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A Christmas Toy

The post-World War II boom hadn’t yet reached the Conrad’s little nook of the Appalachian Mountains in 1948.  For the most part, the land and the buildings looked the same as they had for nearly a hundred years, including the Conrad’s little plot.  Their four-room log cabin had no running water or electricity, but it was clean and organized.  The chicken coop and small barn were in good enough shape to do their jobs.  The birch and hickory trees stood in quiet sentinel as they had for all four generations of Conrads to live on this plot.

Inside the cabin Dr. Barnes sat on the edge of a tiny bed and examined a frail seven-year-old girl in a nightgown.  Paw and Momma Conrad watched with knitted brows.

“Can you slide your sleeves up for me, Rose?” asked Dr. Barnes.

The little girl with long brown hair and sunken eyes did as instructed, though in her weakened state it took an effort from her.  As the sleeves slowly made their way up to Rose’s elbows, rashes on both arms were revealed.

“Hm.  Can you open your mouth for me?” asked Dr. Barnes.

Rose opened her mouth, and Dr. Barnes stared down her throat.

“Say ‘ah.’”

“Ahhh.”

Dr. Barnes looked hard at Rose’s throat for a long moment, concern  spreading across his face.

“Good girl,” said Dr. Barnes.  “Now I’m just gonna check your neck a little bit, okay?”

Rose nodded.  Dr. Barnes prodded Rose’s neck, Rose flinching a few times but saying nothing as he moved his hands about her neck.

“Is she okay, Dr. Barnes?” asked Momma.

Dr. Barnes ignored the question and continued to check Rose’s lymph nodes.

“Hm.  Okay.  Now, Rose, can you do somethin’ for me?”

“I’ll try.”

“I want you to lay down and rest all day long,” said Dr. Barnes.  “Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And tomorrow you’re gonna do the same thing, okay?”

“Okay,” answered Rose in a tiny voice.

“Good.”  Dr. Barnes patted Rose on the knee, stood up, and turned to Paw and Momma.

“Let’s leave her alone to rest for a while,” said Dr. Barnes.  “We’ll talk out in the kitchen.”

Paw nodded, put a hand on the worn threads on the back of Momma’s dress to guide her, and the three adults walked to the door.

“Momma?” said Rose at a level that was little more than a whisper.

The adults turned and looked back at Rose.

“Yes, dear?”

“I’m scared, Momma.  I feel so bad.”

Momma went back to Rose, sat down next to her, and gave her a hug.

“Don’t you worry, honey,” said Momma, “you’re gonna be just fine.  It’s just gonna take a little while until you’re back to your regular runnin’-’round-and-chasin’-the-chickens self.”

Rose forced a tiny smile and gave Momma a weak hug.  Rose held onto Momma for a long time, tears filling her eyes.

“It’s okay, Rose,” Momma said.  “You just lay back and get some sleep.  I’ll be back in to check on ya in a little while.”

Rose did as instructed as Momma got off the bed and walked out with Paw and Dr. Barnes.  As Paw closed the door he paused for a long moment to stare at the little girl in the bed.

Paw, Momma, and Dr. Barnes slowly and quietly entered the kitchen area of the large room that served as kitchen, dining room, living room, and family room.  The furniture was sparse and all hand-made.  A few hand-made Christmas decorations adorned the simple, utilitarian large room.  There was no TV, no radio.

In the far corner of the room, sitting quietly in a chair, was Petey, Rose’s sixteen-year-old brother.  Petey was a simple lad.  He looked randomly around the room, his mouth pursed close, his lower lip covering his upper lip, the tiniest of smiles penciling its way across his face.  He sat a little hunched over, his eyes shining with wonder as he watched the adults move to the wood stove and stop.

“So what is it, Dr. Barnes?” Paw asked.

“You two have a very sick little girl on your hands.  Rose has rheumatic fever.”

Momma caught her breath.

“How serious is it?” asked Paw.

“Rheumatic fever can do heavy damage to the heart,” said Dr. Barnes.  “Any excessive strain on her heart at this time could be traumatic, so we have to make sure Rose is completely over this before we allow her to go to school, do chores, play with her brothers – pretty much everything.  Best case scenario, she spends the next six to twelve months in bed, doin’ nothin’, and at that point she’ll be all healed up without havin’ done any damage to her heart.”

“What’s the worst case scenario?” asked Momma.

Dr. Barnes was quiet for a long moment before saying, “Let’s not think about that right now.”

