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The Spine Speaks
Jennifer New ///////////////////////////////////////////////

  Bless the spine for it is the whole story.
          —Mary Oliver

What happens when you have back pain that begins by feeling run-of-the-
mill but keeps getting worse? The pain leads you to have anxiety and depres-
sion. Which drains you of energy. Perhaps this is why you lose weight. Per-
haps not. Perhaps this is why you’re achy in other parts of your body. Perhaps 
not. Perhaps this is why you’re losing sensation across your forehead, nose, and 
lips. Then again, it could all be in your mind. 

If you’re forty-six years old with two kids, a puppy, daily yoga, weekly 
swimming, and a full-time job, you feel alarm. You want to fix it. You go 
to your doctor, and she orders X-rays. When they come back clean and she 
doesn’t follow up with any next steps, you assume this is just how it is at forty-
six. It’s perimenopause, right? It makes sense—the moods and anxiety, the 
hot flashes and sporadic periods. Muscle aches can come with it, too. You up 
your intake of supplements—fish oil, D, B12, turmeric, calcium. 

Within months, you’re back at the doctor, who thinks it’s anxiety and 
suggests a med. After several months of feeling a tight tingling creep spider-
like from your back to the crown of your head, you relent. Every night you 
place the small pill on your tongue, swallowing a sense of shamed resignation.

One chiropractor thinks it’s “totally in your neck” and asks you to come 
back in two days. Another says it’s “true sciatica”—unless it’s piriformis syn-
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drome, which it could be. He wants you to come back twice a week for several 
weeks. As does the Alexander Technique teacher, who promises you’ll feel 
“vital” again within a few months. She’ll give you a deal if you come twice a 
week. When she goes to Israel, you’ll need to figure out a different plan, of 
course, but for now, please come as frequently as you can. She stares at you 
with urgency and says that her soul and yours must have been connected pre-
viously. She would make you more uncomfortable if the word “vital” wasn’t so 
luscious. You climb on your hands and knees to get up the stairs of your house 
at night. You’ll drink any Kool-Aid she’s selling to avoid this. 

You add an anatomy app to your iPhone and stock up on Epsom salt. 
A foam roller comes from Amazon, and your son laughs hysterically at your 
attempts to mimic the serious man in the instructional DVD who appears to 
be humping the green foam tube.

Within ten minutes of your arriving in her office, a physical therapist 
suggests “dry needling,” a modality definitely in need of a new name. She tells 
you that it helped her recover from swimmer’s shoulder after just a session 
and that it doesn’t hurt but “just feels weird.” You knew this woman as a kid, 
and though you haven’t seen her in decades, this seems as good a reason as any 
to trust her. Trying to block out the Pat Benatar on the office sound system, 
you put in your earbuds and choose a Hindu chant that you’ll listen to repeat-
edly in the coming months. “Just pay attention to the breath,” you think as 
a sharp zing enters your shoulder and then comes alive in the muscle, tinfoil 
on a filling. Driving back to your office, tears stream down your face, though 
you’re not sure why. You feel stoned. Your period, which has been dormant 
for months, starts in a gush. You believe in energy channels like never before.

You go to your dear friend, a massage therapist, and she kneads out the 
pain for a day. “It’s anger,” she says without hesitation. This pain that has made 
it so that you can hardly walk the dog around a single block stems from your 
emotional baggage. This is something you can fix. You go home and Google 
“anger” and try to release it. When the pain doesn’t go away, you are really 
fucking pissed.

You keep doing your yoga. Then you do more yoga. “What if you stop do-
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ing yoga?” a fellow yoga teacher and Pilates instructor asks. She uses a tone of 
voice that says she knows how hard this is—yoga is part of your identity, part 
of the way you land in your body each day. You go home and cry and stop do-
ing asana, calling it a “downward dog diet.” This makes more room for breath 
and meditation—these will lead you far in the coming months.

You go to a Rolfer and a Feldenkrais practitioner. You get cranial sacral 
therapy. Some of it really helps. But at one hundred twenty dollars per session, 
there is no way you can sustain it.

Your relationship falters. Trips. Skips. Pauses. Aches. It’s partly because 
you are not all there; you are a ball of pain, and who but a saint can care day 
in and day out about someone else’s pain? On a March day when you’re pretty 
sure that maybe the relationship is probably over, you sit in your car out near 
a cornfield and scream and cry. Anger-fear-anger-fear pitches your boat up 
and crashes it back down. Outside it is sleeting again. Winter is relentless.

Your son tells you he’s tired of knowing that his mom is in pain. He wants 
the “non-pain mom.” Your daughter stubs her toe and cries, and then pulls 
herself together, saying that she knows she doesn’t hurt as much as you do.

You go to a yoga training in Minneapolis in April. It snows. Nearly every 
pose is contraindicated for people with spinal stenosis. You make a note in the 
margins of your workbook to find out more about this condition. 

Your boss buys you a standing desk, and you spend all day at work go-
ing between standing and sitting, standing and sitting, then kneeling, then 
child’s pose, then sitting, then standing. Always moving, hoping to find the 
thin space in which there’s no pain, or less pain, for a half an hour. A bottle of 
Tylenol sits next to your mouse pad at the ready.

