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  Alive, Well in Spirit . . . by marie oden 
 
So this is what I will do. I will gather together my past and look. 

 I will see a thing that has already happened. 
The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan 

 
I returned to the scene of numerous childhood experiences this week, a 
place that evokes pleasant memories. As I approached the beautiful 

renovated facility of Casa Colina, flashbacks, like airy good ghosts rose up and dispensed a minds-eye full of sights 
and old feelings: when I was four years old, after my initial bout with polio and a year-long stint at Childrens Hospital, 
going to Casa Colina from West Covina to Pomona was a full day’s outing for my mother and me. It felt as though we 
were venturing hundreds of miles away from civilization. In the back seat of our 1950 Chevrolet Woody Wagon, we 
had hampers full of food, jugs of lemonade, changes of clothes and money for unforeseen difficulties. Southern 
California in the early 1950’s was not what it is today! The scenic route included orange trees, brambles, walnut 
groves, vineyards, blowing tumbleweeds, vast tracks of farmland; bumpy narrow roads with dust flying; and 
strawberry stands, rows of tractors, braceros bent down tending to the crops, and flatbed trucks. Nothing resembling 
modern convenience stores, malls, gas stations or fast food places to be found along the way. Our jaunt seemed 
daring; my mother invincible; I summoned courage from my her independent nature.    
     Entering the main lobby, like finding civilization once more, boosted morale. Immediately although I could not have 
expressed the sensation, I felt this was a kind place, full of heart. Nurses and physical therapists welcomed our 
arrival, imparting a good-natured, leisurely and soothing approach to disease and disability.  Here, walking with 
braces was not a tragedy, it was a badge of honor.  Here, grown-ups dispensed respect and welcomed interaction. 
Here, they asked questions. How did I feel about various modes of treatment?  How did I view my recovery? Things I 
secretly thought I should be consulted about!  I can still see the indoor pool, vast, enormous; as big as a lake, it 
seemed; its size alone made me shiver; made me feel like a speck of sand floating to the ocean floor. Clamminess 
and musty odors combined with the scent of chlorine and disinfectants reminded me of dreaded things, things I didn’t 
want to revisit, like examination rooms, blood transfusions; hospital wards, scrubbed shiny by men with furtive eyes; 
and steel tables where legs are marked with black ink and arrows, and measured for braces. The indoor pool made 
me shiver: Looking up, I see a dreadfully skinny man on a wooden plank being lowered down from the rafters. Nearly 
naked, his skinny arms and legs are paralyzed. I say a little prayer. I don’t want to be lowered into the pool from the 
rafters like him.  In a few years I will discover a Life Magazine filled with pictures of the Holocaust, and forever after, 
associate the man on the wooden plank, a victim of polio, with the ravaged prisoners at Auschwitz. The connection 
between the two forever imprinted on my soul. Identification with suffering rooted in my spirit. Yet, I think the kind 
nurse senses my fear, she steers me forward out of the pool area into a large physical therapy room while chatting 
about what we are going to do together on this hot California day.  “We are going to learn to fall!  It’ll be fun, you’ll 
see,” she says. And, yes, I like falling lessons. For me, Casa Colina is not like the hospital. It is a place where I learn 
to walk better with braces; fall without harming myself; I am consulted about my case and joyfully commended for my 
accomplishments. 

                               In my sixties now, I find Casa Colina updated and beautified on the outside, flowers grace the grounds, but within, 
has it changed? Ah, it imparts heart, empathy flows, a soothing ambiance fosters bravery and my present experience 
devoid of shame aligns itself with childhood memories. 
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