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PART ONE

 

Chapter 1

I’m an island. Alone in an ocean along with all these other islands who are my mother; my little sister, Karina; my big sister, Anette; and, later, my little brother, Thomas. I can see them, but I can’t really reach them. And they can’t really reach me either. Why I know it, I don’t know. But I do.

I’m six years old. It‘s fall, and it’s in the beginning of the 1970s. It’s afternoon, dark in a way that it can only be on a fall day like this in Denmark, and I’m responsible for making sure that my little sister, who’s a year and a half younger than me, and I make it home to the apartment complex from her daycare center without anything happening along the way. It’s only a five-minutes walk, but we have to cross a large intersection.

We live on the ground floor. Right out in front of our apartment there is a large common grass area. One summer day, when I was a little boy, I was rocking in a rocking chair right in front of some open windows. Back and forth, back and forth, as fast as I could. And suddenly I flew out of the chair, out through the open window and landed on the grass. My mother says to me all the time, ‘Do you remember the time you were in the rocking chair?’ I don’t know why she tells the story as often as she does, what it’s supposed to mean, or whether it says something about me. I just know that it’s one of the stories that get told about me.

I don’t think there is anything unusual in my mother giving me this responsibility of looking after my little sister, and that she doesn’t pick us up herself, even though we’re so young. After all, she’s at work, she’s always at work, always gone, and I don’t ask any questions. My father isn’t there to pick us up either. He’s an island who has sunken deep under the ocean. He doesn’t exist, and I have never seen him. I don’t ask any questions. It’s a fact that I just accept completely.

My brothers and sisters and I all have different fathers. But only purely biologically speaking. Because none of them are around. But it’s not something that we talk about in the family. Just like all the other things we don’t talk about. Our mother informs us children of her indisputable expectations of the world. She is a boss, talking to her employees. And we try, as best we can, like faithful employees, to keep her satisfied.

When my mother brings up the subject of ‘men,’ it’s always negative remarks. Men – and therefore all of our fathers – are scum. They are unpredictable, unreliable, evil. It’s not something she thinks or believes. It’s a conclusion she has reached. She is, on the other hand, our only hope in this world, our everything, our protection from all evil, our invaluable anchor. I’m just a child, and I believe her.

On the way home from daycare my sister walks out in front of me. We approach the intersection, and I’m not quite sure what happens. Maybe I don’t pay attention for a minute. I see my sister on her way out into the crosswalk. I know that she’s my responsibility. So I run as fast as I can to catch up with her. But suddenly I hear the sound of car brakes.

And then it hits me.

I pick myself up; I don’t cry. I’m only thinking about getting home with my sister. The man in the car gets out and asks if I’m all right.

»My leg hurts a lot,« I tell him. »Could you give us a ride home?«

The man nods, and my sister and I get into the car. Soon, we’re at home.

»Is there anything I can do for you?« the man asks.

I can see that he has a roll of throat drops lying in the car.

»If you give me those, everything will be fine,« I say.

He gives me the throat drops, drives quickly away, and I try to limp my way with my sister up to our door. But it’s hard because it kills me when I put any pressure on the leg. I’m not upset, or angry, or afraid. It hurts, but I’m happy about the throat drops.

After a while, my mother comes home. »Arhhhhhh,« she screams out angrily. A little later she drives me to the hospital. At the hospital, I’m told that the leg is broken. The leg is put in a cast and I have to sit in a wheelchair with the leg elevated.

My mother doesn’t even try to hide the fact that she is irritated about what has happened. She simply doesn’t have time for this. It means a whole bunch of extra work for her. While I’m stuck in a wheelchair, she has to do all the chores around the house that I would normally do, plus, she has to take care of me.

But for me, I think it’s great having my leg in a cast. All the kids in the apartment block will get to write on it. I’m the center of attention in a good way, and that’s a nice feeling. After quite a few weeks, the doctors finally decide that the leg has healed well enough. The cast is cut off, and the next day I’m anxious to get out and play with the other kids from the building. It’s fabulous to have the cast off, even though the muscles in that one leg are completely out of shape from being locked up and unused for weeks.

All of the kids in the housing complex play together, regardless of age or gender. We are outside all the time, playing, without anybody breaking off into separate groups. Or maybe some of them do, but it’s not something that I notice at all. I’m not part of any group, and nobody tries to keep me out of any either. We play mostly in the basement, and in the area around the buildings.

There’s no area set aside for playing ball. But, in front of the buildings, there’s a long row of carports, with partial roofs, which the residents can park their cars under. We spend a lot of time crawling around on top of those roofs. And we do it, too, on the day after I get the cast off my leg. With my just-healed leg, I’ve fought my way up on top of the roof with all the others. But the leg is not what it should be. I just don’t have the strength in it that I think I do. I run around up there on the roof, but the leg just won’t do what I want it to. Suddenly, I fall from the roof and land on the ground.

And break the leg again.

I open my eyes. Where am I? In some kind of slaughterhouse?

I’m lying in a bed and being pushed through some heavy, thick pieces of plastic that hang down horizontally in the doorway. My grandfather had the same kind of freezer room plastic, too. It hung in front of the room where he would sometimes slaughter pigs. And there is also water on the floor, just like there is at his house. Am I visiting my grandparents?

No, that can’t be it. There are way too many people around me. They all have white coats on and hats on their heads. The thought of the TV series about the coroner ‘Quincy’ just manages to flicker across my mind. And then I see one of them standing there with a large rubber hose that looks like the kind you’d use in your garden. And then I yell out:

»What the hell is going on?«

I can sense the panic spreading through the four or five people in the room.

