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			In my recent book, Nothing to Fear, I describe my experiences as a hospice nurse. I’ve witnessed so many amazing, beautiful, and even miraculous things. I’ve been with dying people whose eyes fill with wonder as they tell me they see angels or hear music; others’ faces light up with smiles. Often, it is just the simple beauty of the body taking care of itself. The most miraculous things that I see are the families—the love shared between patients and their families in the moments leading up to death. People who send me messages frequently assume being a hospice nurse is depressing and that witnessing death is sad and terrible, but in so many ways, I find that it’s actually the opposite! I get to witness so much love and serve another human being during such a vulnerable time at the end of their life. It’s an incredible and sacred gift.

			When people are willing to discuss the end of their lives and accept that they’re going to die, their whole being changes. They seem to carry with them a special kind of freedom, an attitude that truly helps them live their last days. Their fear decreases, they feel freer, and, ironically, they actually seem more full of life, even though they’re dying.

			I think this change in perspective can apply to all people because, technically, we’re all dying. If we can face that fact and allow in a bit of that freedom, I believe we all can live better lives here and now.

			In the pages that follow, you’ll find information, prompts, and space to collect your thoughts and feelings on the end-of-life journey, whether your own or a loved one’s. I encourage you to think and write openly, regardless of where you are in the journey. The space you’re creating will help you and those closest to you be more present at the end of life—which is truly a gift.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Becoming More Comfortable with the End of Life

			
				If death is normalized and discussed often, we each can walk toward our final days with a lot less fear.
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			Part 1 of this journal is for anyone, whether you are caring for a loved one, facing your own end-of-life experience, or simply interested in the reality of the dying process, which we all will eventually face. Try not to censor yourself as you work through this book—write freely and see what comes up for you. There are no right or wrong answers.

			Choosing Acceptance over Fear

			My experience as a hospice nurse has shown me that people who are willing to be honest about their feelings relating to the end of life seem to find the most ease and peace. When you think about the end of life, what comes up? What scares you the most? Try not to hold back—write what comes to mind.

			​

			Think back to the passing of a loved one that felt peaceful and filled with love and care. What went smoothly?

			How were you able to be present for this person as the end of their life approached?

			​

			How were others present, either physically or otherwise, and caring?

			​

			Are there things you would change about the experience, even though there are things that went well?

			​

			Now think back to the passing of a loved one that did not feel peaceful or filled with love and care. What was missing?

			Who, if anyone, provided emotional support and patient advocacy for the dying person?

			​

			What would you do differently if you could?

			​

			Looking back over your responses to the peaceful and not-peaceful passings of loved ones, what stands out to you most? What, in your experience, are the ingredients for a peaceful death? What would the setting be? Who would be present? What emotions and conversations would you most want to have? We’ll explore these ideas in more depth later; for now, simply write what comes to mind.

			​

			When facing a terminal diagnosis, whether for yourself or a loved one, it’s tempting to hold on to hope for good news, even after it is no longer realistic to do so. During my years as an intensive care unit (ICU) nurse, I saw this scenario play out among families all too often.

			Paradoxically, there is a freedom and peace that can come with facing reality instead of denying it.

			In other aspects of life, have you experienced the freedom of acceptance rather than avoiding a difficult truth? Describe how it felt—both before and after that moment of acceptance.

			​

			In thinking about the end of life, what aspects of the experience make you want to retreat the most? What are your go-to ways to deny or escape the reality of the situation?

			​

			What are some ways you can begin to acknowledge and accept the reality as an end-of-life journey unfolds, to begin to feel more peace and less fear, for yourself and your loved one(s)?

			​

			As a hospice nurse, I know firsthand that there are outcomes worse than the end of life. Physical pain and discomfort, miscommunication, confusion, and unrealistic hopes are all unnecessary forms of suffering. What comes to mind when you think about outcomes that are worse than the end of life?

			​

			Death Is Not a Dirty Word

			In my work with the dying, I see over and over again how many of us are afraid to talk about the end of life. The more comfortable we are talking about death, the better we’ll live, and the better we’ll die.

			Use the space below to list ways we avoid talking about death—and some clearer, more honest alternatives.

			
				Common phrase

				“She’s gone.”

				
			

				Clearer alternative

				“She has died.”

			

			
				Common phrase

				“He won’t be with us much longer.”

				
			

				Clearer alternative

				“He’s dying.”

