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From time to time I cross paths with someone who knew me as a child but never expected to meet me as an adult. Out of common courtesy, they are usually able to conceal their surprise at seeing me out in the world until an opening, a gap in the conversation, allows them the space to articulate their initial reaction: So, you’re still alive?


My junior high ethics teacher once told a story. When her husband died, she cut off her long hair. Afterward, she sank beneath the water in her bathtub. This she experienced as a purification. She was interested in rituals, and she brought a measure of gravity to her class that I valued, as an extremely grave fourteen-year-old. I wanted to learn as much as possible. Time, it seemed, was running out.


My ethics teacher taught me the term liminal phase. It describes the most vulnerable part of a rite of passage, the point at which one finds oneself between worlds. It is the period in which a young person is no longer a child, though not yet an adult, or when the dead have abandoned the world of the living but cannot yet be counted as ancestors. During these phases, things can go drastically wrong. But they are also where transformation takes place. We come into being in these phases. Without them, the world could not go on.


I progressed from junior high to high school and then on to university. And then, one day, I ran into my old teacher again, at a conference. She had gone to graduate school, her master’s thesis was on Norse mythology, on the Jotuns, symbolic of the dark and treacherous aspects of human existence. I was a doctoral student in linguistics. I had begun an in-depth study of rhetoric, and how reality may be altered through language. She had written a history of mentalities, about modes of thinking that we can no longer fathom. Our worlds had reconvened, in a sense.


My old teacher wasn’t surprised to hear that I was pursuing my doctorate. The junior high school was a ten-minute walk from the university library, where I once used my mother’s card to borrow books on the shamanism of indigenous Siberian tribes. I was familiar with academia from childhood, and it showed, it shaped others’ impressions of me. It promised a particular kind of future, in the same way that the opening sentence of a book points to how the story is going to unfold.


She was, however, surprised at how good I looked. This was the other narrative of the future, the one that didn’t have to do with my language, but with my body.


This phrase makes me feel uncertain: You look so good. Yes, don’t I? I dress nicely. I’ve spent time educating myself about cut, about style. I got a tailored coat when I was eighteen. I like coats with cuffs that can be unbuttoned, and oxford shirts with collars that roll the right way.


But that wasn’t what she meant.





What lies beneath—the surprise that I am still alive—surfaces only later in the conversation. Or at least this is what happened with an author I knew from high school. Ten years later we stood together in the grand ballroom of Oslo’s Hotel Bristol. With a blend of melancholy and reluctance, her eyes mild, she remarked that it was something they all knew back then, the fact that I was not going to live for very long.


Something they all knew? This wasn’t something I knew. And since I certainly was not the person who had put this idea in their heads, where did it come from? The author I knew from high school couldn’t say. The notion had simply existed. It was a shadow cast by nothing. The only substantial point of reference was my body. In those days, I often rode in a wheelchair, but I had also frequently crossed the schoolyard on foot. I used to go out during breaks and stand around with everyone else in a circle. We would talk about our teachers, we would talk about Ulysses too, and joust over who had read the furthest in that book, that’s the kind of school it was. I thought I was just one among many. I didn’t know that I was projecting a particularly tragic aura.


I did know. I didn’t have the words to express it. I am trying, now, to find them.


I follow a timeline that others might have followed. I live in the same city where I grew up. I am an academic, a child of academics. I live a life like theirs. I am married and have a child with Ida, who is a woman who writes. My son has my eyes, which are my mother’s eyes, his face has features reminiscent of childhood photographs of his grandfather. These are the threads that hold my life together. This is the fabric.


Whenever I am recognized by someone who recalls the child I once was, a rift occurs, a rupture. The image is jarred. The life I live is displaced, briefly, by a reality that never happened, it glides past like a specter, depicting opaque but familiar images, phantom images of an alternate future that followed me until I became an adult.


The recognition is followed up by the same compliment—You look so good—and it is that word so, two letters at the center of a polite phrase, that carries everything within it, that which could have been, that which never was.


Did you get better?


No, I say, I am more or less in the same shape that I used to be in, the way I was back then. My wheelchair is the same, I sometimes walk, my health is fine.


But you look like you’re better!


Memory plays tricks on us, never more so than when it teams up with our expectations. The past is not what happened then, it is what we are speaking about now.


Shouldn’t you be dead?


