
Preparing for End of Life 

The Gift of Planning Ahead  By Deb Higgins 

Fall Newsletter 2013  

 

Mark your Calendar… 
 

Lights of Life 2013 
Thurs Dec. 12  

(until Dec. 20) 
 

Living With Loss 
Thurs Nov. 7 2013 

6:30-8:30pm 
Whitehorse Public Library 

 
For a full list of all  

programs and events : 

www.hospiceyukon.net 
 

or call 667-7429 

 
 

Birth and death bear many 

similarities.  They book-end our 
lives, and represent a  monu-
mental transition into and out 
of the physical world.  Both 
can offer the most profound 
and intimate moments we will 
ever experience.  

We don’t know precisely when 
our moments of birth or death 
will occur.  And we don’t know 
exactly how.   

Yet there is an unfortunate 
difference between how we 
generally prepare ourselves 
for these two landmarks in life. 

When a couple is expecting a 
baby they prepare all aspects 

of their lives for this important 
event. They go to prenatal     
classes to prepare themselves 
for the birth and becoming    
parents.  They learn about all the 
potential paths that labour can 
take. They determine which, if 
any, medical interventions they 
would consider, and under what     
circumstances. They make a 
birth plan. 

Sadly, it is not as common to 
prepare as thoroughly for our 
own death.  Sometimes we have 
time to prepare for end of life, 
like when an illness gradually 
brings it closer.  And sometimes 
death is sudden and unpredicta-
ble.    

In either case there are many 
clear benefits to preparing for 
our own death, and that is the 
focus of this newsletter.   

In the following pages you will 
read personal stories about   
getting ready for end of life and 
consider how it can bring       
positive changes to you and your 
loved ones, both while you are 
alive as well as once you are 
gone.     

You will also learn practical tools 
to help you prepare for end of 
life.  What is Advance Care    
Planning?  How do you create an 
Advance Directive?  How can you 
start that difficult conversation 
about death with your loved 
ones ?   

All too often at Hospice we 
see the effects of a death 
where the important         
questions were left unasked.   

It can leave the family unsure 
of whether the decisions they 
made honoured their loved 
ones wishes when they were 
unable to speak for themself.  
And it can create rifts          
between those left behind 
that can last for lifetimes, 
leaving the family grieving for 
more than the loss of their 
loved one.  

It can be a hard topic to 
broach - especially when 
there is no serious illness or 
injury to prompt us - but it 
brings peace of mind to all 
who take part in the             
conversation, and it often 
brings relationships a little 
closer.   

These cooler, shorter days 
invite us to look inwards and 
come together.  Creating the 
time to contemplate our own 
mortality and make plans for 
it may also help us to live with 
greater appreciation for life - 
a wonderful gift.  



Remember that when you leave this earth you can take with you nothing that you have received -                      

only what you have given. 

St. Francis of Assisi 

We were heading out for our 
regular evening walk, when 
after a few steps, my husband 
stopped to rest, feeling out of 
breath.  Then after a couple 
more steps he paused again. 

“Are you okay?”  I asked. 

He hesitated, “I’m not sure. 
Hard to breathe… its kind a 
scary. ” 

“What is it?... Do you need to 
get to the hospital?” 

“Yes, I think so…we’d better.” 
I threw together a few clothes 
and his grooming kit.  We went 
to the hospital, a half hour 
drive from our home.  He had 
suffered a heart attack.  

Ironically, the next day I was 
scheduled to start a new job 
coordinating a legal education 
project geared to older people 
for the Yukon Public Legal   
Education Association.  Some 
of the topics to be addressed 
were about legal tools to     
reduce the risk of abuse and 
for making decisions about 
health care, financial matters, 
and wills.  My husband and I 
had been discussing the need 
to update our will two months 
before his heart attack. We had 
contacted a lawyer.  We had 
also discussed information 
about advance care directives 
with my doctor.   This gives 
instructions to the family  
member and doctor about 
healthcare preferences in the 
event we were not mentally 

capable to make those       
decisions for ourselves.  The 
enduring power of attorney 
was a new legal tool I knew 
little about prior to my work.  
It allows a person to appoint a 
person they trust as their 
“attorney” to handle their 
financial and legal affairs on 
their behalf when he/she   
becomes mentally incapable. 
Unfortunately with Christmas 
holidays and work schedules, 
none of the paperwork had 
been completed. 