»Damn it, he’s awake,« one of them yells. It’s the voice of a woman.

»The epidural catheter has fallen out,« another one yells.

Suddenly they are all moving around like people in a movie being played in fast forward. And then I disappear.

The rooms down in the basement of the public housing complex seem endless. It’s like an entire underground universe. The long corridors in the middle just go on and on between all the storage rooms that look exactly alike. We think it’s so cool to be down there. Dangerous and scary and like a prison, but in a way that still feels a bit safe. We are a group of boys who get together in the basement. We talk about the girls in the complex and about sports, and we drink sodas. I’m a part of that group, and we’ve moved from one area of apartment buildings to another.

In the meantime, my little sister and I have been in foster care. For how long, I don’t know. Or where. I have completely repressed it. My mother has told me that she didn’t have the time to look after us for a while, and I have accepted that. It’s as if it never happened.

I don’t see my big sister anymore. She doesn’t live at home anymore. One of the last things that I can remember about her happened one morning when we were riding our bikes to school. On the way, we ride past a little market. She says:

»Hey, I’m just going to stop and get something,«

»Get what?« I ask her.

»We’re just going to have some candy.«

»We don’t need any candy.«

»Sure we do, just come on in with me.«

We go through the door into the market. The man behind the counter seems nice. My sister smiles at him and says she would like to buy some of those black toffees. Okay, they’re out in the back, the man says, and then he goes out to get them. While he’s gone, my sister, quickly and calmly, as if she’s done it before, stuffs her pockets with candy. I just stare silently at her. And can’t understand what it is that she’s doing.

When the man returns, she buys one of the black toffees, smiles, and then we go out to our bikes again.

»This is going to be our secret, right?« she says.

»Yeah, yeah, of course,« I answer, and then we ride to school.

And now she’s left. Gone. My Mother doesn’t want to talk about her. Or with her. If you’re not a part of our family, then you’re nothing. And if you don’t show absolute devotion to my mother, then you’re given the cold shoulder, simply shut out. Completely. We’re all afraid of her, deep down in our souls. It’s as if my sister no longer exists, and I accept that. She’s gone to the other side of the country, to Jutland, to the town of Horsens, my mother says. I’m completely unaware of the fact that there’s a prison there.

I now have a little brother. His name is Thomas and he’s eight years younger than me. I have to look after him a lot of the time because my mother is constantly at work. She’s a nurse’s aide; she works three shifts and also has other jobs. Thomas’ father doesn’t live very far from us, and he is over at our place a lot.

I don’t like him. He hits me. And I don’t do anything about it.

Our new apartment block is not very far from our old one. Between the two areas is a gravel pit – we just call it ‘the gravels’ – as well as some grassy areas. And, once in a while, there are fights between the kids from the two different apartment blocks.

I am by no means one of the biggest or toughest, and I’m quite willing to stay back behind the others. I’m not the type that leads the way, or the kind that feels like I need to prove myself to the others. Not at all. I’m just a part of the group. And I like the fact that it’s different than it is at home.

The parents of the boys in the group think it’s fine that we hang out down in the basement. We have our own space down there, and we sit down there eating twinkies and ding dongs. It’s wonderful.

But slowly, over time, the feeling of just being a group of guys hanging out, starts to be replaced by the idea that we should be a gang. That’s a lot cooler. Some of the guys start buying leather jackets, and we start letting the air out of bike tires and those types of things. But not me. I’m always following behind in the second or third row.

We don’t have a name, and there’s no real structure to our ‘gang,’ just the coincidence that we all come from the same apartment block. Maybe that’s why one of the guys in the group says that we should have some kind of initiation ritual. If somebody wants to be in our group, then they have to go down to the local bank and steal the piggy bank that’s on the counter. Or they have to go down to the K-Mart and steal a track suit. It’s a meaningless ritual because there isn’t anybody other than us, and there is no one to initiate into the gang, but it’s still a ritual. And maybe we do need one. We ride around on our bikes or just walk around, and we can see that there are groups around our town, Roskilde, a little way away from where we live, that seem a lot tougher than us.

It’s the 70s and there’s construction going on all over the place. Next to Ejbo Park, they’re in the middle of building another area of apartment blocks. There are bulldozers and other machines and huge wooden spools of wire all over the place. I don’t know who figures it out, but there’s copper in the wires, and we can sell that. In the evenings, when it gets dark, we steal a ton of copper wire from those rolls and take it out to Copenhagen Way, where we sell it to some suspicious-looking guy, who never asks any questions.

We earn a little bit of money, but it’s not enough. We need more. One of us suggests that we blow up one of the bulldozers. There’s a gas tank, and the only thing it would take would be a lighted match.

It’s an appealing idea. It sounds exciting to blow something up. For some reason or other, some other guy and I end up with this project. The evening that we are supposed to do it, I’m scared, scared to death. And I can tell that the other guy is too. But we do it anyway.

I keep watch while he throws the lit match. And then we run as fast as we can away from the machinery, and suddenly there’s a loud BOOOOM, and the bulldozer is blown apart and everything is just completely crazy.

The next day I’m sitting at home doing my homework. My mother isn’t home. There’s a knock on the door. There are two policemen standing there, asking if I know anything about the explosion that happened the day before.

I try to lie, but I’m horrible at it. I’m convinced that everybody can tell when I’m lying. I’m not even capable of telling the simplest little white lie. I get almost physically sick when I lie. There’s been a bunch of times when my mother has asked me to call in sick for her at work. And I hate it, hate it. But I do it anyway.

