















Praise for Headstrong



“Jones begins her story by taking us through the day of her assault through her own eyes, starting with a seemingly benign walk from the metro station and ending with a savage beating, which we later learn was done with a hammer. She then proceeds to lead us along the roller coaster of her journey of recovery … she explores the nature of the new person she has become, learning to navigate her new life, both the good and the bad, managing her losses and celebrating her triumphs: living. As a brain injury survivor, it was a tough read for me. At the same time, I had a lot of trouble putting it down even for brief breaks. Headstrong is a page turner and a powerful read.”


—DebBrandon, author of But My Brain Had Other Ideas: A Memoir of Recovery from Brain Injury


“Headstrong is a book about the trauma resulting from a vicious attack, but it also is a triumphant story of resilience. Jones reveals her intimate and hard-won journey toward recovery. The story is hers to tell—but it is our privilege to see inside the heart of a woman whose life is fortified by love and hope.”


—Dr. Patricia Romney, co-editor of Understanding Power: Imperative for Human Services
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To those kindred spirits who live daily with the consequences and invisibility of traumatic brain injury and the trauma of random violence
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One: Lamb Shanks


I stepped out of the Metro station and felt a blast of cold air. The inauguration of Barack Obama was only four days away. I was thrilled to be here and thrilled about Barack Obama! As a long-time civil rights activist and professor working toward racial equality, I was elated about the election of our first black president. Eloquent, principled, worldly, and black, he was the bridge between the radical politics of my childhood and my yearning to be hopeful about the future. I was here, in Washington, D.C., to witness, even if from a chilly distance, his swearing in as the forty-fourth President of the United States.


As soon as I ascended the steps of the Metro stop, the frigid wind cut through my multicolored wool sweater, black cashmere cardigan, and red ski jacket. I stopped at the Metro entrance to put on gloves with liners, an ear warmer, and a neck warmer. I was ready for the short walk to my daughter Rachel’s house.


Pulling a suitcase, wearing a backpack, and holding a shoulder purse, my body braced against the icy cold that poured through my carefully planned layers. At a little after 7:00 p.m., it was already dark. The sky above was a solid grey, no wispy clouds floating across a starry sky. In the bitter wind, my reverie about the election began to give way to a desire to be warm and with Rachel.


I walked up M Street and then wondered whether to turn right on Eleventh or Tenth. Pulling my rolling suitcase, I imagined I looked like the tourists who walk nervously down Eleventh Street, passing several liquor stores as they head to the hostel a few doors from Rachel’s house. At the last minute I decided to turn onto Tenth Street, unaware that this small decision would impact my life, forever bifurcating the years before January 16, 2009 from the years after. I had always enjoyed walking down Tenth Street, lined with majestic three-story brownstones, and tonight, the homes looked especially beautiful, illuminated by soft lights against the backdrop of the dark grey night.


Rachel was bartending at Cork, a wine bar named by the New York Times as THE place for Democrats to gather during the inaugural days. Cork was located on Fourteenth Street NW, a street rapidly becoming the “It” place in D.C. It was also an easy walk from her house. Anticipating dinner at Cork, I had eaten very little all afternoon except a cup of black coffee and a chocolate-covered donut from the Dunkin Donuts kiosk at Bradley Airport. I was planning to leave my suitcase and backpack at Rachel’s house, clean up a bit, and then walk to Fourteenth Street.


My thoughts shifted to what I would order for dinner. I remembered the menu at Cork from other visits and, in my mind, I glanced through the options, then decided on the lamb shanks cooked in red wine, the kind with the meat falling off the bone. I could almost taste them. Rachel would choose a delicious red wine to pair with the lamb. I could easily imagine sitting on a bar stool, warm and surrounded by the din of conversation, a long-stemmed wine glass filled with Italian red sitting before me. While waiting for my dinner, I would engage in conversation with other customers about who President Obama might choose for his cabinet. We’d share election stories while I delighted in seeing Rachel: I would have to restrain myself from telling everyone, “See that lovely woman, she’s my daughter!”