I have surpassed expectations, I’ve come out on top, allied with nothing other than my own body, which has lived its life, on its own premises. My body does not know which diagnoses it has been given, what kind of prognoses it has received, and this is good.


Never tell me the odds, as Han Solo once said.


This is me as an adult. This is me as a father. This is my son. He has my eyes, but not my diagnosis. He is also, in more than one way, a result of everything that never happened.





Into the unknown; we do not know where we are headed.




We sail in a leaking vessel, aware we are dying animals.


We dream of Byzantium, bailing with all our strength, we sail together.


We are argonauts, cosmonauts, adventurers, explorers. We are on a journey.








Toward the end of high school and at the start of my twenties, I lived through films.


I went to the cinema on Dronningens gate, summers as well as winters. Once a month, on a Sunday evening, the movie was a surprise—no one knew what was going to be screened until the lights were dimmed. I stood waiting in line with friends. Weekday mornings were for press screenings; I sat alone in the half-empty cinema.


I watched my way through history, from the silent film era on. I wanted to know who all the pivotal directors were, what was important.


After a while, I arrived at Wim Wenders. In Wings of Desire, Bruno Ganz plays an angel (sporting a worn dark coat and a ponytail) wandering around Berlin. No one can see him, but he observes, he listens. He places an invisible hand on a shoulder, he is present. The screenplay was written by Peter Handke, I didn’t know that back then. An old, blind man is named in the credits as Homer; I also didn’t notice that back then.


What I did notice was this: the angel becomes human. He falls in love, but it is both easier and more complicated than that. He steps out of eternity and into the moment. The Greeks had two words for time: kronos denotes the cosmic sense of time while kairos signifies the here and now. It is within kairos that we live, and it is into kairos that the angel falls. He wants to have everything that exists there, that exists here, the sounds and smells and tastes. A cup of coffee, a cigarette, complements to his suit and ponytail; angels who are affixed in film are always affixed in time.


The angel asks, and the angel receives. He becomes human. Now he is mortal. And I knew: This is true.





Ida and I are in California, this is just before we travel on to Hawaii. We are as far west as it’s possible to get in the world, but now we are going to go even farther west. Five hours by plane out into the middle of the Pacific Ocean, to the group of islands that are more remote than any other, where there are skyscrapers and trafficked streets, but where, when the plane approaches at nighttime, all we see are lights and large dark fields that represent dormant volcanoes.


Our time spent together in California is leisurely. I take time to read books about the place where we are and the place where we are going. I tell Ida about what I have been reading. We tell each other about the books we read. We both want to know what the other is thinking, but we also like hearing ourselves doing the telling. Each new book is an exploration, and through the telling we reinforce the feeling of having traveled some distance, of having gained new land.


We are not going to settle here, we know this. We are in San Francisco for a brief month and have digital return tickets in our email in-boxes. Hawaii is an added luxury before our return. Planning this out-of-the-way detour is my initiative, an extravagant gesture in honor of our first long trip together. At the same time, I print out the return tickets and keep them in my bag because I like the feeling of security it provides.


Our journey has safely defined parameters, but when we return home, we have a decision to make. We’ve been together for half a year and we’ve reached a turning point of sorts. We have spent more nights together than apart; increasingly, Ida has left more of her things behind in my apartment. We are in the process of becoming interwoven. If we don’t move in together after our return, there will be no going back, only forward, each person for themselves. We have a choice. There are no imperatives. We are free to do whatever we want.





I have a literary idiosyncrasy: I don’t like overexplaining. I don’t want to expose my references. It’s an idiotic attitude, but changing it now would be painful. It is not something I wish to give up. I don’t want to be easily approachable; I want to be understood intuitively. These are two very different things.


Sometimes I go about imagining that I take an aristocratic approach to life. In Hawaii, Ida and I walk past the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, in the middle of Waikiki Beach, with its coral-pink walls, where Joan Didion used to stay and where none of the rooms are under five hundred dollars a night. I feel strongly that that is where we actually should be staying, in the lap of luxury, on this our first vacation together. Ever since we found each other, practical questions have begun to seem unreasonable—the cost of something, for instance, or whether or not a place is wheelchair accessible.


