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PRAISE FOR


On the Ledge







“This remarkable story of a woman’s journey toward healing after a random, shocking accident takes us back in time into the home of an unusual family and the seminal event that shaped them all. In peeling back layers of trauma and revisiting key moments from her past, Turner comes to a new understanding of what it means to be a daughter, a mother, a woman, and a seeker of truth. This is a riveting story of courage and redemption. And dare I say that parts of it are very, very funny?”


—HOPE EDELMAN, #1 New York Times best-selling author of Motherless Daughters and The AfterGrief







“Her mother drank, her father went off his head in a way that made newspaper headlines, and four-year-old Amy Turner was left to pick up the pieces. Years later, after a devastating accident of her own, she begins to fit the shards of her upbringing together into an evocative portrait of a family whose secrets nearly buried them all. On the Ledge is sad, funny, wise, and lit with grace.”


—TAD FRIEND, author of In the Early Times







“In her strong, gracious memoir, On the Ledge, Amy Turner deftly explores anxiety’s pernicious cruelty. The flashes of insight into the toll that anxiety takes on the human spirit are never self-pitying, but constantly poignant and revealing.”


—LOU ANN WALKER, author of A Loss for Words: The Story of Deafness in a Family







“In lyrical and vivid prose, Amy Turner reckons with her family secrets and how they dug their roots deep into her psyche. With trauma as the inciting force, Turner courageously comes to terms with her past and present, showing us how choosing to lean into the scars can reveal paths forward. On the Ledge is a compelling read, told with grace, vulnerability, and depth.”


—RACHEL MICHELBERG, author of Crash: How I Became a Reluctant Caregiver







“Amy Turner artfully weaves the effects of her own near tragedy—she was run over by a truck, literally—into her lifelong search for the truth behind the very public rescue of her father from his precarious perch on the fifty-foot-high ledge of his hotel window. Through it all, her writing sparkles with insight, wit, self-deprecating humor, and subtle understatement. So skilled and honest is her prose that I felt myself no longer a mere reader, but a kindred soul in her struggles.”


—TERRY MARSHALL, coauthor of A Rendezvous to Remember







“Absorbing, direct, humorous, horrific, On the Ledge explores the edge of madness as an artful memoir that also addresses two growing contemporary concerns: suicide and addiction. Timely, significant, well written, this is a courageous and engaging account, neither didactic nor sentimental, that belongs on school shelves as well as in the home.”


—JOAN BAUM, host of NPR’s Baum on Books
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We shall not cease from exploration And the end of all our exploring Will be to arrive where we started And know the place for the first time.
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PROLOGUE





ON A COLD NOVEMBER MORNING IN 1957, AS Yale students crossed the green to their first classes, hotel employees cleaned up breakfast dishes, and three priests went out for a walk, my father, pajama-clad and barefoot, climbed out on the ledge of his hotel window and threatened to jump. Some fifty feet below, the fire truck arrived. Three firemen cranked the extension ladder to the floor below him while others tried to gauge a jump’s trajectory and positioned a circular net. Those in the growing crowd craned their necks to take in every moment of the unfolding drama. Soon, hundreds of people were staring up at him.


My mother, at home in Bronxville, New York, had awakened with an uneasy feeling—a low rumbling in her head, perhaps. She called my father’s hotel room. When he didn’t answer, she might have pictured him standing on the front porch of our house again, a fresh bloodstain on the front of his shirt. The injury had been superficial—from a penknife, it turned out—but having been self-inflicted, it was hard to forget. It’s possible that she thought about pouring a scotch, but maybe the effect of last night’s half bottle, or the memory of my father’s confident smile as he boarded the train to New Haven that morning, reassured her.


Still getting no answer, my mother phoned my father’s business colleague, who was staying in the room next to him, and asked that he check in on him. When he called back to say that her husband was standing on the hotel ledge, she called a close family friend, who drove her to New Haven.


Around the same time, the three priests out on their walk heard the commotion and hurried to the hotel. Father Keating and the prior dashed up to my father’s room while Father Murphy remained on the sidewalk, ready to administer last rites, if necessary.


