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For the hundreds of girls who shared their words

and everyone who led me to them.
And in memory of my father, James Goldwasser, who taught me

to always respect a young person—no matter

how monstrously she’s behaving—and what writing can do.
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About the Editor


Amy Goldwasser, 36
Introduction

About six months into putting together this book, I was having lunch with a friend—a very grown-up, indulgent kind of lunch, nearly two hours out of the office in a new steakhouse that had corn as an ice cream flavor—and telling her about the essays that were coming in, by then tens a day. These girls can write, I’m sure I said. They crack me up, they make me cry on airplanes. They’re so much more original and less cynical to work with than adult writers. The eating disorders and cutting are out of control since you and I were in school, and by far the majority of essays I got were about body image. Where’s it headed? I worry. One girl wrote, “Someone once said that I should kill myself I’m so fat.” Then again, another sent me nine pages titled “The Depth of Depp,” on how Johnny Depp determines everything in her life. And you wouldn’t believe what even the thirteen-year-olds are coming up with. (She’s fourteen now, but I still can’t get my head around that about Kelly Otterness or, for that matter, that Elizabeth Metzger is only eighteen.)
I went on and on, and my friend was with me—until she went all quiet. I saw her almost recoil a bit, like I’d violated her confidence, turned out not to be the person she’d thought I was. She looked at me with suspicion and asked, “Did you actually like being a teenager?”
My mother thought that was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. I still haven’t given her my friend’s e-mail address.
No one likes being a teenager, at least not in such an uncomplicated way—and that’s what this book is about. I’m blown away by the talent of these writers, their willingness not to self-censor like the rest of us, their trust. It’s a brave thing they’re doing, writing their bloody red hearts out (in the perfect words of Emma Considine) like this and getting up and going to school the next day. A lot’s been said about nothing being private or sacred to this generation, that the kids blog about everything, blah, blah, blah. But it’s one thing to blog about your crush on the star of the soccer team or your suicide attempt or what a bitch your mom is under a screen name that only your friends search for, in a world of your peers, where everyone traffics in secrets: You tell them something they didn’t know, and you expect the same in exchange.
It’s another thing to commit your personal essay to paper, forever with your full name on it, in a book that your parents, your grandparents—your kids—your principal, the college admissions committee, the star of the soccer team, the entire soccer team, will have every opportunity to read. I am in awe of this act. Please note that adult writers are only as confessional as they dare to be without having to eat in the school cafeteria or at their parents’ dinner table.
Red is a place for the freshest, most fearless young voices out there to explode the puffy pink stereotype of the American teenage girl. These writers reveal their complicated interior lives and intelligence—vividly, emphatically, sometimes terrifyingly—and always in their own words. It’s not a series of quotes from teenagers run through an adult filter and called an oral history, and it’s not their ideas, only rewritten to suit some grown-up the-culture-of notion of what kids today are thinking. Often the original work called for little to no editing. When it did, I only edited as much as I asked the girls questions—in some cases a year-and-a-half’s worth of them—which they worked amazingly hard to respond to. What you’re reading are their answers, 100 percent their writing. This book is meant to be a true portrait of teenage girlhood in America today, via 58 of the country’s finest, most credentialed authors on the subject.
It’s a generation, perhaps the first, of writers. If you’re one of the 33 million Americans between the ages of thirteen and nineteen, you are a writer. It’s how you conduct your friendships, get to know people, break a heart, manage your family, flirt, lie, make plans, cancel them, announce big news, and, most important, present yourself to the rest of the world. You’re fluent in texting, e-mailing, and IM’ing. You’re blogging and constantly amending your profile on sites like Facebook and MySpace (which, on average, thirty of your friends will visit every day). Regularly, often late at night, you’re generating a body of intimate written work. You’re used to writing about yourself. In fact, you choose to write about yourself, on your own time, rather than it being a forced labor when a paper’s due in school. You’re a reporter embedded in your parents’ home, your school, your own head.
Your writing challenges prepackaged concepts and quick-cut TV edits of what it means to be a teenager today. This book is an antidote to the chilling, media-driven sense that teens care about nothing more than shopping, celebrities, supermodeldom, all things expensive and fabulous—and that we, as Americans, have produced the most vapid, unconscionable generation to date.
Truth is, these girls’ delights and concerns are as existential as any adult’s. They’re just freer, more honest documentarians. They had the luxury of devoting their essays to absolutely whatever they wanted to, whatever they personally deemed urgent and important. They wrote about what they’re preoccupied with, which is largely themselves (no break in the continuum here). Yet it’s an overwhelmingly wise, sophisticated sense of who they are in a larger context. They’re engaging, articulate storytellers who have a lot to say—and a lot to teach adults. And even when their subjects are girly, their writing isn’t. This generation just happens to live in a world that’s saturated with pop culture and consumerism; of course it informs their experiences. They know more about style, music, and culture than any young people in history. A crush smiles like Jimmy Fallon, friendships are forged on Yu-Gi-Oh!, jeans are expensive. When Kanye West’s “Gold Digger” plays loudly on the ride home, they’re aware it’s from the guy who said, on live national TV, “George Bush doesn’t care about black people.”