While in the emergency ward, 
they did various tests and  
decided that he would be sent 
to Vancouver by medevac.   
Not knowing how long he 
would be away, I got           
instructions from my husband 
about how to pay the various 
bills online.  He had always 
done it and I had never felt 
the need to learn how.    

After he had been released 
from the hospital I spent a 
sleepless night with him at 
the hotel, waking often to 
check on him, and at one 
point reaching over to make 
sure I could still feel him 
breathing.  It was a            
frightening and stressful time. 

We managed to survive the 
crisis.  We’ve made changes 
to our lifestyle…our fridge is 
overflowing with fruits and 
vegetables, and low fat and 
no salt recipes are now on the 
menu.  My husband is fully 

retired, maintains regular 
daily exercise and moderate 
physical work around our 
rural property and in his 
workshop.  We continue our 
evening walks.  

But more importantly for 
me, I no longer take things 
for granted.  It’s been a 
wakeup call to stay focused 
on valuing and loving family 
and friends, and being 
thankful everyday for the 
many gifts that I’ve been 
given.  It also reminded us of 
the urgency of getting our 
paperwork completed! 

We have peace of mind,  
having completed our will 
along with an enduring  
power of attorney.  We’ve 
had a family discussion with 
our son so that he knows 
the decisions that we have 
made about our will, our 
finances, and directions for 
our health and personal 
care.  We talk openly about 
what we want if we become 
ill and what we’d like for our 
funeral. 

Little did I realize that my 
work would take on such 
personal meaning and be 
intimately interconnected 
with my personal life. 
 

For more information on the 
Yukon Public Legal Education 
Association: www.yplea.com  
or call Lillian at 393-2044.  

A Wake-up Call  By Lillian Nakamura Maguire 

Lillian Nakamura-Maguire at her 

home in Whitehorse. 

“We have peace of mind,  

having completed our 

will along with an 

enduring  power of 

attorney.” 
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Mom’s Gift  By Anne Macaire 

Anne Macaire, counselor at 
Hospice Yukon, with her    
mother at her 90th birthday 
celebration. 

In August, I had the           
wonderful opportunity to join 
my family in celebrating my 
mother’s 90th birthday.  We 
spent the weekend in San 
Francisco, Mom’s home 
town, taking in a baseball 
game (our team won!), a 
sumptuous Sunday brunch at 
the Palace Hotel and several 
other great meals and family 
gatherings. 

My mom lives in a retirement 
community in her own   
apartment which she shared 
with my Dad until he died 
two years ago, just a few 
months after their 69th     
wedding anniversary.   

Mom is in good health, still 
driving and enjoying the  
company of friends.  Two 
weeks before her birthday 
she tripped in the garden and 
hit her head on the sharp 
edge of the cement walkway.  
She experienced her first ride 
in an ambulance and first visit 
to “emergency”.  Afterwards, 
she marvelled that she wasn’t 
knocked out when she fell, 
and was able to get up and 
call the nurse.   

When the ambulance arrived, 
all of her personal infor-
mation was in a well-marked 
envelope on top of the      
refrigerator.  The medical 
team taking care of her was 
able to see immediately what 
she wanted in the event that 
her heart stopped beating.   

Having this in writing and 
knowing her wishes would be 
respected gave her a greater 
sense of wellbeing, and it 
made their job much easier. 

Mom ended up with five 
stitches, two black eyes and 
a very achy body but by the 
time her birthday weekend 
came around her black eyes 
had healed so she no longer 
looked like a raccoon, and 
she was able to rally for the 
family gathering.  We all felt 
truly blessed to have her 
with us. 

After a whirlwind weekend 
of hotels and dining out, my 
brother, Jim, drove us back 
to Mom’s home.  She and I 
then spent a quiet week   
enjoying our time together.  
During this week she wanted 
to review with me all of the 
preparations she has made 
for when she dies.   

