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for the walking wounded

who keep on

& for Sara





She was not well, but she had been sicker before. A crisis had passed. And something wrong had been set right. But there was something else, something monstrous in that rightness. And that was what she wanted to remember.

—Joy Williams, The Changeling

No head injury is too severe to despair of, nor too trivial to ignore.

—Hippocrates, c. 400 BCE






the life cycle of a concussion

It starts with a big bang. It comes from the sky: a meteor, a falling object, a box. It comes out of nowhere, a car, a baseball, an opponent’s fist, a partner’s fist, an officer’s baton, a player’s helmet, the banned Kani-basami throw during the girls’ judo tournament, a skateboard crash, a roller coaster, the blast of an IED, a low-sitting shelf, a low-hanging branch, a rogue wave, a 2x4. Or you fall off your bike on a quiet road.

You do not pass out. You aren’t likely to, less than 10 percent of concussions result in loss of consciousness (this happens only if the rotational forces at the junction of the midbrain and thalamus result in a disruption of the system that regulates your sleep-waking—that is, you get hit at just the right spot). Later, you will wish you had passed out for just a minute or two, as proof to you and everybody else that something happened. You will secretly wish that there was blood, not too much blood, not like a whole brain bleed. Just, like, a touch of Halloween-style makeup.

Your brain, which is the texture of butter, ricochets around in its own liquids. It slams against the wall of the skull. The axons that connect the white matter of the brain—each a tiny filament less than 1/100th of a human hair in diameter—fray and tear. The headaches, the dizziness, these will come soon enough. Right now, you are freaked because something is up with your eyes. You were told by the cartoons that you’d see stars, but actually the world is retreating, as if the air is taffy being pulled and stretched, the world in present tense and you several seconds behind.

Your friend answers the phone call you don’t remember making, scrapes you off the pavement, stealing glances at you in the passenger seat because he’s nervous you’ll fall asleep, or worse. You try to be the same person you were before you fell off your bike, crack a joke about how hard your head must be, only you’re not sure if you actually spoke out loud or if you said the joke twice or if your friend was actually the one who made the joke. This is called, you are told, confusion. At the hospital, if you’re lucky, you’re put through a CT scan. The CT scan does not show a thing, because technology cannot yet detect the microscopic axonal injury of concussion. The scans come back normal. The formal diagnosis is “traumatically induced transient disturbance of brain function,” but the people who treat you now and in the coming months interchangeably use the words “concussion,” “mild head trauma,” and “traumatic brain injury” so that when you leave with the paper that says what you have and what you should do—which you cannot read, why can’t you read? You were in the Acorn group in second grade, which means you have been praised for your reading abilities since age seven and are pretty sure you’ve only gotten better since then—you are lost. You realize you have no idea what a concussion is, really.

Your knowledge about TBI—traumatic brain injury—comes from the movies or the news. The one about the skiing accident, the horrific car pileup, the boxer’s career-ending match, the brilliant lawyer-doctor-professor-soldier-architect who can no longer feed himself and must learn how to walk again with the help of the doting wife. To you, “traumatic” suggests debilitating disability. The images scrolling through your mind are categorized as “severe TBI,” an injury that ranks 3 to 8 on the Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS) and likely results in amnesia, slurred speech paralysis, or days of unconsciousness. Think of Tracy Morgan, comatose for two weeks after a speeding Walmart truck crushed his limousine, followed by five months in a wheelchair. Conversely, if you had a moderate TBI, you would have likely passed out for twenty minutes to six hours, and upon waking might face permanent cognitive limitation or emotional lability—9 to 13 on the Glasgow Coma Scale. Think of Roseanne Barr, who talks about how her family took in Holocaust refugees; how, after she was hit by a car at age sixteen and impaled by a hood ornament, she was never the same. “It’s still you,” Barr says, “but it’s an artificial intelligence you.”

You are not Tracy Morgan or Roseanne Barr. Apparently, what you have is far less tragic, is in fact minor, which is why they put a little “m” in front of it and call it “mild TBI.” Tiny baby teeny-weeny mTBI, a.k.a. concussion, a.k.a. not something that the Glasgow Coma Scale is very much help with since it only evaluates loss of consciousness. You think of these three categories of brain injury as three separate boxes—severe, moderate, mild—when in reality they are more like steps down to the same dark, haunted basement.

