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PRELUDE

HOW DOES ONE LEARN TO BECOME OK WITH THEMSELVE IF THEY HAVE A DISABILITY?

Having a disability is a part of life. You will either be born with it or get one before you die. You can best believe you will not escape this world without a disability, and if you do, that means you died before it entered your world. A disability is a category that does not discriminate, no matter your color, sex, or creed (Disabilities affect all people). I genuinely don't know who I'd be without my disability, for it is part of my identity. It truly makes me the person I am, and I'm proud of it.  Unfortunately, most people will never learn how to be okay with their disability or themselves. As for me, being happy with my disability takes on a whole other attitude. When you're happy and ok with your disability, you appreciate life, spread joy, and you are just downright thankful. At least that's the way I wake up for the most part. 

Now, I'm not going to kid you, by no means is having a disability like a picnic or a walk in the park. It can be difficult and depressing if you allow it, but so can other things in life. As you know, life is hard no matter who you are. Everyone will have something they must deal with; that is just the way it is. And just like everything else, a disability can be rewarding and a blessing if you put forth a little effort and choose that route. 

Thank goodness I chose to see it as rewarding and a blessing, and I am doing quite well, if I may say so myself. Yes, I've had my ups and downs, but I've made the best of my disability, and I've put in work. And I'm proud to say, I'm happy. Before I keep rambling, let me take you on my journey of this (thing) called life. 

Get ready to laugh, cry, and rejoice because I'm an interesting person, and my journey through this life has been very adventurous, so I'm finally ready to share it. I hope you enjoy reading my words as much as I have sharing and writing them. I hope to give you a better understanding of what it is like to live, work, play, love, and do everything else under the sun with a disability, at least that's how it is for me in my life. Don't get it twisted, not all people with disabilities are the same, but we all have a story, and I'm choosing to share my story for the world to read. 

So, grab your popcorn, candy, and wine. You may even need to use a diaper while reading this, because you won't want to put the book down for a bathroom break. With this said, hold on,

and let's go!! 
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Who would've ever thought I'd end up here, writing a book about my life? I suppose, although it’s strange (I did)! I know I hoped, wished, and prayed for a life filled with quality; there were times when I shook my head. I must admit I was frustrated at times, but my faith just wouldn't let me give up.

If you're wondering who this is spilling their guts to you, "Hello World, it's Shari Lynn Cooper" from Dayton, Ohio, the Gem City, home of modern aviation, and some of the most successful funk bands on the chart: The Ohio Players, Slave, Lakeside, Heatwave, and Zapp & Roger, to name a few. 

Who is Shari Lynn Cooper, you ask? Well, I'm the daughter of the most amazing parents ever, Sam and Erma Melson-Cooper. I'm also the sister of some awesome brothers, Dewayne (The Father Figure), Samuel Dean (The Rockstar), Mark (The World's Best-dressed Man), Jay (The Cadillac Man), and my Pretty Favorite Sister, Peggy. Jesus is the center of my life, and he put me in this fantastic family to be loved, supported, and to succeed, as well as to keep them on their toes. It is because of my family that I'm successful and living life to the fullest. 

I was born on January 13th, 1973, and was the last sibling to enter the Cooper Family. I was told everyone was eager to meet me, my mom, and especially my sister, who was hoping I was a girl. After mom had four boys, she needed another girl to buy frilly clothes for, and Peggy needed a little sister so she could comb her hair.

––––––––
[image: ]


My mom said she had a typical pregnancy with me, and everything seemed to be fine. I'm thinking back to those days; technology was not as advanced as it is today. If it had been the doctor, probably could've detected something was wrong with her baby, but even if he had, it wasn't meant to be shown or corrected, because I wouldn't have had a reason to share my story.

“Oh, yes, back to the story”

The whole birthing process seems complicated, at least that's what I've heard and seen on Facebook videos. A baby must go through obstacles to get out, and if something is in the baby's way, holding them back, their grand entrance will be hard. You could say that’s (the way I got here) hard, but I choose to call it a miracle. My mother's umbilical cord got wrapped around my neck during the birthing process, and I was without oxygen for fifteen minutes. “Yes, your girl died”! The doctor delivered the news to my mom and dad that I did not make it. 

I can imagine the sadness they must have felt over the loss of their baby, especially after finding out I was finally a girl. I was told it was also just as devastating to deliver this news by phone to my siblings. After all, they were looking forward to a baby sister as well. Did you know that if it's not your time to leave this earth, nothing will take you? “I mean nothing, not even a little lack of oxygen”. Just so happens that when everyone else was down here, sad over my passing, a much higher power was breathing life into my body, preparing me to come back to affect the world. Of course, the doctors and nurses were giving credit for continuing to work on me and bringing me back to life, but I know better. 

