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tried to hide

everyone, It nearly cos
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OST GIRLS PUT ON A FEW

pounds when they go away to

college. I dropped 20. It was

my first semester at the Uni-
versity of South Florida, and I flttired and sluggish, ~Having diabetes
your diet has to
anemia.  beboring”
Nicole says

Some days I couldn't even get out of bed. Finally I went
to campus health ser

es. Their diagnor

Anemia? In my senior year of high school I'd made
scholarship money being in pageants, so I knew how
to cat right and take carc of myself. Nevertheless, T
took the iron supplements they prescribed. Days went
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by and nothing changed. I ate everything
uld get my hands on, but 1 stilllost
weight. Fast. I drank water constantly and
went to the bathroom every half hour. I
started throwing up and went back to
health services. “You have the Bejing
the doctor said and gave me a prescription.
et better—good enough to get
to my normal life and prepare for finals.
I needed money for the spring semester,
so0in Novembe Miss Ameri-
calocal pageant in Sarasota, Florida. Bac}
stage, right before the competition began,
1l iy, nauseated and hot The cold

bacl

parents tried to convince me to q\ul I
cant!hovght. [ never gioeup! Tamnot
going to let @ virus get the best of me

My friend .\l:llm.u another contestant,
prayed over me before we walked onstage.
The announcer called the third runner-
up. A bead of sweat ran down my fore-
head. Woozy, I tilted backward. Then the

Maybe | was in denial,

announcer called my name. Mal
creetly pushed me upright. 1 quickly ac-
cepted the award, walked offstage and
nearly collapse
Mom and Dad took me to the hospi-
tal. Doctors ran a battery of tests. I wor-
ried about finals. I've worked too hard to
getick and flunk ut v
nally I 'was released from the hos-
pital and allowed to go back to school. A
I erammed or fnls,the phone ran It

IIITECTINTE chenge your life

2 long pause. Mom sounded like she
was hmmg troube getingthe wordsout
eeti we type one diabetes.” Di-
abetest Hov could  hawe diabetes? No,
this can't be right. This is a mistake
Mo told me what she could, but
she didn't know much more than I did.
10 have to come home soon,
Mo iitreion justtynattoeat
any sweets and take it e
PThiingup dhe phone and
looked inmy mini ridge 1 ate what o
s my age ate, Wasn't | just like them?
Ttwisted the top off a two-liter bottle of
soda and guzzled .1 grabbed my dining
card and headed for the cafeteria. God,
this can't be happening to me. 1 wasn't go-
ingtolet . I loaded my tray with pud-
ding, < cake. 1 ended up
voniking N night long. The next morn-
ing I could hardly lift my head offthe pil-
low. It was back to the hospital for me.
Nicole, you're going to have to accept

but | decided to live as if

ondition and lead & calm, consis-
l'nlhl(\\\] le)" the doctor said. “If you miss.
ameal, don't get enough sleep or overex-
et yourself, your blood sugar will fluctu-
ate wildly: Diabetes s nothing to play with.
From now on, staying healthy is going
o have to be your number one priority:
Diabetes is a full-time jol

“What aboutschool? What bt pg-

R uﬂhg\- cheduleis mmful You'll

was Mom. "Nicole
back” she said. “Your blood sugar i five
hundred ad nine
hat does that mean?”
el B thing Below o handied
twenty-six is normal; she said. There was
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have a hard I r blood
sugar. You may need to dmpum P\gu\\ts
are out of the question.
He left, and I slumped back onto my
lm\plkll bed. My life is over; I thought.
But then a nurse came in, and things
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I'didn’t have a chronic illness. direc

started to change. “Nicole, having dia-
betes isn't the end of the world." She put
atrayin front of me. It had syringes and
anorange on it.“You'll have to give your
self daily insulin shots. So we're going to
practice on this orange. You'llget used to
it. The point i, if you accept your disease
and take care of yourself, you can do any-
thing you set your mind to

Ittook me doens of pokes into the or-

ange to muster up the courage to stick a
needle into my own stomach.

Itook a leave from school, Back home
in Seminole, Florida, I went to church
three times a week. God, you can fiz this
1 prayed at the altar. I have total faith that
you can take this disease away. I'm not

.

T change your life

Nicole shares her tiara
wherever she goes.

supposed to have diabetes
I not supposed to be s

Maybe [ was in denial,
but I decided to live as if
didn'thave a chronicillness.
I went back to school and
finished my degree. In 1996
Istarted a graduate pro-

n Virginia
Beach. But I never felt no
mal. I felt like I had a secret

everyone else. T frantically
watched my blood sugar,
s trying to hit the per-
fect number. The tinjest
thing—oversleeping by half
anhour, stressing ol St
apaper,a bite of a cookie—
sent my blood sugar in one
on or the other. L ate
the same two meals every
day for lunch and S bl e
and green beans, or a turkey sandwich.
Ttold few peopleat school about my
diabetes and even fewer in the pageant
cireuit. People alicays say pageant win-
nersaresupposed to e perfet, 1 thought
I don't want anyone to know. In 199
won Miss Apple Blossom, which quali-
fied me for the Miss Virginia pageant. A
win there would put me in competition
for Miss America
Td read about insulin pumps, which
did away with the need for injections. /¢
might be easier than sneaking offto check
my blood sugar and give myself shots. Two
weeks before the pageant, the pump ar
rived. I ripped the box open. The device
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MODERN-DAY MONITORS