The doctor who treats you likens what you’ve got to “a bad hangover,” prescribes Tylenol.

You return to work, because the pamphlet says you should be good in two or three days. Here come the headaches, the sensation that your head is full of gauze, distortions in your periphery. You catch the start of people’s sentences, but by the time they get to the question you’re supposed to answer, or the thing you’re supposed to remember the next time you see your colleague or boss, you forget what’s been said. You still can’t read—the words on the page refuse each other like oil and water. So you fake it. When you do finally get reading back, you can’t recall what the paragraph is about when you get to the bottom. You can’t draw a clock. The numbers get all bunched up, 7 to 12 are crammed together like the condiments on a fridge shelf—and that is definitely not where 6 goes. Even your little nephew knows the 6. You walk outside on your lunch break, and the sun brings new hurt. The whooshing cars, screaming birds, the trash truck, snippets of chatter, lawnmower—it’s all a grind in your head. You have to cross the street because the guy in front of you is wearing a neon-patterned shirt. Your mother calls, you can’t listen to her for two minutes before nausea sets in.

You always thought migraines were an exaggeration, maybe even a romantic notion, and now you know that you were simply stupid and condescending in your illusion of your perfect, contiguous health. You give your supervisor a letter from your doctor indicating that the fluorescent bulbs are an impediment to doing your job; she looks at you askance. If you were a Black woman, that supervisor’s look would be outright suspicious, and maybe you couldn’t even get the doctor to give you a note. You don’t know how to tell your bosses that scrolling causes glitches in your brain, that the overhead lights make you wilt, that a gif brings on a wave of motion sickness. You are tempted to tell the leadership about the woman with migraines from Vineland, New Jersey, who is suing the Cumberland County Board of Social Services for not moving her desk to a window and for then firing her when she couldn’t work. But you can’t afford to lose this paycheck. So you take secret breaks in the supply closet, lying on the floor with damp office-kitchen paper towels draped over your eyes, then go home and wrap a blue scarf around your head. The tinnitus is always there in the background, a remix of buzz saw and elevator music. You’re sure this noise in your head is what is responsible for the invention of the car alarm, the fire alarm, the alarm clock. You’ve never had triggers before, but these will stick with you: light, noise, movement, plus new vulnerabilities that evolve.

Maybe you are one of the lucky ones, met with unconditional love and people who continue to come around (even if they think you’re exaggerating a little bit, which you let slide because you also think they’re exaggerating when they call out sick). Or maybe you understand Virginia Woolf, who, writing from her own sickbed, tells you friends change during illness, “some putting on a strange beauty, others deformed to the squatness of toads.” You miss all the jokes, all the fun, and suddenly you realize that your friends have moved on, made new friends who can go out at night or sit in the sun and drink tequila. The last time you went to the beach, the sun made swallowing a problem, and you had to play it down in front of others, even as you were panicking and thinking to yourself, Lord please don’t let me die choking on a ham sandwich like Mama Cass. You are as guilty as your friends: you don’t want to be around you, either. Case in point, the last six months you’ve had “Mambo Number Five” stuck in your head for days at a time. You have the constant feeling of needing to go away—to be gone.

By now, you realize the pamphlet left out that a concussion means mood swings, disequilibrium, disorientation, disinhibition, distance between you and others, vacant staring. No brain is the same, thus no brain injury is the same. You will understand that a TBI, even a tiny baby mild one, a concussion, is true to its Latin derivation and “shakes violently.” Your dreams are full of blood. Sometimes you wake up in the middle of the night, not remembering your name. You sit up, heart pounding, sheets smelling of rotting apples, and wonder who this person is in your place.

The concussion might have started off as particles finer than human hair, but now it is a giant donut-shaped disk of gas and dust. When gravity and other forces cause material within to collide, it becomes a full planet. You are your own planet, and that concussed person over there is their own planet, and that one over there is their own planet. You are all part of the same ever-expanding universe, yet you are always apart.



Improbably, you get hurt again. You are in a store, in the infant section. A car seat falls off a high shelf and because your back is turned, you don’t see it coming. Splayed on the tile floor, you ask the blinding track lights, How stupid can I be? Two teeny-tiny-baby mild traumatic brain injuries in one year? More improbably—might we say incredibly—just a few months after the second injury, you get a third mTBI: a heavy potted plant falls off its shelf. Are shelves the problem here? No, the trouble with head injuries and potato chips: the odds aren’t great that you’ll stop at just one. The pamphlet failed to warn you, and you do not know to explain to others, about this new vulnerability, how after one concussion you are one-to-two times more likely to get a second one, how after a second concussion, you are two-to-four times more likely to have a third, and how if you’ve had a third… well, just don’t.