When my mother saw my father next, still in his pajamas and seated in a wheelchair at the hospital admissions desk, he just stared at her. She leaned forward and cupped her palms over his hands.


His knuckles, a range of bony peaks, did not soften.


She moved an inch closer. “Har … old?”


Still no response.


The doctor, glancing up from the counter where he was signing forms, answered for him, “Catatonic.”


Later that afternoon, a New York City reporter conned his way into our house. Our maid, home alone and no doubt distracted by her four charges, didn’t notice him pocketing a family photograph.


          


I was four and a half years old at the time, and all I knew for sure was what I could see—a father who sat behind a brown desk in my parents’ bedroom, a mother who paused only to light a cigarette as she flashed by, a wrinkly-faced maid who yelled at us, a skinny black dog named Skeeter who ran away when I raised my arm, and an older sister who read me a book sometimes. I also had two younger brothers, but I hardly perceived them as separate from me. We were so close in age, we were like an amoeba whose edges could bulge out in three directions at once.


But it must have been soon after my father climbed onto the ledge when I began to sense something else coexisting in our house. If I’d known the word at four and a half, it might have been “trapdoor.” I was certain that at any time and without warning, the floor could snap open, swallow one of us, and slam shut in a nanosecond. A trapdoor was invisible, of course, but I patrolled the house nonetheless, searching for warning signs—a retreat in my father’s eyes, or a loosening in my mother’s white-knuckled grip. In my family, loving or being loved was secondary. First, we had to avoid the trapdoors. And by the time I was sixteen and was finally told the truth about what had happened in 1957, I had been on high alert for a dozen years, the pattern so deeply ingrained that it would take another forty years to understand and undo it.













1

THE ACCIDENT







THE WEATHER’S INDECISION WAS CONTAGIOUS. AS SOON as my husband, Ed, and I rounded up some towels and chairs for the beach, it would rain, and then once we settled on an indoor chore, the sun would reappear.


The humidity—oppressive even by the standards of a July afternoon in East Hampton—was affecting us. By 2:30 p.m., the tension between us was as thick as the air.


It was my fault. I’d accepted a dinner invitation for us that evening knowing Ed wouldn’t want to go. Annoyed about it this morning, he would’ve forgotten about it after a day at the beach. But with the event a few hours away and the beach out of the question, he had grown more irritated.


In 2010, after almost thirty years of marriage, I now knew better than to let our snits get out of hand. I also knew that pretending we were getting along at a dinner party with six couples would be far more unpleasant than apologizing again.


I took a deep breath, hoped my exhale wasn’t audible, and tried to make my tone neutral. “Hey, what’re you up to?”


Ed was carrying a bucket of water with a few rags—ripped, grayed undershirts—draped over its edges.


He cracked the front door and looked back over his shoulder at me, his face expressionless. Even at sixty (and despite some thinning hair and extra pounds), he still bore the good looks that had attracted me decades earlier.


“What does it look like? Going to wash my car.”


“I’m sorry, Ed. I really am.”


Ed put down the bucket. A few sudsy drops sloshed onto his flip-flopped foot. “I had a terrible week at work. I told you I have an important presentation on Monday. All I wanted to do was relax this weekend, and now I have to spend tonight with John and Alice, who you know drive me crazy. You should’ve asked me.”


What he could’ve also pointed out, but generously didn’t, was that I was on vacation from teaching seventh grade—that my summer, unlike his, was one long weekend.


“I know. I’m sorry … I wanted to see Sarah and Mark and didn’t think you’d be so upset. Look, let me do you a favor. I’ll get the dry cleaning.” I glanced at my phone. “They close soon. I’m going to change my clothes and get going.”


“Thanks, but don’t bother. The traffic’s going to be terrible. All the summer people will have left the beach and be driving around the village.” The screen door clattered shut behind him.


Ed was hosing down his BMW, so he may not have heard me when I opened my car door ten minutes later. I should’ve said goodbye, but I was tallying our balance sheet of petty marital grievances.


