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Introduction

	The Lord is with me; I will not be afraid.
What can mere mortals do to me?
The Lord is with me, he is my helper.
I look in triumph on my enemies.
It is better to take refuge in the Lord
than to trust in humans.

	Psalm 118:6-8 NIV

	“Yes, without a doubt, you do have multiple sclerosis (MS).” Those were the words of Dr. English in 2002 as my husband and I sat in his office located at the Multiple Sclerosis Center of Atlanta. 

	Years earlier in 1999, I had learned there was a possibility I might already have the disease. I took into consideration that this physician was one who took the path of specializing in MS when there were so many other areas of medicine he could have chosen. So it validated my feelings that he really wanted to help people with a disease that is very complicated with little known about it. Hearing it from a medical professional who was well-educated about the disease became an unwanted reality for me. 

	With his professionalism, he began to explain to me what I was experiencing and why. Even then, the shock of this news had me feeling like I was receiving it at the end of a long tunnel, but that I will explain later in the story. But for now this is where I tell you about myself. Then maybe you can figure out how I got the disease, the reasons why I had to fight the way I did, and what I lost because of it. Yet, all along I kept my faith strong. I didn’t give up on hope, which could win the battle against MS. 

	It is my deepest desire that this story will give people hope no matter how difficult life gets. It’s important to never give up on God and his timing. I have a belief that we are on the Lord’s clock, and things will happen in his divine time. How imperative it is to keep faith, for it is like the life jacket that keeps us floating above the surface of the most turbulent seas. In his protective hands, God will not allow you to sink. 
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	“If I told you my story,
you would hear hope that wouldn’t let go.”

	—Big Daddy Weave

	For as long as I can remember, I have always been a strong believer in God and his faithful son, Jesus Christ, who died on the cross for me and for everyone. I always thought that I could pretty much live my life the way I wanted to, within reason of course. I would draw those imaginary moral lines that any good Christian dare not to cross. By not crossing those lines into dark areas, I felt Jesus would always look out for me, take care of me, and keep those whom I loved safe from harm. 

	I believed that everything in my world would be alright if I said my prayers every night, honored my mother and father, and was kind and charitable toward others. My day-to-day life would have very few major hitches or obstacles placed before me. There should be very little reason to have any part of my life disrupted, because I was being good and kept the faith. 

	Although I did not attend church on a regular basis, I still believed in the Lord. 

	I felt like I had a pretty good grasp on life, thinking it was a series of lessons and tests. There would be times that we are going to veer off the course, and that’s okay because we’re human. During those times, all we have to do is pull off to the side of the road of life and reflect. Sometimes events in life can cause fender benders, dings, scratches—we even hit a few potholes that can really rattle things a bit. When those things do happen, we do our best to handle it. In our humanness, we repair our life vehicles, fix the dings, buff out the scratches, get back on the road, and continue trucking onto life’s next destination. Like any reasonable person, 

	I wanted to avoid that “head-on collision.” It’s just not something I wanted to think about, and I don’t know anybody else that does, either. 

	Still, I always sympathized, expressed empathy, and sent my prayers to people who needed them, but even then I was still outside of it all. I thought it was crystal clear. It’s like there was an invisible piece of glass that separated me from the rest of the world that kept me detached from the pain and misery suffered by others. 

	In 2002, that glass that separated me from the rest of the world came crashing down on me in shards sharp enough to cut through flesh and faith. “Yes, you do have multiple sclerosis, without a doubt.” It felt like a head-on collision. 

	In my life my view was sunny-
Within the land of milk and honey.
I look to the West in gossamer gown-
hen the walls of Jericho came crashing down.

	“My Wall”—Jennie Nielssen

	
Chapter One
Before the Tunnel 
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	I’m Georgia born and raised, a true “Georgia Peach” through and through. My Southern twang is as powerful as Miss Scarlett’s Gone with the Wind. Southern hospitality with a smile is a genuine part of my nature. 

	I was and still am a tomboy at heart. Growing up, I loved to play in my Grandmother BC’s vegetable garden. It was fun to dig around in the garden’s soil wearing my old blue jeans. BC was my father’s mother, Murtle Bernice, but everyone just called her BC for short. 

	When I was five years old, I tried naming my toy turtle “Murtle the Turtle” after her, but my mother didn’t think it was appropriate. My grandmother loved how I used her name, and she thought it was very creative for a young child. 

	Although I would like to consider myself a “Southern Belle,” you won’t see me sashaying around in a frilly, pink Chiffon party gown while spinning a lacy parasol anytime soon. 

	I love good ol’ fried okra, homemade mac and cheese with green beans, fried green tomatoes, and don’t forget fresh hot corn on the cob slathered in butter, and even the occasional prime rib fresh off the grill cooked so rare that it’s practically walking off my plate and crying “Moo!” 

	During the Georgia summers, camping outdoors was a favorite pastime for at least a fifty-five to sixty-day stretch. For me, water-skiing and fishing at Altoona Lake is far better than a paid stay at a four-star resort. Personally, I can do without the fruity drinks with tiny, little toothpick umbrellas. I will take a night in front of a roaring campfire under the stars roasting marshmallows over that kind of luxury any day. 

