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It was a fine fall day and like any six-year-old, I wanted to be outside, so Mom let me out the front door to play. I fooled around in the yard for a while then suddenly felt weak, falling to my knees. I tried to stand but couldn’t get back on my feet. Not knowing what else to do I crawled on my hands and knees to the front door and knocked. Mom let me in. 
“David, what are you doing down there?” she asked, staring down at me from the threshold. 
“I can’t get up,” I replied.
Mom was worried so she called Dr. Rainy, the family doctor. He referred her to Dr. Veum, a pediatrician. We didn’t know it then but I’d be under Dr. Veum’s care until my 18th birthday.
We discovered I had Rheumatic Fever, which is almost unheard of now. It has been defeated by modern medicine. According to the CDC, Rheumatic Fever is an inflammatory response to an earlier infection. In my case, it was from strep throat. Dr. Veum told my parents my heart had been damaged, and I had a murmur. It didn’t hurt, I just felt weak. 
I recovered in my small bedroom. Up to that point, my world had been expanding; starting small in my crib, then enlarging to my house, then increasing again to the borders of my yard, and then growing again as I went off to kindergarten. And then in one day, Rheumatic Fever shrunk my world, back to my bed. I would not go to first grade. 
My bed was an island in my little world, surrounded by an ocean of hardwood flooring and bordered by four white walls. Every morning Mom wheeled our portable black and white RCA TV in to occupy my mind. But TV was not a great companion for a six-year-old. I had to select one of the three channels available and stick with it because Mom couldn’t spend her whole day as my remote control. Afternoon TV meant soap operas, which I had no interest in. There were a few toys I could play with in bed, but the bed was no place for Tonka trucks. And I was too weak to get down on the floor to play or go outside. 
The highlight of my existence was my tutor, Miss Eurchile, who came in three times a week so I’d not fall too far behind in school. She always read to me. Bored with TV and my toys I begged her to teach me to read. And she did. I caught on quickly and soon was able to read the short books designed for small kids. 
The more I read, the better I got at it. The more I read bigger and more complex books, the more my vocabulary increased. Books were my escape; a ship arriving to rescue me from my small island bed, to carry me off to distant places. 
And from this small beginning started a lifelong love of books and reading and knowledge. I developed a voracious appetite for words and devoured all I could find. I was like a lost, starving, man deep in the woods, overjoyed to find a blueberry patch, who then shovels the tart berries two-fisted into his mouth until he lays, full, on the forest floor. I read books, magazines, newspapers, cereal boxes, cans, and assembly instructions. I read everything but tea leaves. 
By the time I was in 8th grade at Saint Mary’s, I had become a skilled, and fast, reader. A private company specializing in reading came to my school. We were all tested, and the results were sent to parents. One evening a representative of the company came to our house.
 “Mr. Godin, your son reads at 800 words per minute and the average student reads at about 250,” said the salesman.
He handed Dad my test results.
“And I’m sure we can improve on that,” he added.
Mom and Dad glanced at each other; surprise evident on their faces. I was less surprised. I knew I could read faster than the other kids, but until that moment, didn’t know how much faster.
Dad studied the paper for a moment, then responded.
“If my son can read that fast, he doesn’t need your help.”
Dad’s comment ended the conversation.
Reading was my superpower. I’d like to say I used it wisely to expand my knowledge and create positive change in the world. But the fact is I used it so I could be lazy, and not study. 
The truth is I did not study for tests. Instead, on the day of a test, I’d race up to class, open the book, and fly through the chapter three or four times in the five minutes before the bell rang, banking on retaining enough to pass. My method wasn’t foolproof and didn’t help in math class, except for Geometry where we had to memorize theorems, but it worked often enough to get me through high school. College was another story. There I had to learn for the first time, to study.
I can no longer read as fast as I could back then and I don’t want to. Nowadays, free from the need to pass tests or read for work, I read at a slow and measured pace, savoring the words, chewing on them slowly, like dining on a fine, well-marbled, steak with a glass of red wine. 
I am almost grateful to Rheumatic Fever for giving me the gift of reading. And I wonder sometimes what might have happened if I had become ill in the present day with easy access to cable channels, streaming movies and shows, the internet, and sophisticated computer games. I hope I still would have been a reader.