It isn’t long before I’m confessing to the policemen that, yes, it was me that did it. And then I ask them, I beg them, not to tell my mother. But, of course, they can’t do that.

That night I meet up with the other guys in the group. The other guy has also been caught. We don’t know what to do. Instead of sitting down in the basement, we just walk around outside. We aren’t very old and, therefore, have this idea that the longer we stay away, the more likely it will be that the whole thing will just go away by itself.

But it doesn’t. Late that night, I feel a man’s hand on my shoulder. It’s my little brother Thomas’ dad.

»I think it’s about time you come home now,« he says.

I go with him. And I know what’s going to happen. I’m going to get a beating.

He doesn’t use the wooden rod this time, not this time. This time it’s just his bare hands. He’s done it before, but this is one of the times when I’m left with marks all over my body. It’s not too bad to get a beating; I’ve come, over time, not to care about it. Sometimes it’s even a relief because then it’s all over with. It’s the bruises and the swelling that’s the worst part.

It means that I can’t take off my shirt when I go to handball practice. And I can’t stand the idea of not going to handball practice.

My nose itches. Like crazy. I blink my eyes. There they are again, the white coats. Everybody around me is in white. This must be what it’s like waking up in heaven. But instead of wings, they all have name tags on. I raise my hands up to my nose and rip the thing that’s sitting up there away. It’s an oxygen mask the size of a ball. It feels good to have it off.

»He’s awake,« somebody yells again.

A short, stocky nurse comes over to me.

»You have to put that back on again,« she insists.

»Like hell I will,« I reply.

There are so many machines around me. They hum and beep, and everything feels so white. A doctor and another nurse come over to me. They’re all hovering over my head. The nurse holds me down, and the doctor says,

»It’s pretty bad, René. You’ve been run over by a train, and it was a very serious accident. You lost one of your legs in the accident, and the other one was so badly damaged that we had to amputate it.«

There’s nobody around me that I recognize. Just all these white coats.

»I want to go home,« I say.

»I’m sorry, but you can’t go home.«

»Of course I can. I know where the hell I live. Give me a pair of crutches and I’ll find my own way home.«

I’m fighting, but I can’t keep my eyes open. They close by themselves.

My grandfather’s hands are from another world. They’re so huge. I stare at him while he’s working on his little farm in the small town of Asnæs. Stare and stare. Imagine having hands like those.

It’s summer. My little sister and I are staying with my grandparents, just like we do every year. When my grandfather isn’t working, we have to be quiet so that he can hear the news on the radio. The morning news, the lunchtime news, the afternoon news.

My grandmother stands in the kitchen. It’s as if she’s always there, like she’s a part of the kitchen, and she’s making meatballs. They taste fabulous.

‘You have to give to get’ my grandfather mutters, brusquely sitting at the end of the table. He doesn’t say very much, but when he does say something, it’s always one of those types of platitudes, and then we’re supposed to listen dutifully. When we eat, we have to have three potatoes for every meatball we take. Even though there are so many meatballs on the plate that us kids could easily fill ourselves up just on them. But grandpa doesn’t like to spend money on anything, and especially on anything unnecessary. Still, he always buys us sodas.

My mother has four brothers and sisters, but they never visit my grandparents at the same time. I don’t know why, but it has something to do with the fact that my mother and my uncles and aunts don’t get along very well. But I do meet one of my uncles once in a while; he’s also a farmer.

I don’t look up to my grandfather, and I don’t want to grow up to be like him. I just look at him. He’s a burly man, who never gives any one any praise. No one is supposed to think that they are better than any one else. And if you can’t figure that out on your own, then it’s your own fault. You have to take responsibility for yourself, you have to get up early, and you have to work. ‘There’s work for anybody who wants to work,’ he says, and then he drives off to bingo. And we’re left sitting there, and it’s nice to sit there with my grandmother, it feels peaceful. It feels like that when my grandfather is there, too. There’s no one threatening, there is no sense of imminent trouble, and we’re not just on vacation from school; we’re also free from all of those things at home.

But at one point, during one of the periods when she doesn’t have a boyfriend she can send after me, instead she threatens to send me up to grandpa’s so that he can punish me. But she never really does it.

And then we have to go home, school starts, and everything starts up all over again. None of us dare to be ourselves; we don’t dare to be happy; we’re always scared that we’ll do something wrong. When I do get upset, I always turn the anger inwards, against myself, and I might go out and kick my bike or something. But I don’t hate my mother, not at all, and I don’t cause any commotion. On the contrary, I think that it’s fantastic that she can manage all that work, and that everything she does, she does for us.

But I do do things wrong, and, apparently, it happens quite a lot, come home five minutes late, for instance, or forget to do all my chores at home, or maybe don’t do them well enough, and then my mom says that we’ll have to wait ‘til Thomas’ dad gets home. He doesn’t live with us, so sometimes I have to wait for days to get the punishment she’s been saving up for me. After a while, getting hit doesn’t bother me too much, but I can’t stand to go around waiting for it to happen.

One day my sister and I set fire to a piece of paper in our room. And, because I’m the eldest, it’s always me that gets the blame. Always.

»Are you trying to break up our family?« my mother screams. And then I have to go around waiting again for Thomas’ dad to show up so that I can get my beating. Sometimes, when he really gets into it, my mother can easily risk getting a couple of punches herself.

