Am I Crazy to be Grateful?

By Meghan McCabe (8:40 MW)

It was a Wednesday, the day that would change my life forever. It was April, already uncomfortably hot. It had been a good day, spent at school, gossiping about the Junior Prom, which was coming up that weekend. My mom picked me up from school in her black Nissan Sentra, a car filled with many happy memories from my childhood. This was an unusual occurrence during my junior year of high school, but we were taking my grandma to the airport for her annual summer vacation in the lazy, cool countryside of England. I plopped down in the backseat, books tossed on the seat beside me, grateful to be able to pull off my itchy knee socks and un-tuck the insufferable uniform oxford. I didn’t buckle my seatbelt, the second unusual occurrence
 of the afternoon. It was to be the act that saved my life. As we pulled away from high school, I related all my high school drama to my mom and grandma, as all teenage girls will do. I remember telling them how excited I was for the prom, telling them who was going to have the best dress, telling them how I was hoping my old boyfriend who was taking me to the dance would re-discover his long lost feelings for me. As they listened patiently (mothers and grandmothers have this obligation), I glanced out the window, still babbling about something useless. I remember seeing the red truck screaming down the road in on-coming traffic and thinking, “Jeez, he is going really fast
.”  I turned my head away, and thought nothing more of it. I don’t remember the impact. In fact, I don’t even remember screaming. I opened my eyes, surrounded my broken glass, on the wrong side of the car, confused, blurry eyed and unable to feel anything. The air smelled of blood and burning rubber
. The heat was crushing me, crushing my lungs and my head.  As I glanced around me, trying to figure out what was going on, I saw my mom standing above me outside the car, bleeding and crying. I heard sirens and yelling, and still tremendously confused, looked up at her and inquired, “Mom, is this a dream?” I wish it had been. They say that your brain either blocks out trauma entirely or records it in excruciating detail. Mine chose the latter, and the next several hours are forever branded on my brain. 

Extracting me from the vehicle took nearly 15 minutes. As I mentioned, failing to put on my seatbelt, usually an instinctual move for me, saved my life. Most of my body was on the driver side of the vehicle, everything in fact except the lower half of my right leg. My ankle had been skewered by the crushed door frame
, and my leg was trapped under what no person could recognize as a car door. Had I been strapped in, my core, my vital organs would have been crushed instead of my leg. Now, I pretty much wish nothing had been crushed, but if I had to choose between my rib cage and all it protects and an extremity, the choice is clear. The paramedics removed me through the driver side window on a back board, after sawing through the door frame to free my leg. I remember being able to breathe normally when I was removed from the suffocating smell of blood and heat. The ambulance was cool and dark, and since I still could feel nothing, it was a pleasant ride
. On the way to St. Joe’s, the paramedics inquired about my school and my friends and my family. Though now I realize it was in an effort to keep me lucid and focused on something other than the hunk of titanium protruding from my right ankle, it felt like I was being asked questions on a first date. I remember having the vain thoughts of every seventeen year old girl under the care of a handsome paramedic
. How silly that seems now. 

Arrival at the hospital is the only blurry moment of the afternoon. Being wheeled from the ambulance to Trauma Two of St. Joseph’s is mostly just sky, followed by a tiled ceiling that made me a little dizzy rushing by at warp speed. Trauma Two is perhaps the most intense memory of my life. I remember every face bent over mine, asking me if I could feel them poking my hand, if I had any pain in my neck, if I was having any trouble breathing. I remember the cold steel of the surgical scissors as they cut through all my clothes
. Being naked on a surgical table while four nurses and a doctor examine you is exceptionally awkward, especially for a body conscious seventeen year old; at that point, the pain doesn’t seem to matter
. A nurse named Kenny cleaned up my minor injuries and removed the glass from my face and hands. After the doctor removed the titanium rod from my leg, they closed the wound on my right ankle with twenty-nine stitches. It felt like someone was pulling on my skin with tweezers
. It was the first time I was aware that my ankle felt strange, and my leg was paining me. I was allowed to cover up with a gown, to my tremendous relief, and my parents were allowed in to see me. Someone had bandaged up my mother, though more memorable than her cuts and bruises were her eyes nearly swollen shut from uncontrolled weeping. My father had the same face he always had in high stress situations, eyes hard and fixed, already thin lips pursed so tightly they became non-existent. None of us said a word. Silence surrounded the moment, and there was peace in knowing that we were all still breathing. 

I was moved upstairs to the children’s ward of St. Joe’s, where I spent the worst night of my life. When shock wears off, pain sets in with a vengeance. It felt like my brain had stored up all the pain I had missed out on over the previous hour. For every moment I had felt nothing, I would feel pain like I have never known (and hope to avoid in the future). I paid for those shock-induced pain free moments with minutes of feeling my tibia broken in half and my head spinning from a concussion. Kenny checked on my periodically, shooting me up with morphine that barely dulled the raging nerves
. The moments passed like the sun passes through the sky in daytime
, so slowly that it’s imperceptible, but you have to believe it is happening or it could stop.  I kept my eyes closed, in an attempt to limit the nerve signals being sent to my brain.