I backed down the driveway—took care as I had a thousand times before (with more success at some times than others) to avoid the scraggly rhododendron that encroached at the narrowest point. We just needed space. We’d both be in better moods when I got back.


By the time I turned right onto Route 114, I needed the windshield wipers.


This wide, two-lane stretch of road, one of the few places in East Hampton where the speed limit exceeds forty miles per hour, is hardly bucolic. A couple of houses can be seen among the scrubby trees, but most are tucked away on intersecting dead-end streets, all but a few paved by now. But at the intersection with Stephen Hand’s Path, a busy road itself, whose name recalls its origin in the 1660s as a twelve-foot-wide thoroughfare for “carts and oxen in yoake, [but] not … cattle … out of yoake,” the view changes. The road slightly dips at the traffic light, and as it rises on the other side, I always feel a moment of lightness as I look out over the expanse of farm fields and sky, which on that day offered a palette of striated grays and blues.


I picked up Ed’s shirts and suits from the dry cleaners, and as I left the store it looked like the clouds had disappeared for good. Hugging a thick pile of plastic-covered clothes to my chest with both arms, I stepped into the pedestrian crosswalk: no people, no cars. Then I noticed a dark blue pickup truck pulling out of the dead-end street almost directly across from me.


It wasn’t one of those petite pickups that weekenders drive to try to pass themselves off as locals. This truck was large and sitting up high like it had important business to take care of.


Surely the driver had seen me standing in a marked crosswalk, its sign clearly visible atop a pedestal that said, “Stop for Pedestrians.” I took another step.


By now the truck was turning into my lane. If the windshield weren’t shaded, I could have seen the driver’s face. I was surprised but not scared. He had to be seeing me. I was six feet in front of him, in broad daylight.


He can’t possibly mow me down … What? He’s accelerating. I can almost touch the windshield. Oh God. It can’t be. He’s going to hit me. I’m going to die. I squeezed the dry cleaning.


I froze in a combination of terror and resignation, yet—and I would be ashamed to admit this later—in that moment I also felt a fleeting sense of relief, even freedom. I could finally let go, release the fear I had spent a lifetime trying to contain.


The hood plowed into me at shoulder level with a thud so heavy and determined it seemed propelled like the earth itself. I felt rather than heard the sound: a deep rumbling like some tectonic plate had shifted below. I could feel the pounding on the left side of my chest and shoulder, but before the pain registered, I was thrown back and my head crashed onto the pavement. It bounced, but without the give of a ball, and when it hit the street again, it was with the hardness of a boulder dropping onto concrete.


Some part of me knew this impact should hurt like hell and that my brain might have been splattered on the street, but I felt fiery pain for only a split second.


I heard a whooshing sound and had the sensation of moving in an arc. I either lost consciousness or just couldn’t think.


All motion stopped. I was alone in a dark silence, perfectly quiet except for the strangely comforting sound of the engine blowing hot air on me. My first thought was utter surprise—as though the screen had suddenly gone dark in the middle of a movie and the audience had been asked to go home.


This can’t possibly be it. No warning, not even a hint. No chance to say goodbye?


I scanned the black screen.


Ed will be okay, I thought. He knows I love him, and by now we’ve said it all. But the boys?Matthew and Peter. A sob began to form, but it froze at the bottom of my throat.


I couldn’t believe I wouldn’t see my sons again, say goodbye, hug them …


Others might see their pasts flash by in similar situations, but I flipped forward—through future family photographs and events that had yet to pass: graduations, weddings, wives, grandchildren. But it was too hard to keep making it up, and when the pictures faded, I felt the urge to scream. I would scream myself back into this life. Scream so Matt and Peter could hear me. Scream that I loved them, that I’d made so many mistakes, that I was so, so sorry, that I wished I’d been a better mother.


But I couldn’t scream; I couldn’t even breathe. The plastic-covered clothes I’d been carrying were covering my face. For a second, I noted the irony. I’d just been hit by a truck, but I was going to die suffocating on my dry cleaning.


