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			For Henry

			Once and for all, let me say it here:
I am the lucky one.

		

	
		
		
			
			For one human being to love another human being: that is perhaps the most difficult task that has been entrusted to us, the ultimate task, the final test and proof, the work for which all other work is merely preparation. That is why young people, who are beginners in everything, are not yet capable of love: it is something they must learn. With their whole being, with all their forces gathered around their solitary, anxious, upward-beating hearts, they must learn to love.

				—Rainer Maria Rilke, in a letter to the nineteen-year-old Franz Xaver Kappus

				The secret of a happy marriage remains a secret.

				—Henny Youngman

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			Henry and I are at the kitchen table, eating breakfast. Grape-Nuts, sliced banana, milk for him. Oatmeal for me, with walnuts chopped small, fresh blueberries, and dried cranberries. Mugs of coffee. I did not always drink coffee. My feeling was that it never tasted as good as it smelled. But with enough half and half, I like it now. Funny about how we describe ourselves. One minute, we’re: Oh, I’m not a coffee drinker. Never touch it. The next, we’re solidly in another camp: Have to have coffee every morning. Who we are can flip like that. The details always shifting. Henry picks up the Sports section, folds it in half, then half again, pushes the rest of The Charlotte Observer to the far side of the table. I’ve got the Living section. It’s mid-February 2006. Outside: wintry and windy. And wet.

			“Doesn’t this sound like a good idea?” he says, pointing to an ad I can’t read from where I’m sitting. “A nonsurgical procedure for back pain. Done by a physiatrist.”

			“What’s a physiatrist?” I ask, scooting my chair closer so that I can read even the fine print.

			
			“According to the ad, physiatrists are MDs,” he says. “Apparently, they treat spinal problems.”

			Six years ago, Henry had surgery for spinal stenosis, which helped some. But his back has never really stopped hurting. He’s stiff when he gets out of bed in the morning. Can’t stand for long, finds a chair pretty quickly wherever he happens to be. He lives a normal life, though. A normal life with backaches. He’s so athletic, what he’d really like is to be able to jog again, play racquetball, tennis.

			Yes, I say, that does sound like a good idea.

			

			.

			The physiatrist tells Henry he believes he can help. From what I can understand, he’ll use fluoroscopy for guidance while he injects steroids and an anesthetic into the epidural space—between the spine and the spinal cord. The procedure will take about thirty minutes, followed by maybe forty-five minutes of recovery time. Henry will be monitored for an additional fifteen to twenty minutes, then discharged to go home. An hour and a half—total! Compare this to hours on an operating table, days in the hospital, the long recuperation that back surgery entails. This injection is so common, it’s given to women during childbirth. The physiatrist explains that an epidural steroid injection can be highly effective because it delivers pain relief directly to the source of the problem. He recommends two injections, spaced three weeks apart; he needs to inject two different areas. As with all invasive procedures, there are risks. Generally, though, the risks are few and tend to be rare: headache, infection, bleeding, nerve damage.

			
			Henry signs the consent form.

			

			.

			A week later, we report to the hospital outpatient clinic for the first epidural. Afterward, Henry’s right leg is numb. Very little feeling. The physiatrist, a tall fellow with a friendly face and thick, hay-colored hair anyone would envy, says something like “The numbness is a great sign! It means the epidural is working!”

			Henry’s leg is so numb he can barely walk. He leans on me as I help him from the car into our house and to our bed. He goes right to sleep, which is unusual for him. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him take a nap. The little bit of walking he did completely exhausted him. I keep checking the handout: If numbness persists longer than eight hours, call the office. Every hour, I wake Henry to ask about the numbness. Every hour, he says his leg is still numb. Then he drifts back off. I don’t relax my shoulders for a minute. The eighth hour, I have my hand on the phone, ready to dial. I ask him one last time. All feeling has returned. No need to call. My shoulders relax.

			His second epidural is scheduled for three weeks from now.

			

			.

			
			But first our vacation, planned months ago, on the French side of the island of St. Martin. The romance of spending long days in two chaises pulled close, our bare toes touching, how warm we are from the sun, lost in our books. Less than a hundred feet away, our lunch place juts out over the sea, the smoky grill, the smell of fresh-caught fish cooking.

