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Introduction

The wind howled with fierce determination outside a tiny cottage in the Blue Mountains of Australia. With a cup of tea nearby I was cosy inside, typing away happily while absorbed in my writing. It was 2009 and the second article for my newly formed blog, Inspiration and Chai was unravelling. The article was called Regrets of the Dying. It flowed completely of its own accord, without hesitation, simply drawing upon powerful, clear memories. For the previous eight years I had repeatedly been offered lessons and life-changing insights, while sitting by the bedsides of dying people as their carer and listener.

The article spread like wildfire to all corners of the globe. After numerous requests, I found the courage to share the wisdom in more depth. To do so, I had to tell my own story and how the regrets of dying people had changed me. My real-life journey into regret-free living was an example of life’s challenges. There was no point just sharing the regrets. I had done that in the article. When some of my dying patients had insisted I share their message onward, they meant so others could fully grasp the anguish and heartache that dying with regrets causes. They wanted me to help others find the courage they had lacked.

As I set about creating my own regret-free life while still caring for dying people and afterwards, I came to understand just how difficult it is to let go of all that stops us being our absolute best self. Living regret-free is not something achievable in a flash. It is created by an ongoing day-to-day process of conscious decisions, loving actions to ourselves, and a whole bucket full of courage. It is my heartfelt intention and hope that this book assists you find that courage for change.

This memoir is now in 31 languages and has been read by more than a million people worldwide, with a film in the pipeline. The importance of the message is clearly one that resonates with people from all walks of life. After all, we are all going to die, and none of us wishes to do so with regrets. In our heart, we want to live our best life, which also includes daring to be our best self.

As I’ve watched this book’s journey unfold and have evolved further in myself, as we do over time, I have felt very blessed to be the messenger for this tale. Even more so, I am incredibly grateful to have witnessed the reality of death and regret. Facing this has given me courage on many occasions, when life felt too hard. Finding the courage to act or surrender will never be as painful as lying on a deathbed with regrets.

I am very grateful to my publisher, Hay House, for giving me the opportunity for this second edition. The Top Five Regrets of the Dying was originally published independently in its raw form, after being rejected by 25 publishers. Once it caught its wave, there was no time to edit, prior to it being professionally published. Whatever magic this book originally had was independent of any composition or grammatical rules. I simply wrote as I would to a friend, sharing my tale and those of the patients I came to love.

This edition, therefore, is not edited in a traditional way, following formulas or rules. It is simply a tidy-up of grammar and a tightening of the message in parts. My life and writing style have evolved in the ten years since that first wintery experience in the Blue Mountains. So it is lovely to be able to bring a little of the essence of how my own journey unfolded to this second edition, while not losing the power of the message from the dear people I cared for.

While this book continues to reach into ever-increasing numbers of hands and hearts around the world, I have noticed it gives people permission to make changes and find immense courage. It allows tears to flow and hearts to lift. It supports forgiveness and teaches kindness. It also reinforces just how sacred and precious life is.

May the remainder of your life be changed in the best of ways through the sharing of this tale.

With loving kindness,

Bronnie


From the tropics to the snow

‘I can’t find my teeth. I can’t find my teeth.’ The familiar call flowed into the room as I attempted to have my scheduled afternoon off. Placing the book I was reading on the bed, I wandered out into the living area.

As expected, Agnes was standing there looking both confused and innocent, smiling her gummy grin. We both burst out laughing. The joke should have worn thin by now, as the misplacement of her teeth happened at least every few days. But it never did.

‘I am sure you do this just to get me back out here with you,’ I laughed, as I began today’s search in now familiar places. Outside snow continued to fall, enhancing the cosiness and warmth of the cottage. Shaking her head, Agnes was adamant. ‘Not at all, darling! I took them out before my nap but when I awoke, I couldn’t find them anywhere.’ Other than her memory loss, she was as bright as a button.

Agnes and I came to be living together four months earlier, when I had responded to an advertisement for a live-in companion. As an Australian in England, I had been doing a live-in job in a pub to keep a roof over my head. It had been fun and some lovely friendships were made with other staff and the locals. Bar skills were definitely handy and had enabled me to start work immediately on arrival in the country. So for that, I was grateful. But it came time for a change.

The two years prior to going overseas were spent living on a tropical island, as picturesque as any postcard could ever portray. After more than a decade of working in the banking industry, I had needed to try an existence that released me from the Monday to Friday, nine to five grind.

