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DEATH & SUFFERING

I WAS BORN AND raised in an island paradise on the oppo-
site side of the world to the mountains and valleys of my 
ancestors. In Australia, I always felt abundant, fortunate and 

free. My earliest memory of life is that of sitting in a warm lilac 
bathtub full of bubbles up to my ears – I felt very happy.

As a child, I spent endless days playing with my older sister 
Mary and our young neighbours in an idyllic suburban setting. 
Our street was abuzz with activity. We roamed and we had envi-
able freedoms.

Death entered my awareness at an early age because my immi-
grant parents slaughtered animals in our backyard in Perth. It 
was the late 1970s and little could I grasp then that death and its 
meaning would become a central feature of my life – spurred on by 
numerous spiritual experiences in my teens, twenties and thirties.

I recall as a little girl, squatting by my mum’s side and watch-
ing her slit the necks of chickens along the periphery of her much 
admired rose garden. The blood trickling out of the birds would 
pool and then drain into the dirt. The bright red blood was a simi-
lar colour to the bulbous flowers overhead that dropped one or 
two fragrant petals, in a display of pity for the birds. 



Too young to ponder the finality of life, I rather marvelled 
at how these creatures could run about without their heads on. 
I laughed and, yet, was equally afraid at the sight of them. Once 
they’d exhausted themselves, mum took the headless chooks into 
the house for plucking.

She plucked their feathers in the deep laundry sink. I didn’t 
stay there at her side for long as the stink was thick and overpow-
ering. The laundry window fogged up with steam rising from the 
boiling hot water mum poured from a kettle, over the chickens. As 
she laboured, her face gleamed with beads of sweat and her expres-
sion was such that it appeared she gained absolutely no pleasure 
from the task at hand.

I began to believe that death was a rather solemn and final-cur-
tain event when I was five and my paternal grandmother died. My 
dad arrived home from work one afternoon and my mum handed 
him a white envelope that he then took to their bedroom. My 
mum told me to leave him well alone but I was wildly intrigued by 
all the mystery surrounding that envelope.

A few moments later, I quietly peered around the doorway of 
my parent’s bedroom and saw my dad sitting on his side of the 
bed, crying. He was facing the wardrobe and, though his back was 
turned to me, I could see him wiping his face with a handkerchief. 
I felt very uncomfortable seeing my daddy crying. I understood 
he was looking at pictures of his dead mother because earlier that 
day I’d overheard mum speaking with a man who’d entered our 
home. He had returned from a holiday to my parent’s homeland 
of Croatia (then Yugoslavia) and was delivering the photographs 
from dad’s family.

Dad was very fond of his mother – he always spoke kindly 
of her caring nature and generosity. She’d had an awfully difficult 
life. During the Second World War, when food was scarce, she hid 
small pieces of dried bread in the pockets of her skirt especially for 
dad, her youngest child of seven – this was a treat.



I wanted to know, what exactly did a dead grandmother look 
like? I returned to the lounge room and waited there until dad had 
left his bedroom. I then took my chance to go in and rummage 
through his drawers. My parents were busy with tasks and didn’t 
notice me. I crept quietly around my parent’s bed and squatted 
by dad’s bedside table. I opened the bottom drawer carefully to 
retrieve the white envelope, which my dad had placed there.

At one glance the drawer spoke volumes about my dad. It 
was meticulously clean and ordered; a habit he’d acquired from 
his army days. There were lots of papers and envelopes stacked 
together and everything had its rightful place. Even at the young 
age of five, I knew I had to pay particular attention to where the 
envelope belonged so I could return it there. 

I discovered the envelope, thick with photos, beneath the pass-
ports. Opening it, I carefully pulled the photos out and held them 
in my little hand. There were perhaps six in total and I began to 
view the collection. Firstly I viewed pictures of the funeral pro-
cession – a man held the national flag and others carried rustic 
instruments. An old stone wall meandered through the country 
side with mourners walking by it, behind a coffin on the back of 
a cart pulled by a donkey. I recognised some of the people in the 
pictures as my extended family – they appeared bereaved. My dead 
Baba must be in that box, I thought.

I then came upon the most remarkable image of my young life 
and it made a startling impression upon me. It was a close up view 
of my dead grandmother – Baba Mara appeared to be asleep. I 
peered closely at her face. It looked like crumpled crepe paper and 
her hair was covered by a rose-coloured headscarf.

Baba Mara was a traditional woman who, when alive, to 
express her grief, at the loss of her husband and son, wore mourn-
ful black clothes with a scarf to match that covered her thinning 
hair. In death, however, she wore colour. It was the first occasion 



I’d ever seen her looking so bright and, though she looked old and 
still, she also looked happier than I’d ever seen her look before.

I snuck into my parent’s bedroom to look at the photographs 
of my dead grandmother many times. I always sought the same 
picture from the envelope – the one of the open casket – and I was 
never found out. In bed with the light off, I sometimes wondered 
what my death would be like. I imagined my own son grieving my 
earthly departure and I cried myself to sleep.

At seven years of age – the same age at which my dad had lost 
his father – the theme of death continued to weave its way through 
my consciousness when my dad died on the operating table. It was 
during open-heart surgery, when he experienced cardiac arrest and 
his heartbeat flat-lined for more than two minutes. He was, how-
ever, brought back to life with the use of defibrillators. What I 
vaguely understood then was that my dad’s illness stemmed from a 
bout of rheumatic fever that he developed as a child. However this 
was not the complete story, and it wasn’t until I was an adult that I 
learnt he has a connective tissue disorder called Marfan syndrome 
that contributed to his poor health.