			Evenings, we stroll the rutted mile from our small resort to the row of Caribbean-colored, gingerbread-cottage restaurants. Henry’s back is still hurting, so we have to stop every now and then for him to stretch—backward, forward, bending way over, hands on knees—but a little pain is not going to keep him from what he wants to do. The moon’s soft light catches the sea grape leaves all around us. We debate the menus posted on the little front porches. Our main concern: Are we in the mood for mussels or sole?

			

			.

			Seven days after St. Martin, we leave early for our one-forty-five appointment at the same hospital outpatient clinic as before. It’s one of those golden North Carolina days that always make me wonder why anyone would ever want to live anywhere else. Pure sunlight, air fragrant.

			Henry checks in. There are so many people here, the waiting room feels tight. The only available chairs together are catty-corner, a square table in between. But no sooner do we sit down than a nurse comes to take Henry back. She has an air of efficiency about her—the way she holds her head and her shoulders, her sensible nurse shoes. I didn’t know anybody still wore those. She says she’ll call for me in a few minutes, after they get him ready; I can keep him company while he waits for the doctor. I pick up People magazine and settle in, even though I don’t recognize the names of any of the celebrities.

			
			I glance at my watch. How did it get to be three o’clock? Why aren’t they coming for me?

			At three-thirty, a nurse—not the same one who took him back, but a shiny-faced young woman, perky, smiley—appears and says that my husband has had the epidural.

			“Oh,” I say, “I thought somebody was going to come get me so I could be with him before—”

			“Well,” she says, “we’re real busy today, and things got sorta hectic back there, and then the doctor was all of a sudden ready for him around three o’clock, and we never had a chance to come get you.”

			I walk behind her down the long hall. She’s repeating, brightly, “Your husband’s verrry numb! Verrry numb!” as though she’s marveling over some unusual turn of events, more amusing, really, than anything to worry about.

			“He’s numb?” I ask, trying to match her brightness, wondering why my little laugh is coming out shaky.

			She stops outside a closed door. Pauses. Opens it. I follow her in.

			When she moves to the side and Henry is in full view, I see that he’s flat on his back on a gurney, a sheet pulled up around his neck, the way you’d tuck in a child. His expression is contorted. His whole face an agonized flinch. As though he took the world head-on and lost.

			
			“Judy,” he whispers, his eyes clutching at mine, “I can’t feel a thing from my waist down. I can’t move my legs.”

			I turn to the nurse. “Where’s the doctor?” My voice rises with each word, going someplace totally unfamiliar. “Does the doctor know?”

			“Well,” she says, “not exactly.”

			“He needs to see this!” My voice verges on shrill. My hand brushes the air. “Go. Get the doctor. Please! Ask him to come in here!”

			She’s backing out of the room.

			I’m shivering.

			

			.

			I sit down beside Henry, put my hand on his arm. I don’t know where to touch him, if it’s even okay to touch him.

			“Tell me,” I say.

			He says that when the doctor was giving the injection, he felt severe pain. He must have groaned, because the doctor asked him, Are you okay? He told the doctor, No, I’m not okay. I’m in excruciating pain. The doctor said, We’re almost done. Then he finished the injection.

			Henry tells me that his back, where the needle went in, still hurts.

			

			.

			Maybe it’s not as bad as I’m terrified that it is. Maybe he’s really all right. Maybe I can help him be all right. Maybe what’s been taken away can be brought back. I just have to figure this out. But I need to hurry. Before it—whatever it is—locks into place.

			I loosen the sheet around his feet.

			“Can you feel this?” I scratch his bare toes.

			“No,” he says. “Not at all.” He sounds as though he’s grown tired somewhere deep in his body.

			“Can you wiggle your toes?”

			“I’m trying. Are they moving?”

			They aren’t. I wiggle them myself, to get them started. But then, nothing.

			“Can you flex this foot? Or this one?”

			“I can’t make either one move.”

			“How about your leg?” I tap his knee through the sheet. “Can you lift your leg? Can you lift it just a little? This one? Or this one?”

