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It is a cold,dark day in the
first week of December.Although the view from our living-room
window is covered thickly in frost,I press my small nose against
the glass.Mother is out in our back shed,gathering a cord of
wood,which she will feed into our monstrous stove.I know she will
take a while to do this,so now is the time I have been waiting
for.

 


I am eleven years old,and curious about the
family next to us.Mrs.Ross,a mean old lady who lived some miles
away. says the house should be condemned. I do not know precisely
what this word means,but am told I must keep away. My mother and
father tell me this over supper,whilst I am enjoying a small bite
of stew.

 


I listen as they talk,not really hearing
anything that is meaningful to me. The word “Polio”,comes up,and I
wish there was no such word. But the thing I do understand is the
fear in my mother's eyes. So,this is why I am here, now,crouched on
the settee,hoping for a chance to see”polio”.

 


In my heart I picture a great monster,and
wipe at the glass,blowing on it with my warm breath. Certain at any
moment the “beast”, will burst forth from the constraints of the
four walls that surround it. The family has just recently moved
into the home. Before the “polio”took hold,I had a best friend, a
girl my own age.

 


The truth is,I do understand what the word
means. It's just sometimes my imagination takes me to places,and it
is far more interesting for me to imagine a ferocious creature
living in the house next door. I think about the school house,the
large over-crowded room,children whispering,waiting for the
teacher.

 


The coldness the great old stove could never
quite diminish,the way we had to keep our mittens on when the
temperature was well below freezing. The school is empty now. I
haven't gone to school in a week,for our little village is in the
throes of an outbreak of this feared disease.

 


I keep busy helping mother in the
kitchen,whilst my father works at the lumber mill. I understand
that we are fortunate,polio has not touched our small family. At
least not yet. Thinking back a few short weeks ago my memories
surface at how pleased I was when the family moved in next to
us.

 


Remembering how excited I was at the prospect
of a friend,I had danced upstairs. Finding my father laying down,it
being a Sunday,I had pounced upon the bed.”Father,guess what?A girl
my age is in the house next door. I'm so happy,now I can have a
friend.”He had laughed at me,the way he always did. I knew he was
not really sleeping,and carefully opened his closed lids. This was
a joke between us.

 


Suddenly,his eyes opened,and he swooped me
onto his chest,tickling me. I managed to escape,running headlong
down the steep stairs,heedless of my mother's warnings to be
careful. I found her in the kitchen,flour covering her white apron
as she set about making the warm bread we loved.

 


“Mamma,can I go out and
play”?I was breathless with excitement,what if the new girl
disappeared back inside before I could make us the best of
friends?”Yes,just a little while till supper. I'll call you,”she
answered,chuckling at my high spirits.

 


So headlong I had flung myself into the
nearest snowbank,pushed up against the side of the dirt road my
father used to drive the team of horses . My warm wool mittens soon
became damp as I poked and prodded my thumb into a small hole.

 


The object of my high spirits peered at me
shyly,but couldn't help smiling as I showed off,sliding down the
hill of packed white coldness. The sun glinted down just then out
of the clouds,and the little girl walked up to me. She took her
place beside me,and I let her take a turn sliding down the path my
body had made.

 


“My name is Ada,”I said happily.”I've been
waiting to meet with you. There's no one around here to be friends
with. I just know we're going to be best friends.”I could tell this
remark pleased her.and soon we both were talking happily.

 


I discovered her family had traveled quite a
distance to live here. That didn't really surprise me,I had always
felt deep down that this was the very best place to live in the
whole world. Our adventures continued,and we slid,slipped,and
finally my mother opened the door,calling me to come in for
supper.

 


 

Making promises over our shoulders as we
looked back at one another,my contentment was complete. After that
day,my new friend Dot and I saw each other almost daily.
Now,though,the sickness hung over everything,and I pictured it as a
huge dark cloud,which had taken away the sunshine.

 


How I longed to see Dot,and worry over how
her family was managing,was the reason why I was peering out the
window. Without the structure of my school day,hours fell upon
me,like long fingers. All I could think about was Dot.

 


I was quiet at the table,and as this wasn't
like me,father poked me with his big finger,asking if the cat had
my tongue.”No,I'm just missing school,and well most of all,I'm
worried about my friend Dot.”Here mother looked meaningfully at my
father.”We all are,Ada. Even Aunt Cissy wants to help somehow.”Aunt
Cissy coughed delicately. It was a real treat for her to be well
enough with the cough to be out of
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