‘I'm going to die on

.

Monday February 11 2008

sa0pm: Dad is bent aver the toilet bowl
with a bruth in his hand and a scowl on
his face. | walk up to him. "Shall I give
you a hand? Dad begins 1o snigger,
abandoning any attempt (0 make sense
of the situation. We stand shoulder to
shoulder with our backs o Muim, who
paces arosmnd the landing with a newly
fitted matheter in her hand,

The catheter has been pit in by
murse Marianne to enable our GF, who
will be with us in half an hour, to give
Mum a lethal injection, But instead of
having a moment of peace with us, as
Marianme suggestied, Mum demands
that we chean the toilets, Both upstain
amd dovwnstairs,

My brother, Maarten, is siting on

Monday at 6.15pm’

‘s mother (abmre) was dlagnosed Wlth termma] cancer, she
chose euﬂlanasm Here, we publish his shockingly frank diary of her final days

the edge of the bath, staring out of the
hathroom window,

“Imagine,” he mutters. "Her last
hour, spent ke this.”

This is the Netherlands, where
voluntary euthanasia ts permitted,
s well as physiclan-assisted sulcide.
This i the day my mother has
chonen to die, and the tollets need o
be spotless,

Three months earlier

I'm on a writer's retreat in the UK,
where | have been lving for the past
three years. I'm working on my novel
when my mobile phone rings. The
isplay shows it's Maarten, calling
from the Netherlands, Mum's test
results have come back,

“It's secondary cancer in her lungs.”
Ha pauses. “They reckon she's got 1wa
1o six maonths lefl."

1 phone Mum, She talks without
interruption, baroly taking breath,
ahout quitting her job just two months
before her retirement, about what
might have happened I she had not had
that innocent-looking polyp removed
froan her womb, about why the doctors
had not investigated her lungs eartier,

The prognosis |5 she could Hee
another year if she undergoes chomo-
therapy. But she won't. *1'm not going
o go bald,” she says. =1 don't want
people sying. ‘How sad, that beautiful
hair all gone," Hever.®

When | phone again, she sounds as if
she doesn't have time to talk,

“I'm ArmEnging my cremation.”

“oh.."

“Yi, the text for the card, the
location, the flowers, the coffin .. I'm
really busy.”

[ad, Maarten and | do not seem o
b part of the equation,

Late January 2008
Dad phones, After two and a half

maonths, Mum is deteromting mphdly.

She suffers from headaches, sickness
and loss of coordinatbon. She takes a
fall while Dad is having a shower,
When she has p shower, half the
bathroom Door gets ooded,

Two days later, brain metastasis

Is confirmed. Mum is hospitalised
and given drugs to repress the

inflammation, but they will anky
remuain effective for o week or two

Friday January 25

Maarten collects me from Schiphol

alrpart in Amsterdam and we drive

to meet Dad at the hospdtal, Wi all g
upstairs together,

Mum is sitting by hersell at a mbh
near the window as we enter. She
throwws us & tearful emile, =My boys,'
ahur says, a5 Maarten and 1 give her a
hug. “Ta think that this all started in
that bloady womb of mine . but [ x
gladd 1 had i, to bear you two

The hospital stafl all do a great jot
and Mush teems combent with Ber
care, Altes two hours with s,
though, she becomes more



« 'T'm going to die on Monday at 6.15pm’

demanding. She asks Dod 1o put things
Into heer bag, then mke them out again.
She snaps when he can't find her mo-
bile phone.

When the palliative care coondinator,
Careln, comes kn to discuss the option
af lome care, 1 ke Ded outside. “Tad,
I'm wondering — heve, Mum is in the
capable hands of stafl whose authority
ghe accepts. At home, sha'll just try to
be the boss.™

“Himm. You may be right,” says Dad.
W walk back, just as Mum is asking
Carola whether home care really does
not inchede vacuuming.

Wihten [ repeat myy cONCETTS to
Maarten, though, he is adamant: “She
ought to come home. It feels mome
natural if she dies there and 1 want to
e arcund her for abit. 1 don't want 1o
drive to this depressing hospital every
iay and leave her alone ot night.”

And 80 the questhon ks seitled.

The four of us will go home togethes
on Monday.

In Dad's stdy, | find a draft version
of a mowrmning card sayirg “dag liel™
{"bwye dear™). My name is on the cand,
along with my beother's.and Dad's.
These are meant to be our wonds, but
| have had no part in writing them
and | struggle with the bottom line:
“We prefer not to recedve telephone
calls, I\-‘Iillun of flawers.”