The authors of Red are fascinating and impossible to typecast. They can be hopeful and grave and funny all at once. They’re simultaneously confronted with the realities of siblings fighting in Iraq and Ashlee Simpson’s nose jobs. They discuss fashion and politics in a single breath. Obesity is an epidemic and so are eating disorders. They set up photo shoots at home for fun and launch indie-music magazines. They know their cities can flood and that reality TV is scripted. They’re concerned about the country. They’ve seen torture photographs and students shooting students. Their doctors can prescribe the morning-after pill; there’s a vaccine that could wipe out cervical cancer.
To them, music is downloadable and playlists are of their own design. They may think the greatest threat to their civil rights is the liberals robbing Americans of prayer in school—or the conservatives opposing stem-cell research. They’re the most racially diverse generation this country has seen, with whites comprising only 58 percent of the teenage demographic. They’re apt to have gay friends. The Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA) came up so many times in these essays that I had to double-check with one of the writers to make sure I didn’t have it wrong and they weren’t all talking about some new student government association.
These girls were raised with, not impressed by or trying to keep up with, technology: They keep their phones on all night in case a friend needs them. The IT guy of the house is likely an IT girl. For the rest of her life, her checklist before running out the door in the morning will be (or at least begin with): wallet, keys, cell phone. She determined the number-one site on the Internet—of MySpace’s more than 70 million American users, roughly a quarter of them are teenage girls—and knows her power. She will vote for the first time in a presidential election whose candidates debated on YouTube.
She respects the ways that sex can change a relationship—but not everything about a relationship. As Caro Fink tells it, “I’m not sure what I thought would happen after, but whatever it was, it didn’t happen. I didn’t suddenly become a different (or diseased) person, and he didn’t either.” She’s well versed in both the importance of using condoms and the stupid terror of not using them. Often too well versed. “I think that if toddlers were taught about the world the way we’re taught about sex in school, they would never leave their cribs,” writes Eliza Appleton.
The authors of Red see that the world is full of Paris Hilton and loneliness and doubt and heartbreak—and aren’t afraid to speak out. They believe they can effect change, stop cutting themselves, stop global warming, be president. (I challenge anyone to read thirteen-year-old Dani Cox’s essay and doubt what she’s capable of.) These are the best shades of red: a little bit angry, a lot passionate, blood-burning, organ-on-the-table invested in their causes. These girls are on fire, and their essays speak well for the future. It’s heartening, inspiring, possible.
The day of that lunch with the steak sauce prepared tableside and the selection of homemade ice creams, I reassured my friend that I’d been as miserable a teenager as any—and that she probably knows me well enough to see clearly who I was in high school.
This book speaks to the fact that the experiences, insights, understandings, and misunderstandings of that stretch between thirteen and nineteen play no small part in determining the people we will always be. And what a good thing that is, to remember and honor that part of ourselves, no matter how much it scares us. The writers of Red have.
A Quick Note About Making Red, and Its Contributors
This book started with an e-mail I sent, just to test the waters, to a few dozen friends and colleagues in March 2006, with the subject line “teen girl writers?” I asked them to invite any girls they knew, ages thirteen to eighteen, to submit a piece of personal nonfiction for consideration in a potential collection. Those were the only guidelines. The girls could write on any subject at any length. Their essays could already exist (from a blog, a school assignment, an e-mail to a friend, college applications) or be original works written for this purpose—as almost every one of them turned out to be. Their essays could be important or fun, as long as they were true.
The essays I received, about eight hundred in the end, were thrillingly beyond what I could have imagined, in both quantity and quality. Somehow this generation’s great comfort level with new media has organically come around to reviving the old, in the unlikely form of personal essays on paper. These young writers are creating terrific reads—and an exciting new body of American literature.
As opposed to a collection held together by adult writers on a single theme, the essays in Red have, really, only one thing in common. It’s their heart. From there, in selecting essays for final inclusion, my criteria were: range of subject, voice, age, and geography. I didn’t impose chapter categories—the writing organically fell into the eight areas you see here. Within each chapter, essays are simply arranged by age, youngest writer to oldest.
It was really important to me that Red not be based on the stories of a privileged few in large cities on the coasts. This book is a true representation of girls across the country, writing across the spectrum of geographic, socioeconomic, political, racial, and religious upbringings. I’m proud to say that the Red contributors come from Park Avenue to rural Nevada and twenty-four states in the United States (West Virginia to Hawaii, Kentucky, Michigan, New Jersey, Connecticut, Florida, and so on).
Where necessary, the writers and I had to change names and identifying characteristics of their subjects—schools, boyfriends, girlfriends, racists, mentors, criminals, the boss, gym teachers. Mostly gym teachers. After all, it was the decision of the writers to mercilessly expose whatever they wanted to expose about themselves; other characters didn’t have that choice to make.
But the writers’ names and stories are absolutely, without exception, real. And the beauty is they keep evolving. I’m delighted to report that as of this summer, Amy Hunt had lost thirty pounds; she’s not really sure how, but she’s happy. And the move Deborah Kim’s parents imposed on her, to San Diego this time, wasn’t the cataclysmic event she’d expected. “It changed my life substantially, in the best of ways,” she wrote about a month ago:
I had the choice of learning seven different languages instead of three. I took Japanese. I renewed my love affair with books, and went to the first concert of my life (Brand New: utterly amazing). I gawped repeatedly at the iridescent scales of fish, dug my toes into wet gritty sand, and forged new friendships with people who are all vibrant in their own ways and have taught me too many things to name.

