing the ‘How Prepared Are You?’ quiz. I say, ‘prevent the pain with the plan’.”

— DR. DOREEN MILLER, author of The Healthy Business Bridge,
www.themillerhealthexperience.com

“Without Jane’s help, we wouldn’t have done anything other than a will and some financial information; and we’d have been much less organized. Through our work with her, and the very useful discussions and information, we got clear about what we wanted and didn’t want and wrote it down. Jane had a gift for getting us disciplined in a very supportive way, and working together as a couple doing this has made us realize how invaluable it has been.”

— DELCIA MCNEIL, author of Bodywork Therapies for Women, and 
RUSSELL MCNEIL, registered homeopath

“This is a way to bring the many facets of planning for end of life into one place. There are so many things to think about, and also the ones you don’t know to think about! Jane’s approach for planning and her style of conversation and gentle prodding make it much easier to think about the ‘how’ of planning for end of life, no matter what stage you’re in. While I plan with my mother, I am also having conversations with my husband. As we get older our plan will change, but we do now have a plan and know what the other wants.”

— MARY VARGAS, founder of Achieve Consulting Group, LCC

“For anyone who has a blended family or has been remarried, this course and workbook is a MUST! Having the excuse that I had an assignment from Jane’s course made it easy to open the conversation with my husband, when previously I could not hold his attention for 15 minutes on this topic. And now I feel like I have created a ‘living document,’ not a ‘death document’.”

— PATTY BURGESS BRECHT, president of Possibility,
www.teachingtransitions.com,
www.doingdeathdifferently.com

“Being on the course drove home how much this service is needed; I simply would not do this without handholding. The gap between thinking about it and actually doing it was made blazingly apparent.”

— MYSTE ANDERSON, founder of Bittersweet Blessing, 
www.bittersweetblessing.com
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 How to Use This Guide
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There are two parts to this guide:

SECTION 1: Preparation

SECTION 2: Taking Action

For those who like to jump in and act, you do not need to read the Preparation section. While it is full of interesting, useful and relevant information, and you may very well learn things you didn’t know, the main purpose of this Guide is to help you complete an end of life plan that will work well for you, your family members and also any professionals that may be involved in your last days, and afterwards.

This plan can be completed by taking the actions and advice given in Section 2. If you would like more support with this section, you can get a copy of the Before I Go Workbook: Practical Questions to Ask and Answer Before You Die, available at 
 
www.beforeigosolutions.com/workbook, which outlines over 140 questions, with space for you to add your answers.

In both sections of this Guide, you can just dip in and out as you wish, allowing yourself to be drawn to what interests you in the moment. However, having said that I highly recommend you do actually read it all, as you will more than likely discover things you hadn’t thought about, or didn’t know you needed to know.

I hope you will feel inspired to take action on the process of creating your end of life plan. If you just read this guide, you’ll become much more educated, but it will make no difference whatsoever to your own end of life process unless you also answer the questions, communicate about them, and write the answers down. Believe it or not, it is a process that can be enjoyed!

You’ll end up with the peace of mind and relief that comes to you (and your family) when you have taken care of these things. You’ll then experience the energy release that happens as a result of this, when space in your head is no longer taken up with thinking you really ought to get around to it.

To this end, you might want to get some or all of your family members together to start to talk about end of life matters, and you can use the topics in this book to start an ongoing conversation. Remember, it is possible to enjoy this. One of the Before I Go workshop participants said “Brilliant! I never knew speaking about death could be so full of humour.” She had been nervous about speaking to her parents about this topic, but was delighted to discover that they were keen to do so. This may sound unusual, but try it – you may be pleasantly surprised.



Introduction
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My husband died in 2011, after just over a year of living with the presence of cancer in our marriage. Having this final year together meant we had an opportunity to deepen our love for each other, make sure there was nothing left unsaid between us, and then get on with living as best we could while he was still healthy enough for that. It was a very precious 14 months for us both, and I’ve written about it in detail in my book Gifted By Grief: A True Story of Cancer, Loss and Rebirth. You can read more about this at 
 
www.giftedbygrief.com

In Chapter 10, published three years after Philip died, I wrote about some particular life issues we had examined while he was still alive. Our friend Barbara in Los Angeles had emailed with a long list of questions, insisting we answer them before it was too late. After about the third email along the same lines, I spoke to Philip about what we were then referring to as The List (of questions). Here’s an extract from that chapter in the book:

“Come on, we’re going to do The List properly now.” He was still reluctant, but, lying in bed, with me and the laptop next to him, he didn’t have a chance. “It’s going to make a huge difference to me in the future, darling, and besides, Barbara will just nag us if we don’t.”

