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“Go!”
Steve’s voice shoots straight into my back, pushing me 

off the starter block and into the water. Arms, head, and body 
stab the surface in perfect alignment, slipping in silently like a 
knife into a jar of the disgustingly oily natural peanut butter my 
mother always buys, even though we like the unnatural kind 
better. Legs follow the crowd, slapping the water like they’re 
pissed off at it and making a splash that I know drives Steve 
crazy every time he sees me do it. I don’t care about him though. 
All I care about is the water holding on to me so that I can push 
myself to the limit. It’s cool against my face, and I can feel my 
swim grin starting. Steve always tells me that the grin makes 
it seem like I’m not taking things seriously enough and that I 
should try to look more like the other guys on the team. Since 
most of them have their faces all scrunched up like they’re 
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trying to take a painful shit in the deep end, I’m sticking with 
my own expression.

Besides, I am serious.
I seriously love being in the water. All of my parts decide to 

cooperate once I start to swim, and I basically forget about the 
whole world. All I can feel is my body moving fast and furious 
like an underwater street racer…arms slicing, thighs pumping, 
and lungs holding in air until I feel like I’m going to explode 
and go flying right into the other end of the pool.

I can’t hear anything but the blast beat rhythm of my own 
heart pounding. I know that Steve is up there somewhere, yell-
ing his face off, telling me that Peter is coming up on my ass, 
or that my left arm isn’t moving the way it should be. When I 
finish my laps and he tells me I wasn’t listening for the millionth 
time, I’ll just blame my earplugs like I always do, and he won’t 
believe me but he won’t bug me about it either.

Steve treats me like everyone else when I’m in the water, 
but the minute I’m on dry land, he usually has a lot more 
trouble bitching me out than the other swimmers. 

Most of the time it bugs me when I’m treated differently 
from everyone else, but sometimes it’s an advantage.

Avoiding Steve’s locker-room lectures is definitely one of 
those times. 

“Peter, what the hell was that turn? You took twice as long 
as everyone else coming out!”

“Miguel, you need to get off the block faster and cleaner. 
Understand?”
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“Cody, your strokes weakened halfway down the first lap. 
You’re supposed to pick up speed, not lose it!”

Steve stomps up and down between the benches like some 
kind of frustrated drill sergeant from one of those stupid army 
movies my dad likes to watch, stopping at each guy’s locker and 
yelling in his face while he’s trying to dry off and get dressed. 

Steve takes being a swim coach very seriously. He doesn’t 
ever grin.

I’m already dried off and mostly dressed by the time he 
finishes making everyone else feel like yesterday’s garbage. By 
the time I’m back in my chair, Steve has usually headed back 
into his office. Sometimes he nods at me when he walks by. 

Most of the time he just walks by.
I can’t prove it, but I think my chair makes him nervous. 

When I’m in the water, he can forget that I come to school in 
a handicapped bus and spend my days wheeling around the 
hallways trying not to run over anyone’s toes. 

Handicapped bus. As if it somehow isn’t as big and strong 
as all the able-bodied buses. 

Our school’s about a hundred years old and not designed 
for human bodies, let alone wheelchairs. The halls are so narrow 
that the principal actually painted a white line down the middle 
so that everyone will stay in their own lane at class-change time. 
I don’t fit inside the white line so some of my teachers give me 
a head start at the end of class so that I can wheel down the 
hall by myself.

Because being alone is always so much fun.
We live in a very small town, and I’m the only person in 
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my school who lives in a wheelchair. They actually had to build 
a ramp for me when I started there so that I could get in the 
front door. I have to use the staff bathroom because the cubicles 
in the kids’ ones are too small for my chair. When I started at 
the school, I was told they’d be renovating as quickly as pos-
sible so that I could be part of the social experience of pissing 
with the other kids. That was three years ago. Pretty sure I’ll be 
graduated before they do anything. 

I don’t think it’s affected my social skills in any significant 
way, and I’m used to it by now, although Cody likes to helpfully 
remind me on a regular basis that I’m sitting in the same place 
that probably just held the bare ass of someone who can give 
us a detention. I try not to think about it. 

When I was really young, I don’t think I realized that I 
was different from anyone else. I was a little baby and people 
carried me around the same way they did with all the other 
little babies, so I fit in just fine. Then when I was a bigger baby, 
I started to crawl. My thighs and knees worked pretty well, so 
it didn’t really bother me that my calves and feet didn’t seem to 
have any strength in them and liked to twist around at strange 
angles without my permission.

When I was around two, I figured out a way to walk fairly 
upright. I just stood on my knees and ignored the bottom half 
of my legs. I could move around everywhere I wanted to go. I 
was fast, too, and pretty cute. My mother has the proof in about 
fifteen videos she has saved on her computer that she likes to 
embarrass me with on a regular basis.

It wasn’t until my baby brother arrived on the scene that I 
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started to figure out that something wasn’t quite right. It’s not 
as if I’d never seen another kid or anything. My parents took me 
to parks and stores and all the other normal places that people 
go. I guess I just never really paid attention to what other kids 
were doing. Maybe I thought that kids in my house walked 
on their knees and everyone else used their feet. I don’t know.

But when Ricky was born, it all changed. Not right away, 
but it didn’t take very long. By the time he was around a year 
old, Ricky could walk straight up on his feet and legs. He was 
taller than me on my knees by the time he was eighteen months. 
Faster too.

My parents and doctors had tried to get me up on my feet, 
but no matter how much physio I got, I never could catch my 
balance when I was on my own. My lower legs would twist 
over each other and trip me up. The bigger the rest of my body 
got, the less helpful my skinny little calves were in getting me 
moving. I could move a little if I was wearing special braces 
and holding on to a walker, but I had to concentrate so hard 
on getting my lower legs to cooperate with the rest of me that 
I kept forgetting to hold on. Then I would fall over like a tree 
that just met up with a chain saw.

My parents finally took pity on me when I was at home 
and got me some kneepads and just let me do my thing most 
of the time.

I got my first wheelchair when I was almost five. 
My parents tried to tell me how lucky I was to have my 

very own chair with wheels—how special it was to be the only 
kid in my class with my own vehicle.
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I don’t remember if I believed them or not. I’m not sure 
if I cared. The chair was comfortable enough, and after some 
practice I could move pretty fast. 

My mom started me in aquatic therapy around the same 
time that we got my chair, and I fell in love with the water 
instantly.

Gravity was no longer my enemy, and I could move 
around like anyone else. Even though my kicking was literally 
spastic when I first tried to get my thighs to bring my calves and 
feet along for the ride, I gradually figured out my own system. 
I could feel myself getting stronger every time I dropped into 
the pool.

At first I only swam when we went to the city, where I had 
my therapy sessions in the big pool at the Children’s Hospital 
Rehab Center. But as I got older and better at it, my parents 
decided to try me in regular swim lessons at the community 
pool in our town. The teachers were pretty nervous around 
me at first. I’m fairly certain I was the first kid in a wheelchair 
they’d ever actually come in contact with. They seemed pretty 
uncomfortable with the sight of my chair at the side of the 
pool and even more freaked out when I pushed myself out of 
it and onto the edge. 

I still remember one of them kind of shrieking a little the 
first time he saw me roll into the water. It was pretty funny. I 
also remember laughing as I surfaced and then waving at the 
guy before I took off swimming to the far end of the pool.

Maybe that’s where my swim grin came from.