My parents were confused by the miraculous news, yet extremely happy and thankful about me being brought back to life, and my siblings were stunned yet overjoyed. The doctor then explained to my parents that, because I was without oxygen for an extended period, there was a possibility that I might have developmental delays.  After being brought back to life, I was placed in an incubator, which my mother hated. She said it seemed as if the lights were baking me. Maybe weirdly, this explains my love of the sun: to this day, I love sitting out and letting it beam down on me for a while. It makes me feel better and gives me energy. 

I had to stay in the hospital for about a month, and my mother said she would come to see me every day, even if my father couldn't because he had to work. She asked the nurse every day if she could put clothes on me because my wardrobe was fierce by then! This is another strange characteristic of my life: if you ask anyone who knows me (what I love to do), they will tell you I love shopping for clothes. It's all starting to come together. After an extended period, I was ultimately able to go home. My brother DeWayne wanted to name me something sweet (like a cherry), so he chose Shari, and my mom gave me my middle name, Lynn. Sounds like a country singer to me, but I'll take it, seeing I had no choice in the matter. 

During my time of chilling, tanning, and working up my strength in an incubator so I could start my journey, the doctor explained again to my parents that I may have a developmental delay. A Development Delay is the condition in which a child is less developed (mentally or physically) than expected for their age.  The way the doctor was talking, he didn't have any hope for a full quality of life for me. As a matter of fact, he told my parents I probably wouldn't be able to walk, talk, feed myself, or anything. 

I know that when studying to become a doctor and going to college for a thousand years, they get paid big bucks to deliver devastating news to people, but I think there is a need to teach doctors a class on empathy. No parent wants to be told their child won't be able to do anything. Perhaps doctors could also take a class on faith. I know when your tests look grim, doctors give patients the real prognoses, but don't count out your faith, because God can do all things if it’s his will.

My brother Dean loves to tell me how he was the one who came with Mom to help break me out of the hospital and how cold it was. I always counteract his story by saying, "Yes, dude, it was cold when you came to get me, because it was January”. We still have a big chuckle over that today. According to him, he would ask mom every day, “When is the baby coming home”? Guess mom decided to bring him since he asked all the time.

I was told that I was a beautiful baby, but all mothers say that about their babies. In fact, I think all babies look strange, like worms, until they're around 2 or 3 months old. But by being stuck in the hospital for so long, I probably was beautiful to my family. All I was doing back then was lying around and receiving excellent care, but now I'm so busy advocating that I have to schedule days to pamper myself.

After getting home and settling in, I was watched daily by everyone to see if I showed any signs of having a developmental delay. In the early months, I seemed to be developing as a typical baby should, because I smiled, cooed, peed, pooped, and ate. Then it happened when I was about six months old. That's when a baby typically begins to show signs of development, such as trying to sit up on their own, holding a bottle or a toy, and starting to crawl. Not me, according to my mother. She became concerned, as did the rest of the family, and they began teaching me.  

So, every day around the Cooper household, it was just like (baby boot camp), and everyone was enlisted. My mother spent hours teaching me how to roll over, sit up, reach, and crawl. She even went out and bought all the baby toys she believed would help with my fine and gross motor skills. She was concerned about my development and wanted to ensure everything was going well, including my vision. I couldn't tell her because I was too young to talk, but it turned out I have perfect vision, I'm talking 20/20! Mom was just determined to do whatever a "good" mother would do to make sure their child was ok! 

When I said everyone was enlisted to help me grow, I do mean everyone. My Uncle Jackie (my mom's brother) said he would come by every day to see me and do floor activities with me. His main goal was to get me to crawl. So, he would put me on the floor and say, "Come on, Shari." Ole smart me, who probably wanted to impress him but couldn't crawl forward, decided to do something else (I scooted backward). Isn't that cute? My uncle thought so! 

As I grew up, my family noticed that something was wrong, especially when it was time for me to walk. My parents, who'd never forgotten the doctor's prognosis, decided to have me assessed. As fate had it, the test results concluded I had Cerebral Palsy. What's Cerebral Palsy, which I like to refer to as (CP)? “Well, I could give the medical term in depth, but how about I give it to you, Shari Style”! “There are a few light bulbs blown in my brain that keep me from walking, speaking, and using my hands well. Although I can visualize doing everything in my head, the fuses that are supposed to power the lights are not sending power to the parts that need it, so they do not work.  

Did you get that? I know my terminology was not particularly official, but it was fun. As you read on, you'll find out I'm a fun, personality-filled person”.

Since CP is what I had, my parents were determined to get my development process started at an early age so I would have a chance at a full quality of life. They enrolled me in a daily Early Childhood Intervention Center (ECIC) where I received physical, occupational, and speech therapy along with educational assessments. Once again, all assessment tests determined I was cognitively there, but my body was still not working as a typically functioning child.

My mom said I hated going to
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