The first accident, people can understand. The second injury within a year, you all called bad luck. The third, though, seems so impossible as to be a lie. You could say, I wasn’t in my right mind. You could say, I am slower at cause and effect now. You could say, I was looking right at the heavy object on the shelf but at the same time I couldn’t see it. Instead, you say nothing.

Most people doubt anything is wrong with you, including the doctors. Maybe they have never heard of Mary’s Room, the thought experiment wherein Mary lives in a black-and-white room, knows everything there is to know about color and can offer thorough scientific explanations about it, though she has never seen color herself. One day, by error, Mary sees a red apple. This is the first time she has ever seen red with her own eyes. Does Mary learn something new about color, having now experienced it? (Does reading about sex and never having it mean you know all there is to know about sex?) Is seeing red merely an extension of knowing about red, or are there, according to educator Eleanor Nelson at TED-Ed, “non-physical properties and knowledge which can only arise from conscious experience”? And if science can’t explain what knowledge explosion is happening in Mary when she bites into this red, red apple, then maybe the doctors—even the neurologists—have no idea what is going on with your brain. Maybe they have no idea what it’s like to be you.

What it’s like to be you: every single object above eye-level is now a meteor, and you are the dinosaur in its path.



For the first eleven months, you are a mess. The next six months, a different kind of mess. Your polyvagal nerve is all wiry. You recall a line from Jurassic Park (“The point is, you are alive when they start to eat you”). Sometimes you faint or nearly faint, usually you cry—you used to feel superior to people who cried in public—but mostly your response is fight. At the grocery store, in traffic, at a parent-teacher conference, at a barbeque, at brunch. You never understood angry people, but now you are one of them. If you are Henry VIII, your head injuries kick off years of intense rage and murder; in 2021, Yale scientists posit that following jousting accidents the king suffered from the same condition as some NFL players, and that his infamous bloodthirst might in part be explained by injury. You go home and ask your family if they’re afraid of you, and sometimes the answer is yes. You take off your wife’s head again and again.

A meme tells you: A disco ball is hundreds of pieces of broken glass put together to make a magical sphere of light. You aren’t broken. You are a disco ball.

In a year, maybe, you’ll get better. In two years, maybe it’ll be even better. In three years, surely, things will be back to normal. But by years four, five, you know better than to plan for normal. You are terrified to hit your head—even a small bump. You begin to collect stories of people who’ve had ten, twelve teeny-tiny-teeny-weeny mild traumatic brain injuries, urban legends that are all too true. Years in, you can no longer do crowds, spice, alcohol, concerts, intense exercise, hunger, temperature regulation, movie screens, maps, math, recipes, anything which requires holding on to two things in your mind at once. You screw up an important meeting with your editor even though it was the focus of a fifty-minute therapy session the night before—and, surprise, you are now an introvert (that one, you don’t mind so much). You will likely carry your new limitations into your twilight years, cognitive abilities declining at a faster rate than others your age, but maybe that also means you will eat better, try yoga, pick up Sudoku or a foreign language, look quietly and intensely at the color of a single flower petal that you once would have walked right over. You might have an ongoing aversion to Ping-Pong, luggage carousels, the roller coasters you used to love, traffic at night, snow, but that’s okay, the world is full of amazing stuff. Come for the shock, stay for the awe.

When something good happens, even if it’s small, you treat it like a feast. When a global pandemic sweeps through, you’re extra cautious, but you are not undone by the isolation. You are no longer afraid to be alone. It is not that you have been brought closer to death, but how raw we must be to live at all. How strange that the thing that nearly broke you creates within you a new place for the light to go.