She’s even made two moves since—the first on her own initiatives—to Los Angeles for college, then to study in England. With life going on in all its primary colors though, the news isn’t always good. Tiffani Hortman’s friend Andrew, who she wrote about so lovingly, died in late July after a long battle with cancer. It’s an honor to have a very alive portrait of him in this book, and I can only hope he would have liked what he read.
You can catch up on the continued stories of the Red contributors as well as check out their other work (novels, blogs, drawings, photos), video interviews, readings, and music they’ve chosen to go with their essays at www.redthebook.com.
This is a book that never ends, and that’s a thrilling thing. As Carla Perez-Gallardo says, “I am EXCITED.”


The Body and Various Thoughts on Beauty



Amy Hunt, 16
Sleeves

You’d be surprised at what a girl can hide beneath her sleeves of skin: Truths lies secrets screamshoutlisten CRAZY. She’s all CRAZY! CRAZY and forgotten what she’d like to say to do to know to listen to for hours on end music television computer screens and magazines, all adds up to the CRAZINESS, drenched in celebrity gossip and LiveJournal friends’ page drama—global addictions made better when you’re CRAZY.
But besides the point, she’s only CRAZY because you’ve driven her to be faceless and listless, only wants to please and fit. What drives her to be so maniacal CRAZY afraid of herself and her friends her grades dreams school goals, her everyday and everything?
Fat.
Self-consciousness, insecurity, weariness, inability: “But these pants fit last week,” “Oh honey, that won’t look good on you,” “Are you sure you want to wear that?”
It’s weight, it’s body. It’s absolutely pathetic how girls our age act as if being skinny is what makes the world go round.
Magazines filled with supermodels and gorgeous clothes. Abercrombie, The Gap, American Eagle, Hollister, and I can’t shop there. I’m overweight, have to say it like it’s a curse word. I don’t believe in labels, but sometimes I wish that I could be labeled. Nothing looks good on me, though, not punk goth prep loser geek nerd freak, anything, because of a little weight a little skin a little fat. Only the skinny can joke about how fat they are because they know how much they aren’t; all they want are the compliments. I know I won’t get compliments:
“Oh no you aren’t!”
Don’t lie to me, I’m two hundred pounds.
“N-no you’re not, Amy.”
It’s the stutter that gives it away.
Funny how there’s always the fat chick surrounded by pretty girls, girls with clothes that fit, who can wear tank tops and short skirts and are allowed to dress provocatively because they have the figures. They are my friends and they mean well. But still they say, “Man I’m so fat,” while they clench the tummyskin that is perfect, which causes me to wonder, If they’re fat, then what could you call me? And how is it that I’m overweight yet the most invisible one of all? Sometimes I truly wouldn’t mind being shallow and giggling and talking about boys and clothes and nail polish and who has what, when the next party is. Being invited to parties. I wouldn’t mind having many shallow skinny Evil friends, even though this would mean good-bye to those who mean so much to my life right now.
And then, even with the friends that are there, they’re all skinny, pretty. The Evils still talk to them. Why do they befriend the fat chick anyway? Sometimes I feel as if they only pity me. We went shopping at the mall once, three of us, and the other two tried on prom dresses as I sat in the dressing room, wishing.
They’d say, “Amy, try on pretty dresses, too!”—“Oh, they won’t fit me.”—“You don’t know that!”—but no, the largest size is only 13. They commented on their own sizes and I wanted to spit and scream at them. But I acted the friend and said, “It looks good on you, I promise.” And it did, it did, I wouldn’t lie!
All I think about now is, What is wrong with me? And every time it’s the same answer. I hate that word. I hate it with more passion than I’ve felt toward anything else in my life. It’s the reason I’m nobody to so many people, because it’s the reason I’m nobody to myself.
Feel as if the world is attacking: fat jokes and unheard laughter hiding behind every eye and pair of lips. It’s the inability to say a speech, read out loud, audition for anything important to my heart. Fear of being laughed gawked pointed at because it’s a fat girl trying to be a part of something ha ha ha! Fat girl has opinions? Fat girl wants to make something of herself? Tried out for the play but can’t do the physical stuff. What if the fat chick looks funny? I want to be a part of so much, but it’s all so out of reach. I think about it all the time. Getting teary-eyed now, wondering what-if what-if what-if. All I can do is think, If I were skinny this, if I were skinny that, then they would have liked me. I would have confidence woulda woulda coulda shoulda—no.
I can’t even raise my hand in class anymore, can’t earn any of my participation points. Remember that mock senate project, when we were supposed to speak a total of fifteen times over five or so days? Remember how I spoke not once? Not a single time?
