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With every new step, every attempt, every ambition in
life, this has been thrown in Johnny's face. But he has
carried his affliction with a matter-of-fact accepbance of
reality. Ignorant people have always been his problem; they
are‘the ones who Jjeer, "Run, run, he has fits, fits, fitsl”
or who whisper, "I seen him layin' on the ground, kickin' and
foanin' at the mouthl" But even these people like Johnny as
soon a8 they have overcome their fear of his seizures. Johmy
likes people. His easy, unconcerned grin and his constant
flow of funny stories are perfect masquerades for whatever
he holds inside.

He is my good example, my ideal of how to keep from
inflicting personal ills on others--yet, I complain when my
head aches, and he grins when his has eight stitches taken
in it.

Johnny was a sick and crying baby, but being only twenty=-
one months younger than Dick, he was soon wp énd ruming in
the rambunctious older boy's footstepse. This period of wor-
ship and imitation continued until Johmny got a mind of his
owne. Then he began to slacken his pace, to mosey along in
his sensitlve way. With each new opportunity, Dick would say,
"Itm first." Little Johnny would drawl, "I'm first last."
While Dick rebuilt bicycles, Johnny collected pretty rocks
and wrote poetry. This first last son has always been an

outdoorsman, but not a farmer; when told to plow a field, he
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would hate to chop under the patterm of weed growth. Johmny
has an exceptlonal feeling for beauty; he finds 1t where some
seldom loolk; he sees it in a snake, a beetle, a creek bed, a
water tower, a mussel, or & soap bubble. These are the small
things which go into his poems.

Life for Johnny has been an alternation of hospitals and
gschools., He has played guilnesa pilg in numerous research cen-
terss This glving of his body serves a dual purpose: a
selfish one--1it may help him, and an altrulstic one--he hopes
it will help other epileptics. I remember the long periods
when he was in Children's Hospltal in St. Loﬁis. On Sundays,
Dick and I would wave and make lip-talk thrcugh Johnny's
window while Mama and Daddy visited him. I was five years
0ld then--a member of the "Children-under-sixteen~not-allowed"
groupe. During those years, I spent many sickish hours in the
ether-alr of walting rooms or oubtside hospiltal %indows. How=
ever, most of the time, Johnny was in hospitals that were too
far, and we could only write letters. I remember how often
on ironing days, Mama would put Johnny's picture on the shelf
above the ironing board. Almost every other day when he's
been away, he has written home. The cheeriest letters have
always been written on the days of his most painful tests or
disappointing reactions. He knows how to shield us from hls

discouragement and pain.
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Between hospitals Johnny has been in and out of many
schools, ©Some doctors urged, practically commanded, our
parents to remove him from public schools. They said it
would be impossible for him to go through an ordinary high
school, They said, "Mentally, your son is quite capable,
but physically, he is notl" I admire our parents' wisdom
in dealing with such problems; they have never underestimated
Johnnye. He has not been a handicapped, pitied, or sheltered
member of our family; he has been a much loved boy, a person
capable of meking his own decisions. He was incensed by any
implication that he might be sent to a special, expensive,
and sheltered school. Knowing my stubborn brother, I imagine
he has used the statements of those doctors as springboards
for his stamina. Someone said, "Nol" Johnny characteristically
said, "Yesl" And the ldea of a special school was excluded
from our agenda of family talk. Nothing stopped him--neither
smart-alecky classmates nor "Incomplete" on report cards nor
"Puny-P.E.," with consequent exclusion from athletic teamg=-
nor car-less, dateless week-ends. He might have been the
first last in comparison to others his age, but he kept on.

Since we lived twelve miles from high school and there
was no privacy in case of a seilzure on the school bus, Johnny
caught rides with the neighbors. He was a familiar sight
along our road, and few cars passed him by, He carried a

small sign in his pocket and showed it to the people when he
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felt a seizure coming on: "Please leave me alone; I'll be

all right in a few minutes. Thank you." Some strangers were
scared, some interested, some med, some sorry, and some under-
standing. MNost of the people who picked Johnny up were folks
who knew him well. They enjoyed Johnny; he exchanged Jokes
with the jokers, plammed the weather with the prophets, and
shared funny storles with everyone. He let the little chile
dren shoot him and the old men advise him. By the time Johnny
arrived at school, he had made new acquaintances or strengthened
old ones. He may have had a thirty-mile~an-hour ride or an
eighty--trusting and unconcerned as always, he didn't care.

During those years, Johnny's head took many splittings;
he would fall or bang into things when he had to run to bath-
rooms, broom closets, or some hidden spot for a seizure. To
our family Johnny's bound up head was Jjust about as exciting
as & cat scratches We were sorry, but because it happened
often, nelther we nor he wanted to talk about the hurt.

