PAGE  
2

LUCK OF THE DRAW

An Essay by Joe White

Nobody told us a stork brought babies or that a hospital had a supply of babies to hand out to any woman who wanted one.  We didn't have storks in Middle Tennessee, and farm women didn't go to hospitals for childbirth in 1935.   Most doctors made routine house calls, and they assisted in childbirth if they could get there in time.  Our family doctor drove one of the first Ford V-8 cars.  We lived five miles from his office in town, and he charged two dollars for a routine visit. 

I was fourteen when our twin brothers were born.  Eunice was thirteen, Quinton was eleven, Edgar was eight, and Bruce was four.  Eunice and I knew what was happening, because we heard Dad talking with the doctor on the party-line telephone.  We spent that night with friends, and the other boys stayed with their grandparents who lived nearby.

Dad ran out of money when he built the house, and he never painted it. He had enough beaded ceiling material to finish the inside walls only halfway from the floor to the ceiling.  That left the two-by-four studs and the clapboard siding showing in the top half.  The wood-burning fireplace fought a losing battle with the cold March wind seeping in through the cracks in the walls and through the uncarpeted floor.  Sometimes after a windy winter night I woke to find snow on my bed. 

The babies arrived early.  Billie Gene weighed four and a half pounds and Bobbie Dean weighed four.  The family kept them in a galvanized wash tub full of cotton, warmed by mason jars filled with water heated in the reservoir of the wood-burning cook stove.  Later we built a wooden box to replace the tub.  

Both twins had cerebral palsy, caused by injuries sustained during the complicated birth.  Bobbie never walked or talked and died when he was five. His movements were jerky, and he had little control of his arms and legs.  Mamma died of Typhoid fever when the twins were three, and Eunice had to drop out of school for two years to help care for the twins.  Billie could walk only with the aid of crutches, and he had problems with school work. 

After Bobbie died in 1940, Dad married a younger woman with one leg shorter than the other.  A higher heel on that foot helped, but she still bobbed up and down when she walked.  She expected Eunice to stay at home and do most of the work. They finally compromised by having her do several chores at home in the morning and then go to her grandmother's  nearby house and do some chores for her before walking a mile to catch the bus to high school.

Both her stepmother and her grandmother complained that she wasn't doing enough for either of them, so when she was eighteen she left home. She took a job as a live-in nanny for a doctor's family who lived near the school. This arrangement enabled her to finish high school and qualify for a job as a secretary with the Tennessee Valley Authority.

Billie developed such mental problems in his late teens that he ended up in a public institution.   I dropped out of high school early in my senior year and went into the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC.)  The job paid thirty dollars a month, eight to me and twenty-two to my family. Dad was in ill health, and the other boys were too young to do much farm work. When I came home I joined the National Guard.  Later we went to Fort Jackson, South Carolina as a unit of the army of the United States.  My brother Quinton joined the CCC when he was seventeen. He stayed two years and then came home and joined the navy.  

That twenty-two dollars a month from the CCC sounds like nothing now, but  it helped the family to survive. For example, in the mid-thirties Dad hired a man for twelve dollars a month to work on the farm five-and-a-half days a week during the summer. He slept in the storage room behind the kitchen and took his meals with us.  Mama washed his clothes and air dried them once a week. In three months he earned thirty-six dollars, and that was enough to buy a used Model-A Ford car and have money left over for gasoline.

Dad eventually qualified for retirement under social security.  That included benefits for his wife who was disabled because of her short leg, and for Billie who was totally disabled.  Dad died of Melanoma Cancer in 1959.  After Medicare went into effect in the 1960s and after the state created Medicaid for needy families, Eunice got Billie admitted to a nursing home. By that time she was married and had two daughters.  She drove the fifteen miles to the nursing home and visited him almost every day.

By the time Billie was forty he had other medical problems, including a catheter draining his bladder directly to a bottle strapped to his leg.  He suffered a stroke at age fifty.  He could talk and apparently knew what he was trying to say, but no one could understand him.  His sister finally had him transferred to a different nursing home two blocks from her house.  He died at the age of sixty one, after spending more than forty years in an institution or nursing home.

The army drafted Edgar, but they gave him a medical discharge a few months later because he had epilepsy so bad they couldn't control it with drugs. We thought a football injury in high school caused it.  He told the draft board about it, but they didn't believe him.  His brief time in the army qualified him for lifetime treatment in a veterans-administration hospital. He spent twenty-five years there, wearing a football helmet most of the time to protect his head when he fell.  He died at the age of forty-six, and he and Billie are buried in graves side by side.  Quinton, Bruce, and I lived in other states by that time.

Quinton retired after working thirty years as an electrician for Great Lakes Steel in Detroit. The company required him to use a spray gun to apply a coat of asbestos to his finished work.  His lungs were ruined, he had diabetes, and he died at age seventy three.  He never got disability benefits, because the company doctors said the problems with his lungs were not related to his work.

Bruce had two heart-bypass operations, fifteen years apart.  He later had prostate cancer, underwent radiation treatments and chemotherapy, and died at age seventy one.

  
My last sibling to go was Eunice.  She had a series of small strokes and was almost blind.  Sometimes she didn’t know her daughter when she visited her in the nursing home.  She died in 2007 at age eighty-five.
"There but for the grace of God goes John Bradford," he said five-hundred years ago, as he saw a man going to his death for his crimes.  Bradford believed in predestination, but I've played enough poker to believe in the luck of the draw.  The better poker player will win in the long run because he won't bet unless the odds are in his favor. But the beginner wins occasionally when the luck of the draw goes against the good player. 

I've lived a long time and had better health and more success and happiness than I ever deserved or hoped for.  My first marriage ended in an amicable divorce, but for 24 years I've been happily married for a second time.  Now I'm old and crippled with arthritis.  Osteoporosis shrunk my height by three inches.  I've had my right knee and my left hip replaced, and now I have swelling from incurable Lymph edema in both legs.  My wife has to wrap them up to my knees occasionally to keep the swelling under control. But I can still get around on my own with the aid of a special walking cane or a 4-wheel walker. 

The luck of the draw worked for me.  Each morning when I wake up to see a new day, I realize how lucky I am. 

Joe White