Fat.
Someone once said that I should kill myself I’m so fat. Not to my face, no, but they meant for me to hear it. I’ve tried so hard to block it from my mind, but it’s not something that can ever leave me. It’s always there, behind my eyelids, every time I see him in the hallway, when my heart runs to the back of my chest. So afraid of him now.
I don’t even remember direct quotes—except for the one. But here, it went a little something like this:
Biology, he (we’ll call him Jerk-1) and his lab partner (Jerk-2) working on dissecting beans. Except that Jerk-2 was an obvious cheat, staring over my head at my partner’s, one of my best friend’s, paper. So I say (I admit, a little rudely, but Jerk-2 was never polite to me in any way), “Um, could you move over?”
“Hey, I’m just working with my group here, don’t you tell me to move.”
“Well, you’re invading my personal space.”
“You don’t have personal space.”
Any ability to say what needs to be said vanishes, and all I can manage is, “Yes I do!” Mentally slap myself, What was that? What? Yes I do? Amy, just keep your mouth shut.
And Jerk-1 tells his lab partner, “Just move, she’s a fatass.” Stifled laughter, Jerk-2 walks over to the other side of Jerk-1’s chair and sits down. “She was trying to truck you or something, telling you to move.”
“Haha, her trying to truck me. She can’t truck me.”
“She’s just a fat bitch. She should kill herself she’s so fat.”
And they laugh.
Singled out, I hate being singled out. Why should I kill myself for being fat? Why should it matter to them, why act like I’m unworthy of sharing a classroom with because I’m fat? I just don’t want people copying the work of my lab partner, my friend.
I’ll bet they don’t even remember anymore.
But I do.
Fat.
Fluctuate between 198 and 201, it never really changes. I seem to feel different, think to look different, but those doctor visits ruin everything, meaning frequent runs to the friendly neighborhood scale, no reason to have one at home. Sure, we own one. But as far as I know it’s broken, and with three females living in the house, isn’t it bad for a girl’s self-esteem to constantly be checking her weight? So we hope and wait until those doctor visits.
Fat.
Will a boy ever like me? I think one did once, and I thought that I liked him but then came to the realization that it was the thought of being liked. I was too afraid of actually being noticed. What if he notices the bad things? I’m full of them, after all. They’re boys and sometimes they’re friends, sometimes want them to be more than friends, but they never feel the same. Is it because of the weight the looks the imperfections galore? Nobody seems to realize that the fat chick wants somebody, too. Then I feel ridiculous. All those surrounding me, they must think it hilarious: Who would like a fat girl? Let these thoughts keep me from wanting anything, afraid of what everyone thinks. Everyone except those who actually matter.
I went a month then a summer, once, obsessing over someone I had seen from afar—thinking and writing about him but never talking to him. He made my decisions for me, although he didn’t know it: where to sit at lunch, which hallways to take to classes, hell, even which music to listen to and books to read. What to say and when to say it. I went crazy for him, wrote about him for over forty pages even though I knew it was pointless. I wanted forever and a day, every day, to see his golden-luscious hair, his vibrant eyes. But I kept my distance because I was fat and stupid and he had friends and a life of his own. Friends and a life that could never involve me.
Fat.
I hide behind the computer the Internet online journals and typed messages, words that mean everything because there are no pictures to accompany them unless I want for there to be. Words directed to and only read by people unknown. I would rather have those who are strangers, those who are creatures of the computers be a part of my life. Anything anybody other than those who are truly there, those who are within reach, who are within laughing distance. Who are the girls I’d like to be.
I want to learn how to love myself. Not just learn how to lose this mass that is my body fat but how to love it while I have it and how to stop crying every time I return home after shopping. I want to know how my mind works, why I continue to torture myself with these demons, splurges of chips and candy and chocolate. I want to learn how to jump out. But I can’t do it alone. I need people, people who know what I feel. Imagine, a school fat club of sorts, overcoming obesity together! Because my friends don’t need the diets like I do. I want the willpower and the teamwork that I see on TV but never in my own life. Is there anyone out there like me? Is there anyone else who needs help, who needs encouragement, love, friends? Is there anyone out there who would want to join this fat club?
I don’t want to be alone. It’s nice to think about not being alone. It’s nice to dream about not being alone. It’s nice to not be alone.