Dad was diagnosed with Marfan syndrome by his doctors. 
They suggested that this condition and having rheumatic fever as a 
child, when he became very ill from sleeping in cold, damp caves 
during the war, meant that he had developed a weakened heart 
valve. This malfunctioning valve was then replaced with a new 
valve when he was forty-six years of age.

Visiting dad at the Royal Perth Hospital following his surgery 
was a secret anxiety-filled mission. Children were not allowed in 
the intensive care unit but a caring nurse smuggled my sister and 
me in because dad had become depressed and she believed see-
ing us would lift his spirits. I recall my dad crying at the sight 
of us, and him being connected to seemingly countless tubes and 
machines. My mum believed my dad might die again and this was 
perhaps the last time he would ever see his girls. 



Though I was quite young at the time, I was aware of the seri-
ousness of his condition and the stress my mum was experiencing. 
I recognised in my dad a vulnerable man, and from then on, all of 
life became vulnerable and unpredictable. Dad made it through 
intensive care and returned home, though his physical and psy-
chological health, and the potential of his demise hung over our 
family life impacting our emotional lives for many years to come. 
Dad suffered from bouts of anxiety about his health but he also 
carried on with his sense of humour intact, often joking in his 
thick accent, “I die but nothing there – nothing! Dead mean dead. 
Kaput! Finito!” His new heart valve was derived from a pig and so 
he also delighted in telling anyone who’d listen, “I be part man, 
part pig!”

Following my grandmother’s death and my dad’s death and 
resurrection, I acquired a great compassion for the sheep that were 
being slaughtered in our backyard. One or two sheep were killed 
there or at a relative’s backyard each Christmas and Easter and 
sometimes for other special occasions too. It was always a bitter-
sweet occasion for me, when my merriment for the day’s festivities 
was marred by the suffering of others. 

Often, just before the slaughter, I’d muster up the courage to 
visit the sheep hoping to comfort it. The sheep always looked sad 
to see me. I would find it lying on the back lawn, on its side in the 
hot sun, with its legs tied together. For a child, it was a heartbreak-
ing scene. All I ever wanted to do was to set the poor animal free 
but I never had the courage to do so. I was afraid of being repri-
manded and, by all considerations, I knew the sheep wouldn’t get 
very far should I have dared to free it.

Feeling sad and guilty, I’d run inside the house and hide in 
my bedroom until the slaughter was over. Even with my bed-
room door shut I could still hear the back and forth motion of the 
butcher’s knife as it was being sharpened. I’d push my fingers into 
my ears and hum, to block out the noise of my dad preparing for 



the kill. I prayed to God to help the doomed sheep, but that help 
never came.

Sometimes, I’d stand at the back door and peer through the 
flyscreen to watch the slaughter. It took two strong men to hold 
a sheep still, as it jerked for its freedom – usually my dad, his 
brother or their nephew – it was hard yakka, brow-sweating work. 
I could see the men bent over the animal between the slits of my 
fingers that covered my eyes. I heard their tense voices and the cry 
of the sheep to its death. Only when the dreaded commotion was 
over, and I was very sure that the sheep was completely dead, did I 
dare venture outside. By then, curiosity got the better of me and I 
proceeded cautiously across the back lawn and up the brick steps, 
leading to my dad’s elevated vegetable patch. There I’d view the 
sheep’s blood pooled in a hole from where, ordinarily, dad grew 
the choicest harvest each season.

The men, at this time, were with the lifeless creature on the 
lawn, skinning it. I then descended the steps to get a closer look at 
them working on the animal, fascinated by its anatomy. I’d think, 
Without its wool on a sheep looks rather skinny and a bit silly. Once 
skinned, the sheep was hung up by thick steel hooks from the 
clothesline, while laundry buckets held its organs. I liked to look 
at the liver and the kidneys – my parents ate these.

The stomach, digestive tract, heart and lungs were thrown into 
the hole in the vegetable garden, but sometimes before dad did 
this, he’d blow the lungs up like a balloon to show me how well 
they expanded. I thought it was a brilliant sight. Our Aussie neigh-
bours, no doubt, considered us a bit strange for (amongst other 
things) hanging a dead sheep from the clothesline where ordinarily 
our garments dried.

Unfortunately for the poor animal, a lamb or sheep cooked 
on a spit tastes very good – and by the time it had been rotat-
ing over a fire for hours, its flesh browned, salted and made 
crispy, it appeared less of the creature it once was and more like a 



much-desired lunch. Our extended family then gathered around 
the dining room table with feelings of joy and gratitude for the 
meal provided.

In our family love was expressed readily through food. An 
abundance of food on my plate equated to an abundance of paren-
tal love. I should well have been the width of a bus because I was 
so full up on love. 

It was not until I was a woman and dad had long stopped 
slaughtering sheep in the backyard, that he shared his true senti-
ments about it.

“It be very hard for me to kill the sheep,” he said to me one 
day. “I happy I not have to do anymore.”

“What do you mean, dad?” I asked, rather surprised by 
his remark.

“I really do not like killing creatures,” he confessed.
His admission made me stop to consider – perhaps the men 

who had slaughtered our family members during the war, didn’t 
like killing either.