Maybe you are UFC Joe Rogan, Super Bowl MVP Mark Rypien, Lady Gaga, Angelina Jolie, Jackie Chan, Brene Brown, George Clooney, Justin Bieber, Pope Benedict XVI, pro-surfer Shawn Dollar, or Ben Driebergen, winner of the thirty-fifth season of Survivor. Maybe you are among the 10 percent of the 3.8 million athletes or motorists concussed each year. Maybe you are one of 415,000 wounded vets—maybe a woman in combat, recovering in silence. A person who is incarcerated and therefore seven times more likely to get a head injury than those who retain their freedom. A college kid after a night of drinking. Maybe you are one out of every two people experiencing houselessness who also has a brain injury, likely injured before you lost your home. Maybe you jumped out of a plane for your twenty-first birthday, and it was the wind that concussed you. Maybe you are a transgender youth attacked at school. Maybe you are still recovering from COVID-19, and your doctor told you that, though you never hit your head, you’re exhibiting clinical and neurochemical signs synchronous with mild brain injury. You are probably not Abraham Lincoln or Harriet Tubman, but now you know a shadow of their suffering after concussion. And, maybe, when you envisioned your life and all the things you’d ever do, you couldn’t imagine the will that you would have to summon just to get through a day.

Your injury, you would give it back, of course you would. But now you understand something others don’t: something about life, how it requires, in Woolf’s words, a language that is “more primitive, more sensual, more obscene.” (Brutal, she wrote in an earlier draft instead of primitive, and sometimes, you think, yes, brutal.) You will marvel at all that you still do not know, and all that you do not know you do not know, but you will also see beauty you too often ignored. You will cry, but also you will laugh harder, so hard it hurts your ribs. You have fallen through a trapdoor you never suspected existed—a special door not seen by the untrained eye—and what it shows you is what only the angels can envy—how people suffer, how they go on despite it. This will feel, some days, like the most precious gift.

Whoever you are—you know.




sex with a brain injury

The best way to picture it is this: that’s my wife on our bed, and there’s a tree stump on top of her. The funny thing is she is really into the tree stump, even though the stump can’t do too much, except maybe crush her with its weight.

I am trying to figure out how to move. I am above my wife, and I am stuck. I don’t know how to get myself out of this position, which looks similar to a dog when it’s raising its leg to take a piss. The problem is my brain has stopped telling me what to do. My wife touches my arm, What do you need?



The only times I’ve moved through holy water are on the page, on the dance floor, on the ice, and when I’m with my wife.

I used to be good at sex. This is not something people like me are supposed to say, and it’s a secret I’ve held close, one I’ll only tell you now because that sense of freedom has been taken from me.

It started in seventh grade when I was sitting atop the doghouse and Sean C kissed me and asked, Where did you learn that, do you watch dad movies? At some point I understood that I had a hidden intelligence, and it had to do with attunement. From then on, I decided I was only going to share it with people I liked. That’s how I caught my wife—sex and poetry, and the promise of more sex through poetry.

Is it really that different now? a friend asks. Listen, do you know what happens to me if I shake the orange juice too hard? Do you know what happens if I drink coffee? When chicken is fried anywhere in the apartment building, the smell overpowers me for days. Fried chicken and legs in the air, fried chicken and her exposed throat. It wakes me at two a.m. It rubs itself on our bedsheets. Some nights, my mind cannot tell her skin from the chicken’s.

How do I put this? Orgasms make my head explode.



For as long as I have known lust, it is as if a boar is barreling through my body, hot breath, tusks raised. What is in me will not be quieted. D’Angelo on the speaker, streetlights glowing aluminum through the gauzy curtains. One nice kiss, and then it cannot be called kissing, this is gulping, searching out something far below, no coming up for air. My body over hers, thighs straddling hers, heat between us causing a melting—except that I am solid as a boulder. I smell the dirt on us. I use my fingers, my nose, my lips, whatever she permits. She wriggles away, twists back. We will get to oblivion but first we will sweat.

Only now, sometimes, we have to stop as soon as we get going. My wife gets out of bed naked to grab an icepack for the back of my head.

Arousal migraines: the occurrence of migraines in circumstances which activate, arouse, annoy, and jangle. In these moments, Oliver Sacks tells us, “we may recognize the following: light, noise, smells, inclement climate, exercise, excitement, violent emotion, somatic pain”—fucking, clawing, grabbing, needing, sucking, moaning, mounting, demanding, exploding.

Over time, I become afraid of my head. I become the dormant volcano the tiny people fear, so that I am both seething earth and the people’s constant terror of the next invisible tremor.



I had many early sexual fantasies in which I was a lumberjack coming home to a beautiful woman and a woodstove. When S and I began to have sex, the reality wasn’t as far from the fantasy as you might think.

