Compassion conversation 34: Little things count
By Fiona Hermann
Recently, my darling mother died. She had been ill with breast cancer for 12 years, and had certainly had had her share of treatments and hospital admissions. She also had (on the whole) great care from the health system: from oncologists, radiation therapists, GPs, hospital in-patient staff and district and hospice nurses. Almost all of these people gave empathetic, professional care to Mum. While I was touched many times by the compassion expressed, one interaction with a student nurse touched me especially. While Mum was in her last earthly days she was cared for by my siblings and me at home, with the support of the local district nurses. These women were not specialist palliative care nurses; rather, they fitted the on-call and other demands of palliative care around the other parts of their rural nursing practice. They gave superb care. With these competent, caring women was a third-year student nurse, Hayley.  Hayley had met Mum a few times, and visited right to the end, including a visit after Mum had died. She was out of her depth of experience at times, but watched and assisted where able. 
So what you may say – this all sounds unremarkable.  What struck me was Hayley’s ability to converse quite easily with Mum’s elderly husband, who is not a conversationalist! He was, and is, ill-at-ease with many people, and of course distressed at losing his second wife to cancer. Hayley chatted naturally with him, talking about local happenings, farming, and life in general. This was really appreciated by him, and the family. It is so important to make loved ones feel comfortable and take note of how they are really doing. This woman showed compassion and care that touched me, and reminded me of how important holistic care is – not only of the ‘patient’ but of the whole whanau. Thanks Hayley, and rest peacefully Mum.
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