
 

LETTING GO  by Cathy M. Donnelly 

  

As the dream begins to fade, she reaches out her hand to draw it back. She can’t let it 

go, for wakefulness is her enemy. She would rather wander the path of remembrance 

than be part of a world that she no longer wants or needs.  

When she dreams, she is filled with the joy of life. She easily climbs the 

mountain to its peak where the beauty of the world is spread before her. Water gushes 

into the valley and the colours of a rainbow shimmer in its pathway. The birds sing 

and she joins their choir. She watches the eagle take flight and her eyes follow its 

journey into the distance. She knows that if she wanted to, she could go with him.  

No! She will not let the dream fade for she will again feel the stiffness of 

hospital linen, smell the disinfectant that permeates the walls, hear the beeping of the 

machine that keeps her alive. 

But gradually the dream goes the way of all dreams and she draws back her 

empty hand. She stays still, her eyes softly closed, lest they sense her return, and fuss. 

When will they realise that she is not a needy old woman who requires constant 

reminding that she is incapable of looking after herself? Oh, she knows they think her 

uncooperative and quick tempered, but she cares not. 

She senses, rather that hears, someone standing close. Well, she hopes the 

nurse has brought her a cup of tea. And in a china cup with matching saucer. None of 

those cheap white mugs they think she can better grasp with her shaking hands. 

She signs and opens her eyes. She blinks to rid herself of the watery film that 

perpetually swims before her.  

‘Lily!’ She blinks again. ‘Is that you Lily?’ 

‘Yes Annie, it’s me.’ 

‘But ….’ 

‘Here, let me help you sit up. I’ve come a long way to see you, my dear 

friend.’ 

‘Oh Lily, I can’t believe it’s you.’ Annie allows herself to be guided back onto 

the puffed up pillows, feeling the warm of her friend’s hands seep through her thin 

skin. She savours the kiss on her cheek. She holds out her crippled hands, the rivers of 

blue veins rising through their paleness. 

‘I’m not still dreaming, am I? You’re really here?’ 

‘Yes, Annie, I’m really here.’ 



 

‘You haven’t changed at all. You look the same as you did when I last saw 

you. When was that? Such a long time ago. You went to France and I missed you so 

much. And then your letters stopped. I thought you’d forgotten me.’ 

‘How could I forget my best friend? You were never far from my thoughts.’ 

Lily sat down on the hard bed, still clutching Annie’s hands. ‘When I heard about 

heart attack I had to come and see you. How are you feeling?’ 

‘I want to die, Lily. I want them to let me go. I can’t stand being like this. I 

need everything done for me and I hate it. I hate it!’ 

Lily gently wiped Annie’s tears but she cried even more at the gentle touch. 

‘You’ve been feeling alone, haven’t you Annie? I know your family don’t 

come to see you? What happened to them?’ 

‘When Jim died they just drifted away. I don’t care. We were never close. 

They always loved Jim more than me. Where’s your Andy?’ 

‘He died. Very suddenly.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Lily.’ 

‘We used to have such good times together, the four of us.’ Lily laughed. 

‘Remember those hot days when we’d take a picnic to the beach and swim and lie in 

the sun? The summers seemed to last forever back then. We’d go the theatre and the 

cinema. Or dancing! Your Jim just loved to dance.’ 

Annie sighed. ‘And the dinners at each other’s houses. We’d stay up late, 

chatting and sometimes dancing on the veranda. I remember those times so clearly. I 

remember the smell of the sea, the scent of the summer flowers and the jasmine in the 

Spring. And those lovely little Italian restaurants in Lygon Street, and the cakes. 

Remember how we’d go shopping and then have tea and a cake or two. We’d get 

home and couldn’t eat dinner. They were good days, Lily. I wish we could have them 

back.’ 

‘You’re very unhappy, Annie, aren’t you.’ 

‘My body’s useless and my heart aches all the time. I don’t talk to anyone and 

no-one talks to me, except the nurses and the doctors. They lie all the time and tell me 

I’m getting better. Huh. They even sent some old priest around but I soon told him 

were to go.’ 

‘What makes your heart ache, Annie? It’s not just dying, is it?’ 



 

Annie wiped her face and closed her eyes for a moment. ‘No. Not just dying. 

I’ve been thinking. About the kids. About why I don’t love them like mothers are 

supposed to.’ 

‘They were teenagers when we first met you and Jim. I just thought they were 

always off doing their own thing. You must have loved them. I can’t imagine you not 

being a loving mother.’ 

‘I wasn’t. Isn’t that awful? I’ve never told anyone that, Lily. I’ve kept it deep 

inside me and tried to pretend I did. But the kids knew. Jamie and Colin left home as 

soon as they were able. Jenny hung around until she met Billy and then she was gone 

too. I don’t blame them.’ 

‘But they came home to visit all the time.’ 

‘Only because of Jim.’ 

‘You always took care of them though.’ 

‘Oh, I fed them and clothed them and made sure they had a good life, but 

that’s not all there is to being a mother, is it Lily? I rarely cuddled them. They’d come 

running to me when they were young and I let them hug me but I never felt that 

overpowering love that I knew I should have felt. Not the way I saw you around your 

kids.’ 