My wife’s hair. How it tickles my face and chest. The light fuzz on her navel, the skin that is soft as limestone in spots and a lovely rough in others. The moodiness of her eyes. How she attracts the darkness of the room to them, binds me to it.

Sex on an average day was about dropping into your own skin while sinking into your lover’s. Sex gave me the type of confidence I usually admired in an actor who walks breezily out onto the stage. But after the injury, out of the bend of my mind, a new animal self emerges, cannot tell time, sees only shadow and light, touch as refraction.

Sometimes it’s the anxiety—the ankle bracelet of any brain injury—that makes all contact out of the question. How many people are afraid of sex? That it will hurt, even as we ache for it?



I miss fucking. I miss throwing my wife on the bed, against the headboard, which for us is usually just a wall because we have never actually owned a headboard. I miss the strap-on, which fits me like a body part from a past life, or a future one. She in the streets, they in the sheets. But now I barely recognize myself.

Fucking is collision, derailing, two speeding objects encountering one another in unknown territory. Fucking is rubber on blacktop. Fucking means getting hit in the head sometimes. It happens. It happens to you, too, you get hit in the head all the time, you just never notice. I hope when you reel back from the explosion of lights and ecstatic throbbing, it’s not out of pain.

She says it will be like that for us again. Soon.



A head injury will take a lot from you. Loud music, perfume, storms, sprinting, pride, but what it takes from your partner is unbearable. The gruesome statistic somebody shares, as if they’ve been listening to accidents on a police scanner, or a news report on Morning Edition: you know 48 to 78 percent of marriages fall apart after brain injury, don’t you?

Weeks pass. We both stop asking for it. It’s the migraines, it’s the tinnitus, it’s the nausea, it’s the receding self and a disturbed sense of object permanence. It feels too much like going to your favorite restaurant and choking on each bite.

During this time, I hide a lot from my wife, much of my pain.

Now, when she comes in for a kiss, there are two of her. She’s a beautiful blur.

Am I a blur? Are we a blur, to her?

At a work gathering, I slip. I call my wife my sister, and somebody I barely know sneers. I hate him for it, hate myself, actually. All my “queer fears” splattering in my face like grease off a spitting pan—and we are still so, so young.

It is winter. We are on a getaway to Rehoboth Beach, Delaware. We buy Milano cookies, wine for her. The whole point of the trip is high-quality shrimp cocktail, then sex. We are a few minutes in, foreplay, kissing, I hit second base, the bra I like because it forms tiny fists of lace. We start to forget our grievances, the agonies of the last few years. Then she accidentally elbows me in the head, as easy as knocking a glass off a table. She starts to cry. Her hands cover the bottom half of her face. I’m fighting to console her through the fog that turns my tongue into a thick plunger. The swelling instrument that is my brain. I can’t believe how weak I am, my whole skull a soft spot like a baby’s. I want to leave Rehoboth and find a cave and cause an avalanche. Instead, I hold her through the humiliation, anger.

Sex is leaving and its opposite.



“Queerness does not have to be healthy to be human,” Melissa Febos writes in Body Work. “We do not have to earn our humanity by being any kind of perfect… Every sex scene that we write has the potential to expand a reader’s entire conception of goodness.”



Some people with brain injuries have no trouble fucking. Others, even after mild head trauma, cannot become aroused at all. Some get aroused all the time, without wanting to. At a meeting for people like me, I bring up sex, and those around me nod, as if we all lost the same close friend.

These days, I think about football players—any of the 300,000 who this year alone will get concussed. What it must be like to be the wife, or the mistress, or the undisclosed lover lying beside them, listening to them breathe.



I know why my friends think sex should be the same. It’s because I look the same. People like me, you usually can’t tell us apart from people like you. In some ways, we would rather you didn’t. But if you slam into us with your car doors or your bodies, we might not be able to get up right away.

We bring up the Rehoboth incident to the couples’ counselor. She looks at us like we’re freaks, or like she’s trying to sort out why our foreplay includes my wife clubbing me with a dildo. She artificially softens her voice to mask her fear of lesbian sex, how it makes her confused and squeamish. What we bring into the room—lust, implicit fragility—is beyond her imagination.

We fire the couples’ counselor.

I inhabit the trap my body has become because there is nowhere else to go, just as someone who is lonely believes they can fall in love again.