“Yeah, all right then.”

Poor Philip – for a man afraid of dying, this was an amazing act of courage, another step in the acceptance of what was happening. We began at the beginning, and continued on until the end, referring to it later as our final project together. In those two hours, I asked him the questions, and he gave me his answers. There were all kinds of practical questions, from the most basic such as, “What kind of coffin do you want?” to which he replied, “Any old box will do” to more sensitive ones, such as, “Are there any of your personal items you would like to leave to anyone in particular?” This one we discussed in more detail.

It was tough; these are difficult questions to ask of somebody who knows he is going to be dying sooner than later. Feeling a great sense of achievement afterwards, we were very close, connected and loving for the rest of that weekend. Who would have thought that? It ended up being a couple of hours of slightly macabre enjoyment.

Many people contacted me about this chapter in the book, saying what a very good idea it was to answer these questions, but also lamenting the fact they were not getting around to it themselves. Thus the idea of bringing the questions to many more readers was born. By January 2016 I had researched and compiled what was then called The Good Death Guide: 27 Questions to Ask and Answer Before You Die. I offered to run a local group to enable people to complete this workbook, and it sold out with a long waiting list. It seemed I had hit on something important. After further revisions, research and more courses, this product became the workbook Before I Go: Practical Questions to Ask and Answer Before You Die, and my life started to change. Whereas before I had been working as a life, death and small business coach, now I was focusing on my first love, running groups.

I’d originally trained in 1990 with Louise L. Hay, author of the famous book You Can Heal Your Life, and founder of Hay House Publishing. I was the first woman in Europe to offer study groups based on her book, which I did for about ten years or so. It was during this time that I also trained in counselling, and began a private practice in Oxford, England. I also ran a large complementary health clinic during these years. It was only with a move to Scotland in 2007 that I morphed into coaching. Now, with founding the not-for-profit organization Before I Go Solutions ®, all my skills are coming together, as I encourage people to face up to what can be a difficult and emotional topic – the fact that they are going to die one day.

It is very easy to talk the talk and not actually walk the walk. It’s so easy, that only 23% of people have actually written anything down about their end of life care, despite 82% of people in USA1 (and similar figures in the UK) saying that getting your affairs in order in this way is a good idea. One of the reasons for this is because it can be an emotional subject. Trying to make practical decisions with the backdrop of you or a loved one being no longer around means it is quite possible you will feel like giving up, putting it off, be overwhelmed or exhausted by the whole process. Not to mention perhaps feeling tearful.

However, the process also brings black humour, giggles, and paradoxically is very life-affirming. There’s nothing like a little humour to lighten what is potentially a charged situation. For instance, a family member, upon hearing that my husband had stomach cancer, said, “Well, think of it this way - at least the food bills will go down.” Some might find that offensive, but Philip and I thought it hilarious, and recognized it for what it was – an attempt to lighten a potentially very heavy conversation. Right here, right now, when it is so obvious that you are very much alive, it really is possible to contemplate the end of you or your loved ones’ lives. A participant in one of the Before I Go groups said:

“On an emotional level, this class helped me feel so grateful for my life, the people in it, and the choices I get to make. On a practical level, I was helped to prepare the legal and personal documents that will make dying and death easier on myself and my family. And you know what? The class was FUN. It was life affirming and joyful. Don’t be afraid to talk about death; it just may bring you to life!”

— Sherry Richert Belul, USA

What also happens when we begin to think about death is that we naturally start to contemplate the kind of life we are currently living. They go hand in hand, even though we may pretend they don’t. You can see this really easily when someone has a near miss in an accident; or is diagnosed with a life-threatening illness; or knows someone who died or nearly died. It stops us in our tracks and we get to reflect on what is important to us while we are alive. Death, while it can hit with the force of a sledgehammer, is a very tender subject.