Once out of high school, Johmny enrolled at Southern
Illinois Universitye. This was the beginning of an endurance
race, a spasmodic wrestle for a degree. Many conflicts hit
Johnny in the lface. He was both praised and thwarted from
every quarter. Occasionally, a new drug would be discovered,
and he would spend & term or a suwmer to experiment with it
in a hospital. DBut he would always go back to school when

the guinea pig processes ended.
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There were other obstacles in his endurance race. During
his second year, Johnny had a selzure in the shower and fell
against the hot water faucet, He lay in the semi-consclous
state of a selzure, writhing as boiling water pebbled over
hinme Third degree burns and a few weeks' absence from clasgses
lowered hls grades, of course, but he stlll made B's and C's.

The third year, Johnny moved into the Baptist Foundatlon.
The "preachers" lived on the maln floors, but dovm in the
basement the "renegades" lived. There were three others in
Johnny's room. I always liked the sign on the door: "The
Black Hole of Calcubta. Abandon hope, all ye who enter here."
Those were sincere friends who accepted Johnny as a roommate;
his seizures seemed of minor concern to them. That wes a
happy year; there was no time spent in a hospital, and there
wag, finally, a long stretch of school and fun.

In May of that year, a éay came which we wished and will
alweys wish again and again that we could erase. Johnny
brought his roommabtes home for a weekend, DBecause of his
epilepsy, Jolnny does not drive on the highway and seldom
anywhere else, but that Baturday he asked to take the boys
down our country road to the store. Somehow one of those
unexplainable and incomprehensible accidents happened; the
boys laughed down the road and Iinto the engine of an unseen,
unheard, freight train. Daddy and I arrived about five

minutes later. I was fourteen years old then, but I suppose
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I will always remember the exact picture. Up on a bank, one
boy was convulsing and breathing a half gasp-half groan as
blood seeped out his mouth. That was Paul, a tall skinny
fellow-~a rather lazy boy, but Johnny's best friend. One boy
was walking around saying, "I wanna see my television programs.”
The left-overs of the car were down in a shallow gully; a
barely discernible Johnny was still sitting behind the broken
eteerihg wheels His scalp was cut in a "V", and his face and.
shoulders were masked in thick, lumpy blood. Beside him on
the tilted seat was the other roommate, Dee. His face was
crushed. The Ilmmediate boom of the wreck was only an intro-
ductory paragraph to the chapters of melodrama which followed
in those months of fear-bitten waiting. FEach hour and day we
waited for something--for pronouncement of death, for assur-
ance of life, for relief, for existence.

Paul died that afternoon. It would have been the easy
way out for Johnny if he could have escaped so quickly and
completely. DBubt he lay in traction, then in casts; his nedk
was broken; his back was brokenj he was arrested‘for mane
slaughter. !Months later, he was summoned to court; Paul's
parents sued Johnny for eighty-one thousand dollars, I
believe there are things worse than death; these are the
things Johnny had to live through and live down. He did it;
over a year's period, a lawyer settled the case out of court.

Wearing a cast from head to hips, Johnny went back to school
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the next fall. The two remaining roommates were there with
him, supporting him more strongly than ever. I've read many
poems and felt many thoughts which Johnny has almost hidden
over these years since the wreck. I know his sensitivity was
stirred, but he has patched those holes until they are seldom
sensed.

Sometimes I want to cry instead of laugh at Johnny's
constant mingling of humor in all he does. He substitutes a
funny story for bitterness. He seems to be content to be
first last.

Never satlisfled to use epilepsy as an excuse, he went
to the Army when his time came. The medical blank only asked
if he had epileptic fits; he sald no because technically they
are seizures, not fits. Of course his condition was soon
observed, and he was conflined to & hospital before receiving
a medical discharge. Once again Johnny was forced to the
category of the sick and handicapped. But, characteristically,
he hid his disappointment.

At the end of a seven-year period of attempts, Johnny
finally graduated from the Unlversity with a major in soclo-
logys One cycle was concluded, but another has begun. The
world of employers, of Institutions, of soclal work does not
want an epileptic. But Johnny keeps trying. I believe he
may have to be first last again in this cycle, but he will
do it.
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CHAPTER IV
MY HEART LIES HOME