One of my sisters and I ventured to an island in North Queensland for a holiday, to gain our scuba diving certificates. While she cracked onto our diving instructor, which was of course very beneficial for us in passing our tests, I climbed a mountain on the island. While sitting on an enormous boulder in the sky, smiling, I had an epiphany. I wanted to live on an island.

Four weeks later, the bank job was no more, and my belongings were either sold or sent to a shed on my parents’ farm. Two islands were chosen from a map, simply for their geographic suitability. I knew nothing else about these islands, other than I liked their location and there was a resort on each of them. This was before the internet enabled us to find out anything about everything in a flash. With application letters in the mail, I headed north, destination unknown. It was 1991, also before mobile phones, which arrived en masse in Australia a few years later.

Along the way, my carefree spirit was given a timely and cautious warning through a hitchhiking experience. The driver turned off the highway onto a dirt road that showed few signs of regular visitors. He said he wanted to show me where he lived, as houses faded away and bushland thickened, way off track from the requested town. Thankfully I stayed strong and determined, managing to talk myself out of the situation. Only a few slobbery kisses were attempted from him as I finally exited the car, rather quickly, in the right town. That was the end of my hitchhiking.

After that I stuck to public transport. Other than that awful experience, it was a great adventure, particularly not knowing where I would end up living next. Travelling on various buses and trains ensured my path crossed with some great people, while I was being transported to warmer climates. A few weeks into the trip I called my mum, who had received a letter telling me there was a job waiting on one of the chosen islands. Being desperate to escape the banking grind, I had made the ridiculous mistake of saying I was willing to take any job, so a few days later I was living on a beautiful island, up to my elbows in filthy pots and pans.

Island life was a fantastic experience. It not only released me from the Monday to Friday grind, but also from even knowing what day of the week it was. I loved it. After a year of being what was not so affectionately known as a dish-pig, I worked my way into the bar. The time in the kitchen had actually been a lot of fun and taught me a wealth of things about creative cookery. But it was hot, hard, sweaty work in a non air-conditioned kitchen in the tropics. Days off at least were spent wandering magnificent rainforests, hiring boats and cruising to nearby islands, scuba diving, or just kicking back in paradise.

Volunteering in the bar eventually opened the door for me into this coveted role. Overlooking a million dollar view of perfect calm blue waters, white sands, palm trees swaying, the whole thing, it was not a hard job. Dealing with happy customers who were having the holiday of their lives, and becoming adept at mixing cocktails worthy of travel brochure photos, was a world away from the previous life I’d known in banking.

It was over the bar that I met a man from Europe, who offered me a job at his printing company. Travel yearnings had always been a part of me and after more than two years of island life, I was starting to crave some change and the thought of being somewhat anonymous again. When you live and work within the same community, day in day out, privacy in your everyday living becomes sacred.

Culture shock was to be expected for anyone returning to mainland life after a couple of years on an island. But to throw myself from that into a foreign country where I couldn’t even speak the language was challenging to say the least. Some nice people crossed my path during those months and I am glad to have had the experience. But I needed some like-minded friends again, so eventually headed off to England. I arrived there with only enough money for a travel card to get to the one person I knew in the country. With £1.66 left over, a new chapter began.

Nev had a lovely big smile and a head of thinning white curls. He was also a wine connoisseur, appropriately working in the wine department at Harrods. It was the first day of the store’s summer sale. Coming straight from the overnight ferry across the channel, I certainly looked like the waif I was wandering into that classy, busy joint. ‘Hi Nev. I’m Bronnie. We met once, do you remember? I’m a friend of Fiona’s. You crashed out on my beanbag a few years ago,’ I announced to him over the counter with a cheerful grin.

‘Of course Bronnie,’ I was relieved to hear. ‘What’s happening?’

‘I need a place to stay for a few nights please,’ I said rather hopefully.

Reaching into his pocket for his key, Nev replied, ‘Sure. Here you go.’ And with that I had directions to his place and a roof over my head, sleeping on his sofa.

‘May I also borrow ten quid please?’ I asked optimistically. Without hesitation, ten quid came out of his back pocket. Offering words of thanks and a cheerful smile in reply, I was sorted. I had a bed and food.

