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Elaine Hart

Understanding Jude

The fi rst thing anyone noticed about him was the defect in his 
face. A tumor-like growth the size of a golf ball protruded 

from his right cheek, and his right eye stared vacantly, unmoving, 
at a point slightly below his eye level. He had no right ear. I found 
him sitting in a wheelchair in the camp gymnasium with a gait 
belt fastened around his waist and food stains drooled onto his 
shirt. He was 32 years old.

Jude was my fi rst real experience with a special needs in-
dividual. Severe and profound mental retardation with multiple 
birth defects prevented Jude from the routine of what we would 
call a “normal” life—he couldn’t eat by himself, he couldn’t go to 
the bathroom or get into bed or shower by himself, he couldn’t 
comb his hair or brush his teeth or get dressed or put on his own 
leg braces. There was a lot Jude couldn’t do, it appeared, and I, 
having had no prior experience being responsible for the needs of 
another, was to be his primary caretaker.

His fi rst day at camp was my fi rst day, too. I was the coun-
selor, and Jude was my fi rst camper. Jude and I were living at 
a camp for people with special needs. After one week of basic 
training, I met Jude. Although I had received a photo of him in 
his application prior to his arrival, his appearance still startled me, 
and I realized how entirely dependent he was. Immediately my 
nerves shot up to a level that was diffi cult to hide. Jude couldn’t 
even communicate with me—his articulations were vowel sounds 
and his limited sign language was beyond my knowledge. He 
became agitated easily in noisy, public settings, and I soon discov-
ered that this resulted in him crying a hopeless, mournful howl 

and striking himself repeatedly on the side of his head with his 
small, balled-up fi st, sometimes to the extent of drawing blood. At 
dinner that night I struggled to spoon pureed spaghetti and apple-
sauce into his mouth, as his teeth were too worn from grinding to 
chew his food. This was the fi rst moment I remember panicking. 
How could there be such a dependent life in my inexperienced 
hands? What if he choked? What if he fell? What if he was sick or 
having diffi culty breathing and I couldn’t understand his erratic 
communication? I hardly slept that night after putting him to bed, 
obsessively paranoid that he would fall out of his bed and hit his 
head and I would be held responsible.

The following day, tense and achy from lack of sleep, I fee-
bly wheeled Jude into the gym for the “Fun and Games” portion 
of the day. After pulling him up to a table scattered with puzzles 
and coloring pages, I wearily dropped into a chair. In front of him 
lay an inexpensive keyboard, containing maybe three octaves of 
keys and coated in a thin layer of dust. Jude leaned forward and 
reached toward the keyboard to pull it closer, so I centered it 
and hit the power button, anticipating the usual amateur sounds 
of a few dissonant chords followed quickly by a loss of interest. 
Unexpectedly, Jude shifted the keyboard to an angle and, laying 
his head down, rested his ear directly on the built-in speaker. His 
gaze fell somewhere off in the distance, and he laid both crooked 
hands upon the keys. Then, with his eyes still staring vacantly 
into nowhere, Jude steadily played a fl awless G-chord followed by 
the beautifully simplistic melody of “You Are My Sunshine.” He 
played it perfectly. A smile began to appear on his face, growing 
bigger and bigger, as I sat, staring, in complete bewilderment. He 
shifted hand positions and transitioned smoothly into “My Heart 
Will Go On,” and a lump formed in my throat that I couldn’t 
swallow away. Jude’s eyelids fell closed, and the expression upon 
his face was nothing short of complete and utter contentment and 
bliss. My eyes fi lled with tears that I dared not blink away in fear 
of missing a moment of the most absolute happiness I had honestly 
ever seen. 

I watched as Jude’s hands shifted over the keys, as if his 
fi ngers could see, landing deliberately on each note without error. 
All of the stress and worry of the previous day poured over me, 
and I was overcome with emotion. Jude paused, and then began 
playing the beginning notes of the Beatles’ “Hey Jude.” All I felt 
was an overwhelming desire both to cry and to laugh, but all I 
could do was sit as still as I could and listen to the melodies pour-
ing forth from the keyboard. Jude could not communicate with me 
in any standard fashion, but in that moment I understood through 
his music all of the genuine and pure happiness that Jude could 
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not simply share with his words. And, in that moment, it suddenly 
didn’t matter at all what he couldn’t do. Jude wasn’t a severe and 
profound mentally disabled camper sitting before me anymore; 
in fact, that label seemed entirely misplaced. How could this man 
who was so obviously in tune with his gift of music be described 
in any way as disabled? For the rest of the week, Jude carried the 
keyboard on his lap with him everywhere and took every oppor-
tunity he could to play it. 