Jim is the executor and is 
familiar with all of this, but 
she felt it would be good for 
me to know, as well, where 
everything is and how to 
proceed.  Along with her will, 
she has very clear lists with 
contact information on the 
funeral home, the cemetery, 
her insurance policies,      
investments, and what 
friends to notify.   

She has written an obituary 
with the “basics” and said I 
could add anything I want to 
it and has even chosen a  
picture of herself.  All of this 
preparation is to make it  
easier for us when the      
difficult time comes to deal 
with it. 

As Mom and I were having 
these conversations, I   
couldn’t help but think of all 
the newly grieving clients I 
have seen at Hospice - clients 

that were desperately    
struggling with having to 
make decisions about        
memorial services, obituaries 
and settling estates without 
wills -  people who sincerely 
want to honour their loved 
ones’ wishes but don’t know 
what those wishes are.   

One of the most common 
experiences of early grieving 
is difficulty in concentrating; 
simple things like calling the 
bank can feel overwhelming.  
When there has been no  
direction from the loved one 
who has passed on, having to 
figure out who to contact 
and what decisions to make 
can seem like exhausting,  
insurmountable tasks for 
those left behind.   

Then there is the heartbreak 
of families falling apart     
because they can’t agree on 
what should be done.  Having 
seen this first hand, I had an 
even greater appreciation of 
the gift my mother was     
giving us in putting her affairs 
in order. 

One evening just before I left 
we were sitting in the two 
easy chairs with our feet 
propped up watching our 
favorite show on the food 
channel when I said, “Did you 
ever believe you would be 
sitting here at 90 watching 
TV with your 60 year old 
daughter?”  Mom’s response 
was “I can’t believe I have a 
60 year old daughter!”  There 
is so much to be grateful for 
here! 

“When there has been no 

direction from the loved 

one who has passed on, 

having to figure out who 

to contact and what 

decisions to make can 

seem like insurmountable, 

exhausting tasks for those 

left behind.” 
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Advance care planning 
is the process of      
reflecting on and     
sharing your wishes 
with regards to future 
health care decisions 
and end of life care.   

Talking about future 
health care decisions 
and end of life care can 
be challenging.   

Many of us do not 
want to talk about 
death and dying,          
especially when we are 
feeling healthy.  

Our past experiences, cultural 
background, and the nature of 
our relationship with our loved 
ones can all contribute to our 
comfort level.  

However, having these          
conversations can reduce stress 
on our family and friends,     
decrease the likelihood of     
family conflict during and after 
our death, provide us with the 
opportunity to talk about living 
and dying well, as well as an 
opportunity to share our wishes 
and values with those that are 
closest to us.  

Research indicates that people 
who have conversations about 
end of life care with their loved 
ones and health care teams are 
much more likely to be satisfied 
with their care, require fewer 

aggressive interventions at the 
end of life, place less strain on 
caregivers and are more likely to 
die at home.   

Advance care planning is not just 
for folks with serious illness.  
Sometimes we cannot predict 
how and when we will die -    
consider a younger person who 
suffers a serious head injury or 
stroke.  

Having an advance care plan 
ensures that your voice will be 
heard if you are unable to speak 
for yourself.  

It is important to remember that 
advance care planning is not just 
one conversation, but may be a 
series of conversations that 
evolve over time, especially if 
your health condition changes.   

Review your advance care plan 
regularly to ensure if still reflects 
your feelings, beliefs and values 
about end of life care.  

Questions that can prompt    
reflection and conversation 
might include: 

 If there were a choice, 
would you prefer to die at home, 
or in hospital? 

 Could a loved one correctly 
describe how you would like to 
be treated in case of a                
life-limiting illness? 

 Is there someone you trust 

whom you have appointed to 
speak on your behalf when the 
time is near? 

 If you knew you had a         
life-limiting illness, where are the 
places you would want to spend 
your remaining time and what 
would you be doing? 

Advance Care Planning in Yukon 

In the Yukon, you can appoint 
someone you trust (a proxy or 
substitute decision maker) to 
make health care and personal 
care decisions by completing an 
advance directive.  