IF YOU HAVE DIABETES, YOU KNOW

the hassle of keeping track of your blood

sugar. Now you don't have to rely on the

old-fashioned finger-prick test.Researchers

have developed new devices to mak

sugar monitoring q ricker and less painul
The new generation of blood glucose

change your life

asonlyalitlebiggerthana pages but it
Rt bally 1 tackedvodes my waisthend
and ran fo the miror The outline was
clearlyvisible. T tried to adjust the pump,
bt it sl loaked unsightly: The judges
would clearly see it. Everyone would know
Ican'twear this in front of all those peo-
ple! So Ishoved it back in the box.
Atfirst the Miss Virginia pageant went
smoothly. I took my shots, ate right and

devices that draw blood from parts of
the body other thana fin:

doliars and require small :
ersamples.
Anothernew product,
2 monitor worn like a
wiistwatch, detects blood
glucose levels through
the skin. Small electrical The latest high
currents open the skin_tech monitor,
and draw fluid toa sen- 2 meter watch
sor pad attached to the
backof the device, Readings are taken every
s el

went tobed at
‘Then the morning of the talent competi-
tion, I awoke sprawled on the floor in my
hotel room, barely coherent. I was in my
mother's arms. Paramedics hovered.
Pageant officials peered in the doorw
Breakfast was being set upin the hallway
outside; in a matter of minutes the oth-
er contestants would be milling around.
“Mom, does anyone know?" were the
t words out of my mouth.
“No, Honey, no one knows,”she said,
rocking me in her arms. “No one knows!
I pleaded with the officials to let me
continue. They relented. For weeks I'd
been rehearsing 2 song, “With One Look;
of Sunset Boule-

tronic memory. An alarm sounds if blood

sugar levels become too low o too high.
ven highertech:
The FDA recently ap
roved the first wre-
fess insulin pump
system, which com-
bines glucose mon-
itoring and insulin
dosing. The system
sendsa blood sugar
reading to the in
pump, which
performs the “diabetes math” to recom-

mend the proper insulin dosage.

—Usa Ceng

Astate-of-the-art
glucose monitor
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vard. 1 had to get through it. I had to.
Id belt out that number, and everyone
would forget what had happened to me
that morning. 1 mu\d forget.
I took the s th one look,” [
sangin the glare ofthe spotlight, Tl be
me. T won't be anybody else, and you'll
know that its me
‘The words nearly stuck in my throat
Me? Was that who  was really trying to
be? Or was I trying to be some perfect
substitute for me? Someone who was not
the person God created? Im standing here
in this spotlght pretending tobe aome-
thing I'm not—
Tonly nenla m as top 10, but it
is one of the best performances of my

w
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I thought. Not perfect,

life. When 1 got home I went on the in-
sulin pump. It didn't matter to me any-
more what others would think.

5 years old I sill had one more
yearof eligibility in the

change your life

Nicole and the

insulin pump she wears continuously

stand what it’s like to live with diabetes

Iwent back to the
cant and stood on the
sung on the year before.
my insulin pump prnudl\ "And because
of that honesty, this time I won.

At the M Anun(»p«wum 1 wore
my pump for nearly every event, exce
swimsuit. T didn't mind that part of the
injection site was visible above my suit.

This is who I am, | thought. Not perfect,
but perfectly me.

My name was thefirst one they called
for the top 10. And the last one they called

This is who | am,
but perfectly me.

for the top five. Standing in line with
e

tem. Moreand more I realized  couldnt
denythe urge I had to speak out about di-
was no longer that 19-ye
college girlin denial abontherhealth |
had taken control of my disease and
wanted to help others do the same.
Pageants could help me do that.
“Should I give it one mare try?" T asked

a

P
“That thing is going to stop you,” he
said, pointing to my pump.
e was trying to discourage me, but
suddenly ev m-nun,; m.ul.» sense. God

wi
“I5% been a challenge, but ts been a
blessing too. I've learned so much from
having diabetes. I'm a stronger person.”
Moments before they announced the
winner, I felt a sense of calm come over
me. Id reached my goal. All 1 wanted was
10 tell people about my disease—maybe
help another young woman who found
outshe had diabetes too. Hearing the an-
nouncer call me Miss America 1999, hav-
ing the crown placed on my head—that
ake. I walked down that
ving who I was—the person

es. I'm going all the way
y. I'm going to stand up
on that stage and make people unden.

That coulabe

ord
more perfect than that? m

Formore on this story, see Family Room.
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