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Everything is black. 

Not the sleek, intimidating kind of “black.” It’s the depressing, limiting, dark kind. 


This wretched chair, my own personal prison, that I eat in, sleep in and travel in is black. The shoes that I am forced to wear and stare at every single day, willing my feet to move, are black. The childish tone that people take when they talk to me is belittling, and black. The fact that I cannot hug my own mother, and tell her not to pity me as she cries day and night is painful-- very painful-- and also black. 


It surrounds me. There’s nothing I can do about it. It follows me wherever I go, like a plague. As if I need another burden to carry around. I already know that I’m worth nothing, that I will never amount to anything more than a handicapped adult, dependent on family and friends for survival. I try to speak, but I can only moan pointlessly. The sound of it scares me, that’s why I just stay silent. I try to show emotion, but it never comes out. I wear the same face every single day. I try to move, but my limbs are immovable lead. I hold the same position until someone decides for me that it is time to sit up or cross my legs. All I can do is observe in silence. I am a helpless puppet, controlled by others, unable to fend for myself. What a miserable existence. 


All self-pity aside, it is good to know that some people care. Only a few. My mother, abandoned by her husband when I was about three years old, works over ninety hours per week to keep up with my medical bills. My completely normal, younger sister bathes me, clothes me, and feeds me when Mom isn’t home. She does so lovingly, and unfalteringly. Grandma and Grandpa take me for long walks on the boardwalk every week. They mean well, but I absolutely hate it. The horrible teasing smell of scrumptious fries, funnel cakes, ice cream cones and pizza fills my nostrils. Too bad I can’t eat those things too. The sight of kids running around, cackling with their friends, weaving in and out of shops in their bathing suits, perfect tans glowing in the black summer sun annoys me. Too bad I can’t walk, or talk. The water is menacing, and black. Yet hoards of people bask around in it like it’s some kind of luxurious relaxation. I wish I could find a peaceful release like that. Too bad I can’t move. 


It is enjoyable in some ways; people-watching is one of my favorite pastimes, and is also one of the few things I am capable of doing. I see hippies with knee-length hair wearing beach-bum clothes. I see surfers, boards under their arms, letting sand fall from their bodies with each step. Old couples, hand-in-hand, find blissful oblivion in the scenery before them. Runners find pleasure in the cool, misty breeze. Lifeguards, faces caked with sunscreen, tweet their whistles relentlessly at disobedient swimmers. No one notices me, sitting in my black chair, watching. This is the closest to having a social life that I’ll ever be. 


But this day was different. Very different.


The sun shone brightly, all traces of black completely gone. The water was a clear shade of blue, and I could see it washing away embedded footprints, embracing the memories left by them. It was cold, but I felt warm. That day, everyone looked the same. 


As she pushed my chair down the avenue, Grandma Benny scolded my mother. “It wasn’t a good idea to bring him out here Sheryl, you know he could catch a cold in this weather.” 


“The way you wrapped him up, he’s as safe as a polar bear in the Arctic. Besides, I want them to see who they’re helping,” answered my mom, defensively and determinedly. 


Of course, I had no clue what was happening. Typical of my family, leaving me in the dark like that. I don’t think they meant to, they just thought I couldn’t really comprehend anything anyway. To them, it was like talking to a wall. It’s understandable.


As we approached the boardwalk I began to notice how crowded it really was. How was it possible that one day in the middle of winter could be more animated than every day in summer combined? There were people everywhere. I don’t think a single cubic inch of space wasn’t occupied by something, or someone. Signs and posters hung on the side of promotional tents. People of all ages (and sizes) walked back and forth, sipping on hot chocolate. A person dressed as a polar bear was posing for pictures with little kids. I hoped he wouldn’t come my way. A man with a microphone kept addressing the public gathered there as “Plungers.” What was that supposed to mean? 


The voice coming out of the speakers silenced the multitude gathered there.


“Welcome to the 20th annual Polar Bear Plunge, to benefit Special Olympics Delaware! Plungers: at one o’clock, you’ll be spreading smiles everywhere. We have succeeded in raising over $500,000 today for children with special needs. For now, let’s head to the water.” 


What? The water? Surely they weren’t swimming in thirty-six degree water. That would just be ridiculous. Were they doing it for me? For special kids like me? Did they really care that much? 


Everyone looked the same. They bustled past me, in my black chair. They were concentrated on the task at hand. From where I was sitting, next to the white bench aged with countless layers of dried gum and spilled ice cream, I could see everything. The colors of the landscape seemed to blend, and the small specks that I knew were people became a blur. 


Only one girl stood out to me. She wasn’t pretty at all, yet there was something gorgeous about her: a type of determination. She was inspiring in all of her resolve. I prayed she wouldn’t notice me, in my paralytic condition. But of course, she did. And of course, my mother had to say something. 


As she laid a protective hand on my head, my mom tearfully said to the girl, “You have no clue what this means to my son, Thomas, and I. Thank you so much for just caring.”


Shocked by this expression of gratitude, I saw the girl’s eyes instantly light up. She responded-- as if words were not enough-- with a sympathetic smile and an expression as if to say, “What we do here, once a year, is nothing. What you go through every day is what needs to be recognized. We’re just here to remind you that there’s hope, and we want to support you through it all.”


 She came over to me, touched my hand and addressed me directly, as a fellow human being. She looked into my eyes and said, “Thomas, you have a beautiful smile.” And then, with one last giggle, she walked away. Just like that. 


At that moment, I was the happiest man alive. I projected her image onto every single person that was there. They were all here to help me. They really genuinely cared. To them, I was worth jumping into freezing waters for. My smile was all they were searching for in return. 


“THREE, TWO, ONE... PLUNGE!” I looked to my right, and as far as my eyes could see, I saw thousands of people running, full-fledged, into the ocean. I looked to my left and saw the same thing. Many of them went back in a second or third time. It was a marvelous sight. 


All of the “plungers” were shivering violently as they came back onto the boardwalk. They were all talking about the bitter-sweet sensation of ice cold water on their skin. They were complaining about their numb feet... numb feet. Now they knew how I felt. They were wishing for warm baths. But they were genuinely happy, because they had made a difference.


Marie (as I so named the girl who approached me earlier) was with her friend, whom I decided to name Kelly. She passed me again, long brown hair soaking wet, goosebumps covering her skin, towel hanging over her shoulders, but emitting a type of warmth that I have never felt in my entire life. 


She spoke five simple words to me. Five words that I have never been happier to hear. Five words that made me forget my condition. Words that I will never forget.

“You were worth it, Thomas!” 

And she walked away, for the second time that day. 

I felt a warm tear trickle down my cheek.

And I sat there, in my black chair, with a smile on my face. 


