The Broken Leg

or 

Be Careful What You Wish For
I

 don’t know the origin of the oft-quoted theatreland epigram: “Break a Leg”. I suppose it’s a bit of sick humour, common in any established group of colleagues, where people wish each other all sorts of dire outcomes, meaning precisely the opposite. Nowadays, no one who enjoys the backslapping camaraderie of the workplace wants to come across as cloyingly trite anyway. However, it is undoubtedly a throwback to our superstitious past. It used to be considered unwise to call for luck unnecessarily – the gods were well known to be mischievous. 

Don’t want to go to some ghastly reunion? “Sorry, no-can-do. I’ve broken my leg.” Simple and convenient, and, let’s face it, pretty harmless if you’re unlikely to be discovered. You’re not likely to meet the organiser or any of those ‘old pals’ you haven’t seen in years, and a broken leg can take ages to heal properly. But be careful. It’s not worth claiming to have a simple fracture that any decent fracture clinic can deal with in weeks these days.

What’s going to happen when scientists in the medical world develop a procedure to ‘grow’ a new bone in situ that only takes a week or two of rest and recuperation? If they can grow a new windpipe on a child in a couple of weeks without being accused of reckless experimentation, that can’t be far away. Another door closes on the world of comfortable little white lies.

I suppose it isn’t really ‘the oldest excuse in the world’. That’s got to be: “I’ve got a headache,” but let’s not go there. Let’s stick to what passes for a good excuse in the polite world: (no sex, no politics).

“Sorry I’m late. I missed the bus (the train, my lift).” Not effective and likely to get a sharp response such as: “Try getting up a bit earlier!” or “Yes, I’m not surprised. I heard about your binge on Saturday night.”

Of course, those of us who have never had the misfortune to break a leg mustn’t laugh at those who have, even when the circumstances prompt an unbidden belly laugh… the old banana-skin syndrome. Apart from being extremely painful, the results can be tragic.

**********

Jimmy hated football at school. He envied his best friend Pete, who spent weeks on his bed at home and then more weeks hobbling around on crutches, getting sympathy from everyone, with a huge plaster that everyone wanted to autograph. Pete missed a whole season, when it seemed to pour with rain every time the sports master organised a match, while he and the other boys teams got soaked and covered in mud… lucky devil! 

Why couldn’t it have been him who fell off the old army obstacle course, hidden in the woods, where they used to say that the paratroopers trained during the war? Why did he have to get a thick ear from his dad instead of congratulations for rescuing Pete by going for help and leading the ambulance men to their secret playground? Why?

Jimmy began to look at Pete through different eyes after that. Envy is a sneaky thing. It insinuates itself into all sorts of nasty places, and is no stranger to broken friendships… Jimmy was too young to know anything about broken marriages. But he did have a favourite girlfriend, the pretty and vivacious Sonja, who all the boys tried to corner on the rare occasions when the girls agreed to play kiss-chase. They shared a desk in the classroom and she always seemed to like holding his hand, when they were paired off to walk in a crocodile on a school visit… unlike most of the girls, who would snatch their hands away and make nasty comments like: “Yuk! You don’t know where it’s been!”

Now envy turned to jealousy – even in one so young – when Sonja started to make sheeps’ eyes at Pete and take every opportunity to sit with him and share things with him. It got even worse when she started helping him scratch down inside the plaster with her knitting needles.

Pete seemed to be enjoying his status as some sort of hero. There always seemed to be something to stop him having the plaster off and getting back to the old mischief that they used to get up to. He had always been the one to initiate the practical jokes and the adventures in the hills and woods where they had had such fun in the previous summer holidays… carefree, sun-filled days, when they made their own fun, far away from the interference of parents and adults in general.

Jimmy’s jealously soon descended into petty spitefulness and Sonja never forgave him for that. She, of course, had her own way of dealing with it. She made sure that all the other girls in their class would have nothing to do with him after that. It didn’t matter much at that age when girls were usually objects of scorn anyway, but things didn’t get much better when he wanted to start dating years later at big school. And they say elephants never forget!

Winter dragged on with extra classes for the eleven-plus pupils… Jimmy was one, of course, being a bit of a swot. Pete would never have made it to Grammar School. In classroom terms he was as thick as two short planks – a term Jimmy had heard his dad use to describe his best friend. What Pete lacked in brainpower he more than made up for with his ability to make people laugh and his practical skills, like making bows and arrows and building dens in all the forbidden places they thought their parents knew nothing about.

Come the summer term, Pete was still on crutches and there appeared to be no end in sight to his constant visits to the clinic and the odd stay in hospital. Jimmy stopped visiting him when he went in after a while. They didn’t have much to talk about anyway. He still couldn’t get over the way Pete had pinched his girlfriend. That was an open sore between them. But he was secretly worried about his old chum. He knew something was wrong, when he saw Pete’s mum in tears, coming out of the headmistress’s office one day. It was when Pete had been in hospital for longer than usual and he hadn’t been to see him… or his mum. He liked her – before it all happened. She was pretty and used to make the best brandy snaps for birthday parties.

Then it all came out. It was their form mistress who broke the news in class one morning just after the register had been called. She was usually a po-faced old biddy, was Miss, a dried up old spinster, whose face would crack if she ever smiled. That day she seemed to be having difficulty in keeping her voice under control, and her eyes were all red, as if she had been crying. She probably had, because what she said to the class then made everyone cry… even Jimmy; even though he had wished some pretty awful things would happen to Pete after Sonja ditched him.

The broken leg had not been a simple fracture at all. It hadn’t healed properly and somehow or other Pete had developed a bone marrow disease that couldn’t be cured. He had died in his sleep in hospital the night before, with his family around his bed.

Jimmy wasn’t invited to the funeral, although he did stand in the street on the wet Saturday afternoon and watch the hearse drive away from outside Pete’s house, followed by three long, black cars carrying his father and mother and all the relatives. His mum had stood there with him, tears streaming down her face as he clung to her hand. She clutched him to her and gave him a big squeeze as the cortège drove past.

All Jimmy could think of was the big scaffolding in the woods where he and Pete had been playing when he fell and broke his leg. Now he had a terrible burden to bear that he knew would never leave him. He could hear his own sing-song jeers ringing in his ears. “Scaredy Cat, Scaredy Cat. I bet that you won’t dare do that.” And then he did. And then he fell. And the worst part was that Jimmy hadn’t swung along that high pole. None of his friends dared to even climb up that high, let alone swing along it. But Pete wasn’t just any one of their little gang of friends. He was Jimmy. He was his Best Friend. He was the best, the boldest. He was fearless. He would dare anything, and they all knew he would. And then he did and now he would never do any of those daredevil things again. And now Jimmy had a burden of guilt that would stay with him all his days… even after he met Sonja again at uni and they fell in love. He couldn’t commit to her, the girl of his dreams… now his nightmares.

He died in hospital many years later, a broken, reclusive old bachelor, and no one ever knew why he was so bitter… not even Sonja, not even his mum. He had wrapped himself in his guilt and the fear of a broken leg.