My brain begged my arms to remove the plastic, but they just lay there, unresponsive. My legs wouldn’t move either. Paralyzed. I gasped reflexively. Stupid idea. It only sucked the plastic deeper into my throat. Stop panicking, I yelled at myself, you’ll choke even more—think of something! I tried to force the plastic out with a cough, but it was too far down. The pressure in my head was getting unbearable. I was going to drown.


Suddenly, fingers were rubbing the roof of my mouth, and in a second I could breathe. With the air came sounds and sight and, within me, a flood of love and gratitude.


A car door slammed. “Oh God, I’m so sorry …”


I looked up. Through a foggy haze, I saw a tall, slim young man with blond hair. Was it Matt?


“Don’t worry, I’m alive—I’m alive—I’ll be okay,” I told him. I wanted to hug him and let him know that I forgave him for this accident, forgave him for everything. That all that matters in this world is how we love, and I loved him no matter what. I could move my arm now, but a hug meant getting up. So instead I reached for whatever I could touch—the outside of his calf, it turned out—and patted it.


As I looked up at him, the picture cleared a little. I was forgiving a stranger.


A cop appeared next to him. “We’re going to get the truck off you. Don’t move, because your foot is touching the tire.”


I couldn’t move, so I was sure this wouldn’t be a problem, but the thought scared me even more than I already was. Desperate to find a joke that might distract me, I said, “Okay, as long as you don’t let the driver do it.”


The ignition started, and then the heat was off my face. First, the trees came into view—slim, impossibly tall, as though they were growing under my gaze. And then came the promises: I’m never going to obsess about my weight again. I’m never going to pressure my children. I’ll never say I feel like I got hit by a truck when all I mean is that I’m tired. I’ll live one day at a time. I won’t carry a grudge. I’ll just love.


God, how liberating.


Awash in those feelings of gratitude and acceptance, I wasn’t prepared for fear to come roaring in: What if I can’t walk? What if I’m paralyzed? What if I’m brain-damaged? To stop this stream of questions, I started a monologue of sorts. “I’m a mom,” I said out loud, managing just a few words at a time. “I have … two sons, a husband … teach at Springs, co-president of the union. I … can’t lie here … We have a … contract to negotiate …”


I knew what I was saying was absurd, but I was determined to convince the paramedics that I was ready to return to life as usual. If I could recite my to-do list, maybe they would let me do it. They needed to identify me, but I couldn’t think of my name. Rather than acknowledge this potential evidence of brain damage, I directed them to what I could remember. “Tell the dry cleaners … they know me … I’m the one with the squirrel …”


For me, the best defense is always humor. I tried to speak loud enough to block out the worried conversation of the people crouched around me and tell the story of the time I unwittingly dropped off a squirrel along with my clothes to be dry-cleaned. It seemed impossible to me that a squirrel would have made my sweater its temporary home and then have had the survival instinct to make it all the way to the dry cleaners and wait to hop out until what it perceived to be the opportune time.


It was just as well that a man with a deep, booming voice shut me up. “We know who you are. We remember the story.” I learned later that it was George, the owner of the dry cleaners and, lucky for me, the best EMT on the East End. God knows he was probably sick of the story.


They tried to move me, but I didn’t want to know what had happened to the back of my head—to hear that I had a gaping wound, or that my brains had spilled onto the sidewalk. Each time they tried, I yelled that I was going to throw up or that my head was going to burst. Men hunched by my head on my left side. I knew they were men because of their low voices.


“Where does your head hurt?” one of them asked.


Stupid fucking question. It just bounced on concrete. An image of a melon smashed on pavement came to mind.


Stupid question, but I couldn’t remember the words “left” or “right.” I could only picture the truck.


“Driver’s side, back seat.”


I hadn’t meant to be funny, but they laughed.


“You mean, left side of your head toward the back?” one asked, translating.


“Yeah.” I could feel a burning back there and a buzzing throughout my body, as if the impact had tripped an electrical switch. The sensations didn’t seem to have a physical origin; rather, they seemed to be springing from my thoughts, from my imagining what it must feel like to be hit by a truck.


“Okay, but we really have to lift your head. We’ve got to see what’s going on back there.”