He’s almost never completely sober when he comes over. He often spends his time sitting in the back room of the radio store where he works, drinking with some of his friends. One day I come by and he asks me to go over to the liquor store and get six beers for his friends and a soda for myself. He laughs and says, ‘and you might as well pick up a copy of Penthouse too.’

I get the money and go over to the liquor store. I tell the guy what I want and say that it’s for the guys over there in the back room. And then I get the stuff. I take a look in the magazine, I’ve never seen porn before and seeing it’s like a slap in the face. All the guys laugh when I hand over the magazine and the beers.

One day my mother calls my little sister, my little brother and me into the living room.

»Well, we’re moving,« she tells us.

»We’re what?«

»Yeah, I’ve found a townhouse for us. It’s brand new and is out in Himmelev.«

»But we can’t afford that,« my little sister and I yell out at the same time.

None of us can understand how she suddenly has enough money for a house. We both know that we absolutely don’t have the money for luxuries of any kind, and, to us, a house definitely seems like a luxury. But my mother has always made a big deal out of making sure that we kept up an irreproachable, spotlessly perfect façade. And a house fits in perfectly with that idea. If there are ever guests over for dinner on a Saturday night, for example, then she always serves steaks and red wine. My mother pretends that that’s the way it is every day. Nobody ever says anything about the fact that we’ve barely eaten for the last few days just to be able to afford that one dinner.

»Yes we can,« she says. »If we stick together, we can manage it.« And she shows us a budget she has already worked out. In one column there is an estimate of projected expenses and in the other column the projected income. I’m good with numbers, and I can see right away that it doesn’t balance out.

»How can we manage it?« I ask, astonished.

»I’m just going to make it work out,« my mother says. »As long as we all stick together.

We move. And really it’s a relief to get away from the guys in the basement. The other kids in my class have houses too, and all that kind of stuff, and now it kind of feels like I’m a little bit like them. And even though it’s further now to handball practice, I can just ride my bike there. It’s good to get away from the apartment block, even though it means that my mother has to work even more now to be able to afford it. And even though, from the time we move in and all the years after that, she continues to use the house as a kind of threat.

»Do you want to live here or not?« she says every time she’s dissatisfied with us. And she’s dissatisfied with us a lot.

The next time I wake up, I’m in an ambulance. I realize that right away. Even though I’m still full of drugs and groggy, things have more of the feeling of reality now. The sounds and smells are from a world I recognize. And suddenly I feel a relentless thirst. I turn so that I can knock on the window between me and the driver’s seat.

There are two paramedics sitting up front. They’re listening to music on the car radio and singing along to the songs.

»I’m dying of thirst,« I yell out.

The window is pushed open.

»Wh-what did you say?« asks one the paramedics, surprised.

»I said that I’m dying of thirst.«

»Do you want a coke or something?«

»Hell, yes. That sounds good.«

The ambulance guys put the sirens on and pull up on the sidewalk outside a liquor store. Then one of them goes in and buys a coke, comes back and hands it to me through the window. It’s cold, and it tastes absolutely wonderful. And then the ambulance takes off again.

»Hey, where are you taking me anyway? I ask, after I’ve taken a couple of ferocious swigs from the bottle. The guy who got me the coke is young and seems like a bit of a smartass.

»You’re on your way in to Copenhagen University Hospital,« he says. »You’ve been in the hospital in Køge now for three days, but they couldn’t fix you there. But now we’re taking you to the university hospital in Copenhagen. You’re gonna stay there, and everything’s gonna be fine. They’ve got the best doctors in Denmark there.

I drink the rest of the coke. And then we’re at the hospital in Copenhagen.

I’m carried out of the ambulance and there’s a nurse standing there with some registration papers. Only when I see my name printed there, do I finally realize that I’ve been in an accident, and that I’m in a hospital.

The nurse says that I’ll get a room to myself. The accident has been in all the tabloids and a lot of other papers, and a lot of journalists have called my girlfriend, Helle, to get in touch with me. One of them has pretended to be one of my teammates on my handball team in order to find out what’s happened to me. And a photographer from one tabloid magazine has been to the hospital in Copenhagen asking about me. I’m to be spared all that. Therefore, the nurse says that no one is to be told what room I’m in.

They tell me that I should count on being in the hospital for quite a while. They need to clean my wounds, I’m told. That’s what they were doing at the hospital in Køge, too, but I’ve been run over by a train and have been lying on tracks covered with oil and toilet paper and cigarette butts, and a bunch of other crap, and it’s all gotten into my arteries and my veins. And they can’t graft on any skin down there before the wounds are completely clean.

Doctors and nurses are constantly coming in and standing around me and talking. It’s all very technical. A lot of the things that they say, I don’t understand. ‘Femur-stumps,’ for example.

 

Chapter 2

I certainly don’t feel very old as I sit there in the back row of the sports hall and watch a handball game. A women’s handball game. Actually, I play soccer and I’m the striker on the team, along with the coach’s son. I have a natural understanding of the ball, and I score a ton of goals for the team. I’m a thin little shrimp, but I’m fast. One of the other players kicks the ball to me, and I outrun my defender, and head towards the goalkeeper and shoot the ball in the net. I don’t know a whole lot more about the game. But I know enough to like it. Even though the coach is always yelling and screaming.

On the other hand, I don’t know a thing about handball. But I’ve talked a little bit with one of the girls in my class, who’s really nice. And she’s told me that she plays handball. So that’s why I’ve gone to the hall, to see her, to watch her play.

