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Being 17
Sorting through pictures, my eyes fall upon a black and white snapshot of my Grandmother when she was 5 years old.  She is standing by a brick wall on a random street in Knoxville, Tennessee.  Her curly blond ringlets fall around her petite face as she looks directly into the camera.  Her brand new red dress and ladybug earrings give me a glimpse of who she was as a child.  Staring at this photo makes me wonder what she was like at 5. The longer I stare at the photo, my body starts to go numb.

*

“Grammie, when you die, can I have that picture of you?” My 8-year-old self asks as I stand in Grammie’s bedroom. 

“Why would you ever want that ugly old photo?  It is just an old snapshot of me as a little girl. Why don’t you pick out a better photo?”

“No. I like this one the best.  But Grammie, don’t ever die because I would miss you too much.”

*

 When I was 17, I felt on top of the world. My life was perfect.  I went to the best private school around, got good grades, was captain of the swim team and had plenty of friends.  I was at the age where I did not care about spending time with my family.  I always thought my family would be around forever. 

   *


The summer before I turned 17, my grandparents and relatives came down from Tennessee to Florida for a week of “fun in the sun.”  They rented a cute little beach house that was about a mile from where I lived.  My family expected me to be at the beach the whole week – no exceptions. 

I had just returned from spending over half my summer with my dad in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where he had recently re-located.  I had planned to spend the rest of my short summer bumming around with my friends.  Instead, I was doomed to hang out with my relatives.  During the week I rebelled by partying with my friends and by not spending enough time with my family. 

This upset Grammie, who was really looking forward to spending quality time with her only granddaughter.  One day Grammie dragged me into the beach house kitchen and handed me a plastic bag.  I hastily opened the crumbled bag to see what was inside. Inside was something I was not expecting.  It was the photo of her that I had asked to have years ago. 

“Grammie, I don’t know what to say.  This means so much to me.”

“Just say thank you.  I wanted you to have it.”

*

“Honey.”  My mom nudges me in the cool dark of my bedroom to wake me up for school.

“It’s not time to wake up.  It’s 6am.  I have 30 minutes.”  I hate when my mom does this.  She always tries to wake me up way before normal time.  My mom is so annoying.  “Mom, I’ll get up by mysel-”

“Lauren, Grammie is in a coma.  We don’t know why this happened.  Aunt Kaye just called.  Honey, I don’t think she is going to make it,” Mom tells me this as I quickly come out of my slumber.  I rub my eyes hard thinking that I am in a bad dream.

“WHAT?!”  What are you talking about?  I find myself stuttering as tears rush down my cheeks. “Is she going to be okay?  What happened?”  I start crying hysterically as my mom hugs me hard and doesn’t let go. We sit on my bed in the dark until the sun starts to come through my bay windows. 

*

The next several days were a whirlwind.  I went to school for the rest of the week, but wasn’t really at school.  My body was there, but my head was off some place else. Throughout the week, I kept asking myself the same questions over and over.  Why is this happening?  I’m a good kid.  Is God punishing me for something? 

I don’t remember being told that she died.  I guess I knew she was dead before she actually died.  Or maybe I blocked the memory from my mind way before it could become permanent. 

*

“Merry Christmas, sugar.”  Grammie sweetly says over the phone.

“How did you know it was me?”

“Well, I had a feeling it’d be you.  Are you having a good Christmas?  I miss you darlin’.  I wish you were here celebrating with us.”

“Me too.  I miss you sooooooo much. When is your surgery?”  I ask worriedly after the normal small talk. 

“It’s on the 4th.”  She says in a depressing tone. 

I ask her if she is scared.  And she tells me yes. “Everything will be fine,” I say. “You will do great and be up and walking in no time! I love you!”

“Love you too darlin’.  I miss you.” She says as she hangs up the receiver.

I did not know this would be the last time I would ever talk to her.

*

My grandmother went into surgery on January 4, 2000.  She went in for a routine knee replacement that ended up costing her life.  The doctors overdosed her on Demerol, which made her go into a coma.

After surgery, a nurse was supposed to check up on her every 30 minutes.  But, a flow sheet was never filled out on her.  The nurses lost track of her and only checked up on her every few hours.  They say that she went into Respiratory Arrest around midnight, which means that she had been suffocated by her medication.  Her heart was still in good shape, but her brain was deprived of oxygen.  She was brain dead, a vegetable and she would never be the same.  They put her on life support in ICU for a week.  There was nothing the doctors could do for her.  She had been deprived of oxygen for too long.  And it was all the hospitals’ fault. 