I squeezed my eyes shut. I was not going to do it. I did not want to know.


And then from my right side, away from the men, came a woman’s voice—a soothing Irish lilt—saying, “Please, dear, we really must bandage you.”


I didn’t want to say no to someone whose voice was so gentle, loving, and concerned. I searched my brain for a thought, an image, a something that might give me the courage to lift my head, and found myself picturing the posters in my seventh-grade social studies classroom. I closed my eyes and said, or probably mumbled, with as much determination as I could muster, “Okay, I’ll do it—I’m at Valley Forge. George Washington needs me; I can handle it.”


A few moments later, with white gauze around my forehead, I probably looked like the fife player in that iconic trio of bedraggled patriots marching off to war.


They managed to get me into a neck and body brace and lift me into the ambulance. Then it dawned on me that Ed hadn’t arrived yet. “Where’s my husband?”


“We called him. He’ll meet you at the airport. You’re a head trauma. You have to go to Stony Brook.”


The Irish angel began to say goodbye, and I practically commanded her to come with me. “I need your voice—I’m too scared, please, you’re the only one who makes me feel better.”


Even at the time, my unequivocal admission of neediness surprised me. I would later learn that she was just someone who had been passing by. God knows what else she had on her plate for that day; it certainly wasn’t to minister to a voluble crash victim. I begged her, though, and she came with me to the airport.


I don’t remember anything of the ten-minute ride, not even the sound of the siren. Perhaps comforted by the Irish woman at my side and the thought of seeing Ed soon, I was relaxed enough to slip into semiconsciousness.


        


At the airport, the ambulance doors opened, and a face appeared about six inches from mine. It was huge, and then it shrunk to the size of a little boy’s, and finally Ed came into focus.


Relief yielded to fear. I’m known to be absentminded, and I’d caused him enough grief in our marriage. Now he had to spend the weekend in the hospital with me. “It wasn’t my fault. I swear. He just hit me. I’m so sorry.”


I could tell from Ed’s expression that it hadn’t occurred to him to hold me responsible. But he didn’t have to. Ever since childhood I’d been holding myself responsible for events outside my control. My father’s mental state. The possibility that my mother would drink again. My children’s tears. And now an oncoming truck.


In my mental fog, I’d forgotten about the Irish angel sitting next to me. Later, Ed told me he’d assumed she was an EMT. When he subsequently overheard her asking for a ride into town, he realized his mistake and wondered who she was.


Ed’s face kept going in and out of focus, as though I were adjusting a lens. I heard someone telling him what had happened and what was wrong with me. Ed, of course, was desperate to hear the information; I was desperate not to. I started making buzzing sounds as loud as I could to drown out their conversation. Ed begged me to stop, but in a minute I didn’t need to buzz because something else was doing a much better job at it—the waiting helicopter.


Now that Ed was there, I felt safe for the first time since the truck hit me. When they told me he couldn’t come with me on the flight, I couldn’t find the words. How was it possible to be so afraid and hurt and yet not be allowed to be with the one person you needed?


As they pulled me out of the ambulance, the heavens opened and the rain came down in sheets. They shielded my face with a blanket. It was so heavy that it blocked out the light and pressed down into my mouth. I felt like I was once again under the truck with the plastic dry-cleaning bag on top of me. I couldn’t breathe. In a state of anxiety more intense than the one I’d experienced after the accident, I screamed, “Get it off! Get it the hell off me!” I tried to throw it off by shaking my head, but I couldn’t move. The full body brace had me paralyzed, just the way I’d felt under the truck when a combination of the physical shock and the bag had prevented me from moving.


“We didn’t want you to get wet.” The paramedics sounded surprised at my violent reaction to their thoughtfulness.


If being blasted with hot air and noise from a running pickup engine five inches above my head had been frightening, lying under the gushing wind and deafening whir of helicopter propellers was finally—and perhaps surprisingly—more than I could bear. Fear, not blood, pulsed through my body.


Although I was starting to hyperventilate, I managed to raise my voice to say, “I can’t go in that—take the Long Island Expressway.”