‘Not even when they were babies?’ 

‘I can’t remember.’ 

‘Try, Annie. Try to remember.’ 

‘Why? It’s too late now.’ 

‘Not for you, Annie.’ 

 

‘Jim.’ The wave of pain tore through her body and Annie screamed. ‘Jim, 

where are you?’ 

Jim came rushing through the back door, his hands covered in soil. ‘Annie, 

what’s the matter? Is it time? Oh God. It’s time. Okay, keep calm, keep calm.’ He 

rushed to the sink and flicked water over his hands. He grabbed the teatowel to wipe 

them. She was too occupied holding her stomach to tell him off.  

‘Okay, we need to get to the hospital. Sit down there and I’ll get the bag and 

the car. Are you all right, Sweetheart?’ 

‘Just hurry, Jim.’ 

‘Right.’ He rushed out the door as the pain subsided.  



 

Annie sat down on her beautiful blue sofa and smiled. She and Jim had been 

married just two years. She loved their lovely little weatherboard in Parkdale. Jim had 

painted the outside white and she had turned the garden into a paradise. They would 

spend their summer evenings on the back veranda, listening to the radio or just 

talking. Or they would walk the few minutes to the beach to get the cool breeze from 

the bay, their shoes dangling in one hand and the other clasped together. Life was 

wonderful. When they found out she was pregnant they were both overjoyed. They set 

up the spare room as a nursery and she learned to knit. So much to look forward to 

and now it was actually happening. Their baby was on its way.  

The pain started its journey through her body just as Jim came rushing back 

clutching her bag. 

‘Car’s ready. Let’s go. Here, let me help you. Be careful, Annie.’  

He spoke gently and calmingly all the way to the hospital. Annie was afraid 

and excited at the same time. Would she be a good mother? Of course she would.’ 

James William Campbell was born 12 hours after they had arrived at the 

hospital. He had dark hair and blue eyes and was the most beautiful thing Annie had 

ever seen. She wanted to hold him tight and never let him go. Colin came two years 

later, followed by Jenny, two years after that.  

 

‘You do remember loving them, don’t you?’ Lily said.  

Annie opened her eyes. ‘Yes. I remember.’ 

‘How did it change, Annie. What happened to you?’ 

‘I don’t know. I don’t want to remember.’ 

‘Tell me what happened, my dear.’ 

‘Don’t make me do this. Please.’ 

‘Just tell me, Annie.’ 

‘Why do you want to know? It was a long time ago, long before we met. It 

doesn’t matter what happened. I can’t change any of it.’ 

‘Maybe you have to talk about it. Get is straight in your head before you’re 

ready to leave this world.’ 

 

‘Well Annie, what can I do for you today?’ Dr Mitchell looked up from his 

notepad and smiled at her.  

‘I ….. I haven’t been feeling too well for a while now.’ 



 

‘Your baby is well?’ 

‘Yes. She cries a lot but is healthy enough.’ 

‘Not getting a lot of sleep?’ 

‘No. But that’s not it.’ Annie wanted to run. She didn’t want to talk about it 

but Jim had made her come. 

Dr Mitchell waited. 

‘I feel ….. overwhelmed. I don’t want to do anything. Jenny cries and I want 

to close the door and not hear her.’ Suddenly the tears came streaming down her face. 

She couldn’t stop them. She struggled to get her hankie out of her bag. 

‘You know, a lot of mothers feel the same, Annie.’ 

‘They do?’ 

‘You’ll get over it. You’re tired and you have two other young ones to look 

after. It’ll get easier, I promise. You just have to hang in there. Look, I’ll give you 

some pills to help you sleep. Does Jim help out around the house?’ 

‘Oh yes. He does as much as he can and he adores the children. He’s good 

with them.’ 

‘Well then, you let him look after you and them and you’ll find you’ll start to 

feel better soon.’ 

 

‘Did the pills help Annie?’ Lily asked. 

‘No. The ache in my heart was like a stone and it just got heavier every day. I 

felt like the light in my life was slowly fading to blackness.  I didn’t want to cook or 

iron or … or do anything but sleep. Jim got angry with me. I tried, Lily, I really tried.’ 

‘There, there Annie. Here, have some water.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Annie sipped the fluid slowly and then lay back on the pillows.   

‘I feel so ashamed. I did a terrible, terrible thing. I’ll tell you but you’ll hate 

me for it, I know you will.’ 

‘I could never hate you, my dear.’ 

Annie closed her eyes. ‘I just didn’t know what to do. Jim sent me back to the 

doctor but he just said to be patient and gave me stronger pills. Jim tried to be home 

as much as he could. He did everything and I let him. It was as if there was him and 

the kids, and me by myself. I started to feel as if I hated them all. I just wanted to be 

left alone. One day I took too many pills. I just had to stop the pain inside me. Jim 

went to the bakers. Jenny started crying and Jamie and Colin were playing up. They 



 

wouldn’t stop shouting and running around. Colin came running up to me, 

complaining that Jamie had hit him. Do you know what I did, Lily? Oh God, do you 

know what I did? I pushed him. I pushed him so hard he fell back and hit his head on 

the coffee table. Jamie just stared at me. Colin lay on the carpet and there was blood. 

