
I used to assocIate the word ‘dyIng’ wIth ‘end,’ as If nothIng  
productive or profound comes out of death. And yet, one of the 
most influential life lessons I have learned was due to the passing 
of someone I had never met. My perspective on what it means to 
provide comfort changed forever when I shared a moment with 
an elderly woman while doing a high school co-operative place-
ment in a long-term care home. To this day, she helps me evaluate 

the care I provide as a nurse, 
even though I never learned 
her name. 

At 17, I embarked on my 
high school co-op placement 

nervous, but excited. The hustle and bustle of the Toronto long-term 
care home where I would spend five weeks made me cross-eyed. 
On one particularly hectic day, I looked for the nearest room I could 
find to collect myself. I thought I was alone, but as I turned around, 
I saw a frail lady sitting in her wheelchair shaking and wailing. I 
froze. At first, I was afraid that I was disturbing her, but then she 
looked at me intensely as if asking for help. Her eyes were sunken, 
her boney fingers reached out, and her body hunched over as if she 
was unable to hold her weight. I did not know how to react. 

Compelled to do something to help her, I grabbed some hand 
cream on her bedside table and gently massaged it into her cold 
hands. Suddenly, she relaxed onto the wheelchair. I was so surprised 
that something so simple consoled her. As I let her go, she gently 
tugged my hands to her lips and kissed them. A silent thanks of 
sorts. Her simple act of gratitude made me realize two things: firstly, 
being present was a source of comfort; and secondly, we do not need 
to make grand gestures to show someone we care. I left her room 
feeling glum, but humbled by what she taught me.  

I went to visit her the next morning, but as I entered her room, I was 
met by a wall of people hauling a body bag onto a stretcher. I was 
shocked and overwhelmed with emotion. I did not realize she was dying. 
As they left with her body, I stood silently in her empty room, wonder-
ing if she had someone with her in her final hours. Was she comforted? 
Was she free of pain? Did she pass peacefully? I will never know. 

What I do know is that she taught me a very important lesson, 
and it’s one I continue to reflect on as a nurse caring for those 
nearing the end of life, the frail and the elderly. RN

 
kathyrIn bote Is a regIstered nurse at oshawa’s hIllsdale terraces, a 
long-term care home operated by the regIonal munIcIpalIty of durham. 

IN THE END By Kathyrin Bote  

What nursing means to me…

DROP uS A LINe OR TWO 
Tell us what nursing means to  

you. email editor@RNAO.ca
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