Dicke=the quick, Johnny--the firgt last: two brothers
g0 decidedly themselves, so fortunately different. Daddy-
the stabillizer, Mama--~the spice: itwo parents so distinctly
opposite, so happily combined. This was the family on the
farm on the knoll above Horse Creek. Then into the middle
of it all-=I came. I must be described as a funny composite
of the four extremes, a spattering of impatience, good-nature,
gsentiment, and fire. It's a hilarilous hi-~ho when I say,
"Somebody hit me what'll I do?" Daddy says, "T'reat 'em nice,
kid; they've got their good points." Mama says, "Give 'em
Hail Columbia; people like you better if you show your backe-
bone." I Jjump my own way--probably choosing the wrong advice
at the wrong time, but happy anyway. No matter how either of
my parents approaches a problem, it all boils down to the
same doctrine; believe 1In what you believe in, wholeheartedly.
And that I do, perhaps to an extreme at times, forgetting
that others may not share my strong conviction. For instance,
at age six, I kicked my cousin's shins black and blue, because
he didn't agree with me that, "Santa Claus 1s the nicest man
besides God and Daddy." Indeed, that eight-year-old monster

told me, "There ain't no Santa Clausl" Suddenly, I could
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define my whole belief in Santa, the one in which I will
always abide, "Santa Claus is real inside me; he's God's
Christmas spirit on earth; he's a red angel--all happyi"

Such strong feelings have made my life especlally
ecstatic and especially pathetic. Reaching backwards and
forwards to gather all time into Today, a trail common to
most ehildren, is like a fever. For thls reason, both the
happiest and saddest occaslons in my life are the same. On
nmy fourth birthday I received a lawn swing, a squeaky miniae-
ture of the two-seated affairs native Lo parks; because of
its fragility, the load limit was one hundred pounds. I
would squeal with the swing, back and forth in the sun and
wind; yet there was always a shudder of dread--some day I
would be an old lady, a one-hundred-pound lady; I wouldn't
swing any more.

Always trying to catch Today, roll it in Yesterday, and
save it for Tomorrow, I live in a melodrama of comedy and
tragedye. In the middle of a homey supper-table tale, of a
laughing good time, I suddenly wonder if we'll all five be
around that table next year; I try to catch the whole feeling
to keep forever because I am afrald 1t can never be that
perfect again. Hoping my family will never get too o0ld to
be funny, I don't think about my getting old. Every year
ls better than the last, yet the last is precious. It is

all centered in Mama, Daddy, Dick, Johnny; then it goes out
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radiantly to enclose our house, farm, animals, people, the
gmall towns~-the Creek Country. I live continually in this
condition of conbtrolled panic that explodes now and then into
squeals and quick-bounces-~huge in all directions.

Consuming with relish every day-full of life, I use it
and keep 1t. Host of 1t 1s assoclated with the old farmhouse
that 1s home. Although the white paint glistens in sun or

- moon or electric light, the patched roof and weatherbeaten

pine siding are tales of Grandfather's second decade. Six
gables and a curving, spoke-ralled porch are like character
lines and peculiarities. There being no unused musty corner
in this hogse, it 1s cluttered, cozy, and comfortable with
not,a whisper of privacy asnywhere, not even in the cellar.
Double openings join the front bedrooms, the living room and
dining room and sun room. The few doors between rooms are
usually thrown open except for the bottom half of the Dutch
door separating the kitchen and summer-kitchen. Thisg is
necessary to keep the cats out. Serving as a feline maternity
ward, the summer-kitchen accommodates our collection of cat
families (the mothers are usually obliging enough to be preg-
nant in series so that new bables are spaced conveniently
through the year). All are given room and board and protec-
tion from tomcats in the summer-kitchen by Mama and me.

Our house, a hodge-podge in good taste, glows and scin-

tillates with color,--with white woodwork and ruffled organdy
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curtains, sage-green carpets, odd wallpaper and easy chairs
in every room, calico quilts and old furniture, African
violets on the window gills and philodendron in the white
iron plant stand, plate rails filled with collector's plates,
shelves of my assortment of demitasse cups and saucers, bou~
quets of Mama's flowers, books and Sunday School quarterlies
scattered over table tops, and a sewing basket full of fanci-
work, crocheting, embroidery, needlepoint, There are cracks
in ceilings, bugs in light fixturesa, ink spots on the dining
room carpet, and enough odds and ends to furnish two or three
houses. This is the kind of house that catches memories like
duste

I guess the most enticing portion of the house for me
is the three rooms where the hired hand used to live. After
he moved, it was converted intc a piayhouse which was some
days my home or hospital and some days my castle or theater,
depending upon the whims of my imagination. Iven now when
I 20 home from college, I like to slip uﬁ there and untiringly
reminisce with my dolls. When I see the crack in the blacke
board and the broken toy broom handle, I remember that I was
the little ruffian who swung at a neighbor boy and broke my
prize possesslon iInstead of his head. When I finger the
dress-up dresses, I recall imaginary Broadway productions,
African hunts, moving pictures, high society teas, covered

wagon trips, and Showboat life. The toy cash register is