			

			
				Common phrase

				
			

				Clearer alternative

			

			It can be challenging to start a conversation with loved ones about the end of life. Often, however, others are willing to discuss it once you begin the dialogue. What are some ways you could bring up the topic with trusted family and friends? Having an opening line ready can help create a welcoming space for sharing—for example, bringing up this journal in conversation can be a starting point that creates a safe space for an honest talk.

			
				Person in my life

				
			

				Possible opening sentence(s) to start a conversation

			

			Envisioning a Peaceful Death

			I think it’s important to talk about death with the person who is dying when they’re lucid. I see that it helps my patients, and their loved ones, to talk about their death ahead of time. I’ll often begin, “We all have an end-of-life journey. Right now, yours is a little clearer than other people’s. What’s that going to look like? How do you want to live the rest of your days?” Write your answer.

			(Some suggestions of things they could think about: Do they have an idea of when they would want to stop treatment? Would they want to be home with family and friends caring for them?)

			​

			Permission Granted

			Many people feel they have to use every means necessary, for as long as possible, to keep themselves or a loved one alive. But I want to give you permission to allow the dying process to happen. Write a permission note to yourself or a loved one. Lovingly say that it’s okay to let go.

			
				
					Dear ​,

				

			

			
				
					Dear ​,

				

			

			
				Journaling

				As many of my social media followers know, I’ve been journaling on and off for the past twenty years. This practice has shaped the way I view myself and the world around me, and it has given me great relief during challenging times. You should journal in any way you feel comfortable, but if you have no idea where to start, here’s how I do it.

				I begin by directly addressing my higher power, who I choose to call God because that’s what’s easiest for me. You don’t have to use God; the point is to write to someone or something you feel connected to, like the universe or nature, or for caregivers, the loved one you’re caring for or grieving.

				Then I write down everything, absolutely everything, in my heart and mind: the good, the bad, and the ugly. Sometimes, I’m writing so fast that it’s barely legible. That’s okay. I don’t hide anything. It’s a way of getting out everything that’s inside me, emptying me onto the page. For me, it releases the grief.

				Over the years, especially during my most desperate times, I believe I’ve heard back from God (or the universe or whoever). I’ve had many days when I was writing about my grief and felt I was receiving a beautiful message of love and support in response. This doesn’t always happen, of course, and it’s not why I journal, but when it does, it’s a lovely benefit.

				As you make your way through this guided journal, I encourage you to write freely. If needed, continue your thoughts in a separate notebook or journal. If it feels right, continue the practice over time, after you’ve finished this book. In my experience, the time and effort will pay off in many, and unexpected, ways.

			
		

	
		
			Part 2

			Advice for the Dying

			
				If you know how you want to die, it will help you decide, with the time you have left, how you want to live.
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			So many things in life are beyond our control. If you are faced with a terminal diagnosis, I encourage you to choose, as much as possible, how you want your journey to unfold. In this part, you’ll find ways to embrace the gifts that a prepared death can give you.

			
				Checklist for an Intentional End-of-Life Journey

				
					☐ Do the self-growth work you want to do to accept your death—for example, working through this journal, trying simple meditation practices, or starting therapy to work through the things that have held you back.

					☐ Tell your family and friends that you love them.

					☐ Ask for forgiveness from the people you’ve hurt.

					☐ Exercise healthy boundaries around your space, which might mean excluding people who may be harmful to you.

					☐ Ask yourself what brings you the most joy and then do it.

				

			
			Preparing for a Peaceful Death

			I often ask patients, “What do you want these last months to look like? Do you want to be at home with your family? Do you want good pain management and symptom management? You don’t have to make a choice today, but think about your responses. You get to decide.” We’ll get into more detail later, but for now, how would you respond?

			Where I’d like to be:

			​

			People I would like to be present:

			​

			These next two items will help you think through how medicated you would like to

			
			
			
			
			Accepting Help

			
			
				Ways I reject help

				
				
			

				What I could say instead

				
			

			
				Ways I reject help

				
			

				What I could say instead

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				How to Communicate with Maximum Clarity

				
				
					
					
					
					
				

				
			
			Using Your Resources

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Having Difficult Conversations

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Talking about Your Feelings

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Talking about Dying

			
			
			
			
			
				"Comforting" Phrase

				
			

				DIRECT phrase

			

			Talking about What’s Unresolved (Maybe)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Being Your Own Advocate

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Processing Difficult Emotions

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Contemplating Your Legacy
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