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For some kids,

omimm

on foods

clissa E., 14, ffalo Grove,
lll., nearly died of an allergic
reaction to milk when she was 4 months
old. Tests showed that Melissa was also
severely allergic to eggs, peanuts, and tree
nuts. If she cats even a tiny bit of any of
those things, she could die. *1 have to be
incredibly careful all the time,” Melissa
says. “I need to carefully read the ingredi-
ents of absolutely everything I eat, even if
I have had that food many times before.”
Some young people with food allergies
don't even have to eat certain foods to

be in danger. “If I eat or touch any food




‘I have
to be ...
careful
all the

time.’

—Melissa E.

containing a small amount of peanuts, I
could have a reaction and die,” explains
13-year-old Ryan G. of Lexington, Ky.
Others with food allergies merely have to
be close enough to smell certain foods to
get a reaction. Riley M., 9, of Monument,
Colo., is so allergic to peanuts that she
does most of her schooling at home to
avoid being around peanut products. (See
“Riley and Her Peanut-Sniffing Dog.”)

More than 12 million Americans have
food allergies. The foods that are most
often to blame are peanuts, tree nuts (such
as walnuts and almonds), dairy products,
eggs, fish, shellfish, wheat, and soy. What
makes those usually healthy foods so dan-
gerous for some people?

A food allergy occurs when the body’s
immune system makes antibodies to nor-
mally harmless food, explains Dr. Hugh A.
Sampson, director of the Jaffe Food Allergy
Institute at the Mount Sinai School of
Medicine in New York. Antibodies are
chemicals produced by the immune system
in response to foreign substances. That
process causes an allergic reaction, start-
ing with the release of other body
chemicals such as histamine. Some food
allergy reactions are mild. They may
include skin rashes, hives, or itching. But
frequently, symptoms are more severe.
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Many people experience vomiting, cramps,
diarrhea, and swelling of the lips, tongue,
and throat. The most severe reaction,
which includes difficulty breathing, a drop
in blood pressure, or loss of conscious-
ness, is called anaphylaxis.

Some people outgrow allergies to dairy,
eggs, or wheat, but most food allergies last
a lifetime. It’s rare for a person to outgrow
an allergy to nuts or fish, though there is
research being conducted to help people
with such allergies get over them. There is
presently no cure for those allergies, and
the only way to avoid symptoms is to
avoid the offending food. Melissa, for
instance, rarely eats at restaurants. When

she does, her mom has to speak with the
chef to make sure all the ingredients are
safe for Melissa to eat.

Ryan eats in restaurants, but he has to

be careful. “I have to ask the server to:

check to make sure the food I order
is peanut-free,” he says. In case they acci-
dentally eat something they’re allergic
to, Ryan, Riley, Melissa, and other kids
with severe food allergies must always
carry portable shots containing the drug

COURTESY OF AYAN G

ABOVE: COURTESY OF MELISSA E., ABOVE RIGH