The travel magazine I had intended to find a job from came out that morning, so I picked up a copy, went home to Nev’s and made three phone calls. By the next morning, I was being interviewed for a live-in pub job in Surrey. By that afternoon, I was living there. Perfect.

Life rolled on for a couple of years with friendships and romance. They were fun times. Village life suited me, reminding me of the island community at times, and I was surrounded by people I had come to love. We were also not far out of London, so regular trips happened easily, most of which I thoroughly enjoyed.

But further travel was calling. I wanted to check out a bit of the Middle East. The long English winters were good experiences and I was glad to have done a couple of them. They were a complete contrast to the long, hot summers of Australia. But I had a choice to stay or go, and decided to stay for one more winter, determined to save some money for the trip. To do this, I needed to remove myself from the pub scene and the temptation to be out socialising every night. I was never much of a drinker, but being out and about every night still cost money that could take me travelling instead.

Almost as soon as I’d made that decision, the job advertisement for the role with Agnes caught my eye, as it was only a county away in Surrey. The position was offered to me at my first interview, when Bill the farmer realised I was a farm girl myself. His mother, Agnes, was in her late eighties, had shoulder length grey hair, a cheerful voice, and a huge round stomach, covered almost every day by the same red and grey cardigan. Their farm was only half an hour’s drive away from my friends, so seeing everyone on days off was easy enough. But it felt like a different world while I was there. It was very isolating, as I was with Agnes around the clock from Sunday evening until Friday evening. Two hours off every afternoon didn’t allow much time for socialising, though I did use that time occasionally to see my English man.

Dean was a darling person. It was humour that linked us from the very start, within the first minute of meeting. Our love of music also bonded us. We had met the day after I arrived in the country, just after the interview for the pub job, and it soon became obvious that both of our lives were richer and funnier for knowing each other. Unfortunately, it wasn’t Dean’s company I was now keeping most. I was usually snowed in with Agnes and—more often than not—busy looking for her teeth. It was amazing how many different locations within such a small home Agnes could lose her teeth in.

Her dog Princess was a ten-year-old German Shepherd who shed hair everywhere. She was sweet-natured but was losing strength in her hind legs from arthritis. Apparently, this is a common condition in this breed of dog. Learning from past experience, I lifted up her rump and looked underneath for her lady’s teeth. No luck today. On another occasion she had sat on them, so it was always worth a look. Princess wagged her big tail then returned to her dreams by the fire, forgetting the brief disturbance in a second. Agnes and I crossed each other’s path repeatedly, as we continued the search. ‘They’re not here!’ she would call from the bedroom.

‘They’re not here either,’ I’d reply from the kitchen. Inevitably we would swap places and I would find myself searching the bedroom, and Agnes the kitchen. There are only so many rooms to search in a little home, so we covered them all to be doubly sure. On this particular day they had slipped into her knitting bag, beside the lounge chair.

‘Oh you are a treasure, darling,’ she said, putting them back in her mouth. ‘Come and watch television with me now that you’re out here.’ This was a strategy that was often used and I smiled as I went along with her request. She was an old lady who had lived alone a long time and was enjoying the company. My book could wait. It was hardly as if the job was strenuous. It was simply companionship and if she needed that outside of my scheduled work hours, no worries.

The teeth had previously been found under her cushion, back in the bathroom vanity, in a teacup in the kitchen cupboard, in her handbag, and numerous other hardly-believable places. They had also turned up behind the television, in the fireplace, in the rubbish bin, on top of the fridge, and in her shoe. And of course under Princess, the mighty German Shepherd’s backside.

Routine works for a lot of people. I thrive on change. But routine has its place and certainly works best for many people, particularly as they are getting older. There were weekly routines and daily routines with Agnes. Every Monday we went to the doctors, as Agnes had regular blood tests. The appointment was at the exact same time every week. One thing per day was enough or it would ruin her afternoon routine of rest and knitting.

Princess came everywhere with us—rain, hail or shine. The tailgate of the pick-up would be lowered first. The old dog would wait patiently, always wagging her tail. She was a gorgeous creature. I would then lift her front paws onto the tailgate and quickly grab her rear and lift her up fully, before the rear legs gave way and we had to start again. I would then be covered in sandy-coloured dog hair for the remainder of the outing.

