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The minutes dragged. She worked at it-—
sweat pooling in her frown, her lungs

bellowed in and out as if the air were oil.
Her expression never changed.

Beneath the light,
my mother’s skin looked violet.

I squeezed her hand,
pressed her fingertips, stroked the branching veins,

but..nothing. And so, good nurse,
I held her wrist between my fingertips and counted

one, two, three. Then the last beat came
just as light travels from a star

even when the star has blinked away.
I half-rose from the bed, a nurse

who’d watched her patient’s respirations fail-
dumb, slow lungs, they push and pull.

Sometimes, a friend and I
walk in the local cemetery, the graves old

and vandalized. Does a child in utero
sense the blood’s first rush? And does

the final pulse release the soul?
We read the names aloud, and speculate.
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three American Journal of Nursing Book of the Year awards.
About the poem:

“As a nurse, I have attended many patients at the moment of death—an honor
that can be frightening but more often is a transcendent gift. I had
‘learned’ how to be with dying patients, but until my mother’s death, I'd had
no experience with the death of a loved one. Who was I at my mother’s
bedside? Who did my father expect me to be, and what did the staff nurses
expect? I found myself trying to be both daughter and nurse—one accustomed to
death, and yet a novice at this particular dying. I felt the obligation to be
strong, but my pain was raw, unprofessional and urgent. I felt both selves,
nurse and daughter, struggling. After my mother’s death, when a nurse
colleague and I walked at lunchtime in the cemetery near the hospital, we
talked about death as we contemplated the headstones. My mother’s death began
my education in attending a loved one’s death, a lesson perfected later at my
father’s bedside. Still, I have come no closer to understanding death-only to
accepting the privilege of standing by, and the necessity of allowing my
heart to respond in whatever way it will.”
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