My first time in Hawaii, I went with friends from my university. We stayed four people in one room, and my strongest memory of the trip is of trying not to fall over in the shower, taking extreme care walking from the shower to the bedroom in a squeaky pair of Crocs. I remember that I traveled with a manual wheelchair that could only be propelled by one’s own strength, so that when the others went outside—for a walk, to go for a swim in the ocean—all I could do was wait politely, in the room or in the run-down hotel restaurant. The air that streamed through the building, which was a pavilion with no clear boundary between indoors and out, was mild like an embrace; it was unlike anything I’d experienced before.


The aristocratic element is characterized by not needing to explain oneself. It is to write, as Didion did about California and Hawaii, as if one has always been at home there, as if one knows all there is to know, as if history and the world are self-evidently one’s own, a familiar heirloom, an art object that’s been in the family for as far back as anyone can recall. Stephen Fry said that Diana Mosley once told him: Of course, you never knew Hitler, did you?


Ida and I travel together, we are newly in love and together we fall in love with the places we visit. Many of them are places I have been to before and I want to tell Ida everything I know about my earlier visits so she can know it too, but I also want not to tell her, not to say anything, so that we can discover it together. Abstractions tell us nothing, old references tell us nothing, if we do not recognize their weight in flesh. Word must become body. We must find out who we are in the world and what the world is to us.





This book is about becoming human. For a while, this was my working title, for the angel who becomes human—Wim Wenders’s and Peter Handke’s angel—who has stood for a long time on my shoulder.


Yet it was a title that I had to give up. It doesn’t belong to me, it belongs to the poet Mark O’Brien. He titled his book How I Became a Human Being, he earned it in a different way than me. I must give him precedence.


If anyone is my shadow, in the Jungian sense, it is O’Brien. I am weak, he was weaker. I weigh one hundred twenty pounds; he weighed half that. My muscles are small; his were barely visible. My big electric wheelchair grants me a freedom he never had; he was too vulnerable, too fragile.


The angel from Wings of Desire becomes human by falling down and in, he goes from black-and-white to color, and in falling he injures himself, the first color he sees is that of his own red human blood.


It’s different for O’Brien, in his book, he becomes human by rising up and out, even if the movement from the monochromatic to the colorful is present in his story too, the same longing for sensuality, for corporeal presence.


I can’t decide. Is mine a story about falling or rising? Or, is it about going inward—about realizing that I always already was human? I am uncomfortable with O’Brien’s title; I will let him keep it for himself. I understand his demons, but they are not my own.


Still, while he lived, we had several things in common, one of which is an intimate relationship with machines, a different understanding of physical limitations and physical rhythms than most people have.


O’Brien wrote poems. I write prose. I write on a keyboard, and the words flow, they come out quickly. My greatest challenge is that Latinate words flow too freely, too manically, that the words lose their foothold in the body. I need another foreign word, logorrhea, to describe this state.


O’Brien was not plagued by logorrhea. His challenges were quite the opposite of mine. If one is unable to use a keyboard, if breathing is so difficult that much of life must be lived in an iron lung, then each phrase must be as valuable as it is costly, then it is necessary to switch to poetry, where the words are few and the meanings condensed, and where a well-turned expression can house a world. This is what I strive for, as we can strive even for what feels the least natural.


Mark O’Brien, “The Man in the Iron Lung”


I scream




The body electric,


This yellow, metal, pulsing cylinder


Whooshing all day, all night


In its repetitive dumb mechanical rhythm.


Rudely, it inserts itself in the map of my body,


Which my midnight mind,


Dream-drenched cartographer of terra incognita,


Draws upon the dark parchment of sleep.


I scream


In my body electric;


A dream snake bites my left leg.


Indignant, I shake the gods by their abrupt shoulders,


Demanding to know how such a vile slitherer


Could enter my serene metal shell.


The snake is punished with death,


The specialty of the gods.


Clamp-jawed still in my leg,


It must be removed;


The dream of the snake


Must be removed,


While I am restored


By Consciousness, that cruelest of gods,


In metal hard reluctance


To my limited, awkward, déclassé


Body electric,


As it whispers promises of health,


Whooshes beautiful lies of invulnerability,


Sighs sibilantly, seraphically, relentlessly:


It is me,


It is me.








How I Became a Human Being was published posthumously in 2003, but Mark O’Brien had finished writing it during his lifetime. He died in 1999, on July 4. I think about him often because he lived in Berkeley, and even though six years passed between the time of his death and my first visit to that city, there were still a lot of people around who had known him, it was a place where many who were like him had lived, and had died just as young. It was a place comprised of activists, academics, relatives, friends. Everyone was familiar with vulnerability.