Monday January 28

After armiving home with Mum, we

struggle to share a harmonious motment.

She agks again if we've thought about
what we are gotng to Ly at her funeral.
When | answer that | haven't, Mum
insists thal time s shoet. [ should look
at her “wxpression of wish™ statemsent
= her wish to die. It needs editing. [ go
uapstairs to the study,

The statement begins: “1, Mieneke
Weide-Boelkes, am terminally (IL" It
enids; "As so0n aa this medication loses

“Ilose my self-

control. Ishout
and swear at

' her and storm

off in arage’

Marc Weide
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Going the eco-distance

#s you're getting ready for the new school term, why not start
thinking about tuming over a new green leaf too? For ideas
and inspiration don’t miss our special supplement in next

| lts efficacy 1 request euthanasia.” Dad
! jodns me and reassunes ma the text has
| genuinely been written by Mum,
I stant editing. Then Mum calls fram
downstairs, “Weren't you gaing to
| ke dinmes 71
1 go downstairs and start cooking
with Maarten. Anything for a quiet life
|« because that is how it's always been
and now ks not the time Lo change it.
When dinner is ready and | go to
fetch Mum and Dad, | find them sitting
inour bednoom with a man | have
never seen before,
Mum introduces me to the doctor,
Martin. He is holding the staternent 1

1 e just edited, but all | can think is

o he got in so quietly and why Mum
tamdhbad have not bothered to bet us
imow he is here,

B.15am: Maarten hasa run-in with Mum,
He asks what on Earth she is doing
with the Hoover at "stupid o'clock™ in
the moming. Mum does pot appreciate
being spokien to like that.

Things still simmes at breakfast.
Mugm firds fault with all the shopping
we bought the previous day: the gouda

choese ks woasodt, the bread tooswieat
and why i there fruit juice in her fridge?
Monday February 4
W are just about to have lunch when
Mum, who has been complaining about
headaches this moming, gets ap from
the table. Tearfully, she shuffles to the
kitchen sink, *Tam so sick of it,” she
says, "so wick.” She begins to make
retching nolses.
and Mum appears. “I'm sort of OK
now, ™ e says.

Shis haa pust sat down when the doc-
toe artives. As he sticks his head round
the dining-room door and sees Mum
sipping coffes; his face is all surprise,

5o this ia the moment Mum has
specified; inirial symproms back;
medication losing its effect.

Thie doctor says euthanasia can take
place next week. Another doctor first
needs to verily, though, that Mum
cannot be cused, that ber wish to die
Ias boen conststent, and that her
suffering is unbearable,

Martin is convinced of the first two
conditions but not of the thind, If Mum
is 100 eneTgetic tostay in bed, then
heww is her suffering unbearable?

Mum puts her coffee down. “Well, 1
have to die anyway, doo't IT” Then she
asks us what we think.

Hinterrupt: “It shoukd be your own
diecision. None of us is to sy anything.”

DBt Mum strugghes to say she wants
to die, Eventually [ say, 1 think what
she finds unbearable ls not so much
her pain and shekness, but the fear of it
getting worse and of losing control.”

When Martin bs finally satisfied that
Mum wants to end it he agrees o
contact the second doctor, He leaves
with an empathetic nod tous all.

Thursday February 7
1 walke up in the middle of the night.
Mum is standing in our bedroom, She
opens & drawer and takes something
out, She shufMes items scross the desk
until ghe is pleased with thelr arrange-
ment, Then she leaves, quietly closing
the door behind her.
It is at least the thind nocturnal bout
of tidylng up I've seen this Fortnight.
Mum's youngest sister and her s
=3 =

bhand are visiting today. Everybody sits
at the dining-room table with drinks
.u'ui nibbhles. Mum s giving an animated
{lesunnslm:lnn on how to polish sibver-
ware with her special gloves.

Then the secondary opinion doctor
phones 1o say he will be with usin 10
minutes, There is a brief panic, Mum
wants to change into her nightwear and
et into bed before the doctor armives,

| but we persuade her otherwise,

The doctor speaks privately with
Mum in the dining room. After he
leaves, Mum looks decisive, She says
it was =a very good talk®, but does not
give any larther details.

Later, when the guests have gone,

| D tells me that the doctor asked him

¥

fo beave the room. "Yes,” Mum inter-
“ruptsy "the doctor had to ascertain if
was not being forced into euthanasia.”