I started to turn left down the alley that abuts Rachel’s house. I could see the lights in her living room and I began to feel warmer, just knowing that in a minute or two I would be inside her house. Alleys in this area, lit by streetlights, are wide enough for a vehicle to drive through. It seemed more sensible to take the alley rather than the longer route of going to O Street and having to walk around the block. I felt something hit my head. I thought it might be from a roof. I turned to look up—and my life changed forever.


I saw a man’s face inside a hood. Years later, some of the riders on the metro would be clearer in my memory than his face. I know it was a man. He was tall. He was African American. He was doing something to me. These were the only images I would recall, and they would remain like a grainy, underdeveloped picture, vague and hard to decipher. I was overwhelmed by terror. I could feel the inside of my body rearranging itself—blood left my feet and raced to my head. I couldn’t hear or see. I felt nothing. Terror consumed me; I was only terror. I was being sucked into a void, an abyss without time, place, thoughts, or feelings. Darkness surrounded me and I heard a scream, a sound I’d never heard before, but I didn’t know it was coming from me. The sound went on and on, high-pitched wails without volition. Then I was on my back, kicking and keening. My mind flashed to a personal-defense instructor once saying, “Kick a man in the balls.” So I kicked wildly. I didn’t see anything. I didn’t know if my eyes were open or shut. I didn’t feel pain; I didn’t feel or think anything. I had no conscious sense of fear—fear requires thinking and having a sense of what is happening and what might happen next.


I have no idea how long I was in this world of horror, but I knew I couldn’t struggle anymore—my body was slumping. I felt my purse being pulled from my shoulder. The pounding stopped. I sensed I was alone now. I tried to lift my body off the ground and felt excruciating pain in my hands. I saw a hooded shadow running down the alley across the street, holding my purse like a football. I didn’t recognize anything around me. I thought I saw a pink house. Panic overtook me. Where was Rachel’s house? Where did the pink house come from? Then two women were standing next to me. One said, “Are you cold? Do you need a blanket? Do you need help?”


I responded, “Please take my gloves off.” I thought that the pain would stop if only my gloves were off.


Over the years, my understanding of this moment would become clearer: the shadow was running down the alley where I lay, not across the street. The alley did not continue across the street. My limited vision distorted what I saw. There would be no mention in the police report of bystanders. Maybe there really were two women standing next to me, or maybe no one was there. I don’t remember being covered with a blanket or touched by anyone. Someone, though, heard me yelling and called 911. That call saved my life.


“Can you tell me your name?” I heard the question and realized that I was in a vehicle, probably an ambulance.


“Do you have my luggage?” I asked.


“Yes, ma’am. We have everything. Can you tell me your name?”


“JoAnne Jones.”


“What’s your birthday?”


“November 12, 1946. Please call my daughter.”


“What’s her number?”


From someplace I dredged up her cell phone number. “She’s working at Cork now, it’s a wine bar on 14th Street. You can just take me to her house. I’m fine.”


“I respect your opinions,” he replied. “In this case, only my opinion matters. May I cut off your neck warmer?”


Years later, Rachel would tell me that I could not have had this conversation. “You weren’t able to speak, Mom. You only made sounds, horrible shrieks.” I would never know whether the conversation was audible or happened only in my head. Other than this remnant my memory is blank. For years, though, I would feel panicked by the sound of an ambulance siren.





Two: Memory Shards


I was in the emergency room on a table under very bright lights. I have no memory of the ride to George Washington University Hospital, being brought into the ER, my clothes and jewelry taken off, or any questions being asked. My ER memory starts when Rachel walked in.


“I’m sorry you had to leave your job, honey,” I said.


“It’s OK, Mom.” For an instant I thought I was having a regular interaction, with nothing out of the ordinary happening. I was relieved to see her. Probably about an hour had passed from the time she heard about the assault until she was able to get to the hospital. I didn’t know what she was seeing when she looked at me. I didn’t know what version of me was on the hospital bed. There were doctors all around, police and police photographers. Lights flashed. More questions. My awareness came and went. “I think it was a brick. I know it wasn’t a fist,” I said, but I don’t recall the question. During my last visit to see Rachel, I had taken some of the dogs boarding with her to a fenced area on Tenth Street. In my mind, I was there again now, dogs playing around me, and I noticed piles of bricks stacked behind the house abutting this little enclosure.


