Leads

These are “Journalistic” Leads and Closings to Nancy Mair’s essay “On Being a Cripple.” They were written by students of English 306: Nonfiction Writing. 
I am a cripple. I chose this word to name me. I choose from among several possibilities, the most common of which are “handicapped” and “disabled.” I made the choice a number of years ago, without thinking, unaware of my motives for doing so. Even now, I’m not sure what those motives are, but I recognize that they are complex and not entirely flattering. People – crippled or not – wince at the word “cripple” as they do not at “handicapped” or “disabled.” Perhaps I want them to wince. I want them to see me as a tough customer, one to whom the fates/gods/viruses have not been kind, but who can face the brutal truth of her existence squarely. As a cripple, I swagger.

But, to be fair to myself, a certain amount of honesty underlies my choice. “Cripple” seems to me a clean word, straightforward and precise. It has an honorable history, having made its first appearance in the Lindisfarne Gospel in the tenth century. As a lover of words, I like the accuracy with which it describes my condition: I have lost the full use of my limbs. “Disabled,” by contrast, suggests any incapacity, physical or mental. And I certainly don’t like “handicapped,” which implies that I have deliberately been put at a disadvantage, by whom I can’t imagine (my God is not a Handicapper General) in order to equalize chances in the great race of life. These words seem to me to be moving away from my condition, to be widening the gap between word and reality. Most remote is the recently coined euphemism “differently abled,” which partakes of the same semantic hopefulness that transformed countries from “undeveloped” to “underdeveloped,” then to “less developed,” and finally to “developing” nations. People have continued to starve in those countries during the shift. Some realities do not obey the dictates of language.

Mine is one of them. Whatever you call me, I remain crippled. But I don’t care what you call me, so long as it isn’t “differently abled,” which strikes me as pure verbal garbage designed, by its ability to describe anyone, to describe no one. I subscribe to George Orwell’s thesis that “the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts.” And I refuse to participate in the degeneration of the language to the extent that I deny that I have lost anything in the course of this calamitous disease; I refuse to pretend that the only differences between me and you are the various ordinary ones that distinguish any one person from another. But call me “disabled” or “handicapped” if you like. I have long since grown accustomed to them, and if they are vague, at least they hint at the truth. Moreover, I use them myself. Society is no readier to accept crippledness than to accept death, war, sex, sweat, or wrinkles. I would never refer to another person as a cripple. It is the word I use to name only myself.

Openings:

Q & A: Have you ever caught yourself staring at someone and whispered, “What a shame?” [Pitfalls: question must be interesting, and it shouldn’t be a yes or no question. “How many people have you killed in your lifetime?” is a good example. ]
Ring-the-bell: I really don’t think about it until I grab onto the edge of the cold porcelain and pull myself from the toilet. [Ring the bell often has a mysterious pronoun that draws you into the story, looking for its antecedent.”
Grabber: Let’s talk about it from my perspective. I have been a prisoner for the last ten years and, believe me, it’s a hard job. 

Picture this: Picture waking up in the middle of the night to the cries of your four-year old daughter. You jerk the covers off, but the effort it takes tires you. Your weight prevents your legs from moving and you feel numb. 

Picture this: You wake up in the middle of the night. It’s pitch black in your room and you know that no one will be in to get you out of bed until you see that first trace of sunlight through your window in the morning. You lay awake in silent agony for hours. 

Picture this/ split anecdote: Saturday. Deserted office building. Women’s bathroom stall. Someone struggles. Trying to open the door, she falls out of her wheelchair. It’s the “beetle-on-its-back” trick. The woman, Nancy Mairs, has multiple sclerosis.

Quote: I am a cripple. I choose this word to name me. . . . “Cripple” seems to me a clean word, straightforward and forward. I like the accuracy with which it describes my condition: I have lost the full use of my limbs. “Disabled,” by contrast, suggests any incapacity, physical or mental. And I certainly don’t like “handicapped,” which implies that I have deliberately put at a disadvantage.

Tell me a story: I used to be like you. I could throw my arms in the air, run for miles, and enjoy playing my favorite sports. I never had to wonder how I would make my next move or whether there would be someone to catch me if I fell. Now all that has changed, and all I have are memories of those times. 

Warning: Before you take another step, stop and think about what you’re doing. Is it something trivial like going to the bathroom or to the refrigerator for a snack, or do you have plans to meet someone or a party to go to? Whatever it is, you never question exactly how you will get there; you just go. For me, life isn’t that easy.

Dramatic moment: The neighbors were just coming home from their weekend at the lake when they saw the empty wheelchair, lying on its side, by the pool. They dropped their luggage and beach balls and ran across the tall, green grass of their disabled friend’s yard. Hearing a cry for help as faint as a cat’s purr, they stared down through the blue water to see only their own shadows. 

Double-take: Nancy Mairs takes her time driving her Firebird to work every day. But then, when you have no legs, you have to be a little cautious. 

Double-take: As I go into the doctor’s office, I begin to tremble in fear. My condition has gotten progressively worse until I knew I had to seek treatment. The neurologist I consulted told me I had a brain tumor, but, thankfully, I got a second opinion. The other doctor spoke much more favorably. I didn’t have a brain tumor, only multiple sclerosis.

Closings:
Stinger: If you have ever whispered, “What a shame,” don’t!

Stinger: Whenever you “normal” people feel lazy and park in a parking place for the handicapped, imagine walking that distance with your arms. 

Picture this /split anecdote: So next time you can’t sleep and there are still hours until morning, don’t get up for that glass of warm milk. Try lying there, and think of me, the one who is always waiting for someone.

Quote/replay/statement: “I am a cripple. I choose this word to name me.” But it doesn’t have to limit my possibilities in life. 
Add-on (split-anecdote): (beginning) Nancy Mairs struggles in the women’s room stall. She struggles to gather her things, when she loses her balance and falls to her back--the “beetle-on-its back” trick. 

(Ending:) She climbs back into the chair. Someone enters and notices her predicament; they ask to help. But Nancy just laughs and wheels out into freedom. 