Doctos Martin ks due to come in the

afternoon to disouss further plans, but |
o ot se him, My brother has to All me
in ower the phone because [ am staying

ata friends aftera with Mum,
Ower the last week of so, she Tias

[ Ibeen complaining aboit my shoes and
the damage they doto her Aoor and has. |

been badgering me to by a new pair at
her preferred shop this weekend.

“Mumi,” | say, "I was planning to
stay with some friends this weckend.”

i3, were you!™ she snaps, “And
who has got more pricrity then, your
friends o your terminally il mother™

1 decide 1o go sooner ather than later,
But Mum pursoes me as | get my things.
“Why don"t you stay with your friends.
next week, when I'm dead? You'll have
all thi time in the world thent™

=1 wis planning to spend time here,
with Dad.”

*(h no you won't,” she says, “When
T'm dead, it's just going to be your dad
and me here. T don't want you and
Maarten around. Amd anyway, pou
don't do diddly squat ... =

1 loze my seif-control. | shout and
swoear at her and storm off in a mge.

Later, at my friend Potra's, | get a
phone call from Maarten about the

| outcame of the doctor’s visit. Mum's

death has been scheduled for Monday

| February 11, a1 G.5pim.

lmdi}rrﬂuuujrm

Muny's sisters and theis hushands are
there for a last Family dinner, together
with Dad, Maarten and me ~ wearing
my expensive new pair of shoes. Mum,
even more energetic than the week
before, decorates the table bavishly,
My uncles shake their heads with
Incomprebension, As Mum shows
ol her china plates, my aunts have
distracted looks on their faces,
Whispering to Dad and me in the
hallway, they struggle to understanc
whiy Mum s choosing to die the nex

Mum demands
that we clean
the toilets.
‘Imagine, her
last hour spent
like thist‘

day when she i bouncing around like
a qo-year-old instesd of a terminally

il G5-year-old, But there ks also shock

at her fixation on material ohjects and
the little interest she shows in how the
people around her actually feel.

Monday February 11

Again, I wake up early when Mum
comes into the bedroom. it is disturbing
to see her take the stones and shells
from the windowsill and place them on
the desk. She had only moved them on
o the windowslll the previous moming.

Meum leaves and comes back again
three times, After the last viskt, [an
hoar she is hotating the vacuam cheaner
up to the atthe. It is just after 6am.

It ix the start of an increasingly mad
day, during which Mum hoovers the
whole house and does six boads off
washing (one of which consists of a
single white shirt), She scrapes all the
woodwork on the outside of the house
clear of moss and cleans the windows.

After breakfast, 1 find Oad fuming
after Mum has given him grief for not
irontig fast enough. | ask him if it helps
to see her as 4 mental patient instead of
his wife. He grambles.

I think of what was said the
night before, about Mum's relative
physical fitness and her obsession
with material objects and cleanliness.

I feed an Increasing tension as the
day progresses and | still don't know
whether it is going to be Mum®s last,

1 overhear Mum's conversation with

| the flower shop, After the crematorium

cortfirms the date of her funeral, she
phomes to order fowers for her coffin.
It is an hour and a half before the
frse comes to put the catheter into
Mum’s hand,

Gaspem: The doctor arrives shortly
after the scene with the toilets. Mum
greets him, then disappears upstais,
saytng, ¥ Best let me potter for abit,”
Nobody sees her for another 20 mdnubes.

“Does it happen at all that people
pull out af the last minute?™ §ask.

~¥es,” Martin says. "Cuite often | go

| home again and a new appointment i
| made. But In many cases the patbent

paites pway between visits.”

When Mum comes back, listing
things she has put in bags and beotes,
Martin gently Intermnupts her: “Can |

| just ask you something? Is there still a
| ot you feel you need to do?™

“Yies,” she ways, “1 mean no. 'm
just nenvous,”

“1 canvalways come back later if you
are not ready,™ says the docton.

Mum sits down and listens to the
doctor. Then she takes a deep breath
andd says, “0K. 1am ready.”

At 7pm, with my Father, brother and
me around her bed as well s Martin,
who has given her the injection, Mum
goes to sleep.

Saturday February 16
People at funerals often say that the
deceased would have approved of the
ceremony, In oy mother's case, she
had literally approved everything — the
music, the fowers, the guest kst and
the restaurant we went to afterwards.
My main regret is that there were
such clashes between us in the mn-up
to her death. Perhaps if we had chal-
lenged Mum more over the years,
keeping her ever-increasing demands
in check, we could have been at peace
as a family, instead of at war over shoes
and toilets, right to the bitter end.
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