Then I heard the keening sound again. Pain engulfed me. “Mrs. Jones, we need to wrap your hands.” Words came and went. I didn’t understand. My hands did not constitute an acute medical crisis. The wrapping was a temporary step that involved moving my broken hands into a new position. They were claw-like and needed to be straightened and put in a position perpendicular to my wrists. Doctors moved my broken hands. The pain was excruciating. I have no idea if I had been given pain medication. My head needed to be stapled immediately and a catheter inserted. I went from being consumed by terror to being consumed by pain. I heard myself bark at the people in the ER. “Please take this neck collar off. I don’t need it. It hurts. Please loosen these bandages. My head hurts so much. Just loosen them. Please.” Only a world of pain existed. I had no awareness of my condition or what had happened to me. I only wanted the pain to stop.


Early Saturday morning, January 17, Debby, my wife, walked into the ICU. I thought I had smiled and said something like, “I was wondering when you would arrive, honey,” as if it were an ordinary day and I had just prepared our dinner. I said it as if I had been patiently waiting to tell her about my adventure the previous evening. At least, I believed I had spoken these words out loud, although Debby would report months later that I didn’t say anything.


And then all thoughts and memories were blank again. My world was imploding and I now inhabited only an internal space. When I was awake, I rarely opened my eyes.


What I saw in my mind’s eye those first few days were images—not like those from dreams, where metaphors replace actual events. They were more like images from a horror movie; the movie might have been fiction but the terror was real and the images lasting. Nothing had a shape. Free-floating amoeba-like things surrounded me. Then nothing. Gray, grainy. Then sudden movement, and the shapes floated and rearranged. I felt so alone, so achingly alone. I was in the midst of nothingness. The images were blurry, jumping around me as they did when I was sixteen and drank a half bottle of vodka and saw the black-and-white bathroom floor swirl around and around.


At some point in those endless hours following the assault, my mind moved from a world of darkness to a world that was all bright and white. I saw a hospital bed in the middle of a room. I was the only person in the room, although occasionally I heard some voices or saw a visitor. I saw brightness, not IV poles; I saw people standing behind me talking softly, sometimes directly to me, although I didn’t answer. Scores of doctors and nurses were hovering, asking questions and doing things to me, but I felt only the presence of Debby and a sense of brightness. It wasn’t the brightness of joy. The bright was as overwhelming as the dark.


A voice cut through the blur. “We’re going to take you into surgery, Mrs. Jones, and clean up your head a bit,” Dr. Shields, the neurosurgeon, said to me. “OK,” I responded. I didn’t really know what he meant. I was a body encased in darkness. I would learn later that he performed a craniotomy about ten hours after the assault.


***


Shard: I see my family from DC standing near me in the white, bright room. They’re talking but I’m not saying anything and I can’t hear what they’re saying.


Shard: The officer who found me in the alley is standing near me. She introduces me to someone. “This is my partner on the job and my partner in life.” I don’t understand what she’s saying. I don’t respond.


Shard: Three days after surgery, on Inauguration Day, I leave the ICU for a surgical room. I am wheeled down a hall on a hospital bed thinking, “So this is where I am. I’m in a hospital.”


One eye can open now, and I can see around me. The new room is small and dark and filled with flowers. News of the assault has spread through my circle of family and friends and has been picked up by the local media. Flowers pour into the hospital. They were not permitted in ICU, but now I’m surrounded by flower arrangements.


Shard: A nurse removes the urinary catheter and says in an even tone, “Please eat something, Mrs. Jones. You’ve been receiving nourishment and liquid by IVs for four days and now you need to eat on your own.” I feel embarrassed. I’ve been letting tubes take care of me. I can’t imagine eating.


Shard: More flowers arrive. People come in and out to say hello and how are you. I don’t know the answer.