We need to be kind and careful with ourselves and others when we discuss anything to do with end of life matters. It’s important to be as non-judgmental as possible; everyone deals with this in their own way, even the fifty-year-old man who told me the other day that his thirty-year-old son was asking him to sort out his affairs and let him know where bank details and other documents were in his apartment. The father told me he wasn’t going to do that because he didn’t want to think about death, and anyway, he wasn’t going to die! Even this kind of blanket statement has its place – as the famous saying goes, you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make it drink.

So where are you with this? Are you being reluctantly led to the water? Are you poised at the water trough, afraid of what the water might contain? Are you sniffing the surface of it? Have you taken a sip, only to have backed off? Or are you drinking slowly and steadily? There is room for all of this, and I encourage you to move forward step by step, a little bit each day, or each week. Here are some tips to make it easier:


	Make good use of the Resources at the end of the Guide.

	Set aside some time in your diary to focus on a particular chapter or section in the Guide.

	Make a commitment to yourself to get this done, bit by bit.

	Buddy up with someone else to make the process easier.

	Join the Before I Go Facebook group for support and encouragement –  
	www.facebook.com/groups/beforeIgo/


	Join a Before I Go course — 
	www.beforeigosolutions.com




Join me in helping to bring about my vision of having people the world over become more at ease with talking about dying, death and grief; of having them able to talk over the dinner table about all matters of life and death; to bring death into life once more.

Discover the relief and peace of mind that reading this Guide and completing the questions brings you. This is arguably the greatest gift you can give those left behind.

“A good end of life plan is a great going away present.”

— JD-R



SECTION ONE
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Preparation





1

Why Now
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“Unless the mind frees itself from fear, there is no possibility of understanding the extraordinary strength, beauty and vitality of death.”

— JIDDU KRISHNAMURTI, Indian philosopher, 1895-1986

A the baby boom generation (those born between 1946-1964) become closer to the end of their lives, they are having to deal not just with ageing parents, but also the fact that they too have aged. Bones shrink, muscles slacken, wrinkles and grey hairs appear – the body points to what the mind may continue to deny for many years. But the fact of the matter is, your body will end at some point, either slowly or suddenly, or any manner of speed in between.

This generation have typically been one of movers and shakers – living throughout the sixties opened them to a whole different way of life and it is this curiosity, willingness to engage and motivation to take action which is showing up now. Hence the interest in how to approach old age, and a redefining of what that is. Esther Rantzen, famous UK TV personality, said on a recent documentary, The Baby Boomers’ Guide to Growing Old, that no-one now called themselves old, just ‘older’.

Questions are being asked of the medical establishment (and sometimes by those in the medical establishment themselves – see Dr. Atul Gawande’s famous book Being Mortal in the Resource section for a great discussion on end of life care in the USA). Questions are also being asked of the funeral industry, motivated by prices for funerals continuing to rise - why do we have to have a funeral director at all? Can I take care of the body myself? Why does it cost so much? Must I wear black? Is embalming necessary? Can’t I arrange my own funeral? I see all of these as very healthy questions. This is a ‘growing market’ as the baby boomers begin to come to terms with the fact that they too, are dying off, one by one, and that the costs of getting old are something to be taken into account, along with all the other things that need to be attended to.

In the USA, depending on the retiree’s age, health condition, and expected lifetime, estimated future healthcare needs vary but are predicted to amount to approximately $146,000 for an individual who’s 65 years old and has an expected lifetime of 20 years. This includes any costs not paid by Medicare. If the individual lives until she is 90 years old, she will need $220,600 for healthcare costs, and if the retiree is suffering from a chronic condition, such as cancer, expected healthcare costs will undoubtedly surpass $300,000.2

In the UK, the estimated cost for just one day of community care at the end of life is £145 compared with the cost of £425 for a specialist palliative in-patient day bed in hospital.

Changing the setting of care for a patient at the end of life has the potential to reduce the daily cost of care by £280. Between 355,000 and 457,000 patients need palliative care every year. If additional community services were developed to enable even 30,000 patients to reduce their hospital stay by just four days, there would be a potential saving of £34 million.3


The Medical Model

The current healthcare system in the Western world educates doctors to keep people alive. In fact, doctors cannot do otherwise, for fear of committing an illegal action. It is important to know this, because by addressing what you want at the end of your life, well before you get there, you will optimize being treated in the way you wish. Otherwise you risk doctors and nurses simply doing their job – which is to prolong your life with life-sustaining treatments. This means things such as being resuscitated, given antibiotics for an infection even if you have a terminal illness, and kept alive for months while in a coma – which may be exactly what you want, but what if it isn’t? If this is not thought through carefully beforehand and your relatives and doctors know about it, then the likelihood is that your life will be prolonged longer than you would have wished. See page 86 about advance directives for more on this.




