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"You must be kidding!" I said, hoping that my tone was not as harsh as it 
sounded. 

"I still need my booties and my night bag." 
"What are they for?" I asked out of genuine curiosity. 
"Well my booties-those big rubber things on the table-keep my heels 

from rubbing and getting irritated and the night bag ... well that's so we 
won't have to worry about my urinating during the night." 

The booties I easily affixed, the night bag was another matter. Again it 
was more my awkwardness than the complexity of the task. First, I removed 
the day bag, now emptied, but still strapped around her leg and replaced it 
with the bigger night one. Careful not to dislodge the catheter' had to find a 
place lower than the bed to attach it so gravity would do the rest. Finally, the 
formal work was done. The words of my own thoughts bothered me for I real­
ized that there was part of me that feared what "work" might still be ahead. 

She was not the first disabled woman I'd ever slept with but she was, as 
she had said earlier, "more physically dependent than I look. n And she was. 
As I prepared to settle down beside her, I recalled watching her earlier in the 
evening over dinner. Except for the fact that she needed her steak cut and 
her cigarette lit, I wasn't particularly conscious of any dependence. In fact 
quite the contrary, for I'd been attracted in the first place to her liveliness, 
her movements, her way of tilting her head and raising her eyebrows: But 
now it was different. This long process of undressing reinforced her physical 
dependency. 

But before I lay down again, she interrupted my associations. "You'll have 
to move me. I don't feel centered." And as I reached over to move her legs, I let 
myself fully absorb her nakedness. Lying there she somehow seemed bigger. 
Maybe it was the lack of muscle-tone if that's the word-but her body seemed 
somehow flattened out. Her thighs and legs and her breasts, the latter no lon­
ger firmly held by her bra, flapped to her side. I felt guilty a moment for even 
letting myself feel anything. I was as anxious as hell but with no wish to flee. 
I'm sure my face told it all. For with her eyes she reached out to me and with 
her words gently reassured me once again, "Don't be afraid." 

And so as I lay beside her we began our loving. I was awkward at first, J 

didn't know what to do with my hands. And so I asked. In a way it was no 
different than with any other woman. In recent years, I often find myself 
asking where and how they like to be touched. To my questions she 
replied, "My neck ... my face ... especially my ears .... " And as' drew close 
she swung her arms around my neck and clasped me in a suprisingly strong 
grip. 

"Tighter, tighter, hold me tighter," she laughed again. "I'm not fragile.... 
I won't break." 

And so I did. And as we moved I found myself naturally touching other 
parts of her body. When I realized this I pulled back quickly, '" don't know 
what you can feel." 

"Nothing really in the rest of my body." 
"What about your breasts," I asked rather uncomfortably. 
"Not much ... though I can feel your hands there when you press." 
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And so I did. And all went well until she told me to bite and squeeze 
harder, then I began to shake. Feeling the quiver in my arm, she again reas­
sured me. So slowly and haltingly where she led, I followed. 

I don't know how long we continued kissing and fondling, but as Ilay bur­
ied in her neck, I felt the heels of her hands digging into my back and her 
voice whispering, "tell me ... tell me." 

Suddenly I got scared again. Tell her what? Do I have to say that I love her? 
Oh my God. And I pretended for a moment not to hear. 

"Tell me ... tell me," she said again as she pulled me tighter. With a deep 
breath, I meekly answered, "Tell you what?" 

"Tell me what you're doing," she said softly, "so I can visualize it." With 
her reply I breathed a sigh of relief. And a narrative voyage over her body 
began; I kissed, fondled, carressed every part I could reach. Once I looked up 
and I saw her with her head relaxed, eyes closed, smiling. 

It was only when we stopped that I realized I was unerect. In a way my 
penis was echoing my own thoughts. I had no need to thrust, to fuck, to quite 
simply go where I couldn't be felt. 

She again intercepted my own thoughts-"Move up, please put my hands 
on you," and as I did I felt a rush through my body. She drew me toward her 
again until her lips were on my chest and gently she began to suckle me as I 
had her a few minutes before. And so the hours passed, ears, mouths, eyes, 
tongues inside one another. 

And every once in a while she would quiver in a way which seemed orgas­
mic. As I thrust my tongue as deep as I could in her ear, her head would begin 
to shake, her neck would stretch out and then her whole upper body would 
release with a sigh. 

Finally, at some time well past one we looked exhaustedly at one another. 
"Time for sleep," she yawned, "but there is one more task-an easy one. I'm 
cold and dry so I need some hot water." 

"Hot water!" I said rather incredulously. 
"Yup, I drink it straight. It's my one vice." 
And as she sipped the drink through a long straw, I closed my eyes and 

curled myself around the pillow. My drifting off was quickly stopped as she 
asked rather archly, "You mean you're going to wrap yourself around that 
rather than me?" 

I was about to explain that I rarely slept curled around anyone and cer­
tainly not vice-versa but I thought better of it, saying only, "Well, I might not 
be able to last this way all night." 

"Neither might I," she countered. "My arm might also get tired." 
We pretended to look at each other angrily but it didn't work. So we came 

closer again, hugged and curled up as closely as we could, with my head cra­
dled in her arm and my leg draped across her. 

And much to my surprise I fell quickly asleep-unafraid, unsmothered, 
and more importantly rested, cared for, and loved. 