Shard: I have to pee. My arms and hands are bandaged. I can only see out of one eye and can’t look up without getting very dizzy. I tell a nurse that I have to pee. She escorts me and my IV pole to the bathroom. She leaves. I manage to sit down. When she comes back I find the energy to tell her that I can’t clean myself. “Oh,” she says. She leaves and comes back with what I think is a bath towel. She cleans me. I am humiliated. I feel overwhelming fatigue.


Shard: Rachel comes into the small, dark post-surgical hospital room. She asks if I want her to brush my teeth. Our roles are now reversed. She is taking care of me, thinking about what I need and helping me. It’s been five days since I brushed my teeth. Gratefully, I nod. She helps me to sit on the bed. I open my mouth and she gently and slowly brushes my teeth. The toothpaste feels reviving, like quenching a thirst I didn’t know I had. Rachel hands me a glass of water and holds it to my lips so I can rinse my mouth in the bowl she holds in front of me.


Thank you, honey.


She smiles.


Shard: I want to see Michelle Obama’s inaugural gown. The TV is attached high on the wall across from my bed. I can’t look up without getting dizzy. When the TV commentators announce the arrival of the first couple, with great effort I look up at the TV. I can look for only a few minutes at her white, off-the-shoulder gown. I’m exhausted. I lower my eyes and fall asleep.


***


Now I was wearing the uniform of the patient: loose-fitting, thin cotton, and open so that all parts of my body were accessible for examination. I was clothed in a garment of vulnerability. I completely inhabited the role of patient.


By day five, I was more aware of the contingent of doctors and medical students who began their rounds at 5:00 a.m. Teams of trauma doctors, orthopedists, and neurosurgeons visited me. Each team walked in en masse, and then took up position at the end of my bed. No questions were off limits.


Can you move your arm? Can you move your leg? What day is it? What is your birthday? Did you urinate today? Did you move your bowels? What did you eat? What is your pain on a scale of one to ten? May I touch you here? And here? And here?


My job was to answer.


Thank you, Mrs. Jones.


They left quickly.


George Washington University Hospital was my new home. Not a home in the sense that I made decisions, or felt ownership, or knew anything beyond the door to my room. But it was my entire world. I recognized the sound of the blood-pressure cart, the particular shuffle of the trauma team in contrast to the rapid click of the neurology team. There were always medical students with the trauma team. They made more noise and asked more questions. Dr. Shields’s visits were quicker and he sometimes came without an entourage. I was able to tell time by the sounds around me. The morning food cart and smell of weak coffee meant early morning. Doctors visited in the morning. Lights were dimmed in the evening, although the sounds never stopped. Cleaning staff moved quietly through the room after the evening meal was served.


I learned the names of the nurses who took care of me, and came to know their shift times. I was more eager to see certain nurses than others. Some of the nurses spoke to me directly and in soft, comforting tones. They smiled. They asked what they could do to make me more comfortable. I asked my favorite nurses some questions about themselves. Occasionally they asked a question about my life before I inhabited a hospital bed. I could report facts: I am a college professor. My hometown is San Francisco. I live with my wife in Amherst, Massachusetts. My daughter lives in D.C. But I could barely remember my life before the assault. My palpable reality was the safety of my bed, the world within the walls of the hospital, and the floating sensation that came every four hours from morphine. I knew the orderlies and the cleaning staff and the medical students and the auxiliary staff. We were all part of the same home.


I was learning a new language: CT scan, MRI, TBI, PTs, OTs, trauma teams, neurosurgery teams, ophthalmology teams, orthopedic teams. These teams came and they went. Asked more questions. I often couldn’t follow their questions, but I tried to respond. The occupational therapist (OT) came in and tried to rig up a way for me to hold a spoon with my bandaged hands. I was grateful for her attention, but using my hands in any way was impossible.


Often a comment was made about what had happened to me. The ophthalmologist was almost in tears. “What kind of person would do this?” he asked in a tremulous voice. Some nurses and orderlies apologized on behalf of D.C. “I’m so sorry this happened to you here in D.C.” I didn’t really know what had happened to me. I felt numb and weary.