The directive also allows you to 
write out  specific wishes with 
regards to health care decisions. 
The      directive only comes into 
effect if you are unable to speak 
for yourself.  

Completing an advance directive 
is not mandatory and you do not 
require a lawyer to complete it. 

If you have completed a          
directive, ensure that your loved 
ones and health care providers 
are aware of it.  

It is recommended to make   
copies for your proxy, hospital,    
physician and health centre, if 
applicable.  

For more information on the 
Advance Directive speak with 
your health care provider, and 
visit the websites listed below. 

What is Advance Care Planning?  By Emily Tyson 

For more information on the Advance Directive, visit: 

http://www.hss.gov.yk.ca/advance_directives.php 

http://yplea.com/seniors-education/health-care-
treatment-consent/ 

For more information on Advance Care Planning, visit: 

http://advancecareplanning.ca/  

http://www.considertheconversation.org/ 

http://www.engagewithgrace.org/ 
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Look for this yellow booklet to 

get started.  Available in Yukon 

doctor’s offices, Whitehorse 

Health Centre (9010 Quartz Rd), 

and online (see link in box below).  

http://www.hss.gov.yk.ca/advance_directives.php
http://yplea.com/seniors-education/health-care-treatment-consent/
http://yplea.com/seniors-education/health-care-treatment-consent/
http://advancecareplanning.ca/
http://www.considertheconversation.org/
http://www.engagewithgrace.org/


The Yukon Palliative Care team (L to R): 

Katie Tait—Registered Nurse,             

Emily Tyson—Social Worker,                   

Jan McKenzie—Education and                

Community Liaison Coordinator 

(Missing: Dr. Danusia Kanachowski—

Palliative Care Physician) 

The Yukon Palliative Care Program  By Jan McKenzie 

The goal of palliative care is to 
improve the quality of life for 
people living with serious, 
chronic and life-limiting illnesses 
such as cancer, Alzheimer’s 
disease, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD), 
congestive heart failure,  and 
others. This definition has 
changed over the last 10 years 
and continues to be a dynamic 
process.  

The Yukon Palliative Care    
Program (Health and Social       
Services) includes a Clinical 
Resource Social Worker,      
Registered Nurse, Palliative 
Care Physician, as well as an 
Education and Community   
Liaison Coordinator.   

Together we provide expertise 
in holistic care.  We also offer 
education to professional and 
informal caregivers, as well as 
the  general public. 

The body, mind and spirit are 
intrinsically linked. When one 
of these is compromised the 
other areas will also be     
impacted. For example, if 
physical pain is not managed 
well, an individual may not 
have the energy or clarity to 
address the emotional and 
spiritual aspects of their lives 
and illness.   

Using a holistic approach, we 
can address these complex 
issues for clients and families 
starting from their diagnosis 
and  continuing through to 
death and bereavement. 

Providing care to individuals 
and their families would be 
very  difficult, especially in 
the smaller communities, 
without the collaboration of 
community nurses, families, 
First Nations, physicians, 
home support workers, 
Homecare and Hospice    

Yukon to name but a few.   

Dr. Mary Lou Kelly, a          
palliative care researcher 
from Lakehead University 
said “dying is not actually 
a medical event, it is a  
social event.  It is a social 
event that happens in the 
family and the community.  
It is really important for 
not only the quality of life 
of the person that is     
dying, but for the commu-
nity and the family to be 
able to participate in the 
event – to have the kind 
of conversation they want 
for closure and to be able 
to contribute to making 
meaning for one another and 
for that person’s life”. 

If you have questions about 
the Yukon Palliative Care    
Program please call 456-6807.  
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Hospice Palliative Care     by Trish Eccles 

 

all types of standard medical 
care.  Healing Touch is often 
helpful in relieving pain,   
reducing anxiety, improving 
sleep, and providing a sense 
of peace and calm.  

We offer Healing Touch to 
palliative clients in their 
home, at the Whitehorse 
General Hospital, Continuing 
Care facilities in Whitehorse 
as well as at Hospice House. 
We also offer Healing Touch 
to grieving clients at Hospice 
House.  