	I even went to the same high school as my father, who graduated in 1963. In fact, one of my teachers was my father’s football coach back in the day. The first day I had this teacher in class he asked me if I was related to Larry Dugan. 

	“I hope so; we are the same blood,” I said. 

	The other students broke into laughter. In the blink of an eye, the teacher pointed to the door and shouted, “Get out!” 

	This resulted in a trip to the principal’s office and an hour’s detention. They had to find a different class to put me in. 

	When I told my father what happened, he laughed. 

	“Yeah, I remember him,” he said. 

	However, my father has yet to tell me what happened. Whatever it was, it certainly caused hard feelings between those two so that the next generation of Dugan’s were feeling the pangs of it. 

	My tomboyish personality and competitive nature led me to play recreational football, and yes, I played football with the guys. I would not have had it any other way. 

	It was not commonplace for females to play contact sports with males back then. Even nowadays when ideas of diversity and change are more readily embraced, it’s still very rare. So it tends to take people by surprise when I tell them I played football; they usually are in awe and disbelief. 

	At first when I started playing, the guys were afraid to pass me the ball. It’s not so much that they thought I couldn’t play the game, but more that they were concerned that they might hurt me because I’m a girl. I did not take that point lightly. So I made sure that I did what I could to taunt them and make fun of them. I was trying to stir up their aggression that they kept under control because of me. I wanted them to unleash all they had in them so I could play a real game. 

	One day, while playing the position of wide receiver, I caught the ball and ran it for a touchdown. By then, the guys knew I could play every bit as good as they could. I finally had earned their respect. 

	Never judge a woman’s ability to battle. The female sex is sometimes severely underestimated, and that judgment is usually drawn by men. 

	As a teenager, while other girls were painting their nails, mine were soiled and dirty. When other girls were putting on make-up, I was rolling around in the mud. And while they were primping their hair with curling irons and spray, my hair was pulled back in a ponytail fitted with a baseball cap. Sorry, I’m no fluffy kitten, but it does not mean that I’m not a woman through and through. 

	I guess I just go against the status quo, against the grain. In my opinion, whether male or female, do what makes you happy. Never let anyone discourage you from following your heart. Yes, listen to advice, even get another opinion, but you should decide for you, because if you do not, then you might regret it later on. 

	I believe in treating everyone with respect and kindness, topped off with a smile. But my Southern hospitality does have its limits with anyone who chooses to cross the line. I will not tolerate unkindness or unnecessary abuses. If I’m forced to deal with that, anyone in my path will feel the lash of my words, and they will have to take me down before I back down. I’m not saying I’d win the battle, but I do not go down without a fight—plain and simple. 

	As time marches on, memories of our childhoods tend to fade down to fewer recollections of events, but those you do remember will always stay with you because of the impact they had on your life. 

	Childhood friends are one such example. There are those we know for a really short time because they move away, and you never hear or see them again. Those kids still leave an impression on you so you will always remember them, remaining forever young in your memory. 

	The experiences with other children could be positive or negative. Some kids are bullies who taunt us and chase us around the schoolyard. Others are shy and quiet and stay to themselves. Some are leaders who try to tell the other kids what to do, and there are those “class clowns” who are always making us laugh. They all play a role to help mold us into the adults that we become. 

	My childhood friend was a girl named Stephanie. 

	When I was younger, about five or six, my family moved into a three-bedroom apartment. Up until then, my sister and I had always shared a bedroom. She was a preteen by then and no longer wanted to share space with me. She wanted her privacy, which was understandable, and that meant I would get my own room, too. 

	Next door lived a single father named Jack. He was raising two children: a son and a daughter, Stephanie. They were the same ages as my sister and I. Stephanie and I hit it off immediately! 

	As kids we were inseparable. Her father once said if we were best friends now, we would be friends for life. 

	Just like most neighborhoods and apartment complexes in America, there’s always that group of children that hang out and play together daily. Where we lived was no exception. 

	There was a group of boys that would ask us if we wanted to play with them. Being my tomboy self, I would usually go along. I loved to play sports, so I wasn’t afraid to get dirty. 

	Stephanie, who was more of a reserved girly-girl, wasn’t a fan of getting grimy. She always looked very pretty with her hair pulled back and usually wearing a dress. 

	Stephanie and I did everything together like go to the mall and just walk around. Being only twelve was an adventure to us. We felt like big-shots because our folks allowed us to go with no supervision. 

	We watched movies like Thelma and Louise. That movie became an icon for female “besties” joined at the hip. I got the name of Thelma, and of course, she was Louise. We would often joke about how we would just jump into a car, drive away, and have adventures without the risks and ending, of course. 

	Eventually Stephanie’s father found love with a lady a few doors down. She had a son of her own, so it didn’t take long before Stephanie became a part of a new family. In due course, the two married and had a daughter, and Stephanie became a big sister. 

	When Stephanie was around the age of thirteen, her family decided to move. 

	When friends move away, it can be very upsetting for kids because you can lose touch. In our case, we still lived close enough to each other. We were lucky to have parents who would drive us to each other’s homes so we could spend weekends together. 
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