Paw and Momma tensed up as they looked at each other.  Paw finally asked, “So what do we do?”

“You keep her quiet and still at all times and at all costs.  There are to be no loud noises or carrying on or rough housing or anything like that that might keep Rose from gettin’ her rest or that might scare or startle her.”

“We’ll make sure the boys know what’s goin’ on so they stay quiet,” said Momma.

“Good.  I’ll send over some medicine later today.  In the meantime, you keep her quiet and in bed – we can’t put any strain on her heart whatsoever.”

Petey continued to look around the kitchen as Paw walked Dr. Barnes to the door and as Momma sat down at the table.  Paw pulled a couple dollars out of his pocket and handed them to Dr. Barnes.

“Thank you, Doctor.  We appreciate you coming over so quickly.”

Dr. Barnes took the bills and stuffed them in his pocket.

“Don’t mention it.  Now if you see any change in Rose’s condition, you send word to me immediately.  I’ll stop by again tomorrow to check on her.”

Paw closed the door behind Dr. Barnes and went to Momma.  He sat down next to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“Don’t worry,” Paw said, “it’s gonna be okay.”

“But she’s so small.  How much strain can her little heart handle?”

“We’ll make sure her heart doesn’t take on any strain.  We’ll talk with the boys to make sure they realize how important it’s gonna be for them to behave themselves, and so everyone knows exactly what we need to do to allow Rose to get better.”

“And how are we gonna afford Rose’s medicine and doctor’s bills?” Momma asked.

“I have a few dollars set aside that should cover it.”

“But that money was to buy the kids’ Christmas presents.”

Paw took a deep breath.

“Well, I guess there just won’t be any presents this year.  The boys’ll have to understand the situation and accept it.”

“But what about Rose?  It’s bad enough that she’s sick, but to have to go without any presents at Christmas as well?  That might not strain her heart, but it sure might break it,” Momma said.

“We’ll just explain everything to her, and she’ll just have to realize the situation.  Besides,” added Paw, “Christmas is about family, not toys and presents, and we’ll all be together, so everything’ll be okay.”

With a tiny nod of her head, Momma said, “You’re right.”

“Don’t worry, honey, we’ll get this all worked out.  Tomorrow I’ll explain to the boys about not gettin’ any gifts this year...”

“On Christmas Eve?  Why don’t we tell ’em today and get it over with?”

“I think it might be best to give ’em one more day to dream about what they might get so they can enjoy at least one more day during the holiday season.”

Momma nodded her head.

“How ’bout some lunch?” Paw said.

“All right.”

Momma turned her attention to Petey, who continued to sit quietly and look around the room.

“Petey, did you get the beds made and feed the dogs?”

Petey didn’t turn to look at Momma or make eye contact with her, but he gave Momma one quick nod.

“That’s my good boy,” said Momma.  “Now why don’t you go out and bring your brothers in from their chores for some lunch, okay?”

Without looking at Momma, Petey said, “Bop.”

Paw stood up and reached a hand out toward Petey.

“Come on, son, I’ll go with ya.  Don’t forget your coat.”

Petey got up from his chair and shuffled to the door, his steps short and quick, his feet splayed out and barely rising above the floor with each step.  As he neared the door Petey grabbed an old coat off a stand, put the coat on, and began to button it up as Paw put a hand on his back and guided him out the door.

A short while later the family was seated around the table and eating lunch.  Joining Paw, Momma, and Petey were Petey’s brothers – seventeen-year-old Robert, thirteen-year-old Andrew, and Henry, who was eleven.

“Isn’t Rose gonna join us for lunch, Momma?” asked Robert.

“Your sister is restin’ up.  She’s pretty sick.”

“What’s wrong with her?” replied Robert.  “Does she have the flu?”

“No, she has rheumatic fever.”

“Is that bad?” asked Henry.

“It’s pretty bad,” said Momma as she looked at Henry.  “She’s gonna have to stay in bed for a long time before she’s all healed up and can resume doin’ all the things she normally does.”

“How long?” asked Andrew.

“For a number of months,” answered Momma.

Confusion filled the boys’ faces, except Petey’s.  Petey simply continued to eat, his head tilted down so as not to make eye contact with anyone.

“Months?” asked Robert.

“Rheumatic fever is serious business, boys,” said Paw.  “Rose is gonna be stuck in bed at least until summer, and maybe even longer, so we’re all gonna have to do our part to help make sure she gets completely healed up.”

“You mean she might be stuck in bed through the rest of the school year?” asked Henry.
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