When the game’s over, the girls go into the locker room to change. I don’t go home, but sit there for a little while. There are four or five other people hanging around in the place; the goals are empty, and, on the floor, are a bunch of balls that look kind of lonely to me. I can feel the balls almost calling out to me.

I look around the hall. Nobody’s really paying any attention to me. So I take my shoes off and go down onto the court. I pick up the balls – one at a time – and shoot them as hard as I can into the goal. It feels good to use my power in that way.

Suddenly I can feel a man’s hand on my shoulder. Startled, I turn around. But the man seems nice, and he’s smiling at me in a friendly way.

»That’s pretty good,« he says. »Can we count on you for Sunday?«

»For what?« I ask, surprised.

»Well, we’re playing a game down here in Roskilde Sports Hall on Sunday, do you think you can come?«

»Uhmm, yeahh, I don’t know.«

»Okay, well, I’ll tell you what. You need to wear a white T-shirt and blue shorts. And I’ll write you out a game card.«

»Okay,« I say without really thinking about it. It’s only on the way home that I realize that I’m going to have to tell my mom that I’m playing handball on Sunday. And that I’m going to need a white T-shirt and a pair of blue shorts. And a pair of gym shoes.

Before I say anything to her though, I find a T-shirt and get out my football shorts. Then I find a pair of old worn out tennis shoes. I can still use them. With these three things laid out in front of her, things that I know won’t cost her any money, I manage to tell her that someone has asked me to play in a handball game.

»What are you up to now?« she asks me.

»Well, it was just because I was just over in the sports hall …«

I try to make her understand that it’s not something I’m doing to hurt her, but that it’s something that just happened all by itself. I tell her that I just want to try it out, and that it’ll probably only be a couple of times, and not something she needs to worry about.

My mom looks at the game card and calls the man that I talked to in the hall. I can’t make out everything that they’re talking about, but I can guess that she’s trying to find out if it’s going to cost her anything. And I guess the man tells her that they can work something out, you just have the boy show up on Sunday.

The next Sunday, all the thoughts about the girl in my class are pretty much out of my mind. The game has started, and the play is so fast, and I’m in there. Even though I have no idea about the rules of the game. I’ve been put in as a line player, the position where you can do the least damage, and therefore the position where all the new players start out. I almost never get the ball, but I think that it’s fun that we all run up together to attack, and that we all run back together to defend. I can hear the others yelling, we run all together, and there’s a different and closer feeling of teamwork than I get out of soccer.

After the game, I start going to handball regularly. And I start to love it more than anything else.

I’m 23 and I’m lying flat on my back in a bed in a hospital in Copenhagen, staring at the ceiling. Everything is so white, and my nose has already become accustomed to the special hospital smell that is a strange blend of newborn babies and dying old men.

I’m 23 and I don’t have any legs.

That realization is trying to get in, I know that it’s there, but I refuse to let it in. Of course I’m going to play handball again, I think. The doctors can do so much these days, and all I’ll need is a couple of prostheses, learn how to use them, and then I’ll be as good as new. Maybe now I won’t be able to fulfill my big dream of playing for the national team, but I’m damn well going to play again.

I can’t lift myself up, so I stretch my neck in order to look down at my torn up leg stumps. They are completely wrapped up in compresses and bandages. Instead of legs, it looks like I’ve got a gigantic pair of white boxing gloves attached to my hips. I look like a cut-off version of the Michelin man.

And then I begin to cry. I begin to sob, and I can’t stop. Inside me there’s a conflict between hope and despair. All the time. It’s like an endless game of chess, where despair is always one move ahead of hope.

The doctors and nurses all stand around me like curious spectators to an incident.

By all rights, I should be dead because I lost two-thirds of my blood while I was lying out there on the railroad tracks. The doctors tell me that it’s almost certainly due to my good physical condition that I survived.

There are a lot of things they say that I don’t understand, but one thing is crystal clear, and that is that the wounds need to be cleaned before they can do anything else. It’s impossible to stitch the wounds up, so they are going to need to graft some skin on down there. But first the wounds need to be completely clean.

Every morning two nurses come over to my bed. They’ve told me that I shouldn’t see the deep, torn up sores with the thigh bones sticking out. I’m not ready for that, they’ve decided. Therefore they put up a screen, so that I can’t see while they spend two hours laboriously using tweezers to pull all of the impurities out of the wounds. I’m not given any sedation, and it hurts like hell. I cry and scream and yell at them to stop. The pain is so great, so violent, that it pushes all other thoughts out of my head.

I can’t imagine that it can get any worse. But it does. After a couple of days a specialist comes over to me. Reumert’s his name, and he’s an expert in skin grafts and he’s the reason I’m here at this hospital in Copenhagen. He has a tweed jacket on and nice slacks and a turtleneck sweater.

»How are you?« he says. »I’m the one who’s going to have the honor of putting you back together so that you’re complete and good again. But, before that happens, I think you first should feel what’s happened to you.«

»I know perfectly well what has happened to me,« I tell him. »I don’t have any legs, anybody can see that.«

»Yes, yes, you’re right. But what I’m saying is that you need to feel what’s happened to you.«

»Feel it? I can’t do anything but feel it.«

»I see,« he says drily. And then he begins to slowly tear the bandages and compresses off of my wounds while he tells me in a completely relaxed tone of voice about the hospital and the new sports arena they’re building on the other side of the building. The bandages sit deep, deep, up in my torn-up flesh. They are almost melted together with the wounds, and it hurts absolutely unbearably to have them taken off.