Fear Gets in the Way

Statistics show that 100% of us will die. So why is it that only 21% of us are willing to write anything down about our end of life plans? Even a will, arguably the most important document, is only taken care of by about 53% of all adults in the UK (figures are similar in the USA). There’s many practical reasons given for not having a will, but underlying it all is often fear. Fear of not existing, of the unknown, of what it actually means to die. Religious fear, fear of what will happen to our family after we’ve gone, and fear of whatever beliefs we hold coming true. Fear of what happens when you actually die, fear of being in pain: just plain, simple fear.

Taking care of one’s end of life in advance means you get to face this fear. Like most fears, it is the fear of the fear itself that is the real problem; many of the Before I Go course participants have said that once they started, the fear disappeared. Others found ways to view their life and death differently, so the fear took a back seat. Seeing things through a different lens can be a very powerful way to meet both life and death.

“I was scared that if I started to address these things, then it would make them happen. Then I realized how superstitious that was, and decided to face up to it instead. I am so relieved, and glad I did it; now I have my son’s guardianship taken care of, finally.”

— John, Canada
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2

The Elephant in the Room
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“Death is not extinguishing the light, it is only putting out the lamp because the dawn has come.”

 — RABINDRANATH TAGORE, Indian author, 1861-1941

Humans often spend an inordinate amount of time and energy avoiding the fact that there is an elephant in the room. This phrase refers to an important topic which everyone is aware of but which isn’t discussed due to the topic being perceived as uncomfortable to talk about. But how on earth did dying and death (and the associated grief) become an elephant? It’s not so long ago that (in country areas at least) the deceased were laid out at home, the coffin placed in the front room of the house for viewing, or the body laid in bed, available for whoever wanted to pay their last respects.

Only 50 years or so ago the bereaved wore black armbands for many months, to show they were mourning and needed to be treated more gently, just as we behave towards mothers who are pregnant. As health has improved, however, and as we live longer, in Western society it has become more and more unusual even for middle-aged adults to have seen a dead body. This brings with it a fear of what death actually is, and a general disinclination to admit that it will happen at all. Hence the elephant in the room.

Most of us choose to see only the room, not the elephant in it. Even when it is towering over us, as in being diagnosed with a terminal illness, or a life-limiting disease, many still choose to pretend the elephant doesn’t exist. It then befalls to the family and friends left behind to clear up the mess after that person has died. Because an individual’s life is messy. Just look around you right now, wherever you are. If you had died yesterday, what would your loved ones find (apart from your dead body)? Would they be able to easily tidy things up? Would they need to start a detailed search through mounds of ‘stuff ’ (online and offline) for important documents? Could they easily find your list of contacts or address book? Admitting the elephant exists is the first stage in accepting that life includes the end of it too. This is a drawing I spontaneously did when I first realized my work was going to be focused on something that many people didn’t want to talk about.
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To acknowledge the presence of End of Life Elly, you have to admit an elephant exists in the first place. You can do this right now by simply saying ‘hallo’ to Elly, out loud. By doing this you are beginning the process of admitting that death happens. We will die. Our family and friends will die. We will feel grief, and they will too when we die. We don’t know when it will happen, but it will happen at some point. Once you have said ‘hallo’, you can turn around and face her with any one of these 3 steps:


	
Take a walk outside in nature, and consciously use your five senses as you walk. The walk could be around your garden, a park, a wood; anywhere there are plants, trees, bushes, wildlife. Take 15 minutes on that walk to deliberately look for signs of both life and death. Notice that seedling growing; then notice the dead leaves from earlier that are being ground up into little pieces under your feet. Hear the birdsong. Touch the bark on a tree and notice the texture and how it makes you feel. Pick up a twig or piece of wood. Feel it, while understanding that this is a piece of a larger tree or bush, but it is ‘dead’. Notice any living and dead animals you see. Become aware that life itself includes death, just as death includes life. Contemplate the idea that the body you inhabit is just the same as a tree, plant or animal that dies.