Alison Smith, 16
Curve

My whole life I’ve been told I’m too skinny. I’ve always had the opposite problem of everyone else. The bones stick out from every joint, my clothing hangs awkwardly—nothing is average, regular, normal about it.
My mother pokes me, saying, “You need some meat on your bones.” My grandmother is determined to “fatten” me up. But worst of all is when my friends complain about their weight. If I join in, saying that I wish I could gain some, they shout at me and tell me to “just shut up.” They tell me that I’m making them feel bad—that my problem is like having a “too pretty” problem.
In my mind, it’s being healthy-looking that’s the too-pretty problem. Being underweight or overweight isn’t. But I never get to have a say over my body; instead I’m judged meanly or with unfair jealousy.
I’m always the Skinny Girl, the one with no athletic talents, the girl who doesn’t try hard enough, the girl who apparently never eats enough. The girl excluded from the conversation because of her weight or lack thereof, the girl who never made it past 104 pounds.
Last month I was at a friend’s house, laughing at her diaries from eighth grade. As we were flipping through, we stopped at a page on which she’d summed up each of our friends. Everyone else’s descriptions spoke in detail about their personalities. Mine only said, “It hurts to hug Alison.”
But isn’t that what society wants? Isn’t the girl with little to no body fat, the girl who looks like it hurts to hug her, the American ideal? It’s debatable, but generally, yes. (Not to say that I’m the American ideal, because that’s certainly not true.) Is it my ideal though? No. Does anyone care what the Skinny Girl thinks? No, not particularly. It probably doesn’t even occur to many people that she may not like her body to be so angular and thin. If every time I mentioned my unhappiness with my weight and someone replied, “I hate you,” I ate a Super Sized McDonald’s meal, there would be no reason for me to complain anymore.
I’ve always yearned for a curve, a sweet separation from the straightness of my body. The closest I’ve gotten to that dream is my hips, my favorite part of me. They start so high and sweep out past the boundaries of my body, then return through my thighs. They have little fat on them, but they are curves nevertheless. They are my pass to join in conversations about jeans not zipping or dresses not fitting. They are my superficial excuse to be normal. They’re so mine. They’re so me. They stick out just right, they fit just right, they take me away from being the Skinny Girl. I can customize them, tattoo them, tan them, dress them—make them mine because they are my happiness.
My curve.