			“I’m trying, I’m trying as hard as I can.”

			I stroke the tops of his feet, then the soles, with my fingers. For a second, I think how another time, another place, I might run my hand down his calf to his foot. Maybe in the morning, on my way to the bathroom, rounding the bed, I might reach under the sheet and touch the bottom of his foot. That careless, offhanded thing married people do.

			“What about this?” I ask, massaging his ankles. “Can you feel me doing this?”

			
			“I can’t.”

			Now I’m reaching under the sheet and rubbing his calves.

			No.

			I reach farther and touch his knees, thighs, groin, buttocks.

			No, no, no, no.

			He feels nothing.

			I feel everything.

			

			.

			One minute you’re complaining that the zinc-based sunscreen you’re supposed to wear in the Caribbean goes on like Elmer’s Glue. The next, you’re Googling paralysis. Everything is okay. Then nothing is. That thin line. How a brushfire can erupt on a perfectly sunny, clear-skied day. How your life can be taken right out of your hands.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			Barrel-chested, bruiser Henry—I always loved that he was so big and strong and brave. Sensitive and kindhearted, yes (my friends say he’s the most “evolved” of all our husbands, the one most likely to join a cluster of women talking, the one most likely to get up at night with a fussy baby), but if you met him, your first impression would be sturdiness. Sturdy is what I must have been after when I married him. Not consciously, of course. But it was probably on my checklist.

			As a child, I was slight, not athletic, not known for physical strength, not brave. My grandpa called me Flimely, a Yiddish word meaning little bird. That image of me stuck. I was sweet. Demure. Too small to be taken seriously. Or, at least, that’s how I saw myself. Everyone else saw me that way, too. My sister, Brenda, three years older, was the strong one. It’s how she defined herself. The rest of us believed deeply in that definition, too. I can’t remember a time when she wasn’t big. (Was she born five-eight?)

			My mother rewarded me for being me with all the attention in the world. Maybe because I’d nearly died when I was born. Maybe because I was the baby of the family, youngest of three, an accident she forever after expressed gratitude for. (“What would we do without our Judy?”)

			
			We continued to see me as a little bird, even as I was growing up, cutting away, becoming independent, actually showing strength. Then, like many women of my generation, I married and made myself at home in the role of Looked-After Wife. I had a husband. I felt safe. I think I probably saw myself as lucky to snag a man so brawny.

			In any marriage, one person becomes the ____________ one (fill in the blank), and the other person becomes something in tandem. (Similar to my sister and me.) Henry would be the protector. I’d be the protected. Husbands and wives (like siblings) assume they do not possess the central quality the other possesses. If Henry is strong, I must not be. He can shield me forever. I did the same thing Patty Hearst did—married my bodyguard. Or maybe I married a person who would join me in re-creating the family I grew up in.
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			A knock on the door. The physiatrist bursts in.

			“I gave you the Saddam shot!” he says to Henry, with great enthusiasm. His face, his gesturing, everything about him is as spirited as the nurse who brought me into this room.

			“What’s a Saddam shot?” I ask, hoping his answer will explain everything—the look on Henry’s face, the feeling that there’s a cold hand on the back of my neck.

			“I gave him the mother of all shots! Very potent!” he says. His smile is wide, natural. Another time, another place, I might say he’s charming. “In fact, I gave him two shots!” Later I’ll see there are two small Band-Aids on Henry’s back, covering two injection sites.

			“But he can’t move his legs.” That’s me, trying to ask a million questions but not knowing how to ask even one. “What if he doesn’t—?”

			“Your husband is going to be all right,” he says. “It’ll just be a matter of time.”

			“He’ll be okay?”

			“He’ll be fine.”

			
			I glance over at Henry. He’s not saying a word. His expression is flat and abstracted. As if there’s nothing in the conversation he can grab hold of. This husband of mine, who’s usually so attentive, so engaged in talk, who could go on and on for hours with our daughter about the quickest way to drive from our house to Costco without hitting a light, who could talk for hours with anyone about anything that interests him (and most things do interest him)—where is he now?

			“Don’t you worry,” the doctor is saying. “We’ve seen this before.”