Hopping down was easier, though she still required assistance. Princess would drop down herself, so that her front legs were on the ground. Then she would wait for me to lift her hind legs down. If Agnes needed me to help her in any way in between, Princess would wait in that position with her backside in the air until I was ready. Once down, she walked happily and painlessly, always wagging that big, old tail.

Tuesdays were spent grocery shopping in the nearby village. A lot of elderly people I have worked with since have been very frugal. Agnes was the opposite. She always tried to buy me things, particularly whatever I didn’t need or want. Every aisle would see the same two women, one elderly and one young, arguing with each other. Both would be smiling and sometimes laughing, yet both of us were determined. As a result, I would end up with half of what Agnes wanted to buy me. This could be various vegetarian delicacies, imported mangoes, a new hairbrush, a singlet, or some terrible tasting toothpaste.

Wednesdays were bingo, again in the local village. Her sight was deteriorating, so I was Agnes’ eyes for confirmation at bingo. She could read the numbers okay and hear relatively well, but checked with me to be sure, before crossing off each number. I loved all of the old people there. I was in my late twenties and the only young one, so Agnes felt very special. She would describe me as ‘my friend’.

‘Well, my friend and I went shopping yesterday and I bought her some new underpants,’ she would announce seriously and proudly to all of her elderly bingo friends.

Everyone would nod and smile at me as I sat there thinking, ‘Oh brother!’

On she would go. ‘Her mother wrote to her this week from Australia. It is very hot there at the moment, you know. And she has a new nephew.’ Again the heads would nod and smile.

It didn’t take me long to learn about editing how much information I gave her. I hate to think what they would have known of my life otherwise, particularly when Mum posted me some lovely lingerie and other gifts, to pamper me from afar. It was all innocent and loving with Agnes though. So I managed to endure the blushing and cringing she sometimes caused me.

Thursdays were the only day we stayed out over lunch. It was a big day out for the three of us, Princess included, of course. We would drive to a town in Kent and have lunch with her daughter. Thirty miles was a long way away by English standards, but just down the road for an Australian.

Our perspective of distance is a definite cultural difference. In England, you can drive two miles and be in a whole new village. The accent will be totally different from the previous village and you may not know anyone, even if you have lived in the other village all of your life. In Australia, you can drive fifty miles for a loaf of bread. Your neighbours can be so far away they ring you up or speak to you on the two-way radio to say hello, but they still think of you as their neighbour. I once worked in an area in the Northern Territory that was so remote they flew planes to get to the nearest pub. The little airstrip would be full of single and two-seater planes early in the evening but totally empty by next morning, when they had all flown home to their cattle stations, half full of grog.

So the big day out on Thursdays was indeed a big day out for Agnes, but a lovely leisurely drive for me. Her daughter was a gentle woman and the occasions pleasant. The two of them always had a ploughman’s lunch, with beef, cheese and pickles. I often marvelled at how the English love their pickles. It was a good country for vegetarians too. So my choices were never terribly limited. Being so cold, I usually enjoyed a warming soup or a hearty pasta dish.

Fridays were spent very locally. We lived on a cattle farm run by two of Agnes’ sons, with its own butcher shop. Our outing on Friday mornings was always to this butcher shop. Although Agnes insisted on taking her time and looking at everything in great detail, she bought the same things every week, exactly. The butcher even offered to deliver her order, but no. ‘Thank you very much but I must come and make my choice here,’ she would reply politely.

In those days I was a vegetarian. I am a vegan now. Yet here I was living on a cattle farm, not unlike the way I’d grown up. Even though I didn’t advocate eating meat, I did understand the business and the lifestyle. It was familiar territory, after all.

We would wander back from the butcher shop and walk through the barn, talking to the farmhands and to the cows. Agnes would plod along slowly with her walking stick; I was close by her side, with Princess behind us. It didn’t matter how cold the weather, we would just wear more layers. Fridays were always spent that way, visiting the shop then the cows in their barn.

I marvelled at how differently English cows were treated to Australian cows, with their warm barns and individual attention. But Australian cows don’t have to endure English winters. It still made me terribly sad to get to know these cows on an individual basis, knowing we would probably be buying their flesh from the butcher shop at a later date. It was a hard thing to come to terms with, and I never really succeeded in doing so.