The horrible pain takes over my whole body. It overpowers me completely, and I’ve never, never, felt anything that hurt so much before. Nothing can compare with it. The beatings I got as child were a piece of cake compared to this; so was the nurses picking at the wounds with their tweezers.

I laugh and cry at the same time, and don’t even know myself when I do what. It’s all so unreal and hurts all too much. I scream as loud as I can that he’s a dumb bastard, a psychopath, a fucking asshole, insane and everything else I can think of. If I’d had my legs and could have gotten out of bed, I would have punched him in the face.

But Reumert is completely unaffected. With a poker face, he just sits there, pulling more bandages off while my screams of pain echo around the room.

A couple of nurses stick their heads through the door and ask if everything’s all right.

»Just relax,« Dr. Reumert says, »everything’s under control.«

The nurses leave again and Reumert just goes on with his meaningless chatter about the new sports arena while he’s pulling the bandages off. Suddenly something happens. The pain becomes stable, it becomes a state of being. And I have a feeling that it should hurt, that I have to meet that pain threshold, and that I have to meet it there, where my legs end, there, where my body now ends.

It’s as if Dr. Reumert can see it in me.

»This is what you need to feel,« he says coldly, and shortly after that he finally stops.

As soon as he’s left the room, I pull the rope for the bell. The nurses come in and, with tears in my eyes, I rage out against that insane specialist. They comfort me the best they can, give me a sedative, and then I doze off again.

When I wake up a while later, Dr. Reumert is standing next to me with a tray of food in his hands. On the plate there’s a big juicy steak, a baked potato, and a wonderful sauce. It smells absolutely fabulous and seems to be a lot classier than the usual, boring, hospital food.

»I’ve made you something to eat,« he says and smiles. »As a thankyou for letting me show you what’s happened to you. From now on, were going to be seeing a lot of each other, and I look forward to it. But first, just enjoy your meal. Bon appétit,« he says, and then he leaves.

That man is a serious psychopath, is my first thought. But after I’ve eaten the delicious meal, I lie there thinking about what he did. And in the following days, I slowly begin to understand that I have seriously met the pain there where my legs end, there, where my body now ends.

I don’t think that the men that my mom chooses are good enough for her. For us. I don’t think she needs a man at all. What does she need a man for? She says herself that they are unreliable and dumb. Besides, she has me. Since Anette has gone to Jutland, I’m the eldest now. I might not be a man, but I am a boy, and I am a big brother, and I can help her out. I’ll do the best I can and show her that even if you’re not a girl, you can still be a person worth caring about.

We have a lot of fights about this. And I tell her that Thomas’ dad is no good. That he’s not my dad and never will be. That he shouldn’t think that he can just come in here and decide everything. But he does. And there’s really nothing we can do about it.

Thomas’ dad doesn’t just hit me, he hits my mother too. Our family isn’t strong enough to do anything about it, and I’m just a thin little weakling. So after we’ve moved out to the town house in Himmelev, my mom makes a deal with me. It’s a strange deal. Both my mother and I talk about Thomas’ dad as if he isn’t a regular part of our lives, as if he isn’t my little brother’s father. As if he’s a threat from the outside, not from the inside. My mother tells me that if Thomas’ dad ever goes crazy and really starts hitting her, then I have to run out the door and out through the garden gate and rush over to the neighbor’s to get help. I nod like an adult, seriously, and don’t think about the huge responsibility she’s putting on my small, eleven-year-old shoulders. Or that it’s not part of the deal that I’m supposed to get help if he starts going crazy and hitting me.

A lot of the times when Thomas’ dad comes over to our house, he’s a little bit drunk and in a bad mood. At those times, nothing is good enough. He yells and bosses everyone around and everything is wrong. That’s the way he is, too, when he comes through the door late one afternoon. It’s a completely normal day in the middle of the week, and I can tell that he’s angry the minute he walks in. I know that look on his face all too well.

Our townhouse is like all the other townhouses. On the ground floor there’s an entranceway, a kitchen, and a living room, and there are stairs that lead either down to the basement or up to the second floor, where the bedrooms are. My mother is upstairs and Thomas’ dad goes up to her. I’m sitting in the living room and it isn’t very long before I can hear them both shouting. And then, in the middle of the shouting, suddenly I hear my mother scream. The sound gives me the chills. Without knowing what I should do, without any real purpose other than just to move, I stand up. And I remain standing.

The shouting upstairs feels like physical blows to my body. A man’s furious, deep bass voice blends in with my mother’s shrill scream. And with the sound of skin loudly striking skin. It’s as if it’s somebody else doing the screaming because I can’t really recognize my mother’s voice. There’s way too much fear in it for it to be my mother’s. But deep inside, I know perfectly well that it’s her.

I walk towards the stairs. The shouting and screaming are getting louder. My mother and Thomas’ dad come out on the landing. But my mother is screaming and waving her arms around as if she’s being attacked by a swarm of bees. Thomas’ dad is hitting her, but he’s not aiming his blows, not at all, he’s just hitting her wherever his hands – and legs – happen to land.

Shouting and flapping their arms and legs around, they make their way down the stairs. Halfway down the stairs, my mother catches my staring eyes. Again, there’s a moment when it seems as if it’s someone else’s eyes looking at me.

»Do it now, René,« she shouts. Nothing else. For a couple of seconds, I can’t move. Then I realize what she means. I turn around and start running for the front door. I open it and run towards the garden gate. But I don’t manage to get help. When my hands grab hold of the gate, Thomas’ dad catches up with me. With his strong, grown-up hands, he grabs me from behind.