*

The trip to Knoxville was a blur.  I remember walking into my grandparent’s house for the first time after she had passed.  I went upstairs and put my luggage in the room where I usually slept.  I hurriedly went into the kitchen expecting to find Grammie cooking, not fully remembering the reason for my visit.  Then it hit me. BOOM.  I felt like a Mac truck had hit me.  She is never coming back.  She is gone.

We went to the funeral home the next day to say good-bye one last time.  The funeral was going to be closed-casket, so this would be the only time to see her.  As a child, I vividly remember her saying, “When I die, please make it closed casket.  I don’t want anyone to see me like that.” 

She was a very funny lady.  She always had to look perfect in public.  She went to the hairdresser once a week to get her hair done.  Her make-up was always perfectly applied and she was always immaculately dressed.  Having an open casket would have been her worst nightmare. No joke.

Anticipating what she would look like was nerve racking and scary.  I didn’t want to see her dead.  Looking down into the coffin and actually seeing her was one of the hardest and most terrifying things I have ever had to do.  Her face was blown up like a balloon from the edema.  Her make-up was applied badly.  It made her look like a clown. It was nothing like she would normally look.  I remember saying, “Umm…that’s not her...that’s not her.” 

I didn’t want this to be my last memory of her.  I stood behind my mom and pretended I was some place else.  Please let this be a dream.  Please let this be a dream. Suddenly it was my turn to say good-bye.  Before I realized it, my mom was grabbing my hand and forcing me to touch my dead grandmother’s body.  I can’t do this; I can’t do this.  

At that exact moment, a sudden strength came over me.  I had written a note to place in her casket, but I never told anyone.  I slyly slipped it in.  It was a good-bye letter, telling her everything I wish I could.  I found myself grabbing her hand, but it didn’t feel like a hand.  It was stone cold, and so hard. It felt nothing like her baby soft hands that I used to love to touch.

*

A close friend of our family drove us to the funeral.  I guess we were late getting there because everyone was already seated.  Sad and concerned faces made glances at my family as we made our way down the aisle to the front pew.  As I sat down, the Pastor gave me a wink.  I remember sitting next to my mom and grandpa. I held both of their hands the entire time.  This is just a dream…This is just a dream…Come on Lauren, wake up. Wake up. 

I tried really hard to pay attention to the entire service.  I wanted to remember everything and anything about the day; I was so scared of forgetting her.  Honestly, I don’t remember much, the memory eludes me.

At the burial, it was freezing.  I had goose bumps all over my body and could not stop shaking.  I remember my mother telling me that she did not want Grammie to be buried.  She thought it was too cold in the ground and she would freeze. Her coffin was white with gold trimmings.  It was covered with dozens of white roses.  When I went to say good-bye to her, I took a rose. 

After the funeral, my family was at a loss for words.  The service was beautiful. I will never forget all the love that surrounded us that week.  There were so many people that loved and cared for her with all their hearts.  She was an amazing woman who offered others the world.  Although she was 76 when she passed, I don’t think it was her time to go. 

Author’s Afterwords

Being 17 is the best representation of my writing as a journalism student. This was a story from my past that I felt needed to be told.  My other 2 articles were challenging to write because they were about other people and not about my own experience. This article (unlike the others) poured out of me onto the paper. Writing this article was therapeutic in a sense because I got to tell a story that has been buried deep inside my mind for a long time.

My Grandmother’s death is something that has haunted my family and me for the past 4 years.  My family currently has an on-going malpractice case against the hospital that killed her.  The hospital hasn’t been cooperative with our lawyers, which has made this a long drawn out case.  The sad thing is that the hospital got rid of all my Grandma’s records from that week.  There is no trace of her spending the night.  They even stole her wedding ring.  I really want the hospital to pay for killing Grammie.  I hope that one day soon that this nightmare will be over and my family can finally have the closure they deserve.

I decided to not include these facts in this narrative because I did not want this to be the focus of my paper.  My grandma’s death has been a very traumatic experience for my entire family.  I did not want this paper to be about the anger that I feel towards the doctors and the hospital, but I wanted it to be about my experience of her death instead. 

Her death has taught me that in an instant, your whole life can be turned upside down.  And that life should not be taken for granted.  Through this experience, I have learned to value the time that I have with my family because they won’t be around forever.

