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Balance


A dragon is a creature which can be misunderstood.  It is a perfect balance between the eagle, the symbol of air or heaven, and the serpent, which represents the earth.  When I asked Jessica what the most important thing she owned was, she said, after her wheelchair, symbolically, it was her collection of dragons.  Each of the dragons in her collection is beautiful a different color, and each holds a crystal they are protecting.  I believe Jessica relates so well to these creatures because they represent the perfect balance.  

***


I did not know much about Jessica before our first meeting.  I thought to myself as I was walking to her apartment, I wonder what this will be like.  When I first walked in I immediately noticed all the different shades of blue in her apartment.  A blue painting on the wall that had a spiral design, which her aunt painted, was very enticing and was placed on the center of the living room wall.  The various shades of blue in the painting pulled out the blue in all the other pieces of furniture and knick knacks in the apartment.  

There are two big exercise balls in the living room.  Next to the television there are several movies, including Back to the Future, Land Before Time, and Bruce Lee movies, as well as a PlayStation 2 with games such as Street Fighter and Soul Caliber.  Later I learned that these games she likes to play when she’s stressed, and also to socialize with friends who share the same interest.  

While I was in her apartment I was able to observe her more closely than I have been able to in class.  Soon after I walked into her apartment I noticed her wheelchair was sitting in the corner between the living room and the bedroom.  I was a little surprised at first that I didn’t see her in it.  I observed her maneuver her way around her apartment very well.  Her height at 5’4” with a crouched knee, reclining she stands 5’7”.  She has short, dark brown, wavy hair and brown eyes.  She wears New Balance shoes.  She wears thick glasses and usually t-shirts and sweat pants, always looking comfortable.  She has a purse that she carries with her usually wrapped around her chest diagonally, but she did not have this with her in her apartment.  

I got excited when I went into the kitchen.  There was a bowl of salad with balsamic vinaigrette and pasta with various vegetables waiting for us.  There were blue dishes and matching silverware set out on the table.  We both drank IBC cream soda, a favorite of both of ours.  I felt very sophisticated and grown up sitting and chatting with her.  I was happy to find that the conversation flowed well, and we talked for a couple of hours.  I immediately discovered that she was a complicated and wonderful person.  When asked what it was like to be in her shoes she said, “To be in my shoes - It's like a puzzle.  I puzzle them and I puzzle myself.”  

Throughout our time talking I also learned about her family.  On her Dad’s side of the family, she has two half brothers and one half sister.  On her Mom’s side, she has one stepsister and one stepbrother.  She said the step-sister and I talked just alike.  She has one surviving grandmother on her mom’s side that makes “moist and delicious” banana nut cakes and pumpkin empanadas.  Every year at Thanksgiving and Christmas time she is able to eat her grandmother’s homemade food and spend time with her family.  She’s lived at her Mom’s house in McQueeney most of the time while growing up, and this is where her Mom lives now.  

***

I was able to meet Jessica’s Mom, Stella, when she came to my house to have lunch.  Her Mom had kind eyes, and from what I gathered, a kind heart.  She was tall and thin with a pretty face.  She has studied many things and experienced a lot in her lifetime, and she shares a passion for learning just like Jessica.  She comes to visit her about once a month to check on her and spend time with her.  They talk on the phone frequently, and she helps Jessica with school and whatever else she may need.  She is her best friend, assistant, personal shopper, and above all, her mom.  Jessica has mentioned that some people who see her can be overzealous in trying to help her.  Her mom seems like she has mastered the perfect balance between being helpful and supportive.  She encourages Jessica in whatever she wants to do.

Jessica’s routine consists of every day normal events.  These include waking up, going to class, eating and doing things a college student usually does.  Her snacks of choice are green tea and nori maki. (a rice cracker wrapped in seaweed).  But always in her kitchen is milk and cereal; Honey Nut Cheerios are her favorite.  She also goes to physical therapy at the Ride On Center for Kids where she rides horses.  She works with a tutor sometimes.  It seems that she has found a good balance between her challenges in school and with how to deal with them.  She is involved with Alpha Pi Omega and Advocates at Southwestern.  When she is at home she works out with a taekwandoe class and goes to bookstores frequently.  Some of her favorite television shows are Animal Planet, Discovery Channel and the History Channel.  She loves anime and animated movies, Pixar being her favorite kind of animated movies.  


