
My Lifeline 

This piece discusses some of my unique experiences in life and utilizes multiple rhetorical devices. – Isabelle Smith 

 
The tunnel smells vibrantly like orange; the dancing rays of light encompassing my vision 

remind me of staring into the sun. If only I were in a tunnel so welcoming, coated in sand, warm, 

like a SoCal beach. I am not in the tunnel of my childhood dreams, but of my nightmares. 

Instead of the sun, the source of light is the surgical lights of the OR, and surgeons stare down 

at me, only their eyes exposed from behind the masks. Since I am only 5, I’m terrified. This 

shouldn’t be happening. This initial hiccup (it takes a lot of anesthesia to put me down) was the 

only thing that differentiated this surgery from the nearly twenty others I have had, but the 

comfort I received from my mom made this surgery so significant in unexpected ways.  

 
I’ve always been a fighter and have never been afraid to outwardly express that. When I had my 

first surgery, I was seven months old. I bled so much they had a transfusion on standby. 

Afterwards, my mom was holding me, I was sick and white as a ghost, but upon seeing the 

balloons floating above me, I reached up and batted at them. My mom always says that’s when 

they knew I was going to be okay. As a little kid I certainly didn’t go down easily. When they 

walked me to the OR, I resisted and screamed bloody murder. I was different in circumstance 

from other kids my age, but I still shared the same characteristic of not understanding why 

things were happening. By the time I was 5, I was sitting in Children’s Memorial Hospital for the 

tenth time. Everything went as usual; I cried, but my mom reassured me as she always does. 

 
“It’s going to be okay, you're just going to go to sleep, then you’ll wake up and it’ll be all over. 

We’ll get to go back to the hotel in a day or so, and we can go see the lions at Lincoln Park Zoo. 

It’ll all be ok.”  She looked at me with her pale yet somehow warm blue eyes and held my hands 

in hers, and I, very begrudgingly, calmed down and chose to agree with her.  

 



I walked down to the OR, laid down, and closed my eyes as they put on that orange-flavored 

mask that I so despised. I hated how it made me feel claustrophobic, and I can still smell that 

atrocious fake tangy smell as I write this. The day I got an IV instead of a mask, I felt as though I 

had been given the Christmas present of my dreams. I dealt with that smell as I lay there, the 

anesthesiologist making elephant noises (they were quite good, too) to put me at ease. It didn’t 

really work, but it didn’t matter; soon I was asleep, for what I assumed would be a long time. 

 
When I woke up, I was completely baffled; what I saw was completely foreign to me, my brain 

couldn’t exactly make the deduction as to where I was. I was staring up at several shrouded 

faces, some concerned and confused, some simply disgruntled. This observation did not soothe 

me. I could hear myself breathing frantically as I asked the masked faces above me what was 

going on. Then another masked face leaned over me. In many ways she looked foreign as well, 

but I still recognized those pale silvery blue eyes, and I could see the jet black cowlick poking 

out of the surgical cap. 

 
Mom looked down at me, “It’s going to be alright, sweetie.” Her voice was neither nervous nor 

sure. It was just the right shade of concerned, the shade that didn’t discount my feeling but was 

still reassuring.   

 

My breathing slowed, and the ring of light narrowed, I looked up at my mom, and her face 

seemed to glimmer, her square cheeks rising in what could only have been a reassuring smile. 

As the tunnel of light descended into darkness I didn’t look at the monitors, tubes, or the 

glimmering scalpel sitting a few feet away from me in anticipation. I looked up at my mom in her 

starched blue surgical gown and cap, and remembered that blue was her favorite color. 

If I’m being truly honest, I don’t believe I’ve ever met somebody who can truly, wholeheartedly 

relate to me. My mom is probably the closest I’ve ever gotten. It’s not that she understands, it’s 

the fact that she admits that she doesn’t that makes her advice so resounding. So often kids 



who have been through a lot fall victim to their circumstances in all the wrong ways; they 

become bitter and angry, they have trouble investing themselves in the good times. I credit my 

mom with helping me stay away from this fate. When I lay in my hospital bed after that surgery, I 

was battered and beaten, the blood that had drained into my throat was refusing to stay down. I 

felt as I usually did after surgery, which is a miracle considering what had transpired. I credit my 

mom with this, she comforted me and took care of me without making me feel sorry for myself, 

without letting me get the perception that this was all the world was, which so easily could've 

happened. 

 
In the end I was not immune to the effects of that particular surgery. A few months afterwards I 

was diagnosed with PTSD, but rather than seeing this as a setback, I saw having this as a sign 

of my humanity that would only enhance my sense of emotional depth. I wouldn’t be able to see 

things as I do if I didn’t have the mom I have. She has had such a hand in my resilience, and in 

the passion I feel towards helping others.  

 
 The other night we were talking, and she said the most meaningful thing to me. She said, “I’m 

not going to be remembered by history, but I believe that I have been a part of something that 

will.” In part because of her I have the drive and confidence to strive to make that statement 

true. I want to be a doctor someday, and when I am, I want to look into my patient’s eyes and 

say I understand, and really mean it. When I am researching for a cure to cancer, I am going to 

give it everything I have because I know how much it means to so many people. When I am 

accepting my Nobel Prize for Medicine, I have no doubt that I will be crying. A journey that 

started so long before, a painful and scary one, but one that has given me a plethora of gifts I 

wouldn’t trade anything for, will have gone full circle. I will lean into the microphone and say, 

‘This one’s for you, Mom.’   

 


