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To	my	daughter,
Wendy	Michelle	Draper,



Words.



I	 can’t	 talk.	 I	 can’t	 walk.	 I	 can’t	 feed	 myself	 or	 take	 myself	 to	 the	 bathroom.	 Big
bummer.







I	guess	I	figured	out	I	was	different	a	little	at	a	time.	Since	I	never	had	trouble	thinking
or	remembering,	 it	actually	sort	of	surprised	me	that	 I	couldn’t	do	stuff.	And	 it	made
me	angry.









Doctors.	Where	do	I	start?	Doctors	really	don’t	get	me.	Mom’s	a	nurse,	so	I	guess	she
speaks	their	language,	but	they	sure	don’t	know	how	to	talk	to	me.









I	have	been	at	Spaulding	Street	Elementary	School	 for	 five	years.	 It’s	very	ordinary—
filled	with	kids,	just	like	the	schools	I	see	on	television	shows.











Mrs.	Violet	Valencia	 lives	next	door	 to	us.	Violets	are	purple,	and	Valencia	oranges
are,	 well,	 orange!	 Purple	 oranges	 are	 just	 plain	 unusual,	 and	 so	 is	 she.	 She’s	 a	 big
woman—about	six	feet	tall,	with	the	biggest	hands	I’ve	ever	seen.	They’re	huge!	I	bet
she	could	put	a	full-size	basketball	in	each	of	her	palms	and	still	have	room	left	over.
If	Mrs.	V	is,	well,	like	a	tree,	then	my	mom	is	a	twig	next	to	her.











When	I	sleep,	I	dream.	And	in	my	dreams	I	can	do	anything.	I	get	picked	first	on	the
playground	 for	 games.	 I	 can	 run	 so	 fast!	 I	 take	gymnastics,	 and	 I	 never	 fall	 off	 the
balance	beam.	I	know	how	to	square-dance,	and	I’m	good	at	it.	I	call	my	friends	on
the	phone,	and	we	talk	for	hours.	I	whisper	secrets.	I	sing.









For	a	 long	 time	 it	was	 just	me,	my	mom	and	dad,	and	my	goldfish,	Ollie.	 I	was	 five
years	old	when	I	got	him,	and	I	had	him	for	almost	two	years	before	he	died.	I	guess
that’s	old	for	a	goldfish.	Nobody	knew	Ollie’s	name	but	me,	but	that’s	okay.	Ollie	had
been	a	prize	from	a	carnival	Dad	had	taken	me	to,	and	I	think	Ollie’s	life	was	worse
than	mine.









When	I	was	eight,	things	changed.











Penny	wakes	every	morning	asking	for	her	“Doodle,”	a	soft,	brown	stuffed	animal	that
might	be	a	monkey	or	maybe	a	squirrel.	It’s	so	beat-up,	nobody	knows	for	sure	what
it	 really	 is.	 She	 drags	 it	 everywhere.	 “Doodle!”	 she	 cries	 if	 it’s	 been	 caught	 in	 her
blankets.	 “Doodle!”	 she	 cries	 if	 it’s	 right	 next	 to	 her.	Of	 course,	 it	 sounds	more	 like
“doo-doo”	when	she	says	it.	That	makes	Dad	crack	up.









Fifth	grade	 started	a	 few	weeks	ago,	and	a	couple	of	 cool	 things	 have	happened.
Well,	 I	didn’t	get	a	gadget	 that	makes	Garfield-like	 speech	bubbles	over	my	head,
but	 I	 did	 get	 an	 electric	 wheelchair,	 and	 our	 school	 began	 something	 called
“inclusion	classes.”	 I	 thought	 that	was	 funny.	 I’ve	never	been	 included	 in	anything.
But	 these	classes	are	supposed	 to	give	kids	 like	me	a	chance	 to	 interact	with	what
everybody	else	calls	the	“normal”	students.	What’s	normal?	Duh!











By	the	end	of	October	the	inclusion	program	has	been	expanded.	Maria	and	Jill	have
been	added	 to	art	and	gym	classes,	and	Freddy	and	Willy	go	 to	 science.	Me—	 it’s
the	first	time	I’ve	ever	gotten	to	change	classes	for	different	subjects	in	my	life!











“Penny!	Nooooo!”	Mrs.	V	calls	out.









The	 Monday	 following	 Thanksgiving	 break,	 Catherine	 and	 I	 roll	 into	 Miss	 Gordon’s
language	arts	class	a	few	minutes	before	the	bell.	It	doesn’t	look	like	I’ll	ever	find	out
what	 Rose	 really	 thought	 about	 the	 trip	 to	 the	 aquarium	 because	 she	 clearly	 has
more	exciting	things	on	her	mind.





The	next	morning	we	get	the	first	snowfall	of	the	season.	Big,	fat	flakes	fall	outside	the
windows	of	room	H-5.











