ar the past few vears, Pve had the privilege of

helping people face their last days and

mesments here in this earthly reabn. 108 not an

oocupation. Mot many people can make a
T off the dving, amd s usually someone in the
family who attends to these essential neods.

Bt not abways. Perhaps the medicallsation of
dhesath oweer the past few generalions hias robbed us of
the value of death, and many have not practised these
Intuitive skills. Nog lomg ago mast people my age
witildl have encountered several dead bodies, Kow,
ot 50 much,

This isn'l somelhing that | chose, A priest | mel
asked if 1 might visit the dying people he couldn'
attend 1o | ided hirn 1 wias Mattered but dickn’t have the
skills. You'll be fine, he sald. And so, a few weeks later,
1 founned mysell driving up the west coast o meed
Kaihryn, 86. She had Late-stage cancer. Visiiing
Kathryn over the next cowple of months, 1leamt i
shiow g, o shvod ugs W hisd plenty D cmmon,
enowgh o laugh about. But she had been anxiows and
alfrich, Thist changed. When sl died, the Guniby were
so grateinl o see thelr mon go out well. It helped
them in their griet, And knewing they wisuld he OK
el Kathrym g, The Last time | saw her, she said
“Sean, if vou hadn't made such a [ °*ing mess of your
1He you would have been no wse bo me whiisoever.”
s true. Our diark past Bs our greal (reasure.

Sinee thes, 've been helicoptered inlo many
lamillies belfore somesone dies or just aller, Somelimes
groups of siblings, vving todetermine a dving parent’s
legacy, with different agenduas, like a daughier hell
bent on their parent accepting Christ belore they die.
Whose death is it anvway ? Another sibling is more
conoermed with death’s practicalities over the next
few' davs. Pve sat on the beds of people with life
limitingt illness, with sons amd daughters, all in
simiflingt tears, and helped cormversations happen. 1t has
Toeeen an blesssigd don e 0 s st im sibenoe, holeding a
hamdd and enjoy having permission. even a
responsibilicy, wask the Kinds of questions thar might
be uselul. Do vou think your childnen will be OK
withowt vou? Aler all, look at them — vouve done
such a wonderful job. Perbaps vour work here is
nearly over. What still needs 1o be dope?

Many don’t give themselves permission to die.
Even il earlier in lie they may have asked vou o puash
them off @ cliff If they ever lost thelr faculties, |
suspeet thai for these peophe there is unfinished
Business. For sonwe, a resentment seems to block
Them. Some guilt, perhaps, or something unpesoboed. |
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see it as my duty o gently approach that splinter in
thee sl and help remane §L Sometimes, Some people
oy DO Wt B0 @0 there, clammed as tight s oVsSIers,
especially menfolk. Why woubd they sudcenly open
up now? Ferhaps because [am a new [ce, without
any vesied family inievesis, people iell me things they
loan’s Lell thweir Bemilies, They sexip shiol when Gamnily
memhers re-enter the moony, and pipe up agaln after
they"vee ghonee,

| am part of a growp of wonen {(the only man.
bizarrey ) who call sursebves soul - carers, We work in
hospdioes, in homes, inorelirement villages, in
hosspitals, Several of my eolleagues ane saints. [am sl
& nindce, Persogually, | prefer the tenm end-of-life
carer, even I It's often the living, those who remaln,
that 1 enl up spemding most time with. But ves, Lo
helieve we all have a soul, an essential spirieal
expressive and creative sell, that does necd caring for.

(Hien it is obscured by material things. Often it is
submerged under a mortal weight. Sometimes tat
dear soul has been hidden from it owneer [or so ong

We're all going to die. Yes,
you too — and this very
moment is not too soon

to start accepting it,
writes Sean O'Connor

thii they do not know who they really are, Pethaps
ihis atienabon from thedr inner essence s an obstacle
that prevenis passage into death. Peaple hald on o Hife
mil only because ies precious, b because death
means an eid of oppartundiy, No more chances o flx
thingss, inclhuding oursehves, They hobd on o life
hecause they ve been gaught to survive, o hobd out, no
mubtter what, We hinve not been taughl how 1o dic.
Which is strange, becanse we all hiree (o doit. And we
Imagine that we might do it well, without miech
evidence. But it's important o think about these

things. not just for ws, bat for the peogle who love us.

