
Good evening! My name is Mary Sexton, and I am a proud program recipient of 

Rebuilding Together Seattle. I would like to take a moment to share with you about 

how Rebuilding Together changed my home and my life. 

 

I was born and raised in South Carolina during the sixties and seventies. My 

premature birth led to a diagnosis of cerebral palsy and all the typical surgeries 

associated with it. Growing up, my father was a man of his time – fiercely 

independent, stoic, and determined that I could and should do everything on my 

own. My parents insisted that I be sent to school with everyone else. 

 

Bear in mind that most other kids with disabilities were shut away in institutions 

and no legislation regarding special education existed yet. As the lone kid walking 

on crutches and wearing braces, I never got used to the teasing; the jaw-dropping 

stares; the isolation and exclusion from extracurricular activities like the Girl Scouts. 

 

I was much too slow to keep up with kids on the playground OR in the classroom. I 

had no friends and no social life. But I found a way to survive by studying – 100% of 

the time – and eventually, I graduated high school with honors. 

 

I had already been planning to attend college, but in 1976, when I was 19, my 

mother died unexpectedly. At her funeral, I remember everyone kept asking, "What 

are you going to do with Mary?"  I figured I had to grow up fast, and prove to 

everyone that I could take care of myself. The best way seemed to be to take a trip.  

As far away as I could get, and Yellowstone was the place to do it.  

 

So I joined a travel group and headed off.  It was just me… and a bunch of senior 

citizens!  I soon found they all wanted to treat me like their granddaughter though.  

Every time they would offer to help me, I’d reply “No, I can do it myself!” – just like 

a child, to be honest. 

 

On that trip, I learned how to say, "Thank you for offering your support. I really 

appreciate it. I don't need your help right now, but I'll be sure to let you know when 

I do." I was learning the close relationship between independence and 

interdependence; a duality I have come to understand well. 



 

By the end of the trip I had learned an important lesson, a lesson I want to share 

with you tonight: 

 

Having “independence” does not always mean “freedom,” and being 

“interdependent” is not the same as “dependent.” 

 

I went on to college, studying psychology and how travel could be used as a 

therapeutic means.  While in graduate school in Kansas, I came across the article: 

“The Disabled Can Ski Too.” 

 

The Winter Park Ski Program in Colorado was still in its infancy when I arrived, but 

they welcomed me into their family.  When you consider that all my life I’d been 

slow, traversing down a mountain effortlessly with speed was a lot more fun than 

fighting against gravity!  I remember fondly when Hal O’Leary, the father of 

disabled skiing, told me “Mary, you have natural agility, if you really want to get 

good at it, you should start working out.”   

 

I took Hal’s advice to heart. As more adaptive equipment has become available, I 

expanded my skills to include water-skiing, snowshoeing, roller-blading, swimming, 

and most recently, tricycling. Four years after Hal’s comments, I won the "Most 

Inspirational Ski Racer Award" when I got involved in the ski organization in Seattle. 

 

Before moving to Seattle, I found myself in a precarious position. Finishing up grad 

school, at the last minute, I was informed my internship didn’t meet certification 

requirements. As the only one in my class left under the gun, I waited for 

placement anywhere.   

 

Anywhere turned out to be here. The date was September 1st 1980. That date is 

branded in my mind for life because that’s when this small-town country girl moved 

to a big city with 5:00 traffic. I was blown away! 

 

As many of you know, house searching in Seattle can be a major challenge, 

especially when you add the words "affordable" and "accessible” as the primary 



requirements. This was true even in the 1980s. Part of my job at that time involved 

providing information to people searching for accessible housing. Little did I know 

that this issue would hit "home" for me as well. 

 

Originally, I had planned to move in with a roommate. But on the date of our move, 

she called to cancel. This was before cell phones, and I was out of the office doing a 

presentation so I didn’t get the message. If it had not been for my fellow staff 

scanning the local neighborhood paper and actually going out and putting a deposit 

down on a little basement apartment, I would have been homeless. 

Interdependence had saved me again. 

 

Over the decades, my traveling and my involvement in recreation, beginning with 

Winter Park in 1979, did so much for my spirit. I pursued a career change, but the 

stress of going back to school brought my life to a screeching halt. After strange 

blood loss, swelling of the brain, and other ailments that eventually led to the 

diagnosis of an autoimmune disorder called lupus. In the end, I did end up changing 

my career but it wasn’t in recreation. I became a mom.  