Vigil support is sitting       
bedside and accompanying a 
dying person during the last 

My name is Trish Eccles and I 
coordinate the Palliative      
Services at Hospice Yukon, 
which includes Healing Touch 
and Vigiling for palliative      
clients and their families.  

The philosophy behind Hospice 
Palliative Care is to help people 
live well until they die, focusing 
on achieving comfort and   
maximizing quality of life for 
the dying person, their family 
and loved ones. 

Healing Touch is an energy 
therapy that relaxes, restores 
and rejuvenates the body    
during times of stress and   
illness.  It is complementary to 

days of their life. This service 
is offered in the Continuing 
Care facilities and Whitehorse 
General Hospital as a support 
to family members and 
friends, or if there are no 
loved ones present. Trained 
Hospice volunteers and staff 
see it as an honor to offer 
their presence by sitting with 
a dying person and are     
comfortable with the end of 
life journey and the dying  
process. 

If you have questions about 
Hospice Yukon’s Palliative     
Services please call 667-7429. 
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Trish Eccles is the Palliative Services 

Coordinator at Hospice Yukon. 



“How we want to die – is the 
most important and costly 
conversation our country 
isn’t having.”  

This is the opening statement 
to a new initiative called 
Death Over Dinner that aims 
to help us start the              
conversation about end-of-
life issues and death.    

The idea is simple.  Many of 
us feel most comfortable 
around the dinner table   
sharing food with loved ones.   

So what better way to set the 
stage for discussing one of 
the most feared and intimate 
subjects - death and dying -  
than over a meal with family 
and friends?  

The initiative is a website 
(deathoverdinner.org) that 
offers tools to plan and carry 
out a dinner where you can 
ask some tough questions 
and explore the answers.   

How do you want to die? 

How do you want to be     
remembered?       

What would a good death 
look like? 

The online tool walks you 
through all steps of planning 
the meal, starting with who 
you will invite.   

Will you invite your parents,       
relatives, friends, co-workers, 
total strangers, or a ‘mixed 
bag’? 

They then ask you to select 
what best describes your      
intention and interest in having 
this discussion.   

Do you want to engage in this 
conversation because you have 
recently lost someone close to 
you?  Or because you or a loved 
one is terminally ill?  Perhaps 
you just think being prepared 
for end of life is very              
important?  Or you work in a 
healthcare field?  Maybe you 
want to live fully and find that 
difficult conversations can be 
very liberating?   

Your motivation for hosting the 
dinner helps select some      
resource material that they 
provide.   

The people behind Death over 
Dinner have put together an 
excellent library of online    
articles, videos and audio     
content.  This is one of the best 
parts of the initiative  -  there 
are some wonderfully thought-
provoking materials provided. 

They suggest that you review 
as much of the material as you 
like then choose a few short 
pieces for your guests to 
watch, listen to, or read before 
the dinner.   

They have even made inviting 
your guests as unintimidating 
as possible by providing       
suggested text to help you 
write your own invitations.   

For example “This might be the 
most unusual dinner invitation I 
have ever sent, but bear with 

me, I think we are in for a 
remarkable experience.”  

Finally, Death over Dinner 
offers conversation prompts 
to keep the conversation 
rolling throughout the meal, 
including questions and 
quotes to contemplate and 
discuss. 

We at Hospice think this is 
an excellent tool, and like 
that it can be used in what-
ever way makes most sense 
for you. 

The meal doesn’t need to be 
fancy. You may want to keep 
it easy by having a potluck, 
or hosting your dinner at a 
restaurant.   

Or you can go all-out and 
cook a five course gourmet 
meal at home.  The goal is  
to create an atmosphere 
that you and your company 
will find comfortable to have 
some stimulating discussion 
about end of life issues 

We are going to try this out 
with our staff this fall.  We 
don’t know what it will look 
like yet, but look forward to 
reporting back in our next 
newsletter to let you know 
how it went! 

We encourage you to check 
out the website and          
consider hosting your own 
evening of Death over     
Dinner .    

And if you do, please let us  
know!  We would love to 
hear about your experience. 