The vegetarian thing came up a lot at Agnes’ home, despite my attempted silence and my respect for the family’s chosen lifestyle. I wasn’t the kind of vegetarian or vegan to be overly verbal about it. Having seen what I have in my upbringing though, including being taken on a life-scarring school excursion to an abattoir, I do understand why some vegos get so vocal and passionate. It is heartbreaking when you find the bravery to look honestly at these industries and see what goes on behind the walls.

But I preferred to just live quietly and simply by example, respecting everyone’s right to live the way that made sense to him or her. I only spoke of my beliefs if I was asked and then I was happy to, since there was a genuine interest.

When Agnes started questioning me about why I was a vegetarian, I hesitated. Her very survival was based on the income from their cattle farm. In effect mine was too, although I hadn’t related to that immediately. I took the job simply with the intention of saving money and brightening up an old lady’s life.

Agnes persisted with her questions. So I told her about my feelings of watching cattle and sheep being killed when I was a child and how it affected me; how much I loved animals; and how I had noticed that cows mooed differently when they knew they were about to die. Their sounds of terror and panic still haunt me.

That was it. Agnes declared her vegetarianism on the spot. ‘Oh boy,’ I thought. ‘How am I going to explain this one to her family?’ I spoke about it with her son, Bill, soon after and he then spoke to Agnes of his desire for her to continue eating meat. There was little budging her at first, but she finally accepted eating red meat one day a week, fish one day per week and chicken another day. The family fed her on my days off, so she would be eating meat then too.

Over time my views have strengthened and now I would not even consider accepting a job that involved cooking flesh. I did back then though, and hated that part of my role. I could never cook meat without being saddened that this was once a beautiful living thing. So I liked this new arrangement instantly, even though fish and chicken were certainly still animals, by my way of thinking.

It turned out that Agnes had only agreed with Bill in order to keep the peace. She had no intention of eating any meat at all during the week. So I spent the remaining winter and spring months cooking us up delicious vegetarian feasts of nut-loaf bakes, divine soups, colourful stir-fries and gourmet pizzas. I think Agnes would have happily lived on boiled eggs otherwise and, of course, baked beans. She was English after all and the English do love their beans.

The snow melted and the daffodils heralded spring. Days grew longer and blue skies returned. As the farm came to life again, newborn calves ran around on their wobbly legs. Birds returned and greeted us in song every day. Princess moulted even more. Agnes and I removed our winter coats and hats, and carried on with our same routine for another couple of months, enjoying the spring sunshine. We were two women of very different generations, walking arm in arm day after day, as we shared continuous laughter and stories.

Travel was still calling. We had both known from the start that I would be going. I was missing Dean too. The weekends were not enough time together anymore and we were keen to head off travelling. My job was advertised and our time together started winding up. Those months with Agnes were a wonderful and special experience. Although I had accepted the job mostly for the benefit of my travel yearnings, companionship was beautiful work.

It was much more enjoyable than pulling beers. I would rather help someone walk steadily because she is old and frail, rather than someone who is young and drunk, or even old and drunk. I had done plenty of both during my employment on the island and in the English pub. I much preferred looking for an old lady’s teeth to removing dirty ashtrays and empty pint glasses.

Dean and I travelled to the Middle East, where we marvelled at vastly different but fascinating cultures (and ate heaps of delicious food). After a wonderful year or so away, I went back to visit Agnes. Another Australian girl had replaced me and we had an enjoyable long yarn, after Agnes had drifted off to sleep in her armchair. Sharing lots of stories, she admitted to being somewhat puzzled by the first question Bill had asked when he interviewed her. I asked what that was and cracked up laughing when she told me that the very first question Bill had asked was: ‘You’re not a vegetarian, are you?’


An unexpected career path

After those years in England and the Middle East, I finally came home to my beloved Australia. I was a changed person, as one is after travel. Returning to work in the banking industry, it soon became obvious that this work would never satisfy me again. Customer service was the only highlight of the role and while it was easy to pick up work in any town, I was restless and desperately unhappy in my working life.

Creative expression was starting to flow from me. Now living in Western Australia, I sat by the Swan River in Perth and made two lists. On one list was what I was good at; on the other one, what I loved to do. From this I had to acknowledge there was an artist of sorts within me, as the only things that landed in both columns were creative talents.

‘Dare I think I could be an artist?’ I thought to myself. Despite growing up around musicians, the reliability of a ‘good job’ has also been instilled in me. No-one in my family could understand my restlessness with a steady nine-to-five existence in the banking game. They were ‘good jobs’: good jobs that were slowly but surely killing me.