Probably aware that I was on the verge of a full-blown panic attack, the EMT barked, “You are going—it is protocol for all head injuries to go by air to Stony Brook. I’ve flown this trip hundreds of times. It’ll be okay.”


Maybe it was the toughness in the voice of the EMT—who, Ed later told me, looked like an ex-Marine—or maybe it was the forty-five-year-old images of helicopters hovering over jungle clearings stored in my brain, but I was suddenly embarrassed at my cowardice. If soldiers with their legs blown off could be thrust into helicopters under fire from the Viet Cong, I could be lifted gently by friendly EMTs under the watchful eye of my loving husband into a helicopter idling on Wall Street’s playground.


I yelled over the helicopter noise, “Okay, I’m on a mission. I’m wounded. You’re rescuing me from the Viet Cong. Get me up there. Let’s go.”


I couldn’t see his face, but I imagine the EMT was rolling his eyes. They hoisted the stretcher up and I lay on the helicopter floor, the pilot at my feet and the EMT at my head.


But we didn’t take off. The EMT shouted over the noise that if the storm didn’t stop in thirty minutes, we’d drive. Then, thirty minutes later, as the rain still fell, he assured me that we could simply fly above it.


If I was going to die in a helicopter crash after being hit by a truck, I thought, so be it. Who was I to interfere with that cosmic plan? I lay in what felt like suspended animation, too tired to revisit my life.


I was sure the EMT meant well as he narrated the trip—“There’s Wading River out there. Riverhead’s right below us. Wow, there’s the racetrack. Did you ever go? We’ll be in Stony Brook soon”—but I couldn’t stand his chatter. I didn’t want to be oriented. I didn’t want to be there at all.


The noise suddenly got louder, and two minutes later I was moving very quickly, probably being wheeled on a gurney.


When we stopped just inside the hall at the entrance of the Stony Brook emergency ward, a doctor asked if I was the one from East Hampton.


“Yes,” I said, “this is how all the celebrities from East Hampton come to Stony Brook.”


Expecting at least a smile from her, I reddened at her wince.


She must have thought that if I was capable of making such a bad joke I was not in danger of dying any time soon. Triage assessment apparently concluded, she left me parked where she found me in the public area outside the emergency room.


Lying flat on my back, I couldn’t see anything except the fluorescent lights on the white ceiling above me—so when Ed walked up the hall a few minutes later, I didn’t see him approaching. He just suddenly appeared, like at the airport. God knows how fast he drove what was usually an hour-and-a-half trip, and I’d never ask. He smiled down at me, and although I could see that the ends of his mouth were tensed and his forehead was slightly creased, my shoulders relaxed inside the brace.


        


I thought an hour had elapsed between arriving and receiving morphine, but Ed told me later it had been more like three and described the sequence. When he arrived, nurses were huddled around the gurney, asking questions I tried to answer. Apparently, I was distraught and in pain and every time they tried to roll me over to move me onto a hospital bed, I said I was going to throw up and was too dizzy. They tried a few more times and then gave up and left us there in the entrance to the emergency room. I was in some kind of daze, and when a gunshot victim was rushed by us, a flurry of cops trailing his gurney, it didn’t even register.


Eventually, I was wheeled into a narrow private room. Unlike a hospital’s usual fluorescent glare, the same harsh blue light that sickens me in shopping malls, the only light in this room came from the hall and the red lights flickering on a wall panel. Perhaps they’d kept it dark because of my concussion.


For the first time since I’d entered the hospital, I began to feel a sustained pain shooting through my head, along with an overpowering wave of nausea that started at my feet and gained power as it gushed up to my throat any time I was moved even the slightest bit. I begged the nurse for a painkiller.


“Sorry,” she told me, “we can’t give you anything until we figure out if you have a brain injury.”


“Oh my God. It hurts so much. Who cares about a brain injury? I can’t take it. I can’t lie here like this anymore.”


Ed said something to her, but I was moaning too loud to hear. At some point, she came back in and said she could give me some Tylenol.