Sometimes when taking care of adults with severe special 
needs, there are moments when you inadvertently get caught up 
in what they can’t do – not because you are being derogatory or 
belittling them, but because you feel so completely responsible for 
their well-being. You sometimes forget that, beneath the disabili-
ties, there is something entirely, fundamentally, and beautifully 
human. My experience with Jude and his keyboard this summer 
changed my perspective of humanity entirely. What I learned 
was extraordinary, and yet today it seems like common sense that 
many people sadly never fully realize. Jude, like all people with or 
without special needs, was a unique and exceptional individual. 
He had desires and passions like all of us—passions stirred deep 
within the soul which beg in every human to be released, but 
which he found diffi cult to express because of his physical and 
mental limitations. These limitations masked one of the most 
extraordinary, albeit, unexpected, talents I have ever encountered, 
making me astonishingly aware of just how capable Jude really 
was.

Over the days following Jude’s reunion with the keyboard, 
he and I shared countless memorable moments together. Often-
times, for instance, when prompted by a fi rst line of a song, Jude 
would break into a broken choral refrain in his inarticulate but 
enthusiastic voice. My favorite was his rendition of the Beatles 
song responsible for his namesake, which sounded something 
like, “Hey Joo, oh ee afray….” I think his ability to make me laugh 
daily brought us closer in that week—it certainly made me more 
comfortable in my position as his caretaker. The moment in which 
I laughed the most, however, occurred quite unpredictably while 
he was—well, on the toilet. Jude sat, his 32-year-old body the size 
of a ten-year-old’s, his spine crooked, his knit racecar pajama pants 
around his ankles, his feet not even touching the ground. I stood 
outside the stall door with one hand above me holding it shut, 
waiting for his cue of “I duh!” to let me know he was fi nished so I 
could help him get dressed and into bed. I stood, patiently, when 
from behind the stall door, I heard Jude start counting: “Wah, ooo, 
wee…” I paused. “Jude, is everything alright in there?” I opened 
the stall door a crack, and there he was looking back at me with 

an enormous grin on his face, pretending to weight-lift with a 
toilet plunger in his right hand, awkwardly counting off arm reps. 
He giggled. “Oar, Eye, Ix….” I laughed harder in that moment 
than I ever remember laughing before, and his face beamed with 
accomplishment.

Too quickly, my week with Jude was drawing to an end. On 
one of the fi nal nights of camp, Albrecht Acres held its traditional 
weekly dance for the campers in the gymnasium, complete with 
dimmed lights and a semi-professional deejay. I was not confi dent 
about Jude attending the dance, assuming the noise and crowded 
atmosphere would upset him, but when we approached the doors, 
Jude unexpectedly wheeled himself in with very little hesitation. 
As if on cue, whatever song had been playing drew to its close and 
Celine Dion’s “My Heart Will Go On” drew forth from the speak-
ers. Elated, I spun around to Jude to tell him to listen, excited that 
this would help calm him from any anxiety he might have been 
having. When my eyes fi nally landed on his face, I saw that Jude’s 
eyes were wet with tears. He was beaming with his signature 
grin that I had grown to adore, and I was surprised to realize that 
I could fully sense his excitement, knowing that he was soaking 
up every moment of the song that he loved so much. I smiled as 
tears of happiness once again fought to emerge. This moment truly 
opened up to me exactly how much this camp meant to the camp-
ers who attended. It was for spectacular experiences like these 
that campers would chat year round about the upcoming summer 
to anybody who would listen; and it was for the same spectacular 
experiences that we were told in our fi rst week of training that 
this would be “The hardest job you’ll ever love.” 

The following Sunday, I slowly and despondently rolled 
Jude in his wheelchair out to the minivan that had come to pick 
him up and take him home. Watching Jude go was bittersweet, as 
I thought about the emotionally tumultuous and self-awakening 
week we had shared. I thought back to our fi rst moments together, 
remembering how scared and unsure I had felt, as, I’m sure, had 
he when he had to place complete dependency on a stranger for 
a week. I felt honored to have been granted unconditional trust 
from a man who was so truly extraordinary. In my goodbye hug to 
him, I tried to squeeze in every piece of love and gratitude I felt, 
desperate to make him understand what my experience with him 
meant to me. He draped one arm around my neck, and smiled in 
return.