When I was planning my move to Berkeley for a fellowship and it turned out there wasn’t accessible housing available to me after all and the time for my move was drawing near, these people were the first to step in and help me. Foremost among them was Sue, my academic sponsor, a professor of English literature who, when I finally met her face-to-face, reminded me of a yogi or a Buddhist monk. She was a widow, her husband had been in Vietnam and had been exposed to Agent Orange there. Sue had a kind of warmth and presence that I encountered multiple times in California. Eventually, I began to think of it as the presence that one strives for when remembering that time is short. For everyone.


Joan Didion wrote that a place belongs forever to whoever claims it hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his own image. I cannot do this for California, it doesn’t belong to me in this way. Instead, it’s the reverse: I belong to California now or, at least, to my own perception of California, the one I have created for myself.





Mark O’Brien weighed only half of what I do, I, who was small and thin, a slender child. I measure my movements in meters, he measured his in millimeters. His childhood and youth went: hospital, hospital, other institutions. No friends, no self-determination, nothing, not until he became an adult, practically speaking, and fought his way to a spot at a university.


The differences between us nonetheless push me further away from the meaning behind the title of his book. I never experienced the trauma of institutionalization. I was always already human. O’Brien was sent away from his family early on, for he was among the last children to have polio—born in 1955, died in 1999. He lived alone for so many years.


Until I was ten, we lived—my parents, sister, and I—in a red house in Lyder Sagens gate in Oslo. Every summer we would go to a little cabin, also painted red, on Nøtterøy Island in Vestfold. It wasn’t until I was thirteen that I first went to summer camp, along with other children who had something. Up until then, I had never spent so much as a single week in an institutional setting.


And yet.


There is a look, a gaze, a form of recognition. There is a sense of loneliness, a feeling of being a body that no one, least of all one’s self, wishes to know. And so, we look each other in the eye after all, Mark O’Brien and I, even if we do it begrudgingly, even if we would prefer to avoid each other’s gaze.





There is something else: the question of time. The unlived life has no scope, no dimensions. I am haunted by what could have been, by what did not happen. But can I truly claim to have a foothold in the lived life?


I could go at it chronologically, organize events in succession. This seems reasonable, it gives the impression of order and predictable progression, that what happened was what had to happen, but it is a reconstruction, a rationalization, an illusion. The past appears to be strung up on the wall like the Bayeux Tapestry, but, in fact, it is a projected image, a show of light and shadow, originating from my own memory. It exists now, in the moment of this writing, such that the things that happened back then also exist now, in how I remember them, in how I write them down. I am writing a version of myself that no longer exists.


I also try reconciling the memories of my childhood, happy and sheltered, with the knowledge, which is also present in these memories, that I was different, and that it was dotted with frequent hostile impulses, discomfort, ill-will.


I ask my parents, and they say, “For us, you were always just Jan.”


We have had this conversation many times. On this occasion, we are sitting around the living room table in their house, the house in Villaveien where we moved when I was ten and my sister was seven. It is a bright room in a functionalist house with corner windows that let in the light. Visible through the windows is the ramp that was built leading down from the veranda into the garden. In the old house, the red, Swiss-style villa in Lyder Sagens gate, we lived on the second floor. There was a short flight of stairs up to the entry door and a longer stairwell up to our apartment. My parents decided we had to move. In the new house, they had a room and a bathroom built on the first floor for me.


The ramp in Villaveien is made of metal. I remember many things about this ramp, stumbling on it, scraping my knee, learning to guide the wheelchair up and then turn on the uppermost landing. I can recall both walking and riding the wheelchair around in the garden; either way, the important thing was to get beneath the bushes where the last of the ripe raspberries dangled.


For many years, I found it difficult to believe what my parents told me. I trusted they meant what they said, that I was just me to them, but at the same time I remember the photo of the three of us, leaning over the ramp’s railing. It’s the year after we moved into the house, and the photo was in the Aftenposten newspaper along with an article about rights that have not been met, about battles that must be fought over and over again. The photograph was taken as a protest against what is wrong and unjust. I understood something back then, too, about the storm that was brewing.