“Are you kidding? Please, it hurts so much. Tylenol is worthless.” I might have been whining as much as crying.


“Do you want the Tylenol or not? That’s all I can give you until we finish the tests. I can give it to you in a pill or a dropper.”


I looked over at Ed. “I can’t do a pill. It’s going to be too hard. I can’t lift my head.”


“Okay, dropper then,” the nurse said.


I flashed back on those times I’d practically wrestled Peter to the ground when he was a toddler so I could get a dropper into his mouth—amoxicillin, probably. Now, my turn, my karma.


The nurse had to wrestle with me as well. She leaned over and jimmied her arm beneath my shoulders. The second she began to lift, the entire room started spinning and I screamed—out of fear as much as discomfort. She laid me back down.


“Ya know, if you don’t let me do this, I just can’t do it, and you won’t have any medication,” she said, a trace of nasal-NewYork-wise-guy in her voice.


Jesus, how mean could she be? I don’t know what Ed was doing. I guess there wasn’t much he could have done. (Luckily, whatever skills he lacked in patient advocacy, he would later make up for in tender patient care.)


“Okay, okay, I want it.”


She lifted me with one arm, and I could see the dropper filled with red liquid. I had been picturing a child-size dropper. This one was big enough for a cow. When she squirted it into the side of my mouth just the way I’d seen our veterinarian do to our dog, I smiled to myself.


The motion of easing my head back to the pillow was too much for me. I threw up, and a projectile of red goop splattered all over the white sheets.


I was embarrassed—not only because what I’d just done was disgusting but also because for a flash I’d allowed myself to feel vindicated, satisfied, victorious for vomiting. This must be how Peter had felt as a toddler: unable to win verbal battles, only able to communicate his disgust by throwing up. For me, it had been easier than telling this nurse what I thought of her bedside manner. But of course, it also scared me. Now I had no hope of any immediate pain relief.


        


Eventually, I was taken to a bright room for tests, where the MRI and X-ray machines seemed to rotate around me. As she wheeled me out, the nurse told me that my test results were good. No broken bones. No internal injuries. I could have some morphine.


I was lying in the hall again, but this time near a nurses’ station. Ed was standing to my right. I was still flat on my back. The morphine hadn’t done much for the dizziness, but it seemed to have cleared my thinking.


“Did you call Matt?” I asked Ed.


“He knows where you are. He was home with me when the police called. And I called him on my way to Stony Brook.”


“Yeah, but he doesn’t know what’s going on. Call him and tell him I’m okay.” Somehow I remembered Peter was in New York City for a few days. No point in worrying him now.


“Look,” Ed said, “my cell doesn’t get any reception here. I’m going to have to call from outside, and I don’t want to lose you. They might move you somewhere. It took me long enough to find you in the first place.”


“Please, I want you to call Matt. And, also, did you tell the Johnsons we’re not coming for dinner?”


        


There was no danger of “losing” me, it turned out. I started to regain my sense of time then, so I know for a fact I lay in that hall for hours. Every so often, a doctor came by and raised me ten degrees to see if I threw up. Or chatted with me. One asked, “You’re the one from East Hampton who got hit by a truck? I thought it was a little girl.”


“But I’m only fifty-seven,” I squeaked in my best four-year-old voice.


He shook his head and walked away.


        


Just two weeks earlier, on a friend’s recommendation, I had picked up Change Your Brain, Change Your Life: The Breakthrough Program for Conquering Anxiety, Depression, Obsessiveness, Anger, and Impulsiveness. I’d read the section on how to cope with “cycling” thoughts, the endless loop of worries that plagued me, and it was actually very illuminating, but after a week or so I’d come to the same disappointing conclusion I had reached after doing the visualizations, activities, and prescriptions contained in all the other self-help books lining my shelves: spiritual and emotional transformation was not going to happen for me. Perhaps it was my lack of discipline or patience. I didn’t think it was my cognitive ability; after all, I’d had to do some heavy thinking in law school.


But as I lay in the hall of the hospital emergency room, I wondered if it was simply that I, like my seventh-grade students, had required a more immediate, more direct (dare I say concrete?) approach. All I had needed to change my life was to smash my brain on the pavement and wake up in the presence of monks.