Is it crazy to say that I hear the sparkly purple dildo call to me from across the store, like a sword or a wand, whispering that it belongs to me/I belong to it? I buy it, even though it’s the last one on the shelf and strangers’ hands have been all over it. The shop owner cleans it with something that might be cornstarch, and I carry it home in a dusted white baggie.

In the bedroom, alone, I strap on the sparkly purple dildo. My whole body turns sparkly purple. This is not my first strap-on, nor the biggest—there is nothing salaciously new here—yet I fill with the effervescence of a teenager. I smile so big I have to clap my hands over my mouth. Is this what they mean by hope?



I am on all fours, once again. Trying to figure out how to move. Okay, not a tree stump. A cardboard box crushed at one corner; so sodden that it can’t support its own weight. This time, we crack up. We have been here before; we’ve been here for years. My wife guides me onto my back. She does something nice with her tongue. Heavy smell of snow at the window, glint of silverware or firelight. This secret room has been here all this time, how have I only just discovered it. My hand gliding down her back, is it possible I could get used to this view?

There is a different rhythm to what my wife and I do, lake water on a shore. This is a new kind of patience my wife is teaching me.

But still I carry it in me, the desperation of a colt.

One night, I climb on top of her. I do not know where this urge comes from, I am not ready when it arrives. I become deaf to fears about being careful. My heart is hammering and might kill me. My eyes are hot. The noise in my throat so violent, I’ll be hoarse later. I do not stop. I ram through flashing alarms to get to her. I am claimed by a force so much greater than me that it totals my coursing blood. There is her surprise, and something else, too—her blind need, as taut as my own, pulled to the surface and no longer able to hide. No oxygen, no caution, only clutching one another through the perilous seconds.

When I break through, it is for no less than this: I will have my life.




doubt, my love


Don’t turn away. Keep looking at the bandaged place. That’s where the light enters you.

—Rumi



My wife and I gazed at each other across the tree and tinsel, and we said, This is our last Christmas together, isn’t it? Back then, I must have been especially hard to come home to. Most days she would walk through the door and I’d be in bed, the blue scarf wrapped around my head to keep out the light. No TV, no drinks at a bar, no strolls through the city holding hands. I was too weak for any of that. It was years like this, me in sickness, her in doubt. I remember a fight over a tea bag. I remember days being jealous of the sick cat. After a decade and a half, we had never really had the opportunity to truly disappoint one another. Now my head injuries had turned us into strangers, me wondering who had roamed into the house, she thinking the house empty until she turned on the lights. It baffled her, why I was not getting better. There was nothing I could say that would erase that look on her face. We had become suspect to one another, opposites of who we were when we fell in love, my strength turned to weakness, her kindness receding into quiet. No wonder they make you put it in the vows. Not “till death do us part”—the “in sickness and in health.” The warning is right there on the label.

Like most people, I didn’t read the warnings.



Doubt, like a river, has two banks: that which separates cannot easily be crossed.



Thomas, in front of the other apostles, said I don’t believe you. Jesus walked right up to him, pointed to the juicy place where the spear had entered, and replied, Go ahead, stick your hand in there. Stop doubting, believe. This was the only thing that convinced Thomas that his friend Jesus was what he said he was: this proof of blood. Touching it with his fingers, seeing red, laying hands on the warm, wet rib.



Each year, three million people are admitted to the emergency room for brain injuries. Most of those do not show up on a CT scan or MRI. There is no bandage, no blood, no cast. The wound is invisible. Poor judgment, memory loss, emotional volatility, ringing in the ears—laid out like this, of course, these seem less like signs of brain trauma, more like hysteria.



My wife loves anything with a beating heart. Once, walking through Newark to work, we had a tiff because she “didn’t like walking by the chicken factory when they were delivering the chickens.” When we play the game of Who Would You Have Been in a Past Lifetime, some people with egos—ahem, me—say “emperor.” S says “Happy turtle in a little pond.” When we play the game of Who Would You Have Been in 1600s America, I say “Fire Tender,” S says “The lesbian who lives at the top of the hill and ends up burned at the stake for a witch.” She is unaware of her power over others, but you can hear the awe in the voices of friends and colleagues when they talk about her. S, an architect, takes me on tours of her construction sites in Philly, showing me the bright new playgrounds with the spraygrounds, pointing out the spinning thing the kids are crazy for, and I understand how lucky we all are to know her.

