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Our Special Place

It is an unusually hot day in June when my parents and I arrive at Buncombe Creek Marina on Lake Texoma.  We get there just before my Aunt Jessica and cousins are supposed to be there, which is good—we have plenty of time to get the boat ready.  Before we even drive down the hill to the marina, I start begging my dad to put our jet ski in the water.  Consenting, my dad backs his truck down the ramp and quickly unloads the jet ski and me.  I slowly idle my way around the gas dock and other boat docks to the second to last boat dock.  The heat begins to become unbearable as I pull the jet ski in two boat slips down from our ski boat.  My dad is putting the ice chest into the boat; we are ready to go.  All we are waiting on is my aunt and cousins.  

At ages six and eight, this would be my cousins’ first time out on the lake, and I couldn’t wait.  As excited as I was, I couldn’t help but feeling a little unsure.  Growing up on the lake, I wasn’t sure what it would be like to introduce them to it, as by the age of five I was already going tubing and driving the “Fallen Angel”—my grandmother’s houseboat.  I could only hope that by the end of the weekend they would love being at the lake as much as I do.  

My mom’s cell phone goes off—my aunt and cousins are here.  My mom and I quickly walk down the ramp but cannot see where they are parked.  My mom continues walking to the far end of the boat docks—the dock where all of the yachts are kept.  Hesitating, I follow slowly behind her.  I have not been to this part of the boat dock in about five years; it feels strange.  Nevertheless, I keep my eyes glued on a blue Ford Expedition.  I am pretty sure I am looking straight at my cousin Sidney, but I am not quite sure because I haven’t seen her in about a year.  Looking straight back at me, she jumps from the car.  Quickly following her is Lizzie, and they race through the parking lot and down the ramp to where I am standing.  Yelling at them to walk down the ramp, I cannot help but smile.  Meeting me at the base of the ramp, they immediately cling to me.  Hugging my little cousins, I feel a sudden wave of sadness come over me.  Just for a moment, I wish that the one person who loved the lake more than I do could be here.

---
My dad broke the news to my sister and me.  Between the two of us, I was the closest to my Granny.  Most of my childhood summers were spent with her on her houseboat on Lake Texoma, and these were my favorite times.  It was on the “Fallen Angel” that my step-grandfather, who died when I was 13, taught me how to drive a houseboat.  It was where I caught my first fish, which my Granny proudly cooked for dinner that night.  As I got older, she wanted to make sure I would keep coming back every summer, so she bought my sister and me a jet ski.  She would often stand out on the back of the “Fallen Angel” and watch us ride all day long.  My Granny never rode it, but she loved it all the same because it made us happy.  She often said that her and my step-grandfather named the houseboat “the Fallen Angel” because it was truly an angel that had fallen into their possessions.  It made everyone happy, and seeing the people she loved happy is what mattered most to my Granny.  Given her nature, I couldn’t fathom the idea that God would take her away from this Earth.  

---

Keeping a promise to my mom, my Uncle Chris, an RN at the Ada Hospital, kept a close eye on my Granny when my mom couldn’t be there.  Knowing that my Granny was very ill, he pushed her doctor to look over her test results again.  Only after this did they see what had been ailing her: cancer.  After months of misdiagnosis, the cancer had spread throughout her stomach.  It was malignant.  She was given less than a month to live.

---

I wouldn’t let myself believe this diagnosis.  She would be okay.  She had to be.  This belief that my Granny would eventually get through the cancer allowed me to put on a happy face during the day, but once night hit I was a complete wreck.  I couldn’t sleep.  I would lie in bed and cry for hours on end, desperately waiting for peace to settle in, or just waiting to finally cry myself to sleep.  

A week passed by and still no news about my Granny.  This made it easier to continue to convince myself that she was going to be fine.  Especially since it was my birthday [fragment].  My 17th birthday came and went.  The day after my birthday, I got upset.  My grandfather, my mom’s dad, hadn’t called to wish me a happy birthday and my Granny, who lives by the motto “I have everything done a month in advance in case of emergencies,” had not even sent me a card.  She had not even sent her sister, my Aunt Wina, to go get me one.  “Did anyone care that I was turning 17?”  “Obviously not,” I decided.

 The phone rang.  It was my grandfather calling to find out when my birthday was and how old I was now, “I couldn’t remember if you were 19 on the 17th or 17 on the 19th… so which is it?”  “I turned 17 yesterday,” I reply.  He asked the evitable question next, “How’s your Granny?”  I told him that she was doing fine.  I mean what was I supposed to say?  That she was busy dying?  He knew how she was doing.  He knew she was dying.  I was even madder now; I mean hearing “Happy birthday, p.s. your grandmother’s dying” over and over is just wonderful.  

I sat down to read My Name is Asher Lev for my English class as my parents sat down for lunch.  I had not read a page before the phone rang again.  It was my Great Aunt Wina.  My mom gasped and began to cry hysterically.  She ran to the back room and began digging through some papers in a file cabinet.  Less than an hour later we were on our way to Norman, Oklahoma, where my Granny had been transferred after they found the cancer.  I turned up the radio really loud in my Mom’s car to drown out my thoughts and the silence.  Kenny Chesney’s “Young” had just come on the radio and I was singing as loud as I could.  My mom’s cell rang again.  My Granny was dead.