You swim a few laps and then stop. It hurts too much. Sex often hurts, 
and you brace yourself for a twist or turn that will trigger the glass shards that 
live in your glute—“Please don’t put too much pressure on my back,” you say, 
always a sexy line.

You run into a friend, and she talks about the pain she’s had since an 
accident last summer—she fell into a lobster trap. She describes so much 
of what you’re feeling and tells you about recovery and the path of patience 
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she’s walked. You realize that this is what it’s like when an alcoholic confides 
in another alcoholic, when an abuse victim talks to another abuse victim, 
when a refugee finds another person from her homeland. This is the language 
of familiarity, the reassurance of someone who has walked at least partway 
through the minefield and is still alive with a glimmer in her eye.

You have collected the names of several acupuncturists. You’ve called the 
university’s pain clinic, but you can’t get in without a referral. So you call your 
doctor—again. It’s gotten worse, you can’t do much of anything. You tell her 
you’re considering using a wheelchair to visit the Art Institute when you go 
to Chicago in a few weeks. She orders an MRI.

A new stage commences. The stage of long visits to waiting rooms, the 
longest you went through with your mom, sitting for two hours until your 
name is called and another forty-five minutes for the doctor to appear. This 
is the period of taking off your clothes and putting on dressing gowns. This is 
the period of wondering about results.

When you learn that you have a cyst in the lumbar spine that has nar-
rowed your spinal canal to less than five times its normal width—“severe spi-
nal stenosis”—you feel as though you’ve seen Jesus in your toast. Relieved—
not crazy after all. You feel so thankful and hopeful. And then you are truly 
angry, wanting to call every person you saw in the past year who offered any-
thing other than total humility, anyone who thought she had the answer. You 
want to deliver the bloody cyst on each of their doorsteps.

The neurologist you’ve pulled punches to see is an ass, quizzing you about 
anatomy as though you’re one of his residents, rather than answering your 
questions. Next up is the really nice orthopedic guy who tries to aspirate the 
cyst. He tells you about his kids and asks about summer plans. He apologizes 
when it doesn’t work, even though it hurts like hell. The nurse holds your 
hand through the procedure. Partway through, you realize that it’s been ex-
actly ten years since you gave birth to your son in the same hospital. 

You call a few trusted friends for final advice and perspective and then 
decide that this is it—the end of the line. You call the neurosurgeon’s nurse 
and get on his rotation, then sign on the dotted line for the procedure. The 



Examined Life Journal  //   181

resident wielding the clipboard tells you— as though he’s listing the specials 
on that night’s menu—that you could have a heart attack or die during sur-
gery. “What’s the risk of the latter?” you ask. “Oh, hardly anything,” he says, 
“just like one out of a hundred.”

You want to be all better. You’re confident you will be. You’re only think-
ing ahead to the Land of Better. But on the morning of the surgery, you and 
your partner arrive at the hospital at 5:30 am, and after a pregnancy test, a 
harried resident marking on your back with a Sharpie, and a visit by the hos-
pital chaplain, you are both sobered. The IV drip is turned on, you grow fuzzi-
er, you give your glasses to your partner and watch the lights as they wheel you 
away. “It’s just like a movie” is the last thing you remember thinking. 

Five hours later, you wake up nauseous and with a raw pain in the other 
side of your back. The surgeon entered the spine at a diagonal. What lousy, 
horrible thing have you done to your body? You struggle to the toilet late that 
night and vomit onto the floor.

A day later, you go home, where your family builds you a nest. At hand 
are magazines, books, a large water cup. You sleep the first day, then rely only 
on Tylenol and ice to relieve the throbbing, egg-shaped wound. Within days, 
you start to move, incapable of ignoring requests from your kids, the dish-
washer, the dog’s empty dish. Each bend pulls at the threads in your back. 

Slowly, wonderful things begin to happen, as though everything that has 
been stalled for a year is reanimating. You find a woman up the street who will 
do some gardening for you, pulling out the massive invasion of volunteer trees 
around your house. The painter who had disappeared shows up and starts to 
work. You call a banker friend to see if she knows of anyone who might help 
you untangle your finances. “Me,” she writes back immediately. You see a 
new practitioner, who slowly, patiently, good-humoredly, and without huge 
promises works out the kinks in your shoulder and upper back, offering viable 
explanations for why they’re there and how they’ll depart.

After seven weeks, you have a follow-up with the neurosurgeon. He 
shows you pictures of the cyst, covered in blood and half-formed like a blind 
and mutilated preemie. Your stomach roils, but you don’t want to seem weak, 
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so you look on and nod. You tell him that the tingling across your head is 
gone, something he’d said was unrelated to the cyst. He shrugs, unimpressed 
and uninterested. “Stay away from doctors!” he chides, wagging a finger at 
you.

You can use your voice in a way you haven’t been able to for ages. You 
sound different. Where is it coming from, this voice that has traveled such 
long distances? It’s moving up the spine, rising from the lumbar through the 
thoracic to the cervical. Ascending from the organs and the seat of your being 
up to your throat and out your mouth. Beautiful, melodious, sure. Your voice. 
Your heart. Your passions. Returning up that flowing river of the spinal canal.