And then it’s my turn. I get beaten all over my body. And, as usual, I don’t try to defend myself.

I weigh less than 85 pounds, and I am so weak. A dietician has been assigned to me to help me gain weight. I have to take 52 pills a day, and some of them are as hard to swallow as razor blades.

And I have phantom pains. It hurts like hell in the legs that I don’t have anymore. I am constantly getting blood-thinning medication, and they stick needles in me all over my body. Finally, there isn’t a single unused vein in all of my abbreviated body. At night I freeze and shake like a dog, so they come in and put a heating blanket on me, and then I sweat like a pig. In that way I swing from one extreme to another.

And then she’s standing there. Helle. Helle, my girlfriend, the love of my life. Helle, who I fell in love with when I was 18 years old. Helle, who I live with in the town of Roskilde. Helle, whose family I have won over, gotten their approval, and with whom I feel secure.

Damn, she looks good. It’s the first time we’re alone together. She stands at the end of my bed, and we look at each other, and I want to get closer to her. But I’m way too weak, and I have washed out, formless, hospital underwear on, and I can’t control my body, and there’s a voice inside of me telling me that I no longer have the same right to her as before.

We look each other in the eyes. It’s so hard to say anything. We both know that there are no words that can give me my legs back, that can make our lives the way they were before. But I suppose we’re both looking for those words anyway.

She takes hold of my hand, and we cry. Silently. For a long time. Then she tells me that she was woken up in the middle of the night by two policemen knocking on our door, who told her that I had been in a serious accident. And that she and my mother and Ib, who’s my mother’s husband, drove down to the hospital in Køge, where I lay unconscious for three days. And that they had no idea if I was going to live or die, or if I might have suffered brain damage from a lack of oxygen to my brain. And that she couldn’t do anything other than to stand there staring at me.

She asks about the accident, but I don’t know what I should say. I’m just so happy that she’s here.

And then we start to cry again

It’s not very long before Thomas’ dad is full of remorse about what he’s done. He says he’s sorry, and he didn’t mean it, and it never should have happened, and can’t we talk about it.

I’m used to it. I just shrug my shoulders, look the other way and say ‘sure.’ After all, he’s part of the family, and so am I. But, still, it feels like something has changed. At least between Thomas’ dad and my mom. It’s not something I notice right away, and I’m not sure if it’s because of that episode or because of something else.

But after a while, he starts showing up less and less in our house, until finally he doesn’t come over any more at all. And then, just like all the others that over the years have been a part of our family, as if by a wave of a magic wand, he no longer exists. It doesn’t bother me.

Now it’s just my mother and us three kids – my little sister, my little brother and me – living in the townhouse. My mother calls a family meeting and tells us that she’s going to have to work even more now if we’re going to stay living in the house.

»And you do want to, don’t you?«

Thomas, my little brother, is too little to understand any of this, but my little sister and I nod. We have to stick together even more now, my mother says, and take care of each other, and clean up, and help each other to keep things running smoothly. ‘We will, mom,’ I say. And I mean it with all my heart.

Daily life for me and my little sister gets filled with chores. When I get home from school, I have to ride my bike a long way to pick up my little brother from pre-school. And then I have to do my homework and do the shopping and be at handball practice by four o’clock. And when I get home from practice, I have to cook dinner and then do the dishes together with my sister. Dinner’s usually not very good. I burn the meat, or forget to put all of the ingredients in, or put too many in, or boil the potatoes too long.

And then we get yelled at. Or I do, because I’m the eldest and it’s my responsibility. My little sister’s better at navigating around my mother, she knows where to place herself in relation to her. She’s a girl and knows how to be friends with her and therefore she doesn’t have to do all that much. I’m a boy; I don’t understand those types of games. I try, but I don’t really know how to be friends with my mother. At least I don’t feel like I’m friends with her.

I make rice from bags with ketchup and hotdogs a lot, those are things that I can manage. And I’m good at making fish sticks, too.

I try and try. As hard as I can. And I really want to make her happy by doing all these household chores and cooking something good for her. I just wish I could do it right. Because I know that, when my mother comes home, she’s so tired, so tired. And I would like to make her evenings easier, less troublesome.

As soon as she comes home, she throws herself in her chair. And, a few minutes after that, she’s asleep. She has so much work. And we all know that we can’t disturb her, can’t wake her up and can’t ask her about anything. We all tiptoe silently around the house when she’s sitting there in the chair with her eyes closed. We’re all scared to death to disturb her at the wrong time. She has a short fuse, she’s always tired. But none of us ever really find out when a good time to approach her might be.

But then there is Saturday evening. It’s a ceremonious evening. We ritually gather in the living room and watch a show called ‘Next Week’s TV’ and eat candy and have a good time and everybody does their best to make it look like we’re the perfect little family that can handle anything.

It’s as if somebody from the outside is filming us, and that we all want the family with the single mother to appear as idyllic as possible. But this feeling that seems false, that seems to come from the outside, rubs off, and even though Saturday evenings absolutely MUST be full of family fun, it also becomes a true feeling coming from the inside. Becomes something that, even though it feels somehow wrong, feels right and nice, too.

It’s spring, May, and soon it’ll be summer. The birds are singing and even though it’s evening, the sunshine almost defiantly continues to shine through the hospital’s white curtains. Helle’s visiting me again. A hospital porter has pushed a bed in next to mine. She’s lying there and we’re holding hands.