Then my own son was born, and the endless delusions about who he might be, and what I expected, collapsed into the actual child like a quantum miracle. Suddenly, I was able to believe my parents, now that I was a father myself, and could see that a child is themself; of course they are.


I look once more at that photo, and I think of Ida, who we have become together, and there is one other thing I notice now, in this facsimile photograph from the 1992 Aftenposten: I see a united front. Against what, against the world? There is something present outside the scope of the photo, something at which we are scowling through the lens of the Aftenposten photographer, and this something has, if not a name, then a language and a presence. Ida and I are familiar with this something, both as a couple and as a family, and every day we aim to keep it away from our door, to keep it outside of the house, where we are together as a family. This something is storm and air pollution, it is whispering and accusatory voices. Even if it is not a part of me, I am able to hear and understand it, I can even mimic its mannerisms. Does this mean, then, that it is a part of me after all, if it is so familiar?





In the book Time Travel: A History, James Gleick explains that time travel and memory have the same basic problem: entropy. We uncover layer after layer, and though we believe what we are doing is digging down far enough to reach something older, something more authentic, and purer, what we are actually doing is piling on further complications. We can never be children again, and we know just as little about what it means to be a child as we know about life in the fifteenth century.


We cannot travel in time. To do so would require both a starting point and a goal that exist outside ourselves, a past that literally is another country. This would be kronos, cosmic time. But this is not where we exist. We are encased in the moment, and we carry it with us. We cannot shrug off the eternal now, in which the present becomes the past. We live in kairos.


It’s the same with memory, which is set and lives within us, it is not a mold for a time that was then. Each time I relive a memory, I alter it, ever so slightly, for with each reliving, a new pencil stroke is added.


I revise my manuscript once more. The shifts in language are nearly imperceptible, and in this way the manuscript becomes something different, even if I believe it is the same, an authentic reflection of myself.


Ida and I have become a couple, we have gotten married, we have had a child together. I write as my son turns one year old, he is napping outside in his stroller, beneath the veranda overhang while the rain pours down in buckets, Ida is sitting beside me practicing the piano, playing selections from Ingrid Bjørnov’s book of classics, children’s songs, and film tunes. The storm is outside.


I try to reconstruct who I was before all of this, this person who is already a stranger to me. I am thirty-six. I can remember being eighteen. I am able to reconstruct it, but this is a decisive action, it is an action with a purpose. Ida begins tentatively with “Over the Rainbow,” she plays it over and over again. I could never have imagined this future moment when I was eighteen, not only would I have dismissed it as sentimental, I would also have felt very anxious about it, it would have seemed too intimate to me, too overwhelming.


Writing is fixed in a different way than memory. A saying from one of the oldest writing cultures goes: The faintest ink conquers the strongest memory. George Orwell believed keeping a diary was among the best habits a human can have. It forces intellectual honesty. One is not only obliged to remember all the instances in which one was mistaken, but also all of the times when one was in the right—though possibly for the wrong reasons. A diary also offers a correction to the truth of a moment, which always shifts according to what is acceptable. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, Winston’s first decisive act of rebellion is to write down something that has taken place.


I was never good at keeping a diary. And yet, a record of sorts was kept for me. Voices I know—but which are not me—exist in written form. They are much easier for me to access than I thought they were several years ago. For this reason, they are also much stronger in their own way; they possess a kind of dusty, totemic power.


I’m talking about a three-foot-long shelf full of papers given to me by my parents. It may be quite by coincidence that I took these papers after Alexander was born. Regardless, the handover was well timed. I will always be my parents’ son, but now I am a parent myself, and I have assumed their habits. Once Ida and I knew we were going to have a child together, I put together a pregnancy binder. As the birth date grew closer, I made a birth binder too. I am used to collecting paperwork. To do so is to leave a trail of bread crumbs, to unspool a red thread behind you. It is a refusal to get lost, it is a claim to the truth.


The stack of papers that I took over from my parents is made up of doctors’ notes, clinical descriptions, case histories from hospitalizations, copies of letters sent to municipal and state agencies, travel agencies, and living-aids suppliers.