 

www.deathoverdinner.org 

Starting the Conversation 
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Death Over Dinner 

transforms a seemingly 

difficult conversation 

into one of deep 

engagement,            

insight and 

empowerment. 



From the Hospice Library… 

 

This is a very readable book 
about handling the many 
challenges we face when a 
loved one is dying.   

The authors, Dresser and 
Wasserman, cover many end 
of life topics including: the 
challenges of caregiving,  
celebrating life, having ’the’ 
conversation, preparing to 
say goodbye, final moments, 
funerals, memorials, grieving, 
supporting children, and  
creating your new life.   

The book is a collection of 
true stories that highlight 
how other people have    
experienced this challenging 
time.  The stories - often 
touching, sometimes even 
funny - offer compassionate 
wisdom as well as practical 

advice for navigating end of 
life issues.   

The authors bring a varied 
background to their writing.  
Norine Dresser is a folklorist 
and writer, and Fredda    
Wasserman, is a Marriage 
and Family Therapist who is 
the clinical director at a Grief 
Support Centre in California.     

They wanted to write a book 
that demystified the grief 
process and showed how 
others cope with the many 
facets of dying, death and 
grief. 

Hospice has this book as well 
as many other excellent 
books, CDs and resources in 
our public lending library.  
Come in and take a look! 

“Saying ‘goodbye’ to a loved 
one can be a tough           
experience but it is critical 
to the effective handling of 
grief after a loss.   

This comprehensive book 
provides guidance on how 
we can help our loved ones 
and ourselves have an 
‘appropriate death’ - a 
death that reflects one’s 
goals, values, and life-style.  
The reader of this book will 
be moved by the many life 
stories that inform the heart 
as well as the mind.” 

-J.William Worden 

(author of Grief Counselling 
and Grief Therapy,  and  

Children and Death:       
When a Parent Dies) 

 

Please consider passing this 

newsletter along to a  

friend or family member.   
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Saying Goodbye to someone you Love:  Your Emotional Journey Through End of Life and Grief  
By Norine Dresser and Fredda Wasserman 

Some Questions to Consider - excerpt from “Saying Goodbye” 
Daring to talk about death when there is no urgency may reduce fear and tension.  It can be a 
relief to everyone to know that you have had “the” conversation and death is no longer the 
unspeakable. 

 Opening the Conversation: 

 Choose a time when there is no urgency 

 Include key family members or friends in the discussion 

 Be sincere and honest with your feelings 

 Allow playfulness and jokes as part of the conversation  

 Phrases You Might Use to Initiate the Conversation: 

 I can’t imagine what my life will be like if you die before me 

 I sometimes think about death and wonder when and how it will happen 

 I was reading the book Saying Goodbye to Someone you Love and I realized                  
 that you and I have never had a conversation about end of life 

 What are your thoughts about death? 

 What was it like for you when someone close to you died? 



www.hospiceyukon.net 

409 Jarvis Street 

Whitehorse, YT, Y1A 2H4 

Please visit us online at www.hospiceyukon.net 

Living With Loss 
Introduction to Healthy Grieving 

 

Counseling 
One-on-one counseling for dying and grieving people 

 

Grief Support Groups 
Day of Quiet Retreat 

Walking Group 
 

Healing Touch 
A relaxing energy therapy that supports physical,         

emotional, mental and spiritual health using gentle touch 
to clear and balance your energy system. 

 

Lending Library 
Our extensive library of books and resource material is 

open to the general public. 
 

Vigil Support 
Bedside support in the final days and hours of life. 

 

Professional Support 
Support and resources for professionals and caregivers. 

Hospice Yukon Programs and Services  

Hospice Yukon’s holistic programming has been  developed to provide 

practical and empowering tools to help manage grief in a healthy way, 

whether the loss is recent or happened many years ago. 

Grief is processed in different ways by different people.  Experiencing 

grief by engaging mind, body, spirit and emotion is an empowering path 

to healing. 

Please take a moment to read about our programs and services, and 

visit our website.  Contact us to learn more or to register.  Confidential 

support is provided free of charge.  Phone 667-7429 
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