
This is 
Nuts.
A comic about my food allergy  by Jenny Chin



Ever wonder what it’s like to 
grow up with a life-threatening 
food allergy? 

Is it the end of the world?

Is it nothing special?

For me, at least, it was 
somewhere in between.

If this ends up being the only page you read, just know that it 
can be somewhere in between.
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As a kid, I thought I was pretty normal. 
my allergy didn’t really affect my life.

I knew a girl who couldn’t even 
touch or smell bananas without 
having a reaction.

I was able to touch peanuts, I 
just couldn’t eat them.

We didn’t buy nutty foods, so 
there was nothing to tempt 
me at home.

The kids at school didn’t 
bring nutty snacks.

I always traded my 
nutty Halloween candy 
with my sister.

I didn’t think I was missing anything. I didn’t even 
really know what it meant to have an allergy.

And why would I want to?
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Of course I knew that it was serious. I wasn’t supposed to eat some things 
and I had to read the ingredients list before I ate any packaged foods.

That I

“can’t eat that 
or you might die”.

But I was just a kid and I wasn’t really concerned with that.

I knew that I had to carry an EpiPen, and I knew how to use it. And I 
knew that it would make it easier to breathe if my throat closed up and 
I went into anaphylaxis (acute allergic reaction).

1. Pull the cap

2. Press into thigh and  
    hold for 3 seconds

Expiry date on back

Instructions

I knew this, but I had never had an allergic attack, so I didn’t 
really know or care what an allergy really was.
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A school field trip to a candy factory was 
the first (memorable) time I was denied from 
doing an activity because of my      allergy.

But I’m okay if 
I smell peanuts!

I eat chocolate with 
“may contain traces 
of nuts” on the label 
all the time!

We can’t be sure of 
anything so we have 
to stay on the bus and 
that’s final.

It didn’t seem fair to me.

I understood the need to be cautious, but I had 
never expected to feel so left out because 
of something that was out of my control.

Maybe it really did 
impact my life and I 
hadn’t noticed quite 
how much it did.
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I realized that I had to 
ask about nuts every 
time I ate at restaurants.

That my friends worried 
about eating certain 
foods around me.

That I always had to 
be wary of baked 
goods offered by 
friends and family.

That I was intimately 
familiar with foods I 
would never be able 
to try.

At this point, my allergy 
became an obstacle that 
prevented me from living 
my fullest life.

I’d never know what it’s 
like to eat a peanut 
butter and jelly sandwich, 
or a Reese’s cup, or 
Nutella, Ferrero Rocher, 
or even macarons.

I couldn’t accept it, so I 
held out hope that 
some day I might 
experience the things I 
was missing.

hazelnuts

peanut 
butter

almond flour

hazelnuts

5



As I grew up 
studying biology and 
having access to 
the ever-expanding 
resources on the 
internet, I began to 
learn more about 
allergies.

I’ve always known 
a bit, but this was 
when I learned 
what an allergy 
really is.

It’s a hypersensitivity 
disorder where immune 
cells develop IgE antibodies 
against harmless proteins.

In my case, one 
found in peanuts 
and several other 
types of nuts.

When those IgE 
antibodies come into 
contact with those 
proteins, they 
activate mast cells,

which triggers the 
release of histamine 
and inflammation of 
the surrounding area

as well as a 
systemic reaction 
throughout the 
whole body.

A tiny amount of the wrong 
protein could be enough to 
give someone a rash, make 
them itch, vomit, diarrhea,

or even swell up enough 
to obstruct their airway 
within minutes of ingestion.
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The worst part is:

while we know how allergic 
reactions work, researchers 
don’t really know why allergies 
develop in the first place.

It comes down to a mix of 
genetic predisposition (atopy), a 
microbial trigger, and the wrong 
protein at the wrong time.

One study suggested that 
enough exposure to peanut 
at a young age would reduce 
the chance of developing an 
allergy later.*

*Du Toit, NEJM 2015

A possible therapy in the future 
is desensitization, which involves 
regular consumption of the 
allergen and reduces the severity 
of attacks.

But this is still under clinical trials 
and must be done in a highly 
controlled environment.

That doesn’t help me 
at all, though.
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avoidance

So there isn’t much that can 
be done for food allergies 
that have already developed.

The only steps that can be 
taken for now is avoidance 
of those foods.

avoidance

avoidance
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It felt kind of ridiculous 
to learn that there was 
still so much uncertainty 
and that there isn’t 
really a treatment.

It wasn’t fair.

I felt like I was missing out.

I didn’t have it that bad.

I obviously wouldn’t go 
looking for trouble, but I 
was letting my allergy 
dictate too many of my 
decisions.

Maybe now and then I’d 
take candy from friends.

What could go wrong?
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I really did have it that bad.

I had a huge reaction to a 
Russian chocolate candy 
offered by a friend, The 
ingredients were in Russian, so I 
decided to just eat carefully.

The first one was fine, so I put 
more faith than I should have in 
the second one. Well, we know 
how that turned out.

ahem

I was still able to breathe 
and was never afraid for 
my life, but this was not a 
trivial reaction.

1/10 Would not recommend.
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After biting into that 
second chocolate bar,

The first thing was 
the spikey feeling 
on my tongue and 
throat.