Reading through these records, as trivial and brittle as they are, nevertheless feels like jumping into a pool of icy water. It doesn’t lessen the shock to know that the pond is there, to glimpse it out of the corner of your eye before suddenly one day ripping off your clothes and plunging in. The papers follow a different time line than the one I remember following. It is a different life from the one I remember having lived. Perhaps that isn’t so strange, considering it was my parents who read and replied to these letters. They weren’t addressed to me, they were about me. But the me they are about, I hardly recognize this person, and the time line in the records does not match up with the life I now have. The life depicted in these pages is an alternate and much more sorrowful life, perhaps a shorter life, and, in any case, a life containing little joy. It represents the horizon of expectations.


Their subjects aside, all of these papers have something in common, namely, that they are an attempt to hold someone responsible, someone who refuses to be so held. The travel agency that promised to transport a wheelchair but then forgot or broke its promise. The hospital that neglected to follow up, the governing agencies that did not follow their own rules. Institutions and organizations have a long memory, but only if it serves them. Otherwise, they live and justify their rejections in the now.


The papers reflect two full-time roles, performed for many years by my parents from the very first dubious signs when my myopathy began to manifest, until the end of my teens. The paperwork does not stop there, naturally, but by that point I had begun to take over some of the work myself, I had begun to act as my own secretary and case worker, my own post office and central archive.


Among the papers, one reads:


Clinical note, June 12, 1984


3-year-old boy, dark blond with brown eyes, attractive and well-proportioned, cracile [sic, most likely meant to read gracile: thin or slender] with a generally lean physique, relatively poorly developed musculature but good posture.




[…]


His developments in fine motor skills, language, and intellect appear advanced for his age.


He seemed uninterested in lifting his head, turning over, attempting to pull himself around on the floor, etc. and he never crawled. However, he was able to sit upright without support at the proper age and was just barely able to walk at the age of 10.5 months, albeit very unsteadily, constantly falling flat even up to the age of 2.


Has trouble with stairs and uses his left leg to go up each step, balance still appears poor. He also struggles to climb.





This is not the beginning, but the beginning was never documented in writing. The beginning must have been a feeling, a premonition, that something was not as it should have been. I was me, but I was also a child who was constantly falling flat, and the worry that followed could not be reasoned away.


I visit my parents at their home, my childhood home. We cover the coffee table with binders and magazine files of written records, we leaf through brochures, flyers, subscriptions from the Norwegian association for muscular disease. They tell me, as they have told me before, how difficult it was to know. The papers still exist, but for them, the two- and three-year-old boy is a memory, he no longer exists, and the memory of him has been written over by the six-year-old boy, the ten-year-old boy, the thirty-six-year-old man who is writing this.


We are palimpsests. We are manuscripts in which the writing has been erased and rewritten, erased and rewritten again. Everything fades, everything leaves a trace.


My mother visits my office. She has brought the papers in three plastic bags. We leaf through them once again, and then I put them up on the shelf. We speak as though recounting a war.


There was always something, wasn’t there?




There was always something.





These papers are glimpsed from the outside, from the viewpoint of the medical system, the physical therapist, the school system, the municipality, the district, the legal system, travel agencies. It is a viewpoint that regards me as freight, a logistical dilemma.


I read the papers again. And although the text is fixed—these are the same words that were there in 1984, the year I was three and received my first diagnosis—I have changed. Jacques Derrida calls attention to this. The reader is transformed; therefore, the text is also transformed.


A sign outside the Homeowners’ Association of the development where Ida, Alexander, and I live—a sign that is from the mid-eighties, when the condos were built—emphasizes that residents’ cars are not allowed in the back courtyard. An exception is made for the transport of goods and the handicapped. Transport of goods, transport of the handicapped: this pairing of words is worth some reflection, side by side, decades after they were first posted on the sign.





Time with an infant is pure kairos. I am writing after one and a half years as a father. It is a long now, the moment stretches out and swallows the horizon.


In the middle of this moment, I get up. It is a morning in the midst of our first autumn together as parents. Ida has not come in from the other bedroom yet, so I know that the night must have been fairly peaceful. We still have nights like that, nights when Alexander eats and sleeps in tandem, when mother and child continue sleeping together until the early-morning hours, even though these nights are becoming less and less frequent. More often now, the day is off with a bang, without warning, and abrupt and full of wild enthusiasm.


This autumn morning, however, I may still wake up alone, in my own time. The bed is high, raised up on blocks, so that when I sit up and swing my feet out over the edge, they don’t reach the floor. Nor would it matter if they did. My ankles are twisted, so I’m unable to stand on my bare feet for more than a few minutes at a time; I prefer not to walk barefoot at all.