			A little more back and forth between the two of us. And he leaves the room. It’s four o’clock. Two and a half hours since we arrived for the appointment.

			Our same nurse—the perky one—breezes back in, carrying paper-wrapped tubes and instruments in the fold of her arms. She catheterizes Henry, gives him a shot of Demerol to “take the edge off,” leaves again, then almost immediately rushes back in.

			“Oh, the doctor ordered an MRI,” she says to Henry, “but the MRI machine is in use, and anyway”—she turns to me—“you’re going to have to fill out a bunch of forms before we can even call a transporter, so it’ll be a while before your husband can have the scan.”

			“A transporter?”

			“Somebody who’ll take him down to Imaging.”

			“Is there any way to hurry the process along?” I ask. “Does the scheduler in the MRI Department know this is an emergency?”

			I’m now placing all my trust in the MRI. Yes, an MRI will give us the information we need to make everything go back to normal. An MRI will be an action. Any action will be an improvement over what we’ve been doing, just letting time pass. I’m back to my composed, agreeable self, keeping my voice steady—because I want that MRI and I want it now. My mother always said: Cast your bread upon the waters. I took that to mean if I’m sweet and polite, the smooth surface of my entitlement will never be shattered. I’ll get what I want. Which may not be exactly what the Book of Ecclesiastes was aiming for. Years later, I’ll understand that Mother’s philosophy is one explanation for why there are these two versions of me: The Judy most familiar to people who know me—the timid, mild-mannered, rule-following, southern Judy who relies on others to get results. And the not-so-well-known Judy, whose strong sense of rightness compels her to take control.

			
			“Why don’t you call for a transporter while I’m filling out the forms?” the second Judy asks. “To make things go faster.”

			“That’s a great idea!” the nurse says, as though I’ve just suggested something that could be a lot of fun. A movie followed by doughnuts. An elevator to the top of the Empire State Building. New shoes. “Let me see what I can do. Maybe I can get the doctor to write stat on the request, which would give it emergency status.”

			The doctor didn’t indicate this was an emergency? My husband paralyzed from the waist down is not an emergency?

		

	
		
		
			
			4

			I’ve always been in love with the mythology surrounding married couples and how they met. I come by this honestly. Everyone in the family I grew up in adored these stories, told them over and over. We always acted as though we were hearing the details for the first time. And then what happened? one of us would say. You’re kidding!

			With my parents, it was the opposite of love at first sight. Columbia, South Carolina, 1930, a cotillion with a live band, lights low—my mother, Margaret Bogen, was twenty years old and Cotillion Sweetheart. When the dance was half over, my father, Ben Kurtz, twenty-one, arrived with a carful of buddies. Mother—wearing her beauty like sequins, that short bob, dazzling smile—was slow-dancing with her date. My father cut in, one strong finger jabbing. The story goes that he was drunk, which would have been unusual for him; I never saw him take a drink. But I can picture the way his jaw must have been set, his lean, handsome face, his fervor when he said to her, the instant they started gliding across the floor, “You’re just the type I hate. Everybody’s sweetheart. Miss Queen of the Ball.” Her answer: “You’re just the type I hate. Late to the party. Drunk. Bottle under the table.” Months later, a mutual friend introduced them, not knowing about that first encounter. They fell instantly in love.

			
			My sister met her husband (both college freshmen) on a blind date in Atlanta, New Year’s Eve. Not exactly the night you want a blind date. But New Year’s Day, she called home, breathless. My parents and I listened in on three different extensions—my father in the den, Mother at the phone table in the back hall, me upstairs on the cedar chest on the landing. “He’s real good-looking! And tall. And nice!” Oh, the dips and rises of Brenda’s voice. I wrote everything down, because I knew we were looking into the future.

			Henry and I met on a blind date, too. Only we accelerated the process by becoming engaged on our third date. We literally saw each other three times and decided to get married. We weren’t even living in the same town. It was 1967. I was in New York City; he had just moved to Charlotte. Long-distance calls were too expensive, so we wrote letters. What makes our quick engagement, and then our quick marriage, truly bizarre is that neither of us is impulsive. Our friends would probably say we’re the most deliberate people they know. We don’t change brands of toothpaste without weighing the pros and cons.