Intensive soul-searching unfolded, as I tried to work out what I could do well but also enjoy. They were hard times. Everything was changing within me. I finally came to the conclusion I would have to eventually work from the heart, as working only from the intellect left me too empty and dissatisfied. So I began developing my creative skills through writing and photography, which led to songwriting and eventually performing, in a long and roundabout way. All the while I was still working in banking jobs, mostly as temporary staff by this time. The trappings of a full-time job were no longer possible to endure.

Perth was a long way from anywhere. As much as I loved living there, the desire to be more accessible to those I cherished saw the eastern states calling me back. So across the mighty Nullarbor Plains it was, through the Flinders Ranges, along the Great Ocean Road, up through the New England Highway, until Queensland declared itself home for the next while. For some of this time, I worked in a call centre for people subscribing to an adult movie channel. It was far more interesting than the banking industry at times.

‘Um.’

Silence.

‘I’m just ringing up for my husband.’

‘So you would like to subscribe to Night Moves then?’ I would reply in a friendly, accepting tone, always putting the women at ease.

Or the guys would ask: ‘What’s it like? I mean. Do you see everything?’

‘I am sorry, sir. I’ve not viewed it myself. But I can offer you a one-night trial for $6.95 and if you like it enough, you can call back and subscribe on a monthly basis.’

And of course, there were the expected calls of: ‘What colour knickers have you got on?’ The disconnect button came in very handy at times. But despite the subject matter, it was really just another office job. My restlessness continued to fester.

We moved back to my home state of New South Wales. Dean, the man I had been with in England and the Middle East, had moved back to Australia with me. Soon after relocating to New South Wales, our relationship came to an end. We had loved each other dearly for years and had been best friends for most of that time. It was devastating to watch our friendship fall apart, but our numerous lifestyle differences could no longer be swept under the carpet or laughed off, as we had been doing.

I was a vegetarian. He was meat eater. Working indoors all week, I longed for outdoor life all weekend. He worked outdoors all week and wanted to be indoors all weekend. The list went on and on, and seemed to grow larger by the week. The things each of us delighted in, no longer delighted the other. A mutual love of music still bonded us and kept us hanging in there for a while. But in the end, the communication channel between us lost its strength and we each battled with our own loss, watching our shared dreams disintegrate before our eyes.

It was a heartbreaking time, as our relationship finished and the grief of such a loss arrived. Curling up in a ball sobbing, wishing we could have made it work, I knew in my heart we couldn’t. Life was calling us in different directions and the relationship was now hindering our paths, rather than helping them.

The search for more meaning in my life intensified and as a result, the work issue increased in prominence. I woke up to the fact that being an artist is a very hard way to survive, until your work has gained momentum and a healthy reputation, so meanwhile I had to find a new direction. Surviving as an artist was going to be possible eventually. If I could dream it, I could do it after all. But I needed to earn money and to do so in a field that allowed me to work from the heart, being my natural self.

The pressure of selling products within the banking industry had increased and I had changed too much. I no longer fitted into that world, if I ever truly had. Determined to continue on my creative journey, I made the choice to work as a live-in companion again. At least then I wouldn’t be stuck in a rent or a mortgage grind, which would also free me up from the rigidity of routine.

Despite the years of soul-searching that had led me to this point, the final decision was almost a casual, flippant one. Simply, I’d take a job as a companion for the benefit of my creative path and to work from the heart, all the while enabling me to live rent-free. I had no idea that my yearnings for a heartfelt job had been so clearly heard, and the years to follow were in themselves going to be such a significant part of my life and my life’s work.

Within two weeks, I had moved into a harbourside home in one of the Sydney’s most exclusive suburbs. My client Ruth had been found by her elderly brother, unconscious on her kitchen floor. After more than a month in hospital she was allowed home, providing she had 24-hour care.

My only experience in the care industry had been companionship with Agnes those years prior. I had not looked after sick people and was honest about this to the agency employing me, but they didn’t mind. Carers who were willing to live-in were a commodity. They were not going to let me slip through their net. ‘Just pretend you know what you’re doing and call us if you need any help.’ Puzzled and desperate, I agreed.

