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i have severe patellar subluxation in my left knee 
and a mild one in my right. In layman’s terms,  
that means I could qualify for the circus. I’m not 
kidding; it’s quite the sight – they slide completely 

out of the socket and then right back into place. My 
left one sometimes buckles all the way out, which is 
extremely painful.  

My condition is hereditary and for as long as I 
can remember, I’ve lived with limitations. My left 
knee first buckled when I was 7 years old, walking 
alongside the park with my best friend. She patted 
me on the back and wham! Out it went and down  
I went. 

Imagine a rubber band stretching to its limit and 
then snapping back onto your wrist. It’s kind of like 
that. The pain lasts about 10 minutes. I sit wher-
ever I’ve fallen and rub it, clench my teeth, and 
wait for the pain to pass. Then I get up and hobble 
somewhere comfortable to sit. Eventually, I care-
fully walk on it, strap on a brace, and get back to 
my day. 

As a kid, I didn’t run or play sports. I did gym-
nastics and karate for a few years until my knee 
slipped during both. I also swam and would later 
learn that water sports are one of the few activities 
that I can do without pain. 

Over the years, my knee has caused some 
socially awkward moments, including falling down 
on the first day of middle school, slipping in the 
middle of the mall, and being caught mid-way to 
the ground while dancing with my now-husband 
on our first date. 

My orthopedic doctor explained it like this: 
Most people have a bowl to hold their kneecap in 
place. I have a plate, which causes it to slip to the 
side. He also told me it was one of the most severe 
cases he’d ever seen. At age 30, I found out that 
I have arthritis in my left knee from years of bone-
on-bone grinding.  

I’ve been to countless doctors, gone through 
rounds of physical therapy, and undergone numer-
ous X-rays and MRIs. I have a whole closet of knee 
braces. I’ve also used just about every type of pain 
cream and arthritis medication. I’ve been advised 
that surgery may help, but there’s no guarantee. 

I’ve come to accept my bunk knee, but it’s frus-
trating as an active person. What helps me is  
remembering all the amazing things I’ve done 
despite having a physical limitation. I’ve hiked the  
Nä Pali Coast, snowboarded, wake boarded, 
explored temples in Thailand and monkey forests in 
Indonesia, surfed in Costa Rica, and walked through 
Sydney for six hours straight. These days, I still hike, 
surf, weight train, and ride my bike. 

I believe that being active and having a healthy 
diet is what’s kept my knee from getting progres-
sively worse. Considering the adventures my knees 
have seen, it’s amazing they haven’t gotten worse. 
I learned a lot through physical therapy that I now 
apply in the gym. 

I pledged long ago that there’s no way I’m going 
to live my life on the sidelines because of a physical 
barrier. I still have mountains to climb and oceans to 
cross. And when I’m hiking Machu Picchu someday 
or standing in the middle of the International Date 
Line, it will be that much more special. 

Despite being physically limited, I’m still having  
a blast. is

nothing’s going to slow me down
Having a not-so-perfect knee pushes me harder. 

|  By Danielle Douglass
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Surfing at Playa Grande, Costa Rica.