We met in college. Dancing was what got S to notice me back then—me in black pleather pants, her in a black pleather skirt. Sometimes, when we aren’t sure what to say to one another, we let the rhythm take over. Our bodies loosening, oh yeah, I remember you. We’ve moved twelve times in nineteen years, helped each other through graduate degrees, slept in a single hospital bed when we both got food poisoning, scraped together to buy a house of our own. Our friends call us soul mates and roll their eyes about it. Sometimes I run into S on the street without expecting to, for a split second don’t recognize her, think: “She’s hot.” I look at her face and see changing weather patterns, storm clouds, sun breaking through. I watch her hang back at parties until there is a predictable silence, and then she throws a zinger that people reference months later. The last time we played Bananagrams, she let me go for twenty minutes piecing together my three-syllable words before announcing she’d won: every one of her words invented, hysterectomy spelled as “hiztorktmee.” S teaches me to take myself less seriously. She, the funniest person in the room, laughs at my jokes. This is how we stay in love.

S insists that she will go before me—and I’ll be left here alone, boring myself to death. If we are to make it, it will be through laughter, which for us can be as potent as sex.

But I don’t know if we are going to make it.



My third year into recovery, I take a free yoga class open only to people with head injuries. The teachers help us work through dizziness, balance. The lights stay dim. We do a lot on our backs. We wear sunglasses and lean on walls. One man, a fireman, is on leave, the butt of his department’s jokes. One is a college kid who, half weeping, thanks his buddy Sam for coming with him today. One is a woman who has been fired from the job she loved, having used up her sick time. Her mother joins her for every class, an older woman from the Caribbean who on the first day tried out some stretches, pushing her body into unfamiliar shapes. Every day after, the mother sits in a metal folding chair and watches. She speaks blessings over us: How they suffer God, give them their peace.

I am stunned by this woman’s act of love, so whole. This generosity from a complete stranger, with tears in her eyes, who sees not only her daughter’s pain, but the pain of strangers.



In her groundbreaking work The Body in Pain, Elaine Scarry writes, “For the person in pain, so incontestably and unnegotiably present is it that ‘having pain’ may come to be thought of as the most vibrant example of what it is to ‘have certainty,’ while for the other person it is so elusive that ‘hearing about pain’ may exist as the primary model of what it is ‘to have doubt.’ Thus pain comes unsharably into our midst as at once that which cannot be denied and that which cannot be confirmed.” Pain, language—the things that make us most human are too often what alienate us, keep us apart.



Have you heard this one? asks Dr. Ann Marie McLaughlin. A professor is lecturing a group of neurology students on brain injury. Stopping at slide one, she says, Patient A shows signs of anxiety and depression. Slide two, Patient B, complains of chronic migraine. At the third slide, the professor notes, This one has trouble concentrating, headaches, and fatigue. The professor asks, What do they all have in common?

A student at the front tentatively raises his hand. He answers: They’re all making it up.



In 1916, 1918, 1919, 1922, 1923, and 1925, Virginia Woolf was confined to her bed with influenza. Afterward, she was in such pain that only extreme intervention—tooth extraction—brought relief. Dr. Fergusson, her practitioner, worried about her nervous system and her heart. Woolf often expressed emotional tumult as physical symptom: “Such ‘sensations’ spread over my spine & head… the horror—physically like a painful wave about the heart.” Do we dare doubt her?



Five: the magic number in head injury, which doctors often refuse to speak aloud. Most people will recover from a head injury in a few weeks or months, but for many others, it can take five years or far, far longer until you’re wholly or even partly back in the world. Part of the sentence is not knowing how long the sentence is. In the meantime, there are pharmaceuticals, ice, boiled ginger, frankincense, quiet rooms, body work, acupuncture. There are the fits of anxiety and anger, the irrational fear of bed bugs, the constant vigilance—paranoia—that the next head injury is just around the corner. There is having to explain the failures of your body to those closest to you over and over again, even when you know they won’t understand.

I ask S to join me at the yoga class, to prove that I, too, have someone at home who would sit for an hour on a metal chair, or join in the poses like the friend Sam. But I must not ask her in the right way—never quite express what it would mean to have her in that room with me, the leap of faith she would take simply by skipping out on work and crossing the threshold of the South Philly studio—and she never comes. Instead we go to an appointment that is supposed to save us but is nearly the end of us. There are throw pillows, dimmed lights, a couch that feels as if it has no bones in it, an unlit candle that smells of spoiling fruit, and yet all I feel is the hardness of the room. I look from my wife to the couples’ therapist, back to my wife. They doubt me, every word. Their eyes as unblinking and fixed as the rule of law. When I speak, they look right past me to the blank wall, as if what I’m sharing is shadow puppetry.



