
‘Betes Reads: Tell Me Something Real 
It’s rare that we see diabetes in the literature spotlight, but young adult romance author Kristen 
Keohe gives it a voice in her latest book, Tell Me Something Real.  The story is of Lincoln 
Brewer, a teenager living in poverty with an uninvolved mother, taking on the everyday 
challenges of type 1 diabetes.  While writing Tell Me Something Real, Keohe did research 
and immersed herself into the diabetes community to ensure she told Lincoln's story right. 
 CDF interviewed Keohe about her path to the character of Lincoln, the story of Tell Me 
Something Real, and how she managed to weave diabetes education into a captivating 
fictional adventure.   

CDF:  How long have you been writing?  
Kristen Keohe: I feel like I've been writing my entire life. I'm sure my mom has stacks of 

spirals in my old bedroom, all with stories or journals (oh the material!). I started 
seriously writing when I was a senior at Oregon State in 2006, learning literary 
technique, prose, the difference between literary fiction and genre writing, poetry, 
magazine and newspaper writing etc. I published my first young adult novel in 2010.  

CDF: Can you give us a quick overview of what your book Tell Me   Something Real is 
about and how it incorporates type 1 diabetes?  



Kristen  Keohe:  Tell Me Something Real (TMSR) is something I have wanted to write since I 
moved to Albany from Seattle in 2014. The minute I started working here, learning about 
the community and its people, I realized there was a story. It's not the only story--there 
are always so many--but the one I saw was clear: a teenage girl who wanted to survive, 
who needed (and often hated) to ask for help from a community who was mostly willing 
to help, even when they couldn't alleviate all of the difficulties. It too me two years of 
thinking of this, and wondering what her story was, before I ever put pen to paper and 
then transferred that outline into a Word.doc on my computer.  My main character, 
Lincoln Brewer (who is a female), has T1D, but she also has an unhealthy home life. 
Her struggle comes not just from managing a very treatable yet difficult and life-altering 
auto-immune disease, but managing it while also trying to manage other things, like 
finding a safe place to live, having a job, being a teenager who gets to make decisions 
based on want versus need, and falling in love. She deals with the stigmas of T1D, and 
learns to cope with asking for help to buy supplies, miss track practice because she's 
been running high and can't seem to get her energy back, etc. 

CDF:  How did you get the idea to include T1D in this story? 
Kristen Keohe:  Ultimately, it was meeting a colleague and friend who had T1D that was the 

catalyst to my story and it's beginning.  As I said, when I moved here, I began teaching 
and I saw that this was a unique place. Large numbers in school, but a small community 
who does and works hard to take care of their own. But children can rarely escape their 
environment, especially if unhealthy does not equate with abusive. It's the failure of any 
system because we only have so many resources. For Lincoln, and unhealthy home life 
was only exacerbated when she was diagnosed with T1D. Now, she wasn't just 
struggling to find food to eat when her mom ran out of money, or wasted it, but she was 
struggling to advocate for herself with FACT (family and community together program) 
and ask for insulin pens, and strips, and all of the other paraphernalia that a diabetic 
requires to survive each day. I watched this friend deal with their own life, and I spoke 
with them about it, and when they were diagnosed, and I began to understand my own 
misconceptions about T1D--so many people think because a disease is treatable, that 
it's not terrifying, or difficult, or life altering. After speaking with my friend, and his lovely 
girlfriend, and doing a ton of research on the T1D websites they gave me, as well as on 
the Mayo Clinic online, I realize that T1D is a lifelong battle that one does not choose, 
nor do they get to take a break from it. And then I wondered what it would be like to be a 
teenager and try to go to prom, wondering where to put everything I would need. Or 
play sports like everyone else, and how I would work with my levels. And then, lastly, I 
wondered how I would do this when no one supported me; how would I survive when no 
one understood what it meant, least of all the parents who were supposed to help me? 