Jessica’s childhood was different from most children’s.  Ever since she was young she’s traveled to many places to sight-see as well as to visit different doctors.  She’s traveled to places all over the United States, including Universal Studios in Florida and California.  She went to Toronto, Canada to see a doctor about her legs.  She said that all she remembers about the treatment was that she had to wear things on her legs at night.  The treatment he gave her didn’t help, but she loved Toronto.  She’s been to Spain with a group of friends to see the country.  She went to Japan last summer with a group of students with various disabilities.  They went there to talk about disability rights and culture in the United States.  

They discovered in Japan that there are more ways of getting around for people with disabilities.  For example, there are textured pathways on sidewalks and music in doorways of stores for the blind.  The escalators that go down to Subways are equipped to turn into platforms so that wheelchairs can go down as well.  There are buttons down low as well as high next to elevators for people in wheelchairs.  While there are all these helpful things for people with disabilities in Japan, they have to fight harder for these rights there because they don’t have anything there like the American Disabilities Act.  Jessica and her group were there to help fight for disability rights.  Jessica has put tremendous focus on her balance, and her trip to Japan helped her to find this.  
A Communications Studies major and a Theatre minor, Jessica knows she would like to participate in advocacy work for disabilities.  She would like to get her voice out so that people with disabilities can know that they can be as visible as they want to.  Jessica has decided to be visible.  She wants people without disabilities to know how they can help.  While Jessica was talking about this I interrupted her to help myself understand exactly what it was she wanted to do.  “So you want to do advocacy work for people with disabilities so that people can understand more about them?”  She shook her head. “More so I want them to see the person behind the disability.”  Some people with disabilities may want to hide from the public eye, or they can choose to be as visible as possible.  I came to a realization at that point in the conversation.  Jessica is trying to be visible.  She doesn’t want her disability to be visible to everyone; she wants herself, her personality to be visible. 


College for her now is a time of exploration.  She’s learning all she can at Southwestern now and may pursue more education after Southwestern.  While she does know she would like to do some advocacy work, she doesn’t know just yet what she wants to do with her life, like most of us in college.  School is definitely a quest for Jessica.  She meets new challenges every day.  When she came over to my house and we were playing Super Nintendo, she said, “Games are like classes, you have to learn a whole new set of controls every time.”  While it is a challenge for her, she embraces the challenge.  She has been doing this her whole life.  She told me once, “Whenever you have a challenge and you fail, you always want just one more shot.”  She said this in reference to games, but she believes this to be true for her life.  


Balance is a recurring theme throughout Jessica’s life.  She had to find balance as a child between her school work and her disability.  She overcame that challenge.  She’s now in college and her professor, Dr. Juhl, her trip to Japan, and her own journey have led her to discover her balance, literally as well as figuratively.  I think ultimately she has found the balance between being visible and the public seeing what she wants them to see.  This is similar to the dragon, in that the dragon is a balance between earth and heaven, the visible and the invisible.  She has decided that she wants to be visible and has discovered how she can do this best.  Jessica is an intellectual, perceptive person.  She is there for everyone to see.  
Author’s Afterwords

This was a difficult paper for me to write.  Before I met with Jessica, I was worried about what questions I should ask her and what I shouldn’t ask.  I was mostly worried to ask her questions about her disability.  Now that I have talked with Jessica I feel silly for feeling this way.  I did not ask Jessica what her disability was specifically until after the critique workshop.  I asked her and she was very open about the subject.  Even after our discussion, I decided not to put this in the paper because it would have taken away from the point I was trying to make.  But I feel much better after talking to her about it.  I feel that it made the paper and our relationship stronger even though it was not added in the paper.  

There are so many interesting and unique facets of her life that I wasn’t sure where I should center the attention in this paper.  Balance and visibility are such big themes in her life that I decided this would be the best approach.


As far as the actual process of writing went, I was worried about how to make the paper creative.  I knew that there was some approach that I could take on it, and that the paper just wasn’t showing it to me.  I think that it finally did “show” itself to me, and that was just to describe Jessica’s life to the best of my ability.  Hopefully I represented it accurately.  