There were a few people—one orderly and one member of the police department—who probed and asked, “Did you fight him?” “Did you just give him your purse?”


“Well, I fought. He didn’t ask for my purse,” I answered very concretely.


“Thought so. Usually it’s the tourists who fight back,” they said. In my mind these men in uniform were now one person. Fear surged through my body.


People who fight back get hurt. They implied that the injuries were my fault. I started to wonder.


***


Shard: I don’t know or understand my medical condition. I have headaches and bandages around my head. My hands hurt all the time. My health needs are tended to and there are some doctors who reach beyond my injuries into my wounded spirit. One doctor, before beginning a procedure, leans over and whispers in my ear, “Try to find a Zen place.” When he says these words, I relax and let myself float beyond the procedure. His words offer a way to find myself that is beyond pain, beyond fear, and untouched by violence. These words will become a guiding beacon, an important way that I’ll learn to deal with the myriad medical procedures and issues I still have to face.


I still inhabit a netherworld. I feel as though I am ensconced in a mesh net. I can now see and sense and hear more, but I continue to be restrained by barriers I can’t understand. I cannot often enough find that place where my muscles relax and my mind calms, and where I’m not protecting myself from something unknown.





Three: Rachel, Debby, and Trauma’s Long Reach


The only calling I’ve had in my life is the desire to be a mother. I wanted a child to look at me while standing at the top of a slide and yell, “Mommy, watch me.” I’ve loved all of the pieces of mothering.


I married Mike, Rachel’s father, when I was twenty years old. It was the Vietnam era, and in the zeitgeist of that time young men were deciding what do to when they received a 1A, fit for duty, military draft classification. During the 1960s and early 70s, receiving a 1A likely meant a tour of duty in Vietnam. Mike and I were so young and so different from each other. My grandparents had fled from pogroms, Jewish ghettos in Russia, into the Jewish diaspora, leaving behind their Yiddish shtetl names and history. Mike, on the other hand, could trace his heritage back to the Mayflower and Davey Crockett. We made the romantic, marry-before-he-goes-to war decision when his “orders came for sailing somewhere over there.” Unlike Lili Marleen, I wasn’t standing under a lamplight, but sobbing and waving farewell as he stood on the deck of the aircraft carrier, the USS Constellation. I was a junior in college and my man was off to a war that he thought was just and that I loathed.


He served two tours of duty in Vietnam while I finished my undergraduate degree and began a masters of social work degree. Marriage was a mystery, and we spent our first years separated by distance and politics. My desire to be a mother remained strong. After Vietnam, he was transferred to the naval base on Kodiak Island, Alaska, and when his naval service ended, we moved south to Calgary, Alberta. Rachel was born in Canada.


When she was two, we divorced. He was a mountain man, at home in the wilderness, less so in the company of urban folk. After the divorce, he moved to the far north of British Columbia on the Stewart-Cassiar Highway, one of only two roads that connect Canada to Alaska. He took people on hunting and fishing expeditions, sold gasoline, food, and lodging, and for two months each winter he ran a trap line in an even more remote location. His winter income came from the pelts he sold.


Just before Christmas of 1990, we received a phone call telling us that Mike did not meet the small plane scheduled to ferry him back to his home. The pilot did find Mike’s dog, Chinook, alone and emaciated. Mike was presumed dead. Everyone knew that he would never leave his dog.


In the spring of 1991, when the snow and ice melted, his body and the snowmobile he’d been riding were found. He was forty-seven. Rachel was fourteen. She asked me to promise that I would not die until she was at least eighteen and could take care of herself. Like her father, she handled life’s assaults stoically, managing the ensuing practical consequences with aplomb and submerging the emotional costs.


***


The night of my assault, she was bartending at Cork. She never answered her phone while working. The police finally called the restaurant directly and spoke to the hostess. The message passed along to Rachel was simply that her mom was in the hospital and wanted to see her. It didn’t seem like an emergency.


She left work and began to listen to her voice messages. The picture quickly changed. There were many calls from the police, each saying that I had been severely injured and asking her to come immediately to the ER at George Washington University Hospital. Because so many roads were closed in preparation for the inauguration, a trip that normally took ten minutes took over thirty. She didn’t know what had happened or the condition of her mother.