			
			How did we get from point A (blind date, April 1967) to point B (engagement, June 1967) to point C (wedding, August 1967)?

			We have to go back to June 1963, when my future seemed as sparkly as the diamond on my finger. I had just graduated from the University of Georgia, and in three weeks I would marry Rick, a law student at the University of North Carolina. It would be a grand wedding. I had my eight bridesmaids and the eight beaded evening bags I’d give them at the bridesmaids’ luncheon. After our honeymoon, we’d live in a cute little duplex in Chapel Hill; there’d be Saturday-evening cookouts with neighbors; I’d teach at a nearby high school until I got pregnant. Invitations had been mailed. RSVPs checked off. A lacy white wedding gown and veil hung in my closet. Gifts were arriving (ice buckets, silver butter knives, place mats). Only three weeks to go.

			That’s when I broke the engagement.

			I don’t believe I was ever in love with Rick, but here’s what I liked: his intelligence and kindness, first of all. And he had such devoted friends. (If they loved him, shouldn’t I?) His parents were amiable, homey. My parents must have also thought they were amiable and homey—the four of them had already taken a trip together. As though we were all getting married. Since I’d grown up in Rock Hill, South Carolina, where everyone was either Methodist or Baptist, he was really the first Jewish boy I’d dated. I wondered if maybe love was different when it was between two Jewish people, not so fierce, more a settled-down kind of feeling. And there was that timing: college graduation followed by wedding followed by the rest of my life. Perfect. Well, good enough.

			
			It’s how we made decisions in those days. Maybe people still make important decisions based on factors no more solid than a coin toss. Oh, okay. I’ll just get married.

			The end came when Rick and I drove to High Point to buy furniture. That day—despite all the signposts I had watched slip by, including the ring he’d given me on my birthday in October eight months before, despite my engagement picture in the newspaper, planning the wedding and honeymoon, renting the duplex—at that point, on that day, I knew it was time to break the engagement. I’d already let too much time go by; it was now or never.

			Here’s how I did it: I said no to every piece of furniture in the showroom. Dinette set? No. Tufted sofa? No. Bed? No. Furnitureless, we returned to his parents’ house in Charlotte and were alone in the living room. My plan was to deliver the news on his turf, which seemed the only decent thing to do. Let him be as comfortable as possible. The two of us sat side by side on the beige sofa in the house he’d grown up in. I told him I’d made a mistake, I had doubts, I couldn’t go through with the wedding. He said maybe it was just cold feet, the planning, the stress, I’d feel more relaxed when the wedding got here. No, I said, you deserve someone who’s really in love with you.

			
			“So, this is it?” he finally said, miserably. “This is it,” I said, miserably. I felt solid about my decision. But conscience-stricken.

			He and his parents drove me back to my parents’ house in Rock Hill, his mother and father in the front seat, Rick and me in the back. None of us said a word the entire forty-five-minute drive, as though the shadows in the car separated each of us from the other. I stared hard out my window, into the distance. My head was churning.

			When I walked into the house, my parents were sitting on the leather sofa in the den, watching television. They had not expected me till the next day. Still, they beamed, delighted to see me, as though my arrival was just a lovely surprise.

			“I broke my engagement,” I said, the words pushing out in accelerated breaths, my voice sounding not at all like me, tears filling my eyes. Saying those words out loud, admitting to my parents—to anyone—the secret I’d held tight for eight months felt intensely disloyal to Rick. And shameful. And embarrassing, because of what this said about me and my inability to manage my life. At the same time, admitting my secret felt like balm. My father immediately stood up, walked across the room, that long stride of his. He clicked off the TV, motioned me to sit down next to Mother. He was then on the other side of me. The two of them circled me firmly in their arms.

			Mother had long suspected things were not as they seemed. Days after Rick gave me the ring, she looked me in the eye and asked, “Are you sure you’re in love?” We were standing in our autumny front yard, next to the concrete bench, solid and fixed under the low branches of the oak tree. There was a chill in the air, even with that bright sun. I can still picture the way she was taking me in. So intent. I wondered if she could read my mind, or my heart. “I’m sure,” I said. The only time I ever lied to her.

