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Mariah Bergan

Mama
Mama is riding an adult tricycle through the aisles of Walmart 

like it’s a wild pony. She’s too big for it, so her knees poke out 
every which way, and though it doesn’t go very fast, her carelessness 
with corners and horn honking makes surrounding customers flee in 
fear of having their toes run over, or worse. Her grandchildren—me, 
Kelsey, Kayla, and Mitch—laugh uncontrollably with her. This is 
pretty typical behavior, funny and carefree, and that is why I love her 
to death. My grandmother is now seventy-three and shows no signs 
of slowing down.

It is March 2012 and Mama is in the ICU. I walk frantically into a 
small, dark room. It feels like the walls are sucking me in closer to 
a lifeless person who is lying on a hospital bed. Annoying beeping 
noises from the electrocardiogram and humming from the other 
monitors fill the room. As I shuffle closer to the lifeless person, I see 
it is my grandmother, but it doesn’t appear to be her in my mind. 
There are miles of IV’s running all over her motionless body to keep 
her stable. Finally, I reach the bed and notice that a portion of her 
body is missing: the right leg is gone.
        Phase 1: Denial. The first step of the grieving process. My whole 
family gathers in this cramped hospital room in denial that Mama 
lost her leg. Will she ever get better? Will she be the same person? 
No one knows at this point. The only thing my family and I know is 
that Mama is in such sheer, utter denial. She is so looped up on drugs 
that I barely recognize her. However, I recognize her when she asks, 
in a hushed tone, if anyone wants to go to the movie theater with her. 
In these types of situations, Mama always tries to make everything 
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better, but this moment will never be okay and nothing will be able 
to fix it. She doesn’t know she can’t leave her room for a few weeks, 
perhaps months, because the doctors fear the risk of infection. Most 
importantly, she refuses to remember the airlift to Wichita, Kansas, 
or even the amputation procedure. I hope Mama can recover and be 
able to walk again with a prosthetic leg. But mostly, I hope she will 
still love her family for making the decision to amputate.
        Mama loves God and puts so much faith into Him; she prays 
every day and goes to church every Sunday. It is unusual for her not 
to make it to church. She absolutely loves church so much that she 
lectures me for not going as often as she would like me to. She never 
questions what God has planned for her and her family, and, when 
things do get rough, she goes to her preacher and prays for healing.
        I sit in an uncomfortable blue chair, praying for healing in the 
waiting room of the ICU. However, as I pray I question God. Why, 
God, why would you do this to Mama? She had faith in you and, in 
return, she gets punished by getting her leg amputated? Mama was 
a good woman her whole life—went to church every Sunday, vol-
unteered at the hospice to help the sick, donated to charity—so she 
doesn’t deserve this. How is it fair that she gets punished? A loud 
sniffle from Papa brings me back to the room, but I do not want to 
be in this reality. I stare at Papa and see tears flooding his reddened 
eyes. He tries to hide by wiping his tears away with his red bandana. 
It is weird to see him this way because I have never seen him cry, and 
he is a “manly man” who tries to suppress his emotions. My sisters 
are trying to comfort him, but it is no use because nothing can fix 
this, not even God. I try to keep to myself, but I hear faint whispers 
from my parents and uncles. All I can make out is that Mama is 
angry at the world. 
        Phase 2: Anger. Anger can be directed towards any person—at 
God, a family member, or a complete stranger. Mama’s preacher, 
Bruce, is here and wants to pray for healing with Mama. The only 
thing is that she doesn’t want to believe in God’s plan for her because 
she is furious at God for taking her leg away. Part of her freedom has 
been taken away. She can no longer sew, drive a car, or simply walk 
around. My mom and my uncles are also targeted by Mama because 
they made the decision of amputating her right leg. I fear that she 
will target her anger toward me next and will become a grandmother 
that I never knew. I wish she would get back to normal soon. I want 
to see her being the kind, calm, and collected person I once knew.
        Mama’s safe haven to de-stress and find calm is her sewing 
room. It is unorganized, with numerous colors of material scattered 
on the scrap table and her drawers stuffed with sewing notions. She 
thinks it is organized because she knows where everything is located. 
She sews passionately, like it’s a professional sport, pressing the pedal 
