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Chapter 1: Before the Walker






There is a before, and there is now.

Before, I moved through this city as easily as water flows through a channel: it felt natural and effortless. I knew the rhythm of the subway stairs, the weight of a heavy glass door, and the angle needed to step off a curb without breaking my stride. I knew the city like you know someone you’ve loved for years—not perfectly, not without frustration, but with a deep and comfortable familiarity.

I wore heels on Thursday evenings when I went to the theater. Good seats, close to the stage, close enough to watch the actors’ eyes. I remember watching a production of “Long Day’s Journey into Night” from the fourth row and seeing actual tears track down the lead actress’s face. That kind of closeness to something beautiful stays with you. I carried it home on the subway, folded it into my coat pocket, took it to bed with me.

On Saturdays I went to Marcello’s, a small Italian place on the west side of the avenue, not three blocks from my apartment. The owner, a compact man with silver at his temples, always seated me near the window. We had our arrangement. I would arrive at twelve-thirty, he would bring a small glass of house wine without being asked, and for an hour I belonged entirely to myself and to the city outside that window. I watched people pass, coats swinging, faces aimed at somewhere else, and I felt the particular pleasure of someone at rest while the world moves. That was the before.

The after began on a Tuesday morning in February, when the ice on the front steps of my building did what ice always does. It did not warn me or negotiate; it simply gave way under my left foot and sent me down hard against the stone. The fall lasted maybe a second. The recovery has taken much, much longer.

No one told me I would be using a walker. That’s what they don’t prepare you for—not just the physical pain, which is considerable, but the shock of needing the walker itself. The first time the physical therapist brought it to me in the rehabilitation center, I thought she had made a mistake. I was thirty-one years old. I had hiked in the Adirondacks. I had once carried a friend’s couch up four flights of stairs. The walker was for other people, older people, people whose bodies had made certain surrenders that mine had not yet made.

But now it is mine. Curved aluminum handles, two wheels in the front, two rubber stoppers in the back, a little basket hanging off the front bar where I keep my keys and my phone and a small notebook I carry out of old habit. I have been told I should think of it as a tool, not a symbol. The therapist said this with great kindness and I nodded and thanked her and then sat in the hallway of the rehabilitation center and cried into both of my hands for ten minutes.

A tool. Yes. But it is also the thing that announces me now before I have a chance to speak. It enters a room before I do. It turns heads. It generates a particular kind of look in people’s eyes—a quick flicker that is part pity, part impatience, part something I have no name for. Something that says, without saying anything at all, "You are going to slow us down."








