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All I could hear was the steady beeping of the machine hooked up to Momma. I felt a hand on

my shoulder and opened my eyes. Momma came into focus. I felt the warm moisture of tears

slide down my cheeks. She just looked so helpless, laying there with her eyes closed, tubes

sticking out of her.

My brother whispered in my ear, “She’s not going to make it much longer, Sis.”

More tears welled up, and I pushed his hand off my shoulder. I couldn’t take it! My

momma was dying. The cancer had eaten away at her until there was nothing left. She looked

like a corpse already, pale, grey-tinged skin, nothing but a pile of bones underneath a sagging

meat suit. She only weighed 82 pounds now. I couldn’t bear to see her that way, sick and

helpless.

So I escaped…

I was seven years old again, sitting in Mrs. Holmes’ class doing problems in my math workbook

when the intercom came on.

“Mrs. Holmes, we need Hallie Donovan to the office to check out.”

“She’s on her way,” Mrs. Holmes replied to the unseen voice.

I shoved my workbook and pencil into my backpack, got up and slung it across my

shoulder.



“Bye Hallie, I hope you feel better tomorrow,” Mrs. Holmes said to me as I walked out of

the classroom.

Confused, I walked down the short hall to the office. I didn’t feel sick. Why was I being

checked out of school early, and who was here to pick me up?

When I turned the corner, heading toward the front office, there was Momma. She looked

so beautiful, with her small stature and short curly brown hair, with lots of hairspray in it so it

would stay in place. She was wearing a red blouse and blue jeans, and she had her gold earrings

in her earlobes, the ones that reminded me of seashells. I cocked my head to the side when she

saw me, wondering why she was picking me up. She grabbed my backpack from me, took my

hand, and walked me out to the car. Once we left the school parking lot, I asked her where we

were going.

“You have a doctor’s appointment.”

“What for?” I asked her. “I don’t feel sick.”

“It’s just a checkup, Baby Girl. He just wants to make sure your new asthma medicine is

working.”

Now that she had planted that in my head, imaginary asthma symptoms started. She just

looked at me and smiled, shaking her head slightly.

After a long car ride (it was only 30 minutes, but when you’re seven, that feels like

hours), we pulled into a big parking lot and I recognized the big building with the brown sign

that Momma had told me said “Dillard’s.” In shock, I turned my head to look at her, and her

golden brown eyes lit up as a big smile stretched across her face.

“This isn’t the doctor’s office, this is the mall! What are we doing here?”



“Well...” she began in a mischievous tone, “I thought since you’ve been such a good girl

lately that we would play hooky for the day.”

My eyes widened with excitement as butterflies filled my stomach. A whole day to spend

with Momma, by myself! And even better than that, a whole day to spend with momma, by

myself, when I was supposed to be in school!

“You really mean it? We get to go shopping?”

Her smile broadened, making the skin by the corners of her eyes crinkle. “I was

thinking…since you’re seven years old now, how would you like to get your ears pierced?”

I thought I was going to burst from excitement. I had been begging her to get my ears

pierced ever since Jessica Walton got hers pierced in kindergarten.

“Really?!” I started bouncing up and down in my seat. “I can get my ears pierced? For

real?”

Momma just laughed quietly at my excitement, and took my hand in hers. “Yes, Baby

Girl, for real.”

She got out of the car, and walked around to open my door. I took Momma’s soft, small

hand and walked into the mall with her. That mall smell hit me instantly. It smelled like perfume,

clothes, leather, and makeup. Momma led me to the jewelry department and told the lady behind

the counter that I was getting my ears pierced.

I could feel my face light up as the lady brought me to the jewelry case and asked me

which earrings I wanted. I remember looking up at Momma apprehensively, wondering if I

would actually get to choose the earrings myself. She just smiled at me and nodded.

I felt so grown up sitting in that chair. I felt like I was as pretty as Momma. The lady

rubbed my ears with a cold alcohol swap—to make them nice and clean, she told me. Next, she



put a dot on each ear with a black marker. When she pulled the trigger on the ear-piercing gun, I

jumped, and felt my eyes well up with tears. Momma came and grabbed my hand and told me

what a big girl I was, and that she was so proud of me. I didn’t even notice the lady go around

the chair to my other ear; I just felt the sharp prick.

When she was finished, the lady held up a hand mirror for me to see myself in. Even

though my face didn’t resemble Momma’s—I have Maw Maw’s green eyes, and beige skin

covered in freckles, while Momma’s skin was olive—I felt just like her. I was a lady, and I had

earrings in my ears, just like Momma did.