	
Visualize Elly in your room, right now. Just see her standing, benignly, in the corner. Imagine saying hallo to her. When you do this you are saying hallo to the presence of death within life. Notice how this makes you feel, and what thoughts you have about it. Have a conversation with her if you feel brave enough – you might find yourself surprised at what she has to say.

	
Acknowledge that your own death will take place. Pay attention to how you feel about that. Jot down your thoughts in a journal. If it feels really scary still, then just notice that and leave it for now. You can come back to it later.



“When I start to think about my own death, I feel terrified of not existing. That means I just don’t want to look at this kind of end of life stuff at all. And yet I know I have to.”

— Michael, England


How Do You Know There Is an Elephant in the Room?

You feel uncomfortable around whatever topic the elephant represents. It’s that simple. Everyone will feel it, to a lesser or greater degree, it just depends on how aware you are. Elephants are everywhere, not just to do with death, although that’s what we are focusing on here. The other day, I was being interviewed for a place on a business course. I entered a room where there were four other candidates. No-one was speaking and there was an atmosphere of tension in the room. There was definitely an elephant lurking, the one called ‘we mustn’t talk to each other because we are all competing for a place on the course’. I’m known for addressing elephants, whether they’re called End of Life Elly or not. So I started to speak. It took a while, but before long, we were all talking and engaging with each other, and had moved from an atmosphere of competition to one of more relaxation, and hoping the best for everyone. Phew!




What Happens When End of Life Elly Doesn’t Get Acknowledged?

Elly doesn’t mind if she gets acknowledged or not. The onus is on you to interact with her - she (death) is there, whether you like it or not. However, if she isn’t paid attention to, she will cause problems. I mentioned before about the mess that has to be cleared up when someone dies without any of their affairs organized. The way this mess shows up is in administrative muddles, problems with relationships as people adjust to their loved one not being there any more, arguments, long-standing disputes erupting, legal battles, inability to move on, and a lot of time and unnecessary expense being involved.

Think of Prince, the famous pop star, who died suddenly in April 2016. He had not prepared well for a good end of life; hadn’t even left a will. Now sorting out his affairs will take the family and solicitors many years, and thousands of dollars, before it is all resolved. Is this really how you want to leave things for your family? You may not be a millionaire but I’m sure you still have treasured possessions. However, even when you have the best of intentions, doing this work takes courage, commitment and confidence. Helping you is what this Guide is about, as is all the work Before I Go Solutions ® does.




What Happens after Elly Has Been Acknowledged?

She will no longer be an elephant in the room. Instead, she will become a useful part of the furniture. She doesn’t go away, but she certainly won’t be causing trouble after your family member or friend dies; instead she will be a benign presence, just part of life itself. She will enable you to more fully focus on being alive, and gain the most from doing so. She’ll encourage an ironic joke or two, or even full-blown laughter. Acknowledging her will also make it easier for you to be around people who are grieving, as well as those who are dying. So go on, have a go – turn round and say hallo by reading this Guide, and reflecting about what comes up for you as you do so.





3

Why Bother?
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“Death is not the opposite of life but a part of it.”

— HARUKI MURAKAMI, Japanese writer, b. 1949

Let’s face it, there is never going to be a good time to address anything to do with dying, death or grief. When you’re fit and healthy, the last thing on your mind is the end of your life. However, this is actually the very time to take your head out of the sand and admit that life in your body will expire one day, and that you need to address the practical aspects of that. Planning for death when you are healthy means there is a lot less to think about if you become seriously ill.

Anything to do with the ending of life is not an easy thing to contemplate for most people. What is easy is doing nothing. Which is why research for Dying Matters in the UK found that:


	Only 36% of people had made a will.

	Only 29% had let someone know their funeral wishes.4




In the USA, research according to Gallup in 2016 stated that 44% of all American adults do not have a will. Amongst minorities, the figures are higher.5 In both countries, that’s an awful lot of people who die whose relatives or friends have no idea how they wanted to be treated towards the end of their life. Nor did they know what they would have wanted done with their body, and if they wanted a funeral or not. It’s a lot of decision making at a time when your family or friends are already feeling hammered by grief, and likely to be suffering one of its main effects – inability to make decisions easily. For instance, in the UK, only 51% of people with a partner knew what their partners’ wishes were for the end of their life. Imagine, your spouse or partner dies and you don’t know what they would have wanted, even though you maybe knew them really well, or so you thought. You don’t know whether they wanted to be buried or cremated; you don’t know what kind of coffin they wanted, or whether they wanted one or not; 
you don’t know if they even wanted a funeral (it’s not compulsory to have one). It’s a lot of missing information, and it can cause considerable distress to the one left behind. If you haven’t gone through it, it’s hard to understand the soothing effect that knowing you are carrying out your partner’s wishes can have.