I	wait	until	after	the	holiday	break	to	take	the	machine	into	school.	I	have	practiced
with	Mrs.	 V	 every	 single	 day	 of	 Christmas	 vacation.	 Learning	 how	 to	 push	 the	 right
buttons,	 how	 to	 switch	 smoothly	 from	 one	 level	 to	 another,	 how	 to	 make
contractions.	I	had	to	figure	out	how	to	say	isn’t	instead	of	is	not,	or	there’s	instead	of
there	is.	 It	was	hard.	I	kept	messing	up,	but	Mrs.	V	wouldn’t	 let	me	quit.	 I	didn’t	want
to.







As	I’ve	been	getting	used	to	using	Elvira	over	the	last	month,	life	at	school	has	been
almost	pleasant.	Almost.	 I	can	ask	Connor	about	a	TV	show	that	came	on	 the	night
before	or	tell	Jessica	that	I	like	her	new	shoes.











After	school	 that	day	I	was	grumpy	and	mean.	Mrs.	V	had	prepared	a	new	stack	of
word	 cards	 for	 me.	 Penny	 was	 wearing	 one	 of	 Mrs.	 V’s	 turbans,	 and	 she	 looked
ridiculous.	Plus,	she	kept	singing	some	stupid	baby	song	at	the	top	of	her	lungs.	I	took
my	arm	and	swept	the	whole	pile	of	cards	to	the	floor.











The	week	zipped	by.	I	studied	at	school	every	day	with	Catherine,	after	school	every
day	with	Mrs.	V,	and	every	evening	at	home	as	well.	 I	 reviewed	words	 from	all	 the
levels	of	my	board.	 I	practiced	spelling	 long	words	and	matching	facts	and	dates.	 I
made	up	my	own	games.	Mom	quizzed	me	about	 flowers	and	medical	 terms.	Dad
asked	 me	 questions	 about	 economics	 and	 retail	 management	 and	 sports.	 I
swallowed	it	all.









I	 was	 right	 about	 the	 weather	 today.	 I	 hope	 the	 little	 crocus	 buds	 have	 tiny	 wool
blankets	 because	 the	 temperature	 dipped	 back	 down	 to	 the	 thirties,	 and	 our
classroom	was	chilly	when	we	rolled	in	this	morning.









Going	to	the	bathroom	at	school	just	plain	sucks.	I	have	to	be	taken	out	of	my	chair,
lifted	 onto	 the	 toilet,	 and	 held	 there	 so	 I	 don’t	 fall.	 Then	 someone	 has	 to	wipe	me
when	I’m	finished.







The	next	two	weeks	pass	in	a	whirlwind.







The	day	of	the	actual	competition	dawns	bright	and	chilly.	I	shiver	in	the	early	March
air	as	Mrs.	V	and	 I	wait	 for	my	school	bus.	My	 jacket	 feels	good.	We’ve	decided	to
use	the	manual	chair	today	since	the	electric	one,	even	with	the	car	ramps,	is	a	little
too	heavy	for	Mom	to	handle	on	her	own.









It’s	time.













OMG!	 What	 a	 night!	 I	 still	 can’t	 believe	 how	 everything	 turned	 out	 once	 the
championship	 round	began.	 That’s	when	Mr.	Kingsley	explained,	 “The	questions	 this
time	will	be	a	bit	more	difficult.	Scoring,	however,	will	be	the	same.	The	team	with	the
best	score	out	of	one	hundred	possible	points	will	be	our	champion.”











In	the	midst	of	all	the	commotion	Mr.	Dimming	seemed	to	get	an	inspiration.	“Let’s	go
out	to	dinner	to	celebrate!”	he	announced	as	the	last	of	the	studio	lights	were	turned
off.











The	next	morning	Mom	bounds	into	my	room	holding	a	newspaper.	“Good	morning,
my	rock	star,”	she	greets	me.	“Guess	what?”









How	can	they	expect	us	to	get	ready	in	such	a	short	 time?	Crazy!	Plane	tickets	and
permission	slips.	Paperwork	and	practice.













When	we	get	home,	I	ask	my	mother	to	put	me	in	bed.	I	refuse	to	eat	 lunch.	I	 try	to
sleep,	but	quiz	questions	and	why	questions	keep	flying	into	my	head.





What	happened	 today	was	all	my	 fault.	 I	 should	have	 listened.	We	 should	have	all
stayed	home	and	spent	the	day	together.	But	we	didn’t.	Because	of	me.











The	air	 felt	 thick	and	damp,	 like	 the	silence	that	 followed	the	screaming	and	crying
and	sirens.	The	rain	had	slowed	to	a	drizzle.







It’s	Monday,	 so	 I	have	 to	 return	 to	 school	 today.	 The	 temperature	has	dropped	and
the	 sun	 is	 glowing	 like	 some	 kind	 of	 frosted	 golden	 jewel.	 Yet	 everything	 feels
different	and	not	quite	right.











Fifth	grade	is	probably	pretty	rocky	for	lots	of	kids.	Homework.	Never	being	quite	sure
if	you’re	cool	enough.	Clothes.	Parents.	Wanting	to	play	with	toys	and	wanting	to	be
grown	up	all	at	the	same	time.	Underarm	odor.
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