CDF:  What were your main resources in learning and writing about a character with 
T1D?  
Kristen Keohe:  The websites given to me by Kelsey Tullis, of the Chris Dudley Foundation, 

were the starting point for my emotional understanding. I had to use all of the issues 
that teens would normally be talking about, and I had to adapt them to the diabetes 
element. So, I read countless personal stories and such from the following: 

 https://beyondtype1.org/what-is-t1d/ 
 https://beyondtype1.org/daily-life/ 
 https://beyondtype1.org/lets-talk-about-sex/ 

https://beyondtype1.org/what-is-t1d/
https://beyondtype1.org/daily-life/
https://beyondtype1.org/lets-talk-about-sex/


 http://kelseytullis.tumblr.com/ 
After reading as much as I could, I then started following @typeonememes 
on Instagram because humor often shows so much about a person or 
event. And then I talked to Kelsey and my friend A LOT.  I asked 
questions, I had to make changes, I sent Kelsey some pages with a scene of 
a hypo episode and took her critique to make it more real. And then I 
watched videos online from the Mayo Clinic about how to administer 
insulin and use the strips, and I asked Kelsey more questions so I could do 
my best to adapt what I had learned to a fictional character and make it real 
and relatable. 

CDF:  What would your say your biggest take away was during learning and writing 
about T1D?  
Kristen Keohe:  Treatable doesn't mean easy. And one person is NEVER the same as 

another. I was--and still am--blown away by how simple I thought diabetes was. And 
how much I confused things from Type Two to T1D. And how ignorant I was. In all of my 
reading, and all of my research and questions, the largest thing I began to understand 
was that life is never easy for someone who has T1D, no matter how much money or 
support, because every day, several times a day--or more--the body of a type one 
diabetic will require them to stop whatever they are doing, however important, and tend 
to it. It may give a warning that offers enough time, and it might not. Living with T1D is 
living a life of diligence and conscious choices, and rarely being the casual one who 
goes with the flow. And it means battling back sometimes--not because someone with 
T1D thinks they will beat or cure the disease, but because it's frustrating to be at the 
whim of your body who doesn't follow routine or reason. So blousing at random and 
ignoring certain symptoms isn't juvenile--it's part of the struggle, the burnout, and the 
very real fact that a lifelong auto-immune disease makes people tired and upset. 

CDF:  What advice would you give to peers and supporters of kids with T1D, especially 
those with limited resources like Lincoln? 
Kristen Keohe:  Don’t ever be afraid to say what you need, and ask for help getting it. I can't 

imagine what it's like to know that my body is going to revolt against me, not because of 
something I did, but because of how I was made. I truly can't fathom that, just like I don't 
understand the courage and pride it takes to have to look at someone and ask them for 
something, from food, to insulin or strips, or getting help. But now that I know a fraction 
of what a person with T1D goes through, I know I want to help. I want to get insulin pens 
and strips, pack snacks that will be used in an emergency, and help someone who is 
struggling to concentrate because they couldn't sleep because their numbers were out 
of order for no specific reason. Ask for help--if not for you, for us, so we can show you 
just how in awe of you we are, and how much we want to be there and do what little we 
can.  

CDF:  Would you consider exploring other auto-immune diseases or chronic conditions 
like T1D in your future writing?  
Kristen Keohe:  Yes—and I do. I write YA fiction--YA Romance. But often, I tell people my goal 

is to write real life romance. I believe in love, and I believe in people and their stories. 
Which means, some of these stories are ugly in the middle and end, some of them are 
heartbreaking, and some of them are happy. I try to show an eclectic group of 

http://kelseytullis.tumblr.com/


characters because readers all deal with someone, be it an auto-immune disease, or a 
physical disease or disability, or an emotional scar. Some of us are just afraid of our 
shadows--and that shapes our story.  People with diabetes live with obstacles not of 
their making, which create other obstacles. These are people I write about. Currently, I 
am writing about a girl who is run by fear, though she refuses to acknowledge it. This 
fear determines certain choices she makes, unhealthy choices, and it makes her 
unlikeable in many ways. This is something I also try to show--not everyone is what we 
see. CC (my current character) has her reasons, she simply tries not to show them 
(even to me sometimes). 