Excerpted from Irving Kenneth Zola, Ordinary Lives: Voices of Disability and Disease, pp. 208-216. Copy­
right © 1982 by Apple-wood Books, Inc. 
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to expand or be destroyed. Illness has forced me to change in ways that I am 
grateful for, and so, although I would joyfully accept a cure if it were offered 
me, I do not regret having become ill. Yet I do not believe that I became ill 
because I needed to learn what illness has taught me, nor that I will get well 
when I have learned everything I need to know from it. We learn from many 
things that do not happen to us because we need to learn from them (to 
regard the death of a loved one, for example, as primarily a lesson for one­
self, is hideously narcissistic), and many people who could benefit from learn­
ing the same things never have the experiences that would teach them. 

When I began to accept and give in to my symptoms, when I stopped 
searching for medical, psychological, or spiritual cures, when I began to 
develop the ability to observe my symptoms and reduced my identification 
with the transient miseries of my body, I was able to reconstruct my life. The 
state of my body limited the possibilities in new ways; but it also presented 
new kinds of understanding, new interests, new passions, and projects. In 
this sense, my experience of illness has been profoundly meaningful, but only 
because I accepted my body as a cause. If I had insisted on seeing it primarily 
as reflecting psychological or spiritual problems and devoted my energy to 
uncovering the "meanings" of my symptoms, I would still be completely 
absorbed in being ill. As it is, my body has led me to a changed identity, to a 
very different sense of myself even as I have come to identify myself lesswith 
what is occurring in my body. 
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Crit.i(al Summary 

The stories of people with disabilities convey mixed messages. One 
is that body limitations can be overcome through one's own efforts and 
the help of other people. The other message is that body limitations 
become part of one's status because of the way other people see you. 
The gendering of physical disability makes men less masculine, reduc­
ing them to the status of women. Zola said, 

Whoever I was, whatever I had, there was always a sense that I should be 
grateful to someone for allowing it to happen, for like women, I, a handi-
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capped person, was perceived as dependent on someone else's largesse for my 
happiness, or on someone else to let me achieve it for myself (1982a, 213) 

In order to restore their public personae of masculinity, men often go to 
great lengths to try to make their disabilities irrelevant to their identities. 
At a time when disability was much more stigmatizing than it is today, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a polio victim who served as president of the 
United States from 1933 to 1945, masked his inability to walk or to stand 
without supports, and the press respected his privacy (Gallagher 1985). In 
contrast, John Hockenberry, a paraplegic due to an automobile accident, 
has gone around the world as a reporter in his wheelchair, flaunting his 
physical state (Hockenberry 1995). 

While men with disabilities try to project masculine strength, 
women with disabilities cannot come across as conventionally femi­
nine because it might exaggerate their dependence. So, paradoxically, 
they do what the men now do-project an image of strength in adver­
sity. As Nancy Mairs said, 

People-crippled or not-wince at the word "cripple," as they do not at 
"handicapped" or "disabled." Perhaps I want them to wince. I want them to 
see me as a tough customer, one to whom the fates/gods/viruses have not 
been kind, but who can face the brutal truth of her existence squarely. As a 
cripple, I swagger. (1986, p. 9) 

People with disabilities may be praised for the heroic ways in which 
they live "normal" lives, but there is always an undercurrent of "differ­
ence." It is this difference, a combination of the physical and the social, 
that gives those with permanent or long-term body problems a special 
standpoint (or "sitpoint"), a way oflooking at the world that is different 
from those safely on the right side of "normal." It is an "outsider" view­
point, just as women have an outsider viewpoint on the male-dominated 
world, and people of color have an outsider viewpoint on the White 
world. It necessitates fighting for a place in the hegemonic world and not 
taking any privileges for granted. A person who is at the intersection of 
several outsider statuses-a lesbian with cerebral palsy, a Black man in a 
wheelchair-has complex knowledge that could be very special to convey 
because it shows "normals" how much they take for granted that their 
environment will be physically accessible and socially welcoming. 
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capped person, was perceived as dependent on someone else'slargesse for my 
happiness, or on someone else to let me achieve it for myself. (1982a, 213) 

In order to restore their public personae of masculinity, men often go to 
great lengths to try to make their disabilities irrelevant to their identities. 
At a time when disability was much more stigmatizing than it is today, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a polio victim who served as president of the 
United States from 1933 to 1945, masked his inability to walk or to stand 
without supports, and the press respected his privacy (Gallagher 1985). In 
contrast, John Hockenberry, a paraplegic due to an automobile accident, 
has gone around the world as a reporter in his wheelchair, flaunting his 
physical state (Hockenberry 1995). 

While men with disabilities try to project masculine strength, 
women with disabilities cannot come across as conventionally femi­
nine because it might exaggerate their dependence. So, paradoxically, 
they do what the men now do-project an image of strength in adver­
sity. As Nancy Mairs said, 

People-crippled or not-wince at the word "cripple," as they do not at 
"handicapped" or "disabled." Perhaps I want them to wince. I want them to 

see me as a tough customer, one to whom the fates/gods/viruses have not 
been kind, but who can face the brutal truth of her existence squarely. As a 
cripple, I swagger. (1986, p. 9) 

People with disabilities may be praised for the heroic ways in which 
they live "normal" lives, but there is always an undercurrent of "differ­
ence." It is this difference, a combination of the physical and the social, 
that gives those with permanent or long-term body problems a special 
standpoint (or "sitpoint"), a way of looking at the world that is different 
from those safely on the right side of "normal." It is an "outsider" view­
point, just as women have an outsider viewpoint on the male-dominated 
world, and people of color have an outsider viewpoint on the White 
world. It necessitates fighting for a place in the hegemonic world and not 
taking any privileges for granted. A person who is at the intersection of 
several outsider statuses-a lesbian with cerebral palsy, a Black man in a 
wheelchair-has complex knowledge that could be very special to convey 
because it shows "normals" how much they take for granted that their 
environment will be physically accessible and socially welcoming. 
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