However, many people are, in theory, interested in planning ahead, especially when considering the idea of ‘dying well’. Research from a Compassion in Dying report showed that those who had their wishes formally recorded were 41% more likely to be reported as dying well. Further research showed that 82% of people would not want their doctor to make final end of life treatment decisions on their behalf, and 52% would rather make these decisions themselves, with their wishes written out in advance.6

When asked, it’s clear that most people are interested in planning ahead, at least theoretically. However, the current confusion and lack of awareness amongst both the public and healthcare professionals doesn’t help people to prepare well, and can even interfere in them making good end of life plans. This combined with the lack of practical support available to help people complete their plans does not help the situation. Hence the existence of Before I Go Solutions ® and the products and programmes on offer.

Here are some of the reasons people have given for completing their end of life plans:

“I wanted to get my affairs in order, so my sons would have an easier task after I’m gone.”

– Michael, Scotland

“I don’t want anyone to have to deal with what I had to do when my parents died.”

– Fiona, Scotland

“When I went home at Thanksgiving this year, my parents asked if they could meet with me and my siblings to talk about their funeral and other plans and wishes. I think they felt good knowing their wishes would be honoured by us and they got it off their chest. It was hard for us but we were glad they wanted us to know and we could hear from them what they wanted. They were a good role model for us all.”

– Kathleen, USA

Whatever the motivating reason is, there’s no doubt that taking the steps to address the practicalities involved in the end of a life are important. Just as prospective new parents plan for the birth of their baby, so too it benefits everyone involved when you make your end of life plans.


But Plans Never Go to Plan!

‘If you want to make God laugh, tell him your plans.’ This joke is funny simply because plans so often don’t turn out the way you want them to. However, the plan itself is something that gives you (and your family) a sense of security. With that, fear can take a back seat, and when fear is absent, love gets to come forward. In fact, the very act of planning in itself helps the mind to feel calmer about what might happen. A plan also produces organized structures and systems for those left behind, for yourself if you need to find something quickly, and finally, once you’ve completed your end of life plan, it can be struck off your to-do list and all you need to do then is revisit regularly to make sure it is up to date and reflecting your current wishes.




Wanting to Be in Control

Wanting to be in control of one’s end of life is not unusual, especially for those who have seen first-hand how challenging it can be for those who are dying, and their relatives and friends. Many people say they just want nature to take its course, and there is nothing wrong with this. It is a completely personal choice whether you have an end of life plan or not. Some people, having educated themselves or been in the end of life care professions are clear that they do not want to just let nature do its thing. Others are willing to trust that whatever happens, will be acceptable to them. It really doesn’t matter, when we are talking about the ending days, weeks or months of your own life. What does matter though, is what you leave behind you, because that is what affects others. Regardless of whether you choose to let nature take its course or not towards the end of your life, there will still be the matter of a body to be disposed of and a life to tidy up for those left behind. Taking care of this kind of practical aspect of your life is a great gift to your relatives.




The Derailing Effect of Grief

When you realize how utterly discombobulating grief can be, the motivation to take care of the administrative effects of your life increases dramatically. I was astonished at how little I could do, particularly in the months directly after Philip’s death, and at a time when I was being required to make all sorts of decisions. And I was lucky – in the last few months of his life, we had answered that list of questions together. So after he died, I had a document I could view to find out what we had discussed, although I also discovered we had missed loads out. For example, we didn’t consider how he might like his body to be transported to the funeral home (at the time, we had no idea there were other ways to take care of bodies than an undertaker or funeral director). Because he died in hospital, his body was brought to the funeral home two hours away by the undertaker. If we had addressed this, we might just have been able to have a friend do it in an estate car, or a white van man pick it up. (I think Philip would have laughed at that; but that’s the thing, I didn’t know whether he would or not, and so I just went with the status quo, which ended up costing a lot of money.)
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