Scared to death

of dying

SOFTENING THE TRUTH: Patronizing euphemisms such as
‘senior citizens’ and ‘golden years' don't loosen stiffening joints,
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ature. Senior citizens, The golden

years. These are euphemisms for one

inescapable fact: If you live long
enough, you'll get old.

A few years ago I did a writing assignment
that described dental care through the stages
of life: Infancy, childhood, adolescence, aduit-
hood, pregnancy and — here there was a great
deal of discussion among my supervisors as to
which euphemism for “old age” would be
least offensive.

Offensive to whom? Ostensibly the old. But
don't the old know they're old? The young
know they’re young and flaunt it — why not?

The middle-aged need only look in the mir-
ror to know that time is catching up. Surely we
don't presume that the aging process itself
causes people to lose a perspective on time
which they have had all their lives,

We are talking about people who, a few
years earlier, went to work, pald taxes, raised
children, and were perfectly aware of the pas-
sage of time. Although a percentage develop
Alzheimer's disease and may be unaware of
their age, the majority still count birthdays
and know that by most standards 75, 80, 85
years of age is getting old,

Patronizing euphemisms such as “senior
citizens” and “golden years” don't loosen stiff-
ening joints, counteract fatigue or increase di-
minishing

appetites.
Who are these euphemisms designed not to
offend?

counteract fatigue or increase diminishing appetites.

and at worst insulting. Shes not a
“senior” She's not “mature.” She's not
“elderly.” She’s old.

To help myself cope with
this difficult time in both our
lives, I've ‘been reading the
landmark work of Elisabeth
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where she will live now here they are saved

that she needs more care than peatedly and hero-

her current residence can provide. ically bydmgs.machines

To put it bluntly, she'’s choosing where and tfained personnel.

she will go to die. Euphenisms have one pur-

To describe these as her “golden pose: To softén the truth,

years” would be at best dark satire, In the 20th centufy we have softened the

truth of death so much we can no longer

care facilities.” ‘.

Kubler Ross On Death and Dying. I'm be-

ginning to understand why we have these eu- cident, illness, or abe are unna

phemisms, and for whose benefit. extended and we praisq the advances of med-
Once upon & time in our society, death was  ical science, never sp8aking of the cost in

treated as a part of life. When people had ac-  quality of life.

cidents, got sick or got old they stayed at home The truth is, we agp scared to death of

surrounded by loved ones. dying We are afraid to §ay “old” because, in a
While children may have been asked to youth-oriented society, gge is a negative thing,

“let granny rest because she’s cranky today” We are afraid of “old"$ecause being old in-

they were not denied access to the dying evitably leadsto being dead v

When death arrived, the whole community Nobody knows death brings. Every-

was involved in the accompanying rituals. body fears the unknfwn. Theres nothing
Death in our society, by contrast, is sterile.  wrong with being afraidifo

Ontele-nsron. it is bloodless and forgotten by What is wrong is thegiss: we do to the
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Are we helping thent to dopeptelint desthis
as inevitable a part of life ag'bi
simply running from our inab
of our own mortality?
Dzetytimelvisltmymother,lamremmd
ed by her and the other residents how fright-

ened 1 am of my own aging process, my own
death. Yet I find myself longing to more
and more time with her,

ln&act,l‘veinvitedhertolivev.\-itlune.pexL .
haps to die with me.

laman'aidofmuYet.in!hmnl
am finding a greater degree of peace
ever experienced before. T don't want
mymomeraboutthemetthatshe’s and
she's dying. I want to help her face it. I want to
face it with her.

Someone once said: “On the other side of |
every fear is freedom "

‘Perhaps if we stopped pretending that
vouth could be extended indefinitely with
surgery, cosmetics and overdoses of exercise;
if we stopped trying to delay every death with
medical heroism; if we stopped inventing new,
improved ways to say, “He's old,” “She died,”
wecouldhelpﬂ)eagmganddylmamongus |
face their final fears, achieve their final free-
dom, and find a little freedom of our own.

Lynne Melcombe is a freelance writer. Her mother
died shortly after this article was written, She was
with her when she died.