He was whimpering. I just watched him. I didn’t do anything to help him. I just sat 

there. Jim came back. You should have seen the look on his face, Lily. I’ve never 

forgotten that look.’  

‘Finish it, Annie. Get it out.’ 

‘’The rest was a blur. Jim took Jamie and Jenny to the neighbours and then 

grabbed Colin and took him to the hospital. I still sat there, in the empty house. I felt 

such despair, such loneliness. The next thing I remember was Jim coming back. Dr 

Mitchell was with him. I heard him say Colin was going to be fine. They helped me 

into the car. I remember a white room, surrounded by silence. I was curled up on the 

bed. I felt nothing.’ 

‘Oh Annie, you poor darling.’ 

‘I eventually did get better. I talked every day to the doctor. He was a young 

man with a kind smile. They told me that some mothers do get like that. It was a 

chemical thing.’ 

‘Post natal depression,’ Lily said. 

‘They have a name for it now, but back then … I don’t think they knew. Jim 

came to visit me as often as he could. He held my hand and said he understood. How 

could he? I didn’t understand. You know, I didn’t even ask how the kids were. Not at 

the beginning, but one day I just cried and cried and when I stopped I felt the stone in 

my heart break away. 

‘And you went home?’ 

‘Yes. The kids didn’t seem to know me at first but it got better. We were a 

happy family again. We went to the beach and played in the garden and life was 

good.’ 

‘So what happened?’ 

‘It was all on the outside, Lily. Oh, the depression never came back but I 

couldn’t let myself love them. The kids. The shame of knowing what I’d been capable 

of and the fear that I might do it again, has stayed with me all my life. I thought if I 

didn’t let myself love them then I wouldn’t hurt them. I pretended so well that not 

even Jim knew. No-one knew.’ 



 

‘I don’t know what to say, Annie.’ 

‘They deserved a better mother than me. The poor things deserved more. I’m 

lucky they turned out so well. They have their own families now and seem happy.’ 

‘But you, Annie, you’ve lived with such a burden.’ 

‘Don’t be sad for me, Lily. I made my choices. But I don’t feel so bad now. 

The weight of it all seems to have gone. You did that, my dear friend. You coming 

here and getting me to talk about it has helped. It really has. I think now I understand 

that this is all because I was a coward and didn’t trust in myself. How foolish I’ve 

been. All those wasted years. Maybe God will let me come back and I’ll get another 

chance. But for now, I think I’m ready to go. I want to go.’ 

‘That’s why I’m here, Annie.’ 

‘I don’t understand.’ 

‘The reason my letters stopped was that Andy and I died in a car accident 10 

years ago. I’ve been keeping an eye on you. I wanted to be the one to come and help 

you cross over when it was your time. I’ll leave you now, my dear. You have some 

thinking to do and perhaps a few phone calls to make. When you dream again of 

standing on top of the mountain, I’ll be waiting there for you and together we’ll 

follow that eagle into the distance.  



 

I am working on a series of stories based on Hawk, one of the 

characters featured in Distant Whispers. Here is one of the stories.  

 

The spirit of the night came to visit me often.  I would ask him his name but he would 

just smile and say nothing.  At first he came to me only in my dreams; a beckoning, 

silent figure.  It was not until I began to spend time alone in the night, in the stillness, 

that he came to me when I was awake.  It took many such meetings before I could 

find the words to speak to him.  At the beginning we would sit in silence and await 

the dawn.  I am not someone who is lacking in words and I found it strange that I had 

no words for him. 

 

When at last I began to speak, my words were like a river rushing down the 

mountainside.  He said nothing but held my gaze as I spoke.  I seemed to find my own 

answers to the questions I asked of him so that when the dawn came I had not heard 

him speak a word but we had talked of many things. 

 

When he did speak his voice was clear and soft and I felt the creatures of the forest 

fall silent to hear his words. 

 

"We have met many times in the stillness of the night, Hawk.  You opened your heart 

and shared your thoughts and your thoughts have taken flight.  They have soared 

through the air, exploded in the heavens and fallen back to the earth as stardust.  The 

stardust makes the land fertile.  That is the way of thoughts, the power of thoughts. 

The thoughts of men are what make the earth what it is.   

 

If your thoughts are pure and come from a place of love, when they return to the earth 

as stardust the land will give up its gifts willingly and will provide for your needs. 

 

If your thoughts come from a place of hatred and darkness, the stardust will be 

poisoned and when it lands on the earth, there will the land be destroyed and bear no 

fruit.  There are places in the world where the thoughts of men have caused 

destruction and where darkness fills the days as well as the nights.  The sun still 

shines but the darkness of spirit makes men unable to feel it. 

 

If man only knew the power of thoughts he would see that what he thinks, is, and he 

would take better care with them. 

 

You have shared your thoughts with me and I know they are pure.  As you live your 

life teach others of this.  Tell them that they are responsible for how the stardust 

falls." 

 