I remember smiling for the rest of the day, while we ate lunch at Piccadilly, while we

went shopping for new shoes. It was one of the best days of my life.

The steady beeping pulled me back to reality.

I opened my eyes and saw a nurse at Momma’s side, checking her pulse, adjusting her

IV.  My eyes wandered to Momma’s face. She seemed lucid, aware. The nurse left Momma’s

side and asked to speak to my older brothers and sister-in-law out in the hall, leaving me in the

room alone with Momma. I guess the nurse figured I was too young to handle whatever grim

news she was about to deliver to my older siblings. I was only eighteen. She probably felt sorry

for me. I saw pity in her eyes as she walked passed me, shaking her head.

After everyone had filed out of the room, I walked over to Momma’s side and wrapped

her hand in mine. It was so fragile; I could feel every bone in her hand. I sat down on the small

hospital bed next to her. She could barely talk, she was so weak. I could tell she was trying to tell

me something. I leaned down so that my ear was close to her mouth.



“You need to eat something. You all go somewhere and eat. I know you’ve got to be

hungry.”

Once again, my eyes filled up with tears. That was Momma—on her death bed and still

worrying about everybody else. I closed my eyes and drew a slow, deep breath, fighting back the

tears. She wouldn’t see me cry. I would make sure of that. Momma would not see me shed one

tear. She needed encouragement and happiness in her last hours.

“No, Momma. We’re fine, really. I’m not hungry.” I rubbed her hand, and leaned over to

kiss her cheek. It felt waxy, not soft and warm like it use to.

My brothers and sister-in-law filed back into the room. I got up from the bed to let my

brothers by her. My sister-in-law grabbed my hand pulled to the back corner of the room.

Momma was talking to my brothers, so she couldn’t see or hear us. I knew she was about to tell

me something bad. I wondered if she and my brothers had flipped a coin to decide who had to

disclose the bad news. Or maybe she was just trying to be a good wife by not making my oldest

brother be the bearer of bad news.

My sister-in-law pointed to a computer screen above Momma’s bed. “You see the line in

the middle? The green one?”

I nodded. I knew what she was getting at, and I didn’t want to hear it. I clenched my fists

until my nails bit painfully into my palms and listened any way.

“Well, that line keeps getting lower and lower. Once it reaches below a certain point,

that’s it. There’s no bringing her back.”

Fresh tears blurred my vision. I blinked my eyes clear and felt moisture run down my

cheeks. I looked from the machine back to Momma. A machine was going to determine whether



my momma made it or not? My knees felt like Jell-O. I closed my eyes and concentrated on

breathing. In. 1,2,3. Out. 1,2,3.

When my eyes opened again, I was no longer in a hospital room. I was sitting up in my bed,

rubbing sleep out of my eyes, trying to gain enough energy to get up and take my morning

shower before school. I was 15. Through half-opened eyes, I saw Momma lean around the door

frame to my room, coffee cup in hand (she always had to have her coffee in the morning). I

rubbed my eyes again and opened them all the way. She had that mischievous smile on her face,

the one she got whenever she had one of her crazy ideas.

“Oh, lord. I know that look. What are you thinking, Momma?”

She stepped into my room, and sat at the edge of my bed. “Well…”

“What is it?!” I couldn’t help but smile, waiting for her answer. I knew something was

up. I loved it when she got that look in her eyes.

“Well. You know. I was thinking.”

“Spit it out!” I said excitedly. The anticipation was killing me.

“Well, I was thinking, that since you have your first date tonight, we should go shopping

for some new clothes.”

I felt the smile fade from my face a little. I mean, I was always excited to get new clothes,

don’t get me wrong, but I thought she had something a little more exciting up her sleeve than just

going to the mall after school.

“What?” she asked me, when she saw my expression fall.



“Nothing. It’s just that, well why did you feel the need to wake me up with this news.

From the I’m-up-to-something-and-it’s-gonna-be-really-great look on your face, I just figured

you had something more planned than just taking me to the mall after school.

Her face lit up even more, and I don’t believe she could have stopped the smile that

stretched across her face no matter how hard she tried.

“There’s more?” I started smiling again myself. So she was so up to something.

“I thought maybe you could stay home from school today, and we could have a mother-

daughter day, like we used to do when you little.”

I beamed and hugged her so tight, almost causing her to spill coffee everywhere.