Jane Horowitz, 16
The Jewish Hair

It takes a lot more effort than you might think.
Look closer.
I can only brush my hair right after the shower, when it’s still wet. Make sure it isn’t behind my ears, or there will be a crease. Pulling the Jewish Hair back is out of the question unless it’s completely dry. I can only use those thick bands on my hair, my big hair, my frizzy hair, my curly hair, my wild hair, my sometimes-sexy hair, my long hair, my dark hair. It does everything in its power to make me mad—to turn me into the hot-tempered Jew I am by nature.
For a not-so-limited time, the Jewish Hair comes with the following: a light blue wide-tooth comb, Matrix Vavoom calming gel, antifrizz serum, split ends, an umbrella, my father’s baseball cap, my mother’s silk scarf, a ceramic steam straightening iron, a lace kipa. Full curls, messy curls, no curls at all. John Frieda smoothing shampoo and conditioner. A bad attitude.
The Jewish Hair is composed of DNA, poof, and tzuris, the Yiddish word for annoyance. The longer it is, the more time it takes. It can be found on men and women, and is also known as the Jewfro. In Orthodox households it is the custom for women to shave it all off and wear a wig. Its sole purpose, it seems, is to get in the way.
When I was thirteen years old, I stood before my family and friends and spoke Hebrew. I chanted ancient prayers and read from the scrolls of the Torah. The bat mitzvah is a nerve-wracking occasion, especially when it comes to the Jewish Hair. Usually one goes to a salon. Usually it takes a team of professionals to tame her monster. All different kinds of up-dos and crazy hair-sprayed experiments can be seen on this special day. Lecheim, everybody.
The Jewish Hair has two styles: up and down. There are slight variations—buns, twists, half-ponytails, low ponytails—but in the end it’s one or the other, up or down. You may use certain styling products, but be careful not to use too much, or you will make your hair crunchy. Don’t get carried away with the straightening iron—you do not have smooth silky-shiny blond hair, and you never will. Don’t try the sexy finger run-through to impress; you’ll just get stuck. And please, please, PLEASE, never attempt bangs.
The Jewish Hair gets ripped off at fashion shows. Tall, slender figures parade under big frizzy balls of teased and sprayed extensions as if in costume. The models can try our look on for however long it takes to walk down the runway, without having to experience the true wonders and trials of actually living with the Jewish Hair. It has been known to resemble a hairy animal. It’s very good at scaring small children.
But, when flipped in a certain way, the Jewish Hair can, believe it or not, be attractive. When there isn’t any moisture in the air, it can be styled just so, resulting in a smile-provoking look. It can actually aid in making a person look pretty and draw in the opposite sex. Occasionally.
The Jewish Hair makes the boys who they are and the girls who they would never want to be. A Jewish girl spends hours at a time in front of her bathroom mirror, shaking and twisting, twirling and pulling. A Jewish boy, however, rolls out of bed in the morning, glances into a mirror, and heads off to school. His giant hair adds to his personality. He is witty and cute, original and friendly.
Funny how that works.