Rachel told me later that when she got to the ER I was making sounds, but the only words she heard me say were, “Please stay.” She stayed with me in the emergency room most of the night and, other than work she had to do, remained at the hospital until I was released.


She also told me that the police found my cell phone near me in the alley. They called the last number I had dialed and reached Debby. “You weren’t able to speak, Mom. You only made sounds, horrible shrieks.”


I am ashamed to admit that years passed before I was able to take in the powerful impact of the assault on those closest to me.


***


Debby is a tall, striking woman. Her height and the sheen of her salt-and-pepper hair, coupled with a ready laugh and exuberant curiosity about people, make her stand out in a room. She’s like a full-spectrum light bulb, illuminating spaces that guide others out of their malaise.


Debby and I met when we were both adults and single parents to only children. Rachel was in her senior year of high school and Debby’s son Robbie was a sophomore in the same high school. We both had professional careers and wide circles of friends and family. We had both been in long-term relationships and a few brief ones. Our lives were settled. We met at the birthday party of a mutual friend, and at the end of the party Debby asked me for a ride home. During the car ride, she said something funny and I couldn’t stop laughing. It was the kind of soul-cleansing laugh, where all senses are focused on being fully alive in the moment.


The next day we made plans to meet for dinner, and as we slowly picked away at an order of sushi and California rolls and sipped a single glass of sake, we told our respective life stories.


She began: “I live with trauma. I have a lot of PTSD. Most people don’t know that about me.” She told me that, along with her mother and older brother and sister, she spent every summer on Martha’s Vineyard. Her father would continue working and then join the family for parts of the summer. “It was a magical place,” she said. “Still is. Before starting seventh grade my mother decided to take me on a special weekend to the Vineyard, just the two of us. It was late August, just after I turned twelve. She rented a little cottage in the village of Menemsha. I can’t remember how I felt about spending this time just with her. I guess at that age I didn’t think about her that much. I had my own worries, like being tall and going into seventh grade. Early on our first morning, I heard my mother make a sound. We were in the same bed. I woke up and knew something was wrong. She didn’t seem to be breathing. I was terrified. I ran out of the cottage and down the hill to a nearby house. I was screaming and banging on the door. Someone called an ambulance and called my father. She was dead. My mother was dead. I still wonder if I ran fast enough. Did I linger in the cottage before running for help? Did I bang loud enough when I got to the house?” Debby said she shut down that day, and that now she was always afraid someone she loved would die or get sick. “I always have to remain vigilant,” she told me.


Forty years later, on the evening of January 16, 2009, she was at a birthday party in Holyoke, Massachusetts, about a twenty-five-minute drive from our home in Amherst, when her cell phone rang and the caller said, “Do you know JoAnne Jones?”


“Yes.”


“What is your name? How do you know JoAnne Jones?”


“She’s my wife.”


“Oh. Sit down. I have something to tell you. She’s been badly injured. We found her phone and your number was the last one she called.”


Debby listened, wrote down the information, and called Rachel and our cousin Lisa who lives in D.C. Realizing that she was barely able to think, let alone make plane reservations, she called our friends Arlene and Martha, told them what happened, and asked for their help. She went to their home, where they handled all of the logistical arrangements for her trip to D.C. Another friend took her to the airport for her 6:00 a.m. flight to Washington.





Four: Awake


On day seven I was moved to a new room. The head nurse had said I should be in the best room on the floor. Once again the bed, with me as passenger, was moved along with dozens of bouquets of flowers. The new room was bright, with floor-to-ceiling windows along one side overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue, the path of the inaugural parade now three days past. There was also a view of the Washington Monument. At one point I actually sat in a chair and looked out the window. I could now stay awake for longer periods and talked to many of the staff members who came and went, and to my family and friends who never left my side. I looked out at the Washington Monument, cars moving through the streets, ever-present construction happening nearby, and all I wanted was to return to my hospital bed, the world I now occupied. On the bed, I felt separate and protected from everyday life; I had no responsibilities and, with the help of morphine, no memories or pain.