The morning came, and with the arrival of the sun, the arrival of Dr. Wagner.  The day before, a millisecond of forgetfulness had saved my life, and now I was meeting the man whose actions would define the rest of it
. Dr. Wagner came across as a pleasant enough fellow, quick to offer information and as the man who was going to make my pain go away, I had no trouble liking him.  He discussed the options for fixing my leg with my parents outside the room. I later learned he told them that if it were his own child, he would simply cast the bone without pins since I was so young. This was advice received one parent to another, and so they decided a regular cast was the best option. Less than an hour later, a nurse wheeled me down to have my broken bone set in a full leg cast. The procedure lasted about a half hour and I was back in my room recovering in less than two. I didn’t see Dr. Wagner again until my first check up nearly 6 weeks later. 

During those hours after my leg had been cast, Dr. Wagner finished his shift and left the hospital. He was not leaving for a day or two until his next shift. He was leaving for a two week vacation with his family. Had he chosen to pin my bone back in place as any honest doctor would have done, he would have missed that plane to Maui. Never mind that a clean through and through bone break in a seventeen year old cannot heal on its own without pins. Never mind that he put a plaster cast scheduled to remain in place for six weeks over non-dissolvable stitches. Never mind the thirty degree mistake at which my ankle was set that would cause my Achilles tendon to shrink nearly two inches. Never mind that a father had used another parent’s trust to commit medical fraud. 

After six weeks of pain killers, wheelchairs, exceptionally difficult bathing, and a ridiculous amount of daytime television, I visited Dr. Wagner for the second time. Upon removing my cast, I painfully learned that my leg was still very broken, my Achilles tendon had shrunk because of his mistake, and new skin had grown over twenty-nine stitches that had to be removed anyway. It was an exceptionally difficult day, and a Wednesday in April had taught me the definition of a hard day. 

Upon leaving Dr. Wagner’s office, I traveled to a medical supply shop, where I was outfitted for a walking cast, a walker and crutches. That walker would become as much a part of me as any medical device can, never leaving my side for another six weeks. It was my constant companion through school days, weekend nights when I tried to venture out with patient friends, my confirmation as a Catholic, and trips to physical therapy. During the physical therapy I attended for fourteen weeks, a gentle and patient doctor named Mike would attempt to stretch a shrunken tendon back to size. As a side note, tendons have a ridiculously strong penchant to remain at their current size. Mike would force my walker away and after 12 weeks not being able to stand without support, I would stand alone. Three sessions later, Mike would force me to take my first step on a barely healed bone. The steps came slowly, and often at the end of an afternoon with Mike, I would be forced to elevate and ice an ankle so swollen no bones were visible. Mike taught me to walk for the second time in my life, and although my hips had shifted in their sockets to compensate for my tendon, my limp is much better than it was when I started. That is not to say it is gone completely. My lopsided walk earned me the nickname “Duck” or “Duck-Duck,” which has unfortunately stuck. 

I learned
 several other things as a result of that Wednesday in April. I learned that wheelchair access is not easy to find, not easy to navigate, and not fun. I learned that being able to take a shower unaided is a blessing. I learned that people want to feed you after you have been through a traumatic ordeal. I learned that I get an amusing and individual response by telling someone I missed Junior Prom because I was in a wheelchair. I learned what real pain feels like. I learned to drive carefully. I learned that real friends are the ones who push you around high school in the wheelchair no matter how loud the whispers are. I learned never to let high school boys loose on a cast with a Sharpie. I learned that a mother’s love is unyielding. I learned to walk for the second time in my life. 

I also gained
 so much on that Wednesday in April. My scars are forever, and I feel the physical damage inflicted by one man’s selfishness with every step I take. I gained a shortened Achilles tendon, complete loss of sensation in the top of my right foot, soft tissue damage throughout my ankle, and a perpetually partially dislocated hip. I gained a limp, which attracts attention to the pale pink scar from the twenty-nine stitches. I gained the ability to distinguish between real pain and simple discomfort. Finally, on a positive note, I gained a settlement from the insurance company that will enable me to graduate from medical school debt free. 

Why is it that I am grateful for that Wednesday in April? My leg hurts consistently, my limp is not the most attractive thing in the world, and I have a nickname any girl would pay to lose. I am grateful because that day changed the course of my life in ways I don’t think I will ever really appreciate. My high school flame did not rediscover his feelings for me, and so I moved on to other flames and kept him as my dearest friend. My girlfriends revealed how deeply they cared for me, and to this day I am grateful for the wheelchair pushing and book carrying and joke telling. My relationship with my parents was strengthened out of necessity, but a bond was forged that has sustained me through every other hardship in my life. That Wednesday in April changed me, and the most painful day of my life is without a doubt also the most valuable.

�The noting of the second unusual occurrence (the first one is noted in the previous highlighted section foreshadows the accident and provides narrative suspense.


�Good personification “red truck screaming” and more foreshadowing.


�Good use of senses in this description.  


�Concrete, significant details


�Good use of senses


�The sort of detail that makes you trust the writer.


�Sense of touch and specific detail re cutting through clothes.


�The comment re being naked on the table rings true.


�Very nice simile for description


�Nice personification of nerves as raging


�Again nice simile for description


�Good foreshadowing


�Nice use of rhetorical scheme of anaphora in which you repeat the same phrase at the beginning of a sentence or clause.  In this case, she uses it to establish significance of the event.


�Again use of anaphora.  Here it’s nice because she uses the term “gain” which connotes something positive to mean something negative (except for the final usage).
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