Hewa wwrsabe voun Tikae to g, andd hinw do vou imagine
going? In this country, unfortunatedy, many of us don't
e weell it all Perhaps the idea of @ good dieath is
[allacious, cresting vet maore pressune (o do things
right In this performumce-orientated e, What ? Now |
Bver fon clie well oan? T s Draism thal living well
tends to mean dyving well, How we Hve 15 how we dle.

A [riennds mother cdied whenall ber work was
dhome. She'd tidied the house, orderad the documents.
got rid of umwanted things. Before her last breath, she
tapped her chest iwiee, I'm gone, she sabd, and went.
Olsers have died in their sheep Well, an least that's
what we think, Most people who die in their sleep
experence sudden canliac arrest or a stroke. | think
what appeals i5 the idea that ies painless.

S0 can vou plan vour death? Well, cortainly, you
cin plan for it D was contacted by someone without
any lamily. We commumicated and met. Aflter she dies,
Fwill reverenthy take her ashes and place them in the
oeean, it a certain spol, marked on @ map, and play

some masic, something specilic, and say what she
WARNLS T L0 Sy, JUst e, no-onde else, as shie wishes, i
1 appen te perish belore her, §have depuiised a
trusted [riend o do this, Earbier this week T picked up
A Mperary urm from Postnel, and a memorkal shnood, |
knoww this person feeds good about knovwing where
she's golng, knowing her final resting place.

Anid this is the major reasomn peopbe experiendoe
existental dread, | think, this lck of knowing where
they might find themsebes alter they go. | have been
stared at by verdfied souls, inching or roaring down
the bame straight and heading for clemity, alraid o
Close their eyves amd rest in case they never wake up
again. Where will [ go, is the aching refrain. What will
haappen 1o me?

I don't have the answer. All | and my colleagues can
oller is a gentle souliul presemee amd a gratiiude [or
the time we share. Woubd a “comiorting delusion”
help maners? As in, don’t worry, vou'll be passing
thirrigh s astral plane (o o whille, then vl see
some hig gates, they have a purple neon banner on the
torp Can'd maiss ‘el And vouw'll get a prissword for the
cosmic Wi-Fi. People with relighous conviction are
adamant, and reassured, abouwt thelr next destination.

el mo-one has comwe back o el ns 1S 2 mysieny,
one of the few we have left. One person | visit
regularly asked U she woukl be able o coommunlosie
with her children alver she goes. Well sure, Ame they
gifted communicators, | want toask?

My neighbours have just retumaed Irom thee Kle o
Mull. off Scotiand, It's where dad wanted his ashes
statlen=d, savs my neighbowr, His favourite place. Hed
lelt them some momey 1o @et thero in his will. He
Cleardy knew where he was headed. For the rest of us,
w milght dowell tothink where we'd like to be, Even
10 it just for Qee peaphe vou love. Personally, | hope to
oo i e University of Cape Town mwalical school,
decorated with a few obscene tattoos (sl In
development) for the students whn bearm about il
[rom my empty shell. before cremation and evennal
depasit high on Tabke Mountain, There's a spot near
Lhir streamm wiere the waler cascades over a mek
i smoth by time, T suddenly hrings a tear wo my
eve, knowing | must leave one day, But death is in our
design. Birds and dragonllles and geckos will play
nearty, with the sound of the diver and the wind in the
trees. 'l be gone, but you might find me there.

| Fat o T

O"Comnnor prodivees the Mow To D’ prdicast. suppantsd by

AVBOB Ssasan 4, episode | — The Dementia Carer — has
|ust been rebeasod. Vit howtodiecoza