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all the way to the floor and whizzing through an article of clothing. 
One of her favorite things to sew is quilts. Whenever a grandchild 
graduates from high school, she makes them a quilt. She has purple 
and green material stashed away for me in her endless supply cabi-
net. Someday, I hope, I will receive a beautiful patchwork from her 
because the patchwork would represent the bond that Mama and I 
share.
        My family and I are back in the familiar ICU room where my 
grandmother is, and I wonder if she will ever sew again. However, 
I need to focus on the present, not the future. The room is dark, but 
somehow I see a puddle of tears in her reddened eyes. It is hard to see 
her suffer. I wish there was something I could do to help her. I wish 
it was my leg that got amputated. The only thing that I can think of 
doing to help her is to pretend that everything is still normal and to 
talk to her. Gradually, I walk to her bed and stare at the missing leg. 
I finally make it towards the front of the bed, hold her hand and say, 
“Hey, Mama, you look great today,” even though it is not the truth. 
She tries to respond, but it is only a faint whisper that I cannot hear. 
My time is up and I bid her our usual goodbye: kiss on the left cheek, 
kiss on the right cheek, kiss on the left cheek again, and a warm 
hug. I wish this goodbye ritual would make everything better, and 
it won’t, but it is nice to try to create some type of normalcy in this 
situation.
        Phase 3: Bargaining. After suffering a great loss, many people 
feel they should have gotten a second opinion from another doctor 
or sought medical attention sooner. This is how my grandmother 
feels. She wishes she went to another doctor who could have spotted 
her clogged artery. She wishes she could have gone to a hospital right 
away when she felt the sharp pain in her leg. However, she did not 
seek these kinds of help. Therefore, my family and I will help her get 
through this hard time.
        Whenever I am dealing with a hard day or need advice, I call 
Mama. She lives nearly 800 miles away, and we often talk over the 
phone. I call her every evening, but if I do not, I patiently wait for my 
cell phone to ring and wait for Mama to lecture me for not calling. 
Mama loves to keep in contact with her grandchildren by calling 
every single day, no matter how bad or how boring our day is.
        Several months have passed since my grandma lost her leg. 
There really isn’t anything good that is happening. I am back at 
school while my mom misses work in order to take care of Mama’s 
grieving stage. I try to call Mama every day like I used to but she 
doesn’t want to talk to anyone. There are questions that need to be 
answered and I call my mom to see if Mama is going to be okay, but 
she gives an answer I don’t want to hear. I feel out of the loop and feel 
like my relationship with Mama is ending. I don’t know this person 
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that she’s become.
       Phase 4: Depression. A person who is depressed often separates 
from their daily routine and separates from their family. From what 
I hear from my grandpa, Mama isn’t going to church anymore. She’s 
not reading or sewing. Most importantly, she’s not being the grand-
mother that I once knew so well. She is sleeping a lot and eating less 
because she doesn’t want to face her reality of the missing leg.  From 
hearing snippets of how Mama is doing, I am both sad and glad that 
I am not there to help her. I do not want to see the strange grand-
mother she is becoming.

Finally, after two and a half years, Mama has made her first vacation 
after the procedure. I see a red truck coming down our gravel lane. 
It’s my grandpa. I race outside to the cement slab and impatiently 
wait for their arrival. They finally make it to the driveway. Papa steps 
out of the truck, goes behind the flatbed, and gets Mama’s wheel-
chair. He wheels it to the front passenger side where I see Mama 
blowing kisses at me. The door opens and I recognize the grand-
mother that I know best. Papa helps load her into her wheelchair and 
finally I get to hug and kiss her! There is an old twinkle in her eyes 
and a soft laughter that I haven’t seen or heard in awhile.
        Phase 5: Acceptance. The last step of the grieving process is 
when a person is able to make peace with a traumatic event, but it 
often takes time to reach the acceptance stage. Two and a half years 
after Mama’s incident, I now see a twinkle in her eye that shows she 
accepts that her leg is gone. She often makes fun of herself about 
missing a leg and no longer thinks it’s a burden. The twinkle in her 
eyes may not be the same, but I will take it and am glad that I have 
my grandmother back. 