Tiffani Hortman, 16
Muscle

Being a teenager is never easy, but just think: If you had an illness or disability it might be even harder, right? As a high school senior living with muscular dystrophy, I can tell you that sometimes it is. But you can always change that. My name is Tiffani Hortman. I am someone—like you are someone—who could feel sorry for me. I don’t.
At the age of five I was diagnosed with a very uncommon form of muscular dystrophy called dermatomyositis. It causes my muscles to hurt and gives me something called a butterfly rash on my face—a little red rash that doesn’t itch or anything; it just shows up sometimes. My disease mostly affects girls, and researchers still aren’t sure how many have it. I know of only four other girls with my form of MD. I met them at a muscular dystrophy camp here in Georgia called Camp Walk-n-Roll. My friend Sierra and I are very close because we can relate to each other about our condition; we understand.
I’ve always told myself that I can do anything I want to. And guess what, I can! I have girl time and go to school. I also love singing, being crazy, and just being myself. I have some friends who are sick and others who are not. I’ve met tons of people at school and online who are amazing and don’t care that I have something wrong with my health.
Over the years, I’ve also had to deal with people who weren’t so accepting. Between second and eighth grades, I was in a wheelchair pretty much full-time due to muscle weakness; inevitably there were the kids who’d call me a “cripple.” Then there would be some days when I felt strong enough not to use the wheelchair, and kids would say really rude things like, “You’re not sick, you just want a lift” or “attention” or “sympathy.” I never really let it get to me, because I knew the truth about my condition and wasn’t going to let anyone bring me down. You know?
Another great thing in my life is Starbright World. It’s an online social network, kind of like MySpace or Facebook, except the only members are kids with serious illnesses and their brothers and sisters. We all have different conditions, but in a bigger way everyone understands what it’s like to be young and sick, and they don’t make you feel bad for it. I sign on almost every day.
My best friend on Starbright World is Andrew, one of the strongest, most spirited people I have ever met. We have the closest friendship, even though he lives across the country in Seattle. The weird thing is, under any other circumstances it would be way different. If Andrew and I went to the same school we probably would have never spoken. Were we both healthy high school kids, what are the chances we would have taken the time to stop and talk and find we had something in common?
Andrew has cancer. He was diagnosed two years ago, at the age of sixteen. He went into a short remission, but then the cancer came back. Last December he gave us all a very big scare because he had a bad reaction to the chemo and had to be put in the hospital. Right now all is going smoothly. He keeps fighting and he keeps me updated with IMs. It all depends on the day, but he never fails to report something positive. “Always keep your head high,” he’ll write after a diagnosis that will take both of us days online to process. “God has a reason for everything.”
Andrew’s right, and one of the things my illness led me to is swimming. I started in the pool when I was seven, as physical therapy. The doctor wanted to help keep my muscles moving since, at that time, I was always in my wheelchair. I really didn’t like it at first because I was one of the slowest kids imaginable. But my heart for the sport just got bigger because it gave me a different kind of mobility.
I kept at it and became faster. In sixth grade, I joined BlazeSports. It’s all over America—swimming, track and field, and basketball teams for kids who have disabilities, in and out of wheelchairs. My swimming classification, determined by your ability to use your arms and legs, was a 9-10-9, which meant I’d be competing with people who were mostly missing a single limb or who couldn’t use their legs and had to rely on their (amazingly well-developed) arms. It was hard for me to do strokes like the butterfly, but I went on to junior nationals with a bunch of other disabled swimmers. And soon I set a record in the 50 freestyle. I don’t remember what my time was, but it was fast, and I am very proud of that. I could have gone to the Paralympics, but they don’t recognize MD. I don’t know why not, so I really don’t think I can say if it’s fair or not.
When Blaze was over for the year, I swam on an able-bodied team. I was still doing well, with kids who didn’t have anything wrong with them. I’m happy that I was swimming for so long, because if I hadn’t gotten into it, I know I probably wouldn’t be able to even walk today. I’m now completely out of my wheelchair unless I’m going to the mall or something in that range. I’ve had the privilege or luck of being able to see the world from two places: being in a wheelchair and not.
Today I’m riding horses at least three days a week. I’ve been the leader of my town’s 4-H drill team for two years, and it’s been so much fun. In 2005 we placed third in regionals; in 2006, we placed second. Right now we’re preparing for our next show to see if we’ll be able to go to nationals in Texas. You would not believe these shows. You have so much fun with your friends, and of course you also get to ride your horse, which is one of the most wonderful things. For a while an instructor’s daughter loaned me her barrel horse. Bunny is so amazing. She minds so well, most of the time. But I’m now on a horse they call Vernie, a gorgeous bay—which is brown. I’ve only ridden her a couple of times, and she’s really nice and calm. Vernie has white socks that come halfway up her legs and a white blaze on her face. If I fall off Vernie I always get right back on.
It’s so cool to be able to run a horse, because four or five years ago I wouldn’t have been strong enough to at all. In my early days of riding, I was having flair-ups with my disease. When I go into a flair-up, I’m placed back in my wheelchair, and they up my medications to get me out of it. Flair-ups are never fun because they mean you’re right back on the meds—and more of them—that they’d been trying so hard to bring you off of. But soon after I started to feel better, I signed up for lessons with a lady who had me jumping my second or third day. And then I fell off. But, as someone who’s been thrown from a wheelchair, I can tell you that being thrown from a horse is much more fun.
If I were to give advice to other teens, I would say: If people don’t listen to you about whatever makes you different from them, you should come out and tell them as directly as possible about it. Let them know, from wherever you sit, that you want to be their friend. Let them know there’s no need to be afraid of you.


* Title taken from Emily Dickinson’s poem “A Clock stopped—Not the Mantel’s”
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