---

We arrived at my Granny’s house the next day.  My Aunt Wina met us at the door.  People would soon be arriving to offer their condolences.  “Wonderful,” I thought.  I was not in the mood for this.  My dad’s mom arrived about five minutes after we got to my Granny’s house—about the time it took for my dad to call and say we had arrived and for her to speed over.  Wanting to keep my sister and me busy, she put us to work cleaning my Granny’s house.  She kept repeating herself over and over again, “this is your Granny’s house; she would never allow anyone to come over with it not being vacuumed and completely clean first.”  I complied just so I would not have to talk to her about my feelings.  

My cousins Stacey and Pam, my Aunt Wina’s daughters, arrived a little later.  I eavesdropped on their conversation as I swept the kitchen floor.  Stacey asked my Aunt Wina how she was doing and then inquired “What about Amanda?  Aunt Jane and her were the closest.”  My Aunt Wina replied “Stace, I know.  But you know Amanda, she’s a rock.  Nothing fazes her.”  “But I’m not a rock,” I thought.  “Can’t they see I’m dying inside?”


A slew of people had gathered in the foyer of my Granny’s house.  I was trapped talking to a woman who kept going on and on, “This poor family.  You know I heard that one of the granddaughters had a birthday two days ago and that Jane’s sister’s birthday is tomorrow.”  I could only stare at her in disbelief.  Could she not look around and see that my picture was everywhere?  How could she not know who I was, and that she was talking to the granddaughter who had a birthday two days earlier?  I had to get out of there.


For once that month, I had luck on my side.  Sidney, four, ran up yelling, “Manna nae, Manna nae, I’ve looked everywhere and I can’t find Granny anywhere!  Where is she?”  Tears filled my eyes, as I picked her up.  I did not know how to explain Heaven to a four year old, so I simply said “Lets go get ice cream.”  

---


I don’t remember much of the funeral except some lady beautifully singing The Lord’s Prayer.  At the end of the service, we walked past my Granny’s casket.  I closed my eyes and didn’t look.  I couldn’t look.  Sidney wanted to look though, and my Uncle Gary carried her over to peer in the casket.  For the rest of the night, the only thing she said was “Granny was wearing her glasses.”  That evening, Sidney quietly asked me if she could sleep with me.  As we went to bed that night and my little cousin clung to me, I swallowed the lump that was forming in my throat and hugged her tighter.  

---


In the passing months, I fell into deep depression.  I didn’t know what life was going to be like without my Granny, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know.  Each night, when I went to bed, I closed my eyes and saw myself falling further and further into a black pit, with nothing to grab onto in order to save myself.  I stopped going to the lake.  It was too hard—that was our special place.  My parents went on to sell my Granny’s houseboat, and I didn’t think it would ever be the same.  I continued in a state of somber mopping for over seven months, refusing to make an effort to save myself.  I’m not sure when it hit me, but I realized that my Granny would have never wanted to see me like this.  It was only then that I made the effort to reach out, grab a hold of the mysterious black pit, and pull myself out.  I forced myself to smile because that is what she believed life was worth living for.  

---


As I stand on the dock hugging my cousins, I close my eyes and remember being their age and running down the dock to see my Granny.  She would yell for my sister and me to walk, but always met us with open arms and a smile.  Sidney, Lizzie, and I make our way down the walkway to my boat dock, and I smile.  I can’t wait to go out on the lake with them.  I know they will love riding on the jet ski and going tubing, and I can’t wait to see the smiles on their faces while we’re out on the water.  Behind me I hear my Aunt Jessica comment to my mom about how much I look like my Granny.  My mom laughs and says, “Wait till you see how she acts.”

Authors Afterword:

Being asked to define a life changing experience is simple for me.  It is what I wrote my college admission essays on, and how I have defined myself for the past four-and-a-half years.  My experience with my Granny’s death changed my life, but it also shaped my life.  My Granny has always been my hero—from the time that I was little until now.  Losing my hero forever changed me.  I began to realize how important she was to me after she was gone.  And that she is the one person I consider to be “almost perfect,” and everyday I strive to be person she would want me to grow up to be.  

It was not always that simple for me.  My Granny’s death bought out many different feelings and emotions, the two strongest being sorrow and bitterness.  This article went through several revisions and throughout those revisions both of these emotions came out.  In the first draft, I let bitterness take over—especially, the bitterness that I still harbor towards my Granny’s doctors.  I could have talked about those emotions, but that wasn’t my Granny, nor was not how I wanted to portray this event in my life.  

With my Granny’s death I didn’t just learn bitterness, I also learned about sorrow and how it felt to be sorrowful; those were the feelings I wanted to emphasize in my second draft.  In my final draft, I did my best to combine these feelings as I feel that they worked side by side during the days of my Granny’s death and how I eventually overcame her death.

As I get older, my relatives remark that I am growing up to be more and more like my Granny.  My Aunt Wina often remarks “if only your Granny could see you now.”  I always reply that she can see me, and I believe this with all of my heart.  But to hear my relatives’ remark about how much I remind them of my Granny is the biggest compliment that I can get, and it makes me proud because I know that it makes my Granny proud too.

Last weekend, I went to the lake with my cousins, and I was struck by how much being there with them reminded me of when I was little.  I remembered being at the lake with her and loving every second of it.  From her cautious yells of “no running” and her contagious happiness, I realized that I learned to love the lake so much because it was our special place.  Looking down at the boat docks from the parking lot, I can still see her in her silly bathing suit and big, goofy sunglasses eagerly waiting to catch me in a hug and help me onto the “Fallen Angel.
Lott 1 

