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I’m standing at the water’s edge. Floaties in hand, pool waves gently lapping at my toes. I’d like 

to get in, but I hesitate. I am afraid. I am afraid that I don’t belong. Or that I belong but not 

enough, not in a visible enough way. It makes me hesitate, like I need an invitation because, 

somehow, if someone in the pool were to invite me in, it would make it easier.  

“Yeah! I’m only here because someone invited me, I wasn’t even sure if I was going to make 

it.” I fantasize about my nonchalance while I’m sipping something delicious through a plastic 

straw and luxuriating around people who really see me.  

Does anyone see me standing here? If only someone in the water was like, “aww, she’s shy” and 

took my hand to help guide me in. They would see me as worthy of being there, even though I 

questioned my own presence, and I would be accepted due to their validation of me, not because 

I had to make the decision myself. Which somehow feels more powerful and necessary.  

Problem is, I’ve been standing here, waiting for that invitation for a great majority of my life. ‘Is 

it me? Am I not wearing the right bathing suit; connecting with the right crowd? Oh gods, is it 

my breath? Do I come on too strong; should I have come better prepared?’ As I spiral, I take a 

familiar step back to continue my post standing firmly on the deck but not joining, never joining. 

“Did you see my sign? I am a proud ally and will fight to ensure that the folx in this pool can 

continue swimming until their existence is normalized,” I recall puffing with pride during my 

standard engagement up until this point.  

To be honest, I want to jump in, to fully embrace what I think I’ve always known is true, but it 

scares me. The water is heavy, it carries weight. “A swimmer’s life is hard,” others say, “do you 

really want that? People won’t understand, they will judge you. Besides, you don’t look like a 

lot of the other swimmers, are you sure you belong there?”  

I look down at the suit I’m wearing and I wonder if I’m doing it right. I learned to wear, and 

even sometimes be comfortable in this garb that’s been given to me but there’s always been a 

piece that didn’t quite seem to fit. Does anyone else have this subtle feeling of suffocation?   

But I also don’t exactly fit the suits and gear of a lot of the swimmers I see. And I am afraid that 

by not belonging in the way I assume I should, the sheer presence of me stepping in the pool 

would invalidate the experience of everyone in it. Would delude it. What kind of ally would I be 

if I were to contribute to that kind of muddying? 

As I stand, the sun starts to get warm and my feet are beginning to prickle with the heat of the 

deck surface. My mind wanders.  

Can someone have pride in something that makes them feel weak or scared? Can I have pride in 

something I don’t feel I have control over? Here I stand, face to face with my own internal 

prejudice. I suppose the notions of identifying and having pride in that identity don’t have to co-

exist but there does need to be some recognition that something is occurring, and recognition 

can be empowering to the point of pride, right? So is it pride for the identity, or pride for no 

longer 



hiding it away or feeling vulnerable by its presence? I look up to see smiling faces scattered 

across the pool. Is it just me? … 

As I allow myself stolen glances across a space I wonder will ever be mine, I start to notice 

something different, something curious. I have been so consumed by my own self-doubt that I 

failed to notice the other people, looking mysteriously like me, at pool’s edge. The same 

uncertainty painted on their faces, anxious hands clutching at the inflatable floaties on their 

waist. Are they like me?  

In the same scan, I start to examine the faces of those in the pool more closely. Some seem 

delighted and secure, while others give away the same impression of that uncertainty I feel, 

despite their immersion in the cool waters. 

Then, it hits me. I wonder, who created this pool in the first place? And who even decides who 

comes in or stays out? I take a look around - there is no ticket office, no monitor conducting spot 

checks, just a group of people who came together to share a common experience. It occurs to me 

that maybe I’ve spent so much time convincing myself of why I don’t belong here, that I’ve 

failed to notice how I do. I’ve spent much too long worrying about the unknown waters rather 

than getting in there and allowing myself to test the parameters of my belonging.  

My shoulders start to loosen as I notice a shift in my thinking. Sure, being in the water may be 

heavy at times, but with it might also come some freedom in allowing myself to float along, 

exactly in the way that feels most natural to me. I can figure out the swimsuit that makes me feel 

good for reasons that matter to me; I can get flippers for times when wading is most difficult, and 

I can find other swimmers to learn from and alongside. A half-smile emerges across my face as I 

allow myself to wonder, …maybe I do belong here.   

With new resolve, I again turn my gaze toward the waters that are gently lapping at my feet. I 

close my eyes and wiggle my toes. The water feels somehow different now, as if it’s calling me 

in, the invitation I have been waiting for but, this time, self-realized. I open my eyes and invite a 

connection with the others, uncertain, on the deck with me. I attempt my most reassuring smile 

as I take my first step forward.



This is a creative writing piece which initially served as a personal journal entry for my own 

purposes. It was a way for me to organize my thoughts around the parameters of disability, and 

other identities and whether or how I see myself identifying. Through my process of learning and 

discovery, I found myself wondering if this was a shared experience – whether others who 

consider identifying as having a non-apparent, hidden, passing, or invisible disability question 

the constructs that influence their thinking. Whether they’re allowed to claim an identity they 

have privilege within. Whether the idea of Disability Pride is on the table for someone who’s 

disability scares them. The purpose for sharing in this format is to invite conversation around the 

nuance of disability identity among a group of people who are the closest to it. Though I am a 

disability scholar, identity is not my area of research which is why I chose a performance prose. I 

am also learning that having a separate and creative piece to reflect upon can help gather 

thoughts and broad concepts in a tangible way that reviewing an academic article may not. My 

aim for this session is to engage in rich discussion that questions our ideas of what it means to 

experience disability using the submitted piece as a primer for conversation. 

Excerpt:  

‘I’m standing at the water’s edge. Floaties in hand, pool waves gently lapping at my toes. I’d like 

to get in, but I hesitate. I am afraid. I am afraid that I don’t belong. Or that I belong but not 

enough, not in a visible enough way. It makes me hesitate… 

To be honest, I want to jump in, to fully embrace what I think I’ve always known is true, but it 

scares me. The water is heavy, it carries weight. “A swimmer’s life is hard,” others say, “do you 

really want that? People won’t understand, they will judge you. Besides, you don’t look like a lot 

of the other swimmers, are you sure you belong there?”  

I look down at the suit I’m wearing and I wonder if I’m doing it right. I learned to wear, and 

even sometimes be comfortable in this garb that’s been given to me but there’s always been a 

piece that didn’t quite seem to fit. Does anyone else have this subtle feeling of suffocation?   

But I also don’t exactly fit the suits and gear of a lot of the swimmers I see. And I am afraid that 

by not belonging in the way I assume I should, the sheer presence of me stepping in the pool 

would invalidate the experience of everyone in it. Would delude it. What kind of ally would I be 

if I were to contribute to that kind of muddying?’ 

 

 

Is disability identity decided or given? Who defines it? How do you know? In this session, 

participants are invited to a dialogue on social constructs of disability and how they influence 

identity. Using prose as a primer, we will take a deep dive into the nuance of disability identity.    

 