We cry and I look at her eyes, at her bright hair; at her face, at her body. And then the fear hits me. The fear that’s she’s going to find somebody else, that I’m only borrowing her, and that she’s only going to stay with me until I get well, that then she won’t feel obligated to visit me any more, to be mine.

I become almost obsessed with the thought. It expands and fills me up. A whole lot more than my thoughts about whether or not I’ll ever walk again. We two have always stood by each other in a special way, I think. But can you still do that when one of you can no longer stand? Does she want me, as I’m lying there and am so damned much, both physically and literally, just half of myself. The doubt eats at me like an incurable bedsore, and every time she speaks, I listen for words that will confirm my suspicions. But there aren’t any. Not at any time. And when I cry and ask her if she will still be my girlfriend, she just looks at me in honest astonishment. It’s a look that comforts me. But then I look down at myself, my masculinity and my manhood have been amputated, and soon after that the fear starts again.

I’m not just thinking about sex. I can’t even begin to imagine how that could be possible, but I’m happy that my genitals are unharmed. And that I’ve sensed that they can be used for something more than peeing with. It’s a rather cloudy vision of the future, but at least it’s there.

I look over at Helle again. And then I think about how I would react if it were her who suddenly didn’t have any legs. Would I stay with her? I don’t even dare finish the thought.

Going to handball, though, that feels right. Without any layer of falseness lying beneath it. A lot of times I go down to the hall before we have practice or are going to play a game and hang out and drink a soda or watch some other people play, or help out with the balls. I love being in the hall. And I love to get a game card to take home with me. Then I have it down in black and white, like a stamp on an official document, inviolable in some way that I am going to handball at precisely such and such a time. There’s an authority in those pieces of paper which is greater than anything else. Nothing can take it away from me, and I can spend a whole week looking at the note and floating off in the happiness of expectation. The other players’ parents sit on the sidelines and cheer for us when we play, and they come to our away games, too, and bring lunches and money for sodas. I don’t have a lunch or any money with me, and my mother never sees me play a single game. I get a little something to eat from one of the others’ parents, I borrow their applause, and sometimes someone buys me a soda. Even though I really would like for my mom to see me play, to tell me how good I am, at the same time, it doesn’t really matter. Handball is like a secret cave that only I know about.

I love to go to the handball hall. Handball has become my sanctuary. A place where I can breathe, the place where I can be myself, the place where I can come in contact with grown men who consider equality a strength and who only want the best for me and all the others on the team. A place where I can let off steam. And feel completely secure.

The world of handball is completely unlike anything I have ever known, than any other world I’ve ever known. I go to Roskilde Private Secondary School, and the discipline there is rough, the atmosphere uncompromising, and the children there are only respected for their academic abilities. That’s a bit of a problem for me. And at home, I’m caught in a web of expectations and disappointments and punishment and shame and guilt, which I don’t know how to crawl my way out of.

But at handball we all sit together in a circle. The adults, too. It’s almost unbelievable to me that an adult could do that. It’s intimate, warm, open, and we all get along together in a way that doesn’t feel false at all.

My first games, I play on the line. And then I become the goalkeeper. I like it when the balls slam into my body. It feels wonderful.

One day, though, I can’t make it to practice. And then the next time I show up, I’m told that I’m no longer going to be the goalkeeper. ‘Why not?’ I ask, and am told that a new boy’s joined the team, a boy named Ole, Ole Grening, and that he’s a fantastic goalkeeper.

Not being the goalkeeper anymore doesn’t bother me at all, and instead I choose to play on the left wing, which quickly becomes my absolute favorite position. Ole and I talk together at practice, and, before long, we become good friends. He lives in Himmelev, too, about 500 yards away from me, and when we have to go to practice or to a home game, then I come by on my bike and we go together. We ride together along the fjord and up to Roskilde Hall. We’re completely obsessed with handball, and we ride faster and pedal harder every time we talk about becoming professionals and playing on the national team and how great it would be to play there sometime.

Of course I don’t know then that Ole will later become one of Denmark’s best handball goalkeepers, that he will become a professional league player and end up playing in the Champions League tournament for the team in the town of Kolding. But, just like me, he has the dream.

It’s a beautiful universe for me and I can’t get enough of it. When we’re not practicing up in the hall, we take our bikes and ride over to Himmelev School, which is close to where I live.

Outside, there is a big grass area with a soccer field and two handball goals. We have one ball with us, and Ole stands in the goal, and then I start shooting the ball at him. But they aren’t regular shots. I do everything I can to try and score in every possible and impossible way. I spin the ball, and I curve it; I throw it from behind my back, and underhand with spin; twisting throws; I throw the ball sideways and backwards and upside down. And even though the ball sometimes flies way, way past the goal, Ole still thinks it’s fun, too. He says that my unusual shots are good practice for him.

We can stay at it for hours. It’s my world, our world, and I don’t have to share it with anyone. I feel free.

When we take an occasional break, we lie down in the grass and look up at the clouds and talk about all the great Danish team handball players that we’d like to be like.

It’s as if I can sense that that’s the purpose of my life.


Translator’s Note

Team handball, as it known in the United States, is simply called handball in Europe. It is a game not unlike basketball, except that there are two goals at each end of the court instead of nets. There are seven players per side, and there is a semi-circular line around each goal, similar in style to the three-point line in basketball, from beyond which the offensive player must shoot.

Handball is an Olympic event, and, in Europe, it is second only to soccer in popularity. For the sake of simplification, the term handball will be used throughout the text to indicate the European sport, or team handball.
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