
“�I�turn�with�the 
sunflowers�–� 
towards�the�light.”

Eileen Pugh chats with ease and humour, willing to share, and always interested in, 
and enjoying, the company she’s in. But the extraordinary thing is – underpinning her 
bright and easy way of connecting is a deeply rooted and thoughtful view of the world 
and how we all travel through life and interact together. Eileen has experienced one 
of the greatest traumas any of us could face – losing the love of her life, her wonderful 
husband Derek – all too early. He received a completely unexpected bowel cancer 
diagnosis. And today, Eileen still grieves, is still thankful and positive, and still wants  
to help others. 

It was genuinely the last thing we expected. He was so healthy, active and fit. The diagnosis 
sent us on a rollercoaster of tests and treatments and consultations. Ultimately, a year earlier, 
Derek was given a year to 18 months to live. The devastation and grief crushed me. The 
traumatic shock really took its toll on Derek. He was determined cancer would not define him.

In hospital, we received outstanding medical care. They looked after his physical needs but 
there weren’t the facilities, time or resources to look after his emotional, mental or spiritual 
side. So, with the clock ticking, we asked for a referral to hospice 8 months before Derek died.

It was a big moment for us going to the hospice. It was a sobering admission of where Derek’s 
health was at. But the minute we walked through the doors of Blackrock Hospice, we also 
crossed another threshold – a pathway into amazing, holistic, person-centred care. We got a 
gorgeous welcome. The atmosphere was bright and reassuring. It was a place of living in the 
moment, and not dreading an ending. 

It quickly became a place where we felt like everybody already knew us – knew us at 
a deeper level. Derek started under the care of the Community Palliative Care Team, 
attending Day Hospice as it was then, and later the nurses from the team visited him weekly 
at home. A number of months later Derek was booked into hospice for Respite Care. It was 
an absolute gift. Although he was suffering, he experienced lovely moments of tranquillity, 
normality, and even joy. Cancer was never a match for Derek’s humour. He spent precious 
time with our daughters – Aisling, Fiona, Shauna and Sinéad – and grandchildren. And I was 
able to avail of great support too – including Care for the Carers days, that were running at 
that time, which gave me so much encouragement and support.
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Under the care of the hospice, Derek had so many of his needs met. The consultant lead team meant 
he also had the expert support of a psychologist, physiotherapist and occupational therapist. He was 
also able to avail of massage, which he loved as it soothed his spirit – and a chaplain would come every 
day for great chats. He was so impressed with the staff and made some profound personal connections. 
And, of course, he absolutely loved the garden.

In fact, we both loved nature and the outdoors. At home, up to this point, I was the gardener and Derek 
was the grass cutter. But from the time Derek got sick, he found gardening very therapeutic and got 
even closer to the natural world. He began to love the soil and got a huge amount out of nurturing plants 
and flowers, the cycle of life, most importantly Sunflowers from seed.

I love the idea of remembrance – everyone’s story is sacred and should be valued. That’s one of the 
reasons I’m supporting Sunflower of Life. The other reason is of course because it will support patients 
and families who need their vital palliative care services. It will also have such a practical impact on 
improving facilities in the hospice. Also, by a kind of otherworldly coincidence, Sunflowers took on a 
deeply inspiring meaning for our family.

The year before Derek’s diagnosis, our youngest daughter, Sinéad, had given me some Sunflower seeds, 
to connect with her while she was away for the summer and we had shared across the ocean watching 
the wonder of them growing and thriving at home, some to ten feet tall. On Derek’s last Father’s Day ten 
months before his death, our four daughters made beautiful inspirational signs about Sunflowers and 
placed them carefully all around the garden.

In a way they were prophetic and became little aids to help with grief and loss but also a celebration of 
how we were coping together. One of them became our family motto: ‘Be like a Sunflower. Face the 
light and the shadows will stay behind you.’

We also found out that the symbol of hospice is a Sunflower! Then we learned that sunflowers 
are also the flower for Bowel Cancer. It began to feel like there was something greater and more 
profound at work.

Thanks to the hospice, when a second respite was cancelled due to Covid, Derek could still come 
home from hospital. That had its challenges, but he was so happy. And the hospice team stayed by our 
side with practical and personal support. They were even able to provide daily visits, and Derek was 
absolutely thrilled. It meant he could stay at home rather than have to go back to an unsuitable hospital 
environment. Derek’s greatest wish was to be at home. In his words “This is Heaven”.

At home it was like Derek came back to life. The care he got at home in his final days from all of us 
meant he could enjoy the plants and flowers. He got the telescope out to look at the pink moon. We 
had some wonderful days together. Honestly, seeing him happy meant the world. Thanks to the help of 
the hospice, Derek was at home as he died, with all of his family around him. When Derek died it was 
traumatic for all of us, but the bereavement support I received, I will forever be grateful for.

He will be always remembered, always loved, always celebrated for the amazing, enlightened son, 
brother, father, grandfather and partner he was – and, still is in our hearts. 

This summer I’ll touch the sunflowers growing tall in the garden, and I’ll remember my beautiful 
husband with his soil-covered hands, a smile on his face, a handsome, thoughtful and kind man who 
had so much love. 

When the grief is heavy, and the shadows fall, I will turn toward those wonderful memories. I will turn 
with our sunflowers – towards the light.”