Momma pulled back, when I finally released my grip on her. “Oka,y Baby Girl, why

don’t you go back to sleep for a few more hours,” she looked at me hard, and I guess assumed

(correctly) that I was now too wired to go back to sleep. So she said, “Or just watch TV for a few

hours, then get dressed and we’ll head over to the mall.” She got up and gave me an excited

smile, her eyes glinting in the morning light that was starting to shine through my window.

After a few hours of watching mind-numbing television, I showered and got dressed.

We arrived at the mall just as it was opening at 10am. The first thing we did was go to the

coffee shop on the first floor and get coffee (third cup for Momma…man she could knock back

the caffeine) and bagels with cream cheese. We sat at a little table and talked “girl talk.” Momma

wanted to know all the details about my date that night.

“Are you nervous?” she asked me in a teasing tone.

“Momma, stop.” I tried, unsuccessfully, not to blush. “I don’t know, kind of, I guess.”

Now Momma took on a singsong teasing voice. “Are you gonna let him kiss you?”



“Momma, stop! I don’t know.” Now my face was beat red. Not because I was

embarrassed to talk about this stuff with Momma (I told her everything), but because I was just

flat out embarrassed. I had no idea if I was going to let him kiss me; it wasn’t like I had much

experience.  It was my first date.

“I think you should let the boy kiss you.” Momma winked at me, making me smile.

We threw our trash away, and started shopping. We went to my favorite store first,

American Eagle. Of course, I immediately found 50 things I loved. Momma was the judge and

made me put on a modeling show for her. I had a blast trying on different outfits and strutting

around the dressing room. We were the only ones in the store, it being 10:30am on a school day

and all.

As we were checking out my new blue jeans and two new shirts—I couldn’t decide, and

Momma said that I needed both—Momma was just beaming. She even told the cashier that we

were buying new clothes because I had my first date that night. Naturally, my face turned bright

red from embarrassment, but I also felt proud at the same time. My momma was bragging about

me to a total stranger. I felt so lucky to be her daughter. She loved me so much that it radiated

from her like a force field.

Momma and I spent a few more hours at the mall, buying accessories, new makeup,

shoes. We went to the movies when we left the mall, eating nachos and popcorn for lunch. I

don’t even remember what movie we saw, just that we were together…having a “girls day.”

It’s funny how most of my fondest memories of her involved her letting me skip school.

Encouraging juvenile delinquency…such a bad influence. An amazing, wonder, radiant,

beautiful bad influence.



Beep. Beep. Beep.

Once again, the beeping machine pulled me out of my daydream, only this time the

beeping was slower. I looked up at the machine above Momma’s head and could see that the

green line was dangerously close to the point my sister-in-law had told me was “the point of no

return.”

My eyes wandered around the room and I notice that several other relatives had come

into the room while I was leaning against the far wall daydreaming. I was infuriated for some

irrational reason. I guess everybody being there, to say their final goodbyes just in case Momma

didn’t make it through the night, made the situation more real than it had seemed all day. It

wasn’t just an illusion anymore; it seemed more final and concrete.

Another reason I felt angry with everybody was, what right did they have? I was the one

who took care of her both times she got sick. It was me who left school at noon everyday to take

her to chemo and radiation. I was the one who held her hand and cried with her when she started

losing her hair. I was the one who went shopping for hats with her. I was the one who fed her

through a tube in her stomach when her throat was too swollen from the radiation to eat. I was

the one who stayed in the hospital with her for a week when she had to have a blood transfusion.

I was the one who heard her puking her guts up all day and night for three months when she was

sick the first go round.

Everybody else just couldn’t handle it. They went about their lives and acted like

everything was fine. Did they think it was easy for me to see Momma like that? To see my

strong, beautiful mother sick and breaking from the inside out?

Sure, everyone was around her all the time when she went into remission. That’s when

everybody wanted to be her friend again. Then, when we she thought she had pneumonia and



went for x-rays, who was there holding her hand when she got the news that the cancer came

back; in her lungs this time? Me. That’s who.

Anger had my eyes forming fresh tears—for some reason every emotion I have is

hardwired to my tear ducts. My aunt mistook my tears for sadness (I was sad, but at that moment

I was pissed, so they were angry tears), so she came and put her arm around me and leaned her

cheek against mine. I hate being patronized! I knew I was being a bitch—she was just trying to

comfort me—but I tore out of her embrace and went and sat down in the small chair that had

been shoved into the corner of the room.

The scene was just becoming too much for me. It seemed like my whole world was

crumbling, caving in. I was 18 years old, and not only was I losing my mother, but my best

friend too! The machine kept beeping, slower and slower. My breathing became shallow and the

room started spinning.