Pamphlets and 
websites describe 
it as an itchy 
feeling of cotton 
in your throat, but 
that doesn’t really 
do it justice.

It’s like all my 
tastebuds and 
throat skin turned 
into needles, and 
they scraped 
against each other 
when I swallowed.

nasal cavity

tongue

soft palate & uvula

esophagus

airway
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Then there was the 
swelling. My lips and 
tongue swelled with a 
feeling of smaller 
needles.

My uvula swelled to 
the point where I 
felt like I had a 
grape dangling in the 
back of my throat.

Not accurate, 
but it felt this 
way!

Dad, I think I ate peanuts

Are you ok?

I think I’m ok for now

ok keep me updated

And then came the 
drooling. Oh, the 
drooling. The drool 
just started and 
wouldn’t stop.

And as you may 
remember, it was 
very uncomfortable 
to swallow, so I 
drooled into this 
horrible bucket.

I could barely talk 
properly anymore but I 
was still able to breathe 
fine, and I know some 
people have it much worse.

So I thought I could hold 
out, and it would go away 
after several hours like 
it did once before.
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Then came time for 
throwing up.

peanuty stomach 
contents

dinner

more drool

Ok

It’s not going away so I’m 
gonna get my roomie to 
call an ambulance

ok I’ll meet you at the hospital

To this day I still wonder if the 
sight of me with that bucket 
scarred the poor girl for life.

Hey, uh... Can you call 
an ambulance?

I can’t really 
talk properly...
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The EMTs were very nice.

Do you have an 
EpiPen?

Yeah, I didn’t 
think it was 
bad enough 
to use it.

epinephrine

Isn’t that that 
British guy?

drawings of Benedict 
Cumberbatch on the walls

One of my other roomies 
went with me to the hospital.

I think I was the only person 
who wasn’t worried for me.

I’m so sorry about 
the chocolates. No, it was 

totally my fault!

One hospital trip and a lot of 
worrying from friends and family 
later, I resigned to be more careful 
about peanuts and accept my fate.

The doctors gave me a 
prescription for three days 
worth of immunosuppressants 
and two weeks of 
antihistamines

But there was an upside to this ordeal.
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In searching for the ingredients list for 
the second candy (which turned out to 
have roasted peanuts in it), I found out 
that the first candy had almonds in it -- 
something I had previously thought I was 
allergic to.

A bit of experimenting later 
and I was definitely not 
allergic to almonds.

This was great! I could eat 
Toblerone, biscotti, 
amaretto, and macarons!

MACARONS!

It’s like a whole new world has opened up!
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Eventually I decided to get an 
allergy test done as an adult.

It’s called a skin prick test.

The allergist puts 
samples of 
allergens on the 
skin...

and positive and 
negative controls 
to compare with 
the reactions of 
the allergens.

samples

Then they prick the 
skin to get the sample 
in contact with the 
antibodies in the skin.

cells with 
antibodies

allergen

16



The reaction 
(swelling/rash) is 
compared to the 
positive and negative 
controls.

If it resembles the 
negative, there is 
likely no allergy.

If the reaction is bigger 
than the positive control, 
there is an allergy.

Likely not allergic

Definitely allergic

almond

brazil nut

cashew

hazelnut

pecan

walnut

pistachio

peanut

fresh walnut

For me, I had reactions to 
everything, especially the 
cashew, peanut, and walnut. I 
expected as much.

But the almond, brazil nut, 
and hazelnut reactions 
were small, and I knew I 
wasn’t allergic to almond, 
so there was a good 
chance that I wasn’t 
allergic to hazelnuts either.

I’d recommend getting 
blood work done to be 
sure about hazelnuts 
before trying any, though.

Let’s get you some 
Benadryl for that.

Thanks, doc.
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I felt adventurous anyway 
and I decided to try hazel-
nuts a few weeks later

(under supervision and with 
quick access to an EpiPen 
and a car, of course)

tiny bite

taken from a 
chocolate bar

Well?

Seems ok.

the rest of 
the hazelnut

I can eat 
hazelnuts now.

* Do not try this at home
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Now this may not be the 
case for everyone, but a 
food allergy is not the end 
of the world. It impacts my 
life, but it doesn’t have to 
be a major part of it.

I just have to be cautious.

I can’t forget what my 
allergy is, or the symptoms 
that might arise.

And I have to accept that 
I’ll never be able to eat a 
peanut butter and jelly 
sandwich.

But the little accidents 
along the way have made 
me appreciate the things 
I can eat.

And I can live with that.
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The study mentioned on page 8 can be found at 

www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/nejmoa1414850

Du Toit, G., Roberts, G., Sayre, P. H., Bahnson, H. T., Radulovic, S., Santos, A. F., 
… Lack, G. (2015). Randomized Trial of Peanut Consumption in Infants at Risk 
for Peanut Allergy. New England Journal of Medicine, 372(9), 803–813. 
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1414850

Learn more about food allergies at acaai.org/allergies/types/food-allergy

Please consult your doctor before trying food you think you are allergic to.

Many thanks to Dr. Shelley Wall and MSC2022 at MScBMC for making 
this comic come to life!
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