
 

She fought cancer and Congress for 

D.C.’s right-to-die law. Would she be 

able to use it? 
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Mary Klein with her German shepherd, Adina, on the town dock in Chincoteague, Va., on May 9, 
2015. Klein stayed at her vacation home to recover from her first round of chemotherapy for ovarian 
cancer. (Family photo) 

By ​Fenit Nirappil 

December 25, 2018 

The government form lay on the dining room table in Mary Kleinôs home in Northwest Washington. 

At the top, in bold letters, was a simple declaration: ñREQUEST FOR MEDICATION TO END MY 

LIFE IN A HUMANE AND PEACEFUL MANNER.ò 

ñI need two witnesses for my application,ò Kleinôs friend Kelly Saunders recalls her saying. ñWould 

you be a witness?ò 

Saunders knew this moment was coming. 

It had been nearly four years since doctors had diagnosed Kleinôs ovarian cancer. She had shed 20 

pounds, her voice was softer, and her hair thinner and grayer. She had decided to stop chemotherapy 

months earlier. 

At 70, Klein had become the public face of an effort to legally permit doctors in the nationôs capital to 

help terminally ill patients die. 

Even as her health deteriorated, Klein worked for two years to lobby local lawmakers as well as 

members of Congress ð who can overturn D.C. laws ð to allow a practice that is now legal in seven 

states. She prevailed, and the law took effect last year. 

And now, Klein wanted to become the first person in the District of Columbia to use the law. 

Saunders picked up a black pen and checked off a box verifying that her dying friend ñappears to be 

of sound mind and not under duress, fraud or undue influence.ò She signed her name. 

Stella Dawson, Kleinôs partner of 37 years, stepped out of the kitchen where she was clearing out 

cabinets and preparing for a contractorôs visit. She offered Saunders a box of macaroni and cheese to 

take home. 

It felt incongruous. 

ñHere we were talking about her death, but we were in the kitchen getting ready to have the kitchen 

renovated,ò said Saunders, an architect. 

The signature brought Klein closer to fulfilling her goal of controlling the final moments of a terminal 

disease. 
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/fenit-nirappil/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/dc-politics/bowser-quietly-signs-legislation-allowing-terminally-ill-patients-to-end-their-lives/2016/12/20/2b68dda6-c6ca-11e6-8bee-54e800ef2a63_story.html


But even after the public pleading, the quiet lobbying and the politics surrounding the vote ð and the 

paperwork ð it wasnôt a done deal. 

Kleinôs oncologists didnôt want to prescribe the drugs for the fatal dose. And social conservatives in 

Congress vowed to stop the Districtôs program. 

And it was uncertain whether death would come from the cancer overtaking her body, or at her own 

hands, at her own time and in the comfort of her own home. 

 

Mary Klein’s letter of request to use Washington’s aid-in-dying law. Klein became the public face of 
the campaign for the legislation. (Doug Kapustin for The Washington Post) 
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The diagnosis 
Klein, a former journalist and artist who trained dogs in retirement, noticed stomach pains while 

traveling to compete with her German shepherd, Adina, in summer 2014. She blamed her irregular 

diet and figured she would feel better when she returned home. 

X-rays dated Oct. 2, 2014, showed tumors growing in her uterus. 

Klein sat her wife down in their living room soon after and explained the grim outlook. 

ñWeôre going to do this well,ò Dawson recalls Klein saying. 

From the diagnosis of the Stage 3 ovarian cancer, Klein was thinking about the end. 

She wanted to decide when the pain became too intolerable to continue living, but her options were 

limited. 

For decades, activists have pushed to allow terminally ill patients to legally end their lives, saying 

people with no hope of recovery deserve the option to avoid needless suffering in their final days. 

Some doctors say helping patients die violates the Hippocratic oath to do no harm. Religious leaders 

say preservation of human life is sacrosanct. Advocates for people with disabilities and the elderly 

fear they could be pressured into premature death. 

Even the name of the practice is controversial. Supporters prefer ñdeath with dignityò to ñassisted 

suicide,ò and the main advocacy group rebranded itself from the Hemlock Society to the 

softer-sounding Compassion & Choices. 

Oregon became the first state to legalize the practice in 1997 and was followed by Washington state 

and Vermont by the time Klein discovered her cancer. And a 2009 Montana Supreme Court ruling 

said nothing in state law prohibited the practice. 

The week of Kleinôs diagnosis also marked a turning point for the national movement. 

Brittany Maynard, a 29-year-old with brain cancer who moved from California to Oregon to end her 

life, became an international media sensation profiled in People magazine and on national television 

before her death. 

Maynardôs story and lobbying by her relatives helped an aid-in-dying bill become law in California in 

2015. 

Meanwhile, advocates were preparing to mount an effort to pass a similar law in the District. 

It would be a huge symbolic win as the nationôs capital, and the first victory in a jurisdiction with a 

large number of African Americans, a demographic among the most skeptical of the practice. 

But they needed a public face. 
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