I closed my eyes…

All of a sudden, I was 17, just a few months before we found out the cancer had come back. It

was a Sunday night. I opened the door to Momma’s room and peeked my head in to see her

sitting up in bed watching 60 Minutes. When she saw me she said, “Hey, Baby Girl,” and patted

the spot next to her on the bed.

I went into her room, crawled into her bed, snuggling up next to her. I loved this time we

spent together. Not doing anything special or meaningful, just snuggling and watching TV.

Sometimes it’s the simple things in life that bring you the most joy. This was one of our favorite

pass times; a Momma and Hallie thing. My brothers never did this with Momma, which made

the simple act of laying in bed watching TV together all the more special.



Momma and I had a special bond; a bond unlike any mother-and-daughter bond that had

ever been. We just clicked, fit together like two pieces of a puzzle. Sure, we didn’t always get

along this great. I went through that “I’m a pre-teen brat and everyone is out to ruin my life”

phase. But once I turned 15, we meshed together perfectly. In my last birthday card she told me

we were “soul mates.” It was true. Whatever “higher power” might be out there in the universe

had made us especially for each other.

I look at other girls around me, and how they talk to and about their mothers, and I felt

sorry for them. In class, I would hear girls on cell phones saying things like, “I can’t stand her,”

and “She’s such a bitch,” etc. When I hear this, all I can think is, “My mom is freakin’

awesome.” I actually spent the majority of my free time with my mom because I wanted to. I

enjoyed it, cherished it.

As I snuggled up to Momma, I could smell her familiar scent. She always smelled like

lavender and vanilla right before bed. It was such a comforting smell. I know it’s absurd that a

smell can make you feel safe, but I swear it did. I breathed in deep, relishing the moment.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

I breathed in deep again, but this time instead of smelling lavender and vanilla, I smelled

rubbing alcohol, plastic, and cold, sanitized air. I opened my eyes reluctantly. Almost all of my

aunts, uncles and older cousins were there. I hadn’t even noticed them coming in. I looked over

at Momma’s bed and saw a nurse taking her vitals again. When she was finished she looked at

my older brothers meaningfully. She walked around the crowd to leave the room, and they

followed her.



I knew that was a bad sign. I looked up and saw that the green line on the machine was

much too low. I wanted to scream! Yell at the nurses and doctors, ask them “why aren’t you

doing anything?! Do something to make the green line go up!” It was like everyone had just

given up. But deep down I knew that there wasn’t anything anyone could do; just keep her

comfortable and wait for the end to come.

My favorite aunt, the one I had shunned earlier, took my hand and pulled me out of the

chair. “Why don’t you go talk to your momma, Hallie?” She pulled me over to Momma’s

bedside. I felt bad for being a bitch earlier. Everyone in my family had as much of a right as I

had to be there.

I could feel tears trying to escape, so I bit my lip to hold them back. Momma would not

see me cry. After a few deep breaths to steady myself, I leaned over her bed and stroked her

short hair out of her face. I knew she was too far gone now. She was unaware of her

surroundings. Her breathing was shallow, and her eyes were vacant. But I swear she saw me, and

a slight smile touched her lips. That right there, that small piece of recognition made the situation

seem almost bearable. Momma still recognized me; she would never forget her Baby Girl, and

all the memories I have made with her would keep her alive forever.

With a new found peace in me I took a step back, and for the first time that night I let my

family members try to comfort me. My brother put his arm around me, and my cousin linked her

hand with mine.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Everyone’s eyes were focused on the green line dipping lower and lower. The only noise

in the room was the beeping of the machine and Momma’s short, shallow breaths. They were

barely audible now. Everyone in the room seemed to be holding their breath.



And then it was over. The green line finally fell flat. My brother pulled me in tighter and

buried his face in my hair. My cousin squeezed my hand tight. All I could do was look at

Momma, as a single tear slid down my face. I swore she wouldn’t see me cry, and she didn’t.

While everyone around me began to sob and weep uncontrollably, I closed my eyes and,

in a rush, relived all my perfect memories of Momma. I opened my tear soaked eyes, bent down,

kissed Momma’s forehead, whispered “I love you.” Then I told her goodbye. It was a bittersweet

goodbye, for at that moment, I had found peace and could be happy with my warm memories of

her. I wasn’t sure what lay on the other side of life (Heaven? Nothingness? Eternal sleep?), but

of one thing I was certain…she would live on, in our hearts, forever.


