All That’s Broken May Not Heal

by Susan Owens / 748 words (08 May 2022)

The snow was several inches deep, its slick crust perfect for sledding. Two tiers of terrace in front of our hilltop home served as a launching pad for our Flexible Flyers, propelling us across the lawn, over the driveway, and into the neighbor’s yard below. The final 500 feet took us across an open field, bordered by century-old evergreens, where a wide turn to the left guaranteed a gentle stop. Then we’d trudge up the hill and do it again.

I was almost twelve the night I joined my siblings, Christine, nine, and Steve, eight, for a moonlit sledding adventure. It was bitterly cold, so we covered our long underwear, flannel-lined jeans, heavy socks, and layers of shirts and sweaters with outerwear reminiscent of Ralphie’s little brother in the movie A Christmas Story. A barely budding teen, I normally wouldn’t be caught dead in kids’ pull-on, water-resistant snow pants, but that night I was happy they still came in my size. Jacket, scarf, hat, and gloves kept us warm on top; pull-on rubber boots covered our shoes. 

Billy, a friend of my brother’s, showed up just before our first run. He hadn’t brought a sled, so he and I shared mine. I sat in the back, my legs on either side of him, my feet on the crossbar that served as a steering mechanism. Billy held the rope attached to each end of the bar, enabling him to propel us left or right as needed.

Whoosh! Billy and I flew off the terraces, Chris and Steve close behind. Crossing our driveway in record time, we sped through the neighbor’s yard and into the field. Normally we slowed down here, but the momentum of our combined weight kept us barreling forward. The evergreens were a breath away, towering over us like disembodied colossi. 

I tried pushing on the crossbar, but Billy had an iron grip on both ends of the rope. “Turn, Billy,” I yelled over the wind. “We’re going to hit the trees.” Poor kid, he responded instinctively, veering sharply at a nearly 90-degree angle. After all, he was only eight. The sled slammed to a stop, throwing us into the snow. Something snapped! My left leg was snarled in the rope at an odd angle, and Billy was on top of it. It hurt, a lot, worse than anything I’d ever felt.

Billy sprang to his feet. Chris and Steve skidded in behind us. “I think I broke my leg,” I gulped. “Go get Daddy.”

It took less than twenty minutes for my dad to survey the scene, bring the car as close as he could, and enlist a neighbor to help lift me onto the sled and into the car. Every bump on the way to the hospital sent shafts of pain through my body. 

I was six the last time I’d been hospitalized—a tonsillectomy accompanied by oblivion through the nauseating stench of ether. This time I was wide awake. 

Orderlies muscled me from car to gurney to a bed in the Emergency Room. My leg was on fire. Fluorescent tubes cast a punishing glare as faceless women in starched white uniforms removed my clothing. “Please, just cut off my pants!” I begged as they lifted my legs to peel off snow pants, jeans, long johns, and panties, one excruciating layer at a time.

No one gave me medicine for pain; no one asked how I felt. I was simply a lump of protoplasm; a body in need of X-rays, evaluation, and treatment; another entry in the departmental litany of misfortune. Children’s wishes were rarely considered in the 1950s, but this unwarranted cruelty pisses me off to this day. 

After my X-rays revealed an oblique break of tibia and fibula, I was encased in a plaster cast from toes to groin. The doctors ruled out surgery, fearing pins could impede further growth, though it took more than sixty years before I accidentally learned the rationale behind my months-long plaster imprisonment.
 
I spent my hospital stay in a four-bed ward. One roommate, a petite seven-year-old named Eileen, had severe burns across her chest from a spilled urn of coffee. Later she broke out in chickenpox, leaving our entire ward in quarantine with no visitors. After three weeks I went home.

I regained full use of my leg within months, but my enthusiasm for physical adventure was lost forever, buried in a snow-covered field on a moonlit night in 1957.
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