My sandals wait on the bedroom floor, wide and stable, with insoles molded to the shape of my feet, insoles that wrap snugly around my foot and heel.


With a tiny shove of effort, I stand. The mattress is springy and gives me extra lift. I reach out and grab the windowsill to stabilize myself, find my balance. I walk over and open the door to listen for sounds of Ida and Alexander, to hear whether the morning routine is already under way. But it is quiet, and I walk to the bathroom.


I stand in my sandals as I brush my teeth, I use the toilet and get up again with the help of the handrail that has been screwed tightly into the wall. I unfold the seat in the shower and sit down, remove my sandals with the tongs that hang on the towel bar, and, with the same tongs, pull the shower curtain shut. These are automatic and natural movements, the type of movements that I undertake each day without thinking about it, without documenting them.


A thousand small moments take place and are lost. Not even the brain that guides the body to carry out the movements registers, let alone documents, their happening.


After the shower, I pull on my sandals once again, stand, walk over to the tall, padded bench, and sit down. Throughout my morning routine, I am rarely standing for more than a few minutes at a time, and the bathroom has been set up for this. I now begin the process of getting dressed. I pull on my socks with a sock aid, an ingenious plastic contraption with straps that has been an object of fascination for Alexander since he was four months old. The sight of it used to make him wave his arms with joy, because he wanted to eat it. I pull on my shoes with a shoehorn, which Alexander also enjoys, I pull up their zippers with a stick that has a hook at one end, and I think about Alexander, who has taken note of all of these aids and has wanted to possess them, wanted them to be his. All of the objects in our apartment are different now, characterized by his relationship with them.


The stick with the hook is a simple broomstick handle with the brush part sawed off. There is a store that sells these kinds of special aid instruments, but they are made of plastic, they are not durable. The store is called Simpler Life, but none of its products are as solid as this broomstick that is made of wood with a hook screwed into one end. This stick with the hook has lasted for fifteen years, and may yet last another fifteen. My father made it for me on the bench in his workshop in the basement of my childhood home.


On this late autumn day, I am able to pull on my shoes before Ida comes into the bedroom with Alexander in her arms. This is a fortunate day, a good morning. It takes me thirty minutes to get ready, as always. This is not a span of time that can be abbreviated in any way, but in the best case I am able to divvy it up, distributing the thirty minutes across the span of an hour, with thirty minutes of baby time somewhere in the middle.


I cannot hurry. This is a sobering bit of evidence in my case and a crucial factor, a gigantic boulder in the middle of the road. I cannot hurry to the subway, because my wheelchair can only go the speed that it goes. I cannot run. If I leave five minutes late from my home, I will arrive five minutes late at my destination. I cannot hurry to the bathroom. If I try to walk faster than my normal speed, I trip and fall. Time is inelastic. I require the time that I require.


On this autumn morning, we can put Alexander in his high chair in the kitchen. I can make porridge and feed him, one smeary spoonful at a time, while Ida takes a shower, this is a good morning. While she showers, I can feel how slowly and how quickly time passes, I sense, once more, what it is to be in the moment with an infant.


How long do you need to get ready, Ida, half as much time as I do, a third? You can stand up while showering, you can pull on your clothes while standing, you are able to get ready more quickly if you must, and on most days you must. Time is elastic and never stretches far enough. But I can give you a small bit of time to yourself while I feed Alexander, and when you come out again, I can wipe off his face and bib and high chair while you make us coffee, and the pale sun is on its way up outside the kitchen window.


Each day we continue our journey into the unknown. We find out what we can and cannot do. We explore the unfamiliar land, terra incognita, one day at a time.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		Dedication



		Begin Reading



		Gratitude



		A Note About the Author and Translator



		Newsletter Sign-up



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		v



		vii



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		i



		vi











OEBPS/images/9780374600792.jpg
[ LIVE A LIFE LIKE
YOURS

A MEMOIR

JAN GRUE

TRANSLATED FROM THE NORWEGIAN BY
B. L. CROOK






OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
| Live

4 Life

Like
Yours

a memoir

Translated from the Norwegian by B. L. Crook

Jan Grue

FSG ORIGINALS
FARRAR, STRAUS AND GIROUX
NEW YORK