Although a beginner, my natural empathy enabled me to do the job reasonably well. I simply treated Ruth as I would my own grandmother, who had been precious to me. Catering to her needs as they surfaced, I worked it out as I went along. The community nurse would come in every few days and ask me questions about things I had no idea about. Because I was honest with her, she helped enormously as I learnt about medications, personal care and industry jargon.

My employers would drop in now and then. Happy to see that the client was happy was enough for them, and off they’d go. They had no idea I was rapidly becoming emotionally and physically exhausted. I am not sure I’d realised it myself.

Ruth’s family was pleased because I was spoiling Ruth rotten. There were foot massages, manicures, facials and lots of lovely bedside conversations over cups of tea. Like I say, I treated her as I would my own dear grandmother. I didn’t know any other way.

Ruth would ring her bell throughout the night too and I’d be down the stairs in a flash, helping her onto the bedside commode to go to the toilet. ‘Oh, you are glamorous,’ she would to say to me as I wandered in. Her impression of my glamour was that I sometimes wore my hair in a bun to bed, simply because I was too exhausted to get the knots out. And my ‘glamorous’ nightdress was due to my mother’s insistence I take it.

‘You can’t go to this lady’s place and sleep naked or in any old thing,’ Mum had pleaded. ‘Please take this and promise me you will wear it.’ So to honour my mother’s wishes, I found myself wearing a satin nightdress to bed. I certainly didn’t feel glamorous, half sleepwalking into Ruth’s bedroom four or five times a night, eyes struggling to open, longing for reprieve from my exhausted state. Ruth would need me all of the following day too, so I had little chance of catching up on a few hours’ sleep. Housework was tackled during Ruth’s afternoon naps.

Even while sitting on the commode, Ruth would want to talk. She loved all of the attention, after years of living on her own. I was enjoying our friendship too, except for hearing about what cups and saucers they had used at whatever dinner party thirty years ago, while she urinated on the commode at three in the morning, my body just longing to return to bed.

Over the weeks, Ruth spoke of the years around the bay and of the children playing down by the harbour. Horse and dray, plodding along through all of the quiet streets, had done the milk and bread deliveries. Sundays would see the neighbourhood all dressed in their best clothes for church. Ruth spoke about her children when they were young and of her husband long since passed. Her daughter Heather, who I found to be delightful, would drop in every day or two and was a breath of fresh air. Ruth’s son and his family lived out in the country. Had Heather not mentioned her brother, it would have been easy to forget his existence. He did not play an active role in his mother’s life.

Heather was the rock that supported Ruth throughout her decades as a widow. Ruth’s elderly brother, James, also helped. He would wander down from his home about a mile away, every afternoon. You could set the clock by his visit. There he was in the same sweater, day in, day out. He was 88 years old and had never married. With a mind as clear as they come, he was a wonderful character and it was my pleasure to get to know him and enjoy the simplicity of his life.

However, Ruth was not recovering from her illness and was still in bed after a month. More tests were done and it was then I was informed she was dying.

Walking down to the harbour with tears in my eyes, everything felt surreal. Children were playing in the shallow water. The footbridge hanging over the bay swung lightly, as happy people walked over it. Ferries cruised by on their way to Circular Quay in the city centre. I walked as in a dream, as laughter rang out from a group of people having a picnic.

Sitting against a sandstone cliff, the water almost at my feet, I looked up at the beautiful sky. It was one of those perfect winter days, when the warmth of the sun is like a balm. Sydney is never totally freezing in winter, not like European cities. It was a glorious day and a light coat was sufficient. Having already grown close to Ruth, the thought of her passing left me tearful for my own inevitable pain. The shock that I would be losing her was my first reaction. As my tears flowed, a yacht sailed by, full of happy, healthy people. It then also hit me that I would be her carer, the one nursing her until the end.

Growing up on a cattle farm, then a sheep farm, I had seen a lot of animals dying or dead. It was not new to me, although I was always terribly sensitive to it. But the society I was living in, the modern society of Western culture, was not one that exposed its people to dying bodies on a regular basis. It wasn’t like some other cultures, where human death is out in the open and a very visible part of everyday life.

Our society has shut death out, almost as a denial of its existence. This denial leaves both the dying person and the family or friends totally unprepared for something that is inevitable. We are all going to die. But rather than acknowledge the existence of death, we try to hide it. It is as if we are trying to convince ourselves that ‘out of sight, out of mind’ really works. But it doesn’t, because we carry on trying to validate ourselves through our material life and associated fearful behaviour instead.

