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I won't wear shoes.  I can't.  I mean, it's not that I have anything against them, as things - you know, objects.  It's what they do.  And don't do.  Think about it.  You only have one point of sensitivity that's in contact - I mean really in contact - your whole life.  Whether you're standing, sitting, even lying down.  Your feet.  So what do we do?  We cover them.  Take away almost all of the sensitivity.  Anyway, it's just been my way for a long time, not to wear shoes.  

I guess I started down this path when I was ten - no eleven.  Yes.  Eleven.  It was a month after my birthday, and we were on a family vacation at the Outer Banks, in North Carolina.  We had spent the whole day at the beach and playing in the dunes.  When it was time to go, I realized I had left my sandals back at the motel that morning.  My folks wanted to go straight out to dinner and we weren't very close to the motel.  So we went into the little town area and I just went without sandals.  It wasn't a big deal.  I think my Dad wanted to carry me from the car to the pizza place where we went, but I walked.  The pizza place had one of those no shirts, no shoes, no service signs, but they weren't paying attention and I was only eleven.  All throughout sitting there and then walking to the ice cream shop after dinner, I felt so liberated.  Not that I would have used that word for it at the time.  But I could tell there was something special about actually having my feet, my toes touching the ground every step of the way.  We went back to the motel that night and I obviously didn't put anything on my feet at that point.  Then the next morning, I intentionally left my sandals in the motel room.  By the time my Mom noticed, we were already driving out of the parking lot, and since we were just going back to the beach, well, we just kept going.  And so it all started.

School presented a little bit more of a challenge.  I mean, it is a little unusual to have a kid walking around all day without shoes at school.  But fortunately the school I was at was a pretty earthy crunchy kind of place.  So everyone adjusted.  Not that I didn't have shoes.  I did.  I would carry them around with me.  And I would wear them in gym - that was my one concession.  But the rest of the day, I was either barefoot or in socks.  Now, yes, socks do cover your feet.  But they're still not shoes.  Especially thin socks.  They still give you an absolute feel for the terrain under you, every step.  And there were definitely times when I felt it was, you know, just more appropriate to have my feet covered.  

In a funny way, I became as identified by my one pair of shoes - the ones I would carry around - as by my not wearing them.  Alot of times, I would just leave them sitting someplace - in the cafeteria, or by my locker.  And that way people would know I had been there.  

Winter was a bit more of a challenge, since we lived in Maryland and would sometimes get snow.  If there wasn't snow, ice or slush, I didn't mind the cold at all.  In fact, I liked it.  But it was tougher to get around in wet stuff - rain too - if I was in socks.  Alot of times, I just made sure to have a little towel with me, so I could go barefoot, then dry my feet and put socks on.  But sometimes I would give my shoes a little bit of work, if it was really messy or I had forgotten my towel.  

At one point, in eight grade, it became more of a problem - since some other kids decided they wanted to do what I was doing.  I know my folks got some calls from other angry parents - and suddenly the school got alot more wigged out about it.  But fortunately, only one other girl hung with it.  So it didn't end up being that big a deal that year.  But then when I got to high school, it was an issue again.  The principal just didn't get it.  And she insisted that I wear shoes.  Although I dug in my heels, so to speak, she was determined not to make an exception.  After my parents met with her, I thought my run might be ending.  But then I had an idea.  A pretty simple one actually.  I looked at sandals - which are really half shoes.  Just a sole, without much on top.  Thinking about it, what I cared about most was being in contact with the ground, not so much exposure on the top of my feet.  Not that there weren't times when it felt especially good to have the whole foot aired out.  But I could live with covering the tops for part of the day.  So I took a new pair of shoes - high tops - and just cut out the soles.  It was a perfect solution.    They wore fine.  And it's not like we ran them by the principal.  I just wore them that way - and nobody made a fuss.  Even though they could see what I had done, maybe they just figured it was a fair compromise - or that they didn't want to make a constitutional case out of defining what a shoe is.  That pair turned out to be a winner on all counts.  Since I could also use them in restaurants, stores and anyplace else that required shoes.  

That was such a great stretch.  In terms of my feet, that is.  I don't know if it was because of my feet, but I think high school was easier on me than alot of other people.  I just felt more grounded - and my whole body speed was slower.  That's one thing you can't do if you stay in contact with the ground - you can run, but only so far and so much - and not over rocky or uneven ground.  And during the summers, I was away at camp - where I would spend the whole summer barefoot - on grass, in dirt, in creeks, in the lake.  

So it was a bit of a shock to learn I had somehow contracted polio.  I mean, my God, hadn't they gotten over that in like the Middle Ages?  But it was a weird strain that had somehow survived the vaccines.  And of course, the first thing it hit were my legs. 

Funny, now that I'm in a wheelchair, it doesn't matter what I have on my feet.  I mean, I could wear tin cans and I don't think anyone else would notice or care.  But I'll tell you something - as much as I miss having the use of my legs - not being able to walk, or do all of those other things you take for granted that you do with your legs - even with all of that, I think the thing I miss the most is the feeling of my feet just touching the ground.  So I guess it's at least good I went shoeless when I could.
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