Inside the lives of “Wild Wheeled Women” 
By Ann Kennedy

"It is not so much our friends' help that helps us as the confident knowledge that they will help us." - Epicurus (341 - 270 BC) Greek philosopher.

Six dynamic, metropolitan women who get together Sundays, trade stories from their week, share secrets on activities that will raise the heart rate, and advise each other on the latest trends, usually over a drink.  Sound like the glamorous gals from Sex and the City, plus two? Actually, the secret and advice-sharing is all about healthy eating and physical fitness, the drink is usually water (or the harder stuff—green tea) and these women are the “Wild Wheeled Women”, the network of support I wrote about in the article on my weight loss journey in the Winter, 2009 issue of Current.  
The popularity of social networking websites like MySpace and Facebook proves that with people’s busy lifestyles, they still yearn to “reach out” and connect with others even if they only have a few seconds between meetings or extra-curricular activities to do so.  I love to glance through all my friends’ status updates to see what’s going on in their lives.  It fosters a feeling of interconnectedness and continuity which we all need as human beings. 
The “Wild Wheeled Women” is much more than just a work-out group and it’s more fun than your average support group.  Yes, we work out regularly on Sunday afternoons and Thursday nights and support each other through chocolate cravings and Tim Horton’s temptations.  We’ve even created a Facebook group to extend the benefits of our collective experience and wisdom beyond the space we occupy physically.  The online version offers this more sophisticated reason for our existence: “women with disabilities who have discovered self-empowerment through exercise and nutrition.”  
“Gonna try with a little help from my friends” – the Beatles
Truly, the power of friendship can not be underestimated.  Having someone who genuinely understands where you’re coming from, listens to your self-criticisms and offers a more balanced perspective, tinged of course with their genuine affection for you, is the best kind of therapist.  With the Wild Wheeled Women, no matter how “shameful” our over-indulgences (or under-motivation) may feel to us, the encouragement and most of all the unqualified belief in each other helps us turn things around.  Our times together are always a great mental health break.  Sometimes during our work-outs we barely notice the effort because we’re chatting and laughing…but at the same time, we keep an eye on each other and make sure we’re giving it our all.  Other times, such as in the middle of a stressful day at work that is leading to major carb cravings, we’ll sneak an S.O.S. e-mail to the others and usually get an immediate response, talking us down from the proverbial ledge of calorie consumption.  Via phone, e-mail or in person, we share everything from recipes to good-for-you foods we’ve discovered to help combat cravings to accomplishments and challenges in our day to day lives.  Sometimes we just spend time together, going to the movies, craft shows or shopping--of course, we help each other resist the concession stands, hand-made candy and food courts that go along with those activities, but it’s not all about policing, and it’s never about guilt!  Ongoing acceptance and positive reinforcement are the keys to keeping each other on track.
Male or female, we all need our friends. Sometimes as people living with disabilities, as we strive for independence, we forget to take the hand of a friend along the way, and that’s a shame.  Regardless of whether you’re struggling with health, work, family or any of life’s other challenges; the support of true friends is an invaluable resource, recognized for centuries by everyone from philosophers to songwriters to beloved children’s characters like that wise old bear…
“If ever there is tomorrow when we're not together…there is something you must always remember…you are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think…but the most important thing is, even if we're apart…I'll always be with you.”
– Winnie the Pooh