I wondered if I was hallucinating, but Ed saw them too. First one and then, after five minutes, another, and soon after that, two by two, a steady stream of Buddhist monks in saffron-colored robes, from young boys to old men, silently walked back and forth past my gurney, on their way to and from the room of a dying monk. I felt overwhelmed by love.


        


Around midnight, eight hours after the EMTs had brought me in, Doctor Marshall asked if I’d mind having a medical student stitch up my head. I said no.


The doctor and her student discussed the jagged edges of the wound and the angles of the stitches. The first stitch felt like nothing more than a little pinch, but then the doctor handed the needle to the student. “Your turn.”


First, some tugging; then, some yanking.


“See how the stitch missed that edge? Let’s try that one again.”


When for the fourth time Dr. Marshall instructed the student to remove the stitch and try again, I tried to focus on her patience and calm. Perhaps this was a lesson meant for me as well. Hopefully the student learned more from her than I did, because by the eighth do-over I was on the verge of screaming, “What the hell, didn’t you learn anything in medical school?”


I kept quiet, but at follow-up appointments when doctors asked how many sutures I’d had, I answered: “Attempted or completed?”


        


I expected to spend at least one night in the hospital, so I was surprised when, about ten hours after the accident, the nurse said that I’d be going home if I could walk. She helped me stand up and I slowly put one foot in front of the other, clutching the side of the bed. I crept a few steps, and then she instructed me to turn around and go back.


“Great job,” she said. “After we give you discharge instructions, you can go home.”


“Wait, home? In this condition?” I sat back down on the bed and looked over at Ed, slightly shrugging my shoulders.


“I can’t believe it either,” he said, “but I guess if they say you can go, you can go.”


I looked down at my hospital gown, its faint blue stripes blending into a background that, once a crisp hospital white, now matched the gray walls of the room. I wondered how I was going to get dressed.


When I looked up, Ed was holding my black cotton shift. “Can you reach your hands up over your shoulders? I’ll slip it over your head.”


I looked up at him. “Ed?” I didn’t have to add what I was thinking: Are you kidding? My shoulders and back are killing me.


“Oh, yeah, right. Sorry.”


He gently guided my head through the neck opening and stretched the armholes wide so I could slip my arms through without too much contortion. “Now for the sandals.”


Like a child, I lifted my feet straight out in front of me. “What’s that on my right foot, on the outside?” There were two parallel black smudges, one about four inches long, the other shorter.


“Oh … um … I think that’s a tire mark.”


“What? From the truck?” My breath quickened.


“Yeah, the cop told me at the airport. He was saying how lucky you were. Apparently when the truck was dragging you, it knocked off your sandals, and your foot must have been next to the tire the whole time.”


“Oh God.” One more inch and the tire would have run over my foot, my leg, me? I closed my eyes. “Okay, put on my sandals.”


        


An hour later, at 1:30 a.m., I was hurtling home on the LIE, grateful not to be in a helicopter. I stared ahead, unable to process the cars speeding by on my left and right. What would they have felt like rolling over my skin? You expected cars to stay in their lanes—and these vehicles were obeying that simple rule—but then in a second you were on the pavement. Which was weirder: being knocked down by a truck in a crosswalk or going home eleven hours after being knocked down by a truck in a crosswalk?


As I finally lay in my own bed in my own home late that night, surrounded by the comfortingly familiar—the print of the couple lying cheek to cheek under a royal-blue blanket that I’d bought at the Met for my first apartment; the terraced stack of books on my bedside table, my now coverless paperback, Ayurveda: The Science of Self-Healing, peeking out from under the bright yellow jacket of The Lacuna; our well-worn light blue sheets; my strewn-about bathing suit, shorts, and T-shirts—I was the stranger. Could it really be me lying there, too dizzy to move, my head throbbing, my limbs buzzing? How was I the one with a stiff back and a mind trying to make sense of looking into a rapidly nearing windshield?


I didn’t recognize myself.
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