Two close friends from home were now part of my daily hospital life. Before I moved to my big room Debby had told me, “Pat called. She’s taking the train down. She’ll be here Thursday and Linda is flying through D.C. on her way home from Seattle. She’ll spend the weekend here.”


“Hey Jo.” Pat, who doesn’t drink coffee, handed me a large cup of Starbucks. “You like your coffee black and hot, right? Just like your mother? If this coffee was as hot as she liked it, the straw would melt.” She laughed and held the straw to my lips. She brought me life beyond the hospital room in an effortless, matter-of-fact way. “Do you want a bagel? We bought some with cream cheese,” Linda added. “We’ll get you whatever you want.”


I heard the patter of their conversation: “It’s like a winter carnival outside. There are vendors everywhere selling whatever they can put the name Obama on; some people are wearing costumes and music is blaring.”


Debby walked in and added, “I think I saw a famous person leaving a fancy restaurant. You know her. She was married to what’s-his-name. And she was wearing a full-length mink coat …”


“The sidewalks are still so crowded even though the inauguration is over,” Linda said.


We didn’t talk about test results or medical issues. Linda and Pat stepped into our new daily routines, offered Rachel and Debby needed breaks from the hospital, and provided a glimpse of the event that brought me to Washington.


As I became more awake, I began to dream. On my first night in the new room, HE came into my room. Rather, IT hovered at the door, tall and hooded but without a body. Attached to the hood was something that looked like a cape, billowing and blocking the door. I thought IT was coming towards me. I screamed, though the sound was inside of me. Then IT receded, lurking at the edges of my awakening consciousness. In the morning I told Debby, who was now sleeping in my room, wedged on a small sofa with her legs on a chair. She told me that she hadn’t heard me make any sounds during the night.


Over the ensuing years, she occasionally would hear me screaming in my sleep. I wouldn’t hear myself making sounds during the night, but would continue to catch glimpses of a cape, just at the margins of my peripheral vision.


***


In the hospital, I could do nothing for myself. When awake, I often searched for the Zen place—the place of calm that helped me to deal with the reality of my condition. I felt guided by my father in my search for this place and in the practice of gratitude. At times, as I lay in the hospital bed, I could sense my father in me. He was a stoic and patient man: during the last years of his life he labored through a neurological disease that affected all of his muscle functions. By the end of his life, he could no longer blink, raise a finger, or express himself in any ordinary way. Yet he exuded a kind of calm. He fought the disease as hard and as long as he could, but his fight was never at the expense of others: he made powerful connections with others until the end of his life. I don’t know what thoughts went through his mind as his body hardened, but I know that I felt a sense of tranquility when I was with him. And now, during the painful and debilitating weeks following my assault, I felt my father’s tranquility and he quelled my terror. He filled me with his love. He gave me a thread to hold on to.


I was also inspired by my friend Leah, who fought leukemia for as long as she could. In her last bout, at age forty-four, she underwent a bone marrow transplant. Following the transplant, she had to stay in a room isolated from others and wait for her body to signal that she was strong enough to join the world beyond her hospital room. I spent five days in this secluded room with her. Her bed was centered in the middle of the room, bordered by IV poles. She only had the strength to move in order to use the portable toilet next to the bed. Yet with all of this, Leah still responded to others as if they were guests invited into her home. She was gracious and thoughtful. She said thank you to each person who entered, whether their job was to sweep the floor or give her blood test results. While ensconced in her own world of struggle, she was so kind to others. I felt her speak to me now as throngs of people came and went from my hospital room. Thank you. Please. That’s so kind of you. May I. She gave me a way to be in this unimaginable situation. Like my father, she also gave me a thread to hold on to.


Many people came in and out of my room. In addition to hospital staff, members of the D.C. police department, particularly those from the Victims Assistance Unit, visited and talked about the services they could offer. The room was bustling while I lay in bed clad in the hospital johnnie, wondering what was being discussed. I remained entrenched in my own miasma.
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