			
			Now I was telling everything—the seemingly endless months of doubt, the trip to buy furniture, my acquiescing to the inevitable.

			Mother’s main message: I was brave to do what I did.

			I felt the opposite of brave. Why had I let the engagement go on so long? Why had I gotten engaged in the first place? What was wrong with me?

			I spent that long summer in Rock Hill, with its thick, humid air, feeling depressed and guilty, set upon by remorse over hurting such a good person. Alone in my room, windows open to the heat, I played an Andy Williams record over and over on my stereo. The first eleven words of the song, my new anthem: “What kind of fool am I, who never fell in love?” I’d had boyfriends in junior high and high school, had loved as deeply as a teenager could love. But now that I was an adult, had I grown incapable of falling in love? The song called into question everything I thought I was.

			

			.

			Summer smoothed out into fall, and I applied for a job teaching high school English in Atlanta. I was so late applying, I was afraid there wouldn’t be any openings. But Roosevelt High School, the largest high school for white kids in Atlanta, located in one of the poorest neighborhoods, had just been court-ordered to admit black students—one or two per grade, carefully selected and instructed how to handle what lay ahead. Roosevelt was one of the first high schools in the state of Georgia to integrate. Teachers who’d been there for years were handing in their resignations. I had my pick of which grades to teach. I settled on eighth- and ninth-grade English, and also agreed to teach journalism. I had never even taken a journalism course, but serving as coeditor of my high school newspaper was enough of a qualification for Mr. Baxter, the pale, desperate principal who hired me. The loop of my life was about to start over. Maybe I looked on this teaching position as a way to make amends for the pain I’d caused. A kind of penance. Of course, the issues were important to me. Those early years of integration had a courage and a genuineness to them. I felt noble, standing up for these issues. That old sense of rightness kicking in. The idea of being where I should be.

			
			My first morning on the job, police were stationed on all three floors of the school; patrol cars lined the parking lot. I started first-period English reading aloud a story about a teenager who meets the Queen. I then asked my students to name an important person they’d like to meet. A white boy’s hand shot up. “I wish I could meet President Kennedy,” he said, twisting his pudgy shoulders, glancing around, making sure all eyes were fastened on him. “I’d tell him to get these niggers out of our school!” My eyes immediately took in the room. I felt the hush more than I could actually hear it. Like a vibration. Did all the children feel this way? I couldn’t tell. Such faint, vacant stares. Even the black student, in the front row, his desk inches from where I was standing: a tense blankness. I tried to breathe normally. Tried to think what to say. I said something like this: “Wayne, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear you say that. I’m going to pretend every person in this room wants to live peacefully with our neighbors and we’re all going to do our best toward that goal.” I remember my response was short. Mainly, because I was having trouble catching my breath.

			
			Weeks later, at the start of homeroom, I heard noises in the coatroom. Scuffling. Murmurings. It was noisy in the classroom, too—children arriving, talking animatedly, laughing, dropping books, scraping chairs. I didn’t pay much attention to what might have been heating up in the coatroom. Then: Maybe I should go check. I started toward the sounds, got as far as the doorway between the classroom and the coatroom, saw two boys locked tight, struggling against each other—one white, one black, both eighth-graders, both small, shorter than me. Without thinking, I wedged myself in and pushed and pulled at them. “Okay, okay!” I said, using a voice that sounded to my inexperienced self like a voice a teacher might use. I happened to glance down. My loafers and socks were covered in blood. I looked up. That black child’s cheek was split wide open, from beneath his eye to the corner of his downturned mouth. He wasn’t crying, though. His expression was empty, maybe even helpless, or hopeless. For a second, I couldn’t compute. My mind was searching for a narrative to explain. I knew what I was seeing, but I couldn’t grasp it. Out of the corner of my eye: the white child’s bare little wrist, his hand, the knife he held.

			
			Then, it was a warm afternoon in November, last period of the day, still my first year, journalism class, which was actually the school newspaper staff meeting, with me the
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