 

That’s right! A mom to a canine companion named Mamie. Mamie changed my life 

and healed me in so many ways. I threw myself into her care and began working 

with Puget Sound Champions, a puppy raising group for the northwest chapter of 

Canine Companions. Through Puget Sound Champions, I began fundraising and 

doing community outreach. Mamie and I truly worked as a team, and our 

interdependence on each other and the community gave us greater independence. 

 

But living in my 500 square foot apartment with Mamie, my cat, my walker, and my 

wheelchair, there was no doubt my friends teased me about this place – calling it 

my cage or a dungeon. They didn't realize how limited my options were in respect 

to access and affordability. I faced that reality again when I learned that my historic 

home would soon be torn down. I searched for so long, but no landlord wanted to 

rent to someone with a Section 8 housing voucher.  

 

I called one of my friends, Thad, to let him know I was at my wits end. He had been 

merciless in teasing me every time he had me over to watch a movie. "You should 



live in a place like this Mary. It would be perfect for you." I thought to myself, 

"Yeah, sure, that would be great." But I knew in my heart that it would never 

happen. Thad persisted – he said, "I'm moving to Everett, you should talk to your 

family and see what can be done." I think God or a higher being was looking out for 

me because somehow the deal went through and had a place to call home – Thad’s 

old place! 

 

When a medical staff or someone at the YMCA asks me “Which assisted living 

facility do you live in?” it gives me great pride to say that I live in my own home that 

I love so much. Of course, it isn’t always easy. 

 

As much as I love it, I have had issues owning and residing in my place.  For 

example, a neighbor pushing me to sell, attempted break-ins, a lack of caregivers, 

and friends moving away as their own housing has become unaffordable. 

 

Sometimes just moving around in the house or a simple task such as opening and 

closing the door was a problem. I can recall several instances when I would have to 

budget 30 minutes extra just for closing the door because every time I would try to 

reach for the door, the footrests would swing it away from me.  When Mamie was 

alive she loved helping me with this – pulling the door open and closed was her 

favorite game.  I really missed her at times like this. 

 

So, as you can imagine, I was excited when Rebuilding Together Seattle knocked on 

my door.  On the day of the project, I knew the group was coming early and I didn't 

know if the caregiver was going to be on time, so just to be safe, I had slept in my 

clothes.  It was 8:00 in the morning, I opened the door, and there were 58 people 

standing in the yard.  It was like a scene from extreme home makeover!  

 

 

Those 58 people did a lot in one day, let me tell you! Before they came, my home 

had a very limited source of lighting both inside and out. With only one porch light, 



it made it hard for my caregivers to unlock the door if the light was never turned on 

or the bulb was out.  

 

There was mold growing in my coat closet and bathroom.  I couldn’t reach the 

knobs on my stove and many of my cabinets were inaccessible.  

 

Rebuilding Together added a string of lights and installed ceiling lights along the 

ramp outside –heck, I’m ready for Christmas!  A new, extended handle was 

installed on the front door so I can hold onto it as I closed it. They replaced the key 

lock box with an electronic lock pad.  Inside, they ventilated the coat closet and 

repaired damage to the bathroom ceiling.  They widened my bedroom door for 

easier access. In the kitchen, they installed a new stove and pullout shelves, as well 

as all new accessible handles. And you should see the paint job! 

 

When they finished, I came out and saw the changes and I was so happy.  I said, 

“Wow! Wow! You changed my life!! I can’t believe it!!” I feel safer, healthier, and 

can do things around the house more easily. The volunteers with Rebuilding 

Together made all the difference in the world. I’ll never forget that day.   

 

Beyond the repairs, though, Rebuilding Together Seattle renewed my spirit.  As a 

person with a disability, I’ve always struggled to understand who I am beyond what 

people see.  On that day, I felt that people viewed me as Mary, a vivacious go-

getter, a person who invests in her community, a friend, not merely that woman in 

a wheelchair who needs help.  Rebuilding Together reminded me that there is 

something far superior than the binaries of dependence and independence.  They 

reminded that what truly strengthens individuals and communities is 

interdependence.  

 

At the end of the day, nobody does it alone. Just the name – Rebuilding Together 

Seattle – speaks volumes. They give me hope for future generations.  We all need 

to support each other, and I hope that tonight you give your support to this 

organization and become part of the interdependence that is going to change the 

world. 