If we are to be able to face our own inevitable death with honest acceptance, before we have reached that time, then we need to shift our priorities well before it’s too late. This gives us the opportunity to put our energies into directions of true value. Once we acknowledge that limited time is remaining, although we don’t know if that is years, weeks or hours, we are less driven by ego or by what other people think. Instead, we are more driven by what our hearts truly want. Acknowledging our inevitable, approaching death offers us the opportunity to find greater purpose and satisfaction in the time we have remaining.

I came to realise how detrimental this denial is in our society. But at the time, on that sunny winter’s day, I was completely ignorant of what lay ahead with Ruth and of my role in caring for her. Resting my head back against the sandstone wall, I prayed for strength. Having already faced plenty of challenges in my upbringing and adult life, I believed I wouldn’t have been brought to this place had I not been capable of doing the job. This didn’t particularly ease my personal sadness and pain.

Sitting in the warmth of the sun that day, quiet tears falling, I knew I had a job to do: to provide Ruth with whatever happiness and comfort was possible in her dying weeks. I certainly hadn’t seen this coming, but I accepted that I had gifts to share and this was what life was asking me to do. Walking back to the house, a strong resolve developed within me. I would give this situation the absolute best I had, and would catch up on sleep later.

My employer dropped in later that day. Explaining that I had never even seen a dead person, let alone cared for someone towards their passing, I heard my words fall on deaf ears. ‘The family loves you. You’ll be right.’ You’ll be right (as in You’ll be alright) is such a common expression in Australian language that I accepted I would be.

Ruth’s deterioration was quite fast from that point. Other carers came in to relieve me on days off and as her needs increased, I was relieved of night duty. I was still called on by the other carers, as I oversaw the running of things. But at least sleep was possible.

The days were still special. More often than not, it was just Ruth and I. It was a quiet neighbourhood, with occasional laughter ringing up through the trees from the harbourside park below. Heather would drop in on us, as would James, plus a string of specialists doing their jobs. The learning on offer was immense as I grew in my role. I did whatever needed doing and asked a lot of questions from everyone I could.

One morning as I was about to leave for two days off, excited to be heading out of the city to visit my cousin and enjoy some lightness after the weight of it all, I noticed a smell from the bedroom. The night carer had either not noticed it or had not wanted to, hoping it could be left for the day carer who was about to come on. I saw a lot of this in coming years.

There was no way I could leave my beautiful friend lying in it for another minute. Her bowels had emptied completely. Lying limp, Ruth was only able to reply to me with quiet grunts. Her major organs were collapsing. The night carer reluctantly tore herself away from a gossip magazine and helped me, as we cleaned this gentle woman and changed the sheets from underneath her. It was a relief when the day carer arrived, dropped everything and pitched in immediately with pleasant cheer. We had Ruth clean and resting, and in no time she was in a deep sleep, exhausted.

Sitting out in the bush with my cousin later that day, my heart was still back at the house. Welcoming the lightness and humour his company always provides, I was grateful to be hanging out with him. But it was not going to be possible for me to stay away for two nights. Ruth was too much in my thoughts and I was sure she didn’t have that long left. I had only been at my cousin’s for a few hours when my employer called, saying Ruth was in her last stages. Could I come?

Arriving back around dark, the sombre mood of the house was palpable before I even walked inside. Heather was there with her husband, as well as the new night carer who had just arrived, a lovely Irish girl.

Heather asked if I’d mind her going home. I replied gently that she had to do whatever felt right for her, so home it was. After she had left, it was initially a little difficult for me to remove judgement from the situation. I could only imagine my own mother dying and how I would move heaven and earth to be with her at her passing.

They say that everything comes down to love or fear: every emotion, every action, and every thought. I concluded that fear was driving Heather’s decision and with that I felt a rush of compassion and love for her. From the start of our association, I had found her to be a very practical person and somewhat detached. But this situation was foreign to me. I didn’t want my own beliefs and conditioning to hinder my regard for someone I had come to care for, simply because she handled things differently to how I would have.

Sitting in the darkened room with Erin, the other carer, I came to accept and respect Heather’s actions. She did what she’d had to do, because she had done all she could. For decades, she had kept her mother’s life in order, as well as that of her own family. She was now completely and totally exhausted, both physically and emotionally. She had given
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