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Always Remember 

Bleary dawn filtered through the curtains as I stretched open my poor, exhausted eyes. 

Caring for Ma was all I could think about nowadays. I gave almost no thought to myself 

anymore.  

“El-Elzie,” Ma scratched out. She crawled out of bed on weak legs and doubled over in a 

fit of violent coughing.  

“Ma!” I ushered her back to bed to rest. The supplies for breakfast were out on the table 

left over from the night before. I lit up the little pot bellied stove with the last of our wood. I 

would have to go out for more later. The stove puffed away steadily while I made breakfast.  

“Grits again. Sorry Ma.” She patted my hand and nodded. As I spooned the gloop into 

our bowls, Ma tried to speak again.  

“Elzie, send a letter to your uncle.” hack,wheeze. “He should be able to get a doctor or 

some medicine” heave “over here.”  

“Yes, Ma.” I got out the old crinkled paper and a bent quill. The ink was almost out. There could 

be no wasted words.  

Dear Uncle Richard and Aunt Gail, 

I am writing to tell you about Ma. She is getting sicker by the day and I am not sure how 

much longer she can hold on. Please, send help as soon as possible. We need medicine, 

or a doctor, or anything to aid in her wellness. 

 Please come quickly, 

   Elzie 



I placed the letter into an envelope and melted a bit of wax to seal it. When the mail carriage 

stopped by that afternoon, I gave it to a man who then placed it in the back. He slapped the reins 

against the horse’s haunches with a “Hyah!” I watched the carriage go with a growing sense of 

fear. I was almost certain the letter wouldn’t make it in time. Trudging back inside, I looked at 

my mother. She was pale and sickly, but she was still my mother. I knew then that I would do 

anything, anything at all, to help her. I couldn’t lose another parent.  

I went outside to try and cut some more firewood. I took up the axe that Ma always used 

to split the wood, but it was almost too heavy for me. It must have weighed at least a ton. I hefted 

it onto my shoulder and, staggering to the wood block, almost dropped it on my foot. I set up a 

piece of wood and started trying to hack it in half, but all I got were wood chips out of the top. I 

put the axe on my shoulder again and leaned forward, dropping the axe onto the wood and finally 

splitting it in half. I repeated this with a few more pieces of wood and was sweating out the 

ocean when I carried the wood inside. Dropping it in the wrought-iron basket that we used for 

wood, I bent over, huffing, trying to catch my breath, and then went right back outside to chop 

more wood. We needed all the wood we could get because winter was coming soon. Finally, as 

dusk started to creep up on me, I finished the job. We would have enough wood to last us until 

my uncle sent help. I threw some wood into the dwindling fire to get it started up again. The 

small stove roared with heat and the flickering fire was as warm as the sun. It heated up our little 

hut quickly as could be. I put a few strips of dried meat in the pot and added water. The water 

heated up slowly and I stood staring into the rippling water, wondering what we were going to do 

when we ran out of food. I wasn’t adept enough at hunting, and all the edible plants were dying 

with the cold and the promise of snow. I just had to pray my uncle would get here soon. I took 

the softened meat strips out of the water and put them on a plate. Pulling them apart, I started 



feeding my mother small bits of meat. I fed her about half the meat in this way, then gulped 

down the rest myself. It was dark outside, with the sky black as ink. I made sure Ma was tucked 

in, then crawled into bed and fell into an exhausted slumber. Towards the dawn, I was woken up 

by retching sounds coming from the other bed. I rolled over to see sick spattered all over the 

floor, Ma hanging her head over the side of the cot and gagging. I pulled on my worn leather 

boots before stepping down and over to the other cot. I helped tie her hair back with a bit of 

twine, making sure it didn’t get vomit on it. After doing this, I placed a wooden pail next to Ma 

for her sick so I could start cleaning up. I took a small clay cup, walked outside into the morning 

frost, and filled it with water from the pump outside. I handed it to Ma and got the rags and 

broom. I pumped water into another pail so I could wet the rags and then went back inside and 

cleaned it all up. Finally, I put a cold cloth on her forehead to cool her down.  

This same routine of breakfast, cleaning up, looking after Ma, supper and then bed went 

on for days, but some nights I dreamed. I dreamed about memories, back when Ma was well and 

could run around and join me in my playful antics. There was one memory that was my favorite. 

We were at our favorite watering hole and it was summer. The sunlight filtered through the trees, 

and it looked like stars had fallen from the sky. The water was the clearest, deepest blue you’ve 

ever seen and the dirt around it was pocked with little animal footprints. I was walking along a 

precarious branch that overhung the pond and Ma was watching me, bending the long grass that 

grew around the hole into a wreath. She was smiling and relaxing against the tree. Ma stood up 

and playfully shook the branch I was standing on. I fell into the water with a splash. When I 

resurfaced, I was laughing and I tried to pull her in too, but she darted just out of reach. We spent 

all of that day at the water hole, and when the sun went down, we stared up at the stars and 



pointed out constellations. It was one of the moments I cherish most, even if Papa wasn’t there to 

share in our joy. 

One day as I was coming in from pumping water, I saw my mother wheezing in bed with 

blood all over her chest. The next time she coughed, a spray of red came out from her mouth. 

She was going to die soon. I wrapped my mother in the two moth-eaten blankets that we had and 

picked her up. She was scrawny and feather-light. I carefully placed her old boots on her feet and 

my boots on mine. We had two scarves and a hat between us. I put both scarves on her and 

pulled the hat down over her ears. I stepped out the door still carrying Ma and started running. I 

needed to make it to my uncle’s house soon.  

I don’t know what happened in between those three days. I just kept running, pulled on 

by some force that told me she had to stay alive. When I finally collapsed from exhaustion, I 

tried to get back up. I was almost there. It was just another hundred or so meters. I could just see 

the house in the distance. I staggered along, but then my legs truly gave out. I fell asleep with my 

mother cradled in my arms. Sometime in the middle of the night she woke me up with her 

coughing. Ma’s chest was heaving violently and the snow around her was stained red. I knew 

that these moments would be her very last. 

“No! Ma, no, just hold on a few more minutes, see, the house is right there, stay with me 

please, I need you!” Ma raised a trembling hand to brush away my tears. She smiled sadly and 

was interrupted by a bout of hacking and choking.  

“I love you Elzie. Always. Remember that.” Ma whispered. She coughed a final time and 

was gone. Lost from this world. Everything seemed as though it was muted. I screamed, but the 

snow muffled my animal grief. No one could hear me. My face crumpled as tears streamed down 

my face. The pine trees were bending over with the weight of the snow, weeping alongside me. I 



got up, cradling my Ma like you would a newborn babe. I trudged to the house with a 

superhuman effort. Knocking on the door, a friendly maid’s face immediately popped out. She 

saw me standing there, shivering, blue with cold and falling over from exhaustion. The maid 

welcomed me inside, calling for my aunt and uncle. They both rushed towards me, enveloping 

me with their warmness and comfort. I peeled back the blanket over my mother’s face and they 

both gasped. Aunt Gail ordered the maid to bring blankets and food. Uncle Richard went upstairs 

to prepare a warm bath and I sat in the hall, stroking my mother's clumped, tangled hair and 

pushing it out of her face, whispering, “It’ll be okay. It’s going to be all okay.” 