Disability, whatever our gross assumptions and beliefs about it, carries legitimacy, whereas chronic illness, especially when it cannot be seen, raises flags. My condition is unbelievable until I put on sunglasses indoors; then people clock me—even if they don’t want to. I trade symptoms with others like me—Do you ever get the feeling that an airbag went off in your head? Do you feel like your brain is a block of melting ice?—each of us desperate for reconciliation. Even then, I feel us eyeing each other, working out what is real, what is fiction.

In Notes from Sick Rooms, Virginia Woolf’s mother Julia Stephen, a nurse, takes the “stance of radical unknowingness” and tells us that illness and injury should have “the leveling power of death.” She notes that “the smell of the snuffed candle, the too-hot towel after the bath, the too salty beef tea, the under-filled water cushion, the absence of ‘gentle hush’ in the sick room are examples of the physical torments that cause the patient to suffer.” When she talks about “invalid’s fancies”—those absurd, sometimes raving complaints about physical discomfort—she urges us not to dismiss them, for we cannot say for sure what the unwell are dealing with. Language, a simulacrum, fails us in sickness, as it fails us in nearly all things.

Even so, when I can read again, I go to books, because that is where I have always gone. The medical texts say, Have we told you the one about the guy with the iron pole in his head? What an injury! Then I go to the survival stories, but the survivors say, Have we told you how they said we’d never walk again? Look at us now, racing across mountains and rivers to win bronze medals! But where is everybody else, the ones who aren’t outliers, the people like me who, even before all this, couldn’t much hack a lazy river? Where are the drunk college kids who made a bad decision on a balcony and the mediocre drivers who got rear-ended and the construction worker thinking about his sandwich who accidentally got brained, and what type of person gets hit by a potted plant, anyway, and where is Lady Gaga? Where is George Clooney in all of this? If every one of us wrote our own book, maybe then they’d finally believe us.

Somebody in my family says, “Jeez, you act like such an old person now.”



One windy day, two years into recovery, a bit of bark flies off a tree and hits me in the head. It sends me to bed for hours. My wife picks it up off the counter, examines it. This? she asks. Are you sure it was this? Truthfully, I am as confounded as she is. It weighs nothing. Surely, it is nothing.

Dr. M, my general practitioner, is as tidy as a dinner napkin and wears a look of genuine concern anytime I enter the exam room. We text often. Dr. M is one of the good ones. Yet even Dr. M cannot bring himself to agree with me about my pain. On our call after the bit of bark, he says, Are you sure this isn’t just anxiety?

Doubt hangs perpetually in the space between belief and disbelief. It is usually employed anagogically—we doubt God most of all, even as we feel the ache of our own private god-shaped hole, a knowing sensed mostly through absence. In premodern Western theology, doubt emerges as “the voice of an uncertain conscience.” Doubt, in the Age of Enlightenment, is the tool of the evolving mind. There can be no new knowledge without the space that doubt—sometimes cruelly—excavates.

Descartes, in his Meditations, shows us that doubt can be unsettling, corrosive, even annihilating, yet it is the only path to truth. No peace without contrition, no contrition without examination, no examination without doubt. To illustrate his point, he gives an example of a basket full of apples. If we suspect some are rotten, don’t we have to dump the whole basket? Inspect every apple for brown spots? Make sure the disease doesn’t reach the whole bushel? We have no choice, Descartes tells us, but “to demolish everything completely and start again right from the foundations,” for a single falsehood “threatens to spread falsehood.” When I return to Descartes, I cannot help but remember that doubt binds us to one another. To doubt is to hesitate, to hesitate is to think, to think is to reason, to reason is to bring ourselves in communion with the uncertainties of others, and what could be more human?

When Dr. M announces he’s moving out of the country, I give him a signed copy of my first book. He is jubilant. Oh, you’re a real writer, he says. I didn’t realize!

When things between us are at their worst, my wife says, Are you sure this isn’t in your head?

Even the word “doubt,” with its impossible “u” and silent “b,” makes us balk.

If there is a
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