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Bent Double

JAMES NIKOPOULOS

I am a hunchback. Or I was. I'm still not sure how to clarify a
malformation I inherited and then had, mostly, corrected. When I was
fifteen years old, my parents flew me to see Dr. Smithson—the genius. He
came recommended. He’s one of those professionals everyone agrees is a
genius, in large part, because he acts crazy. After all, what can you expect
from someone who barely sleeps and never takes a vacation? They said
uninsured children would arrive by the busload demanding their miracles;
they said he never had the heart to turn a single one down.

The doctor’s wife ran the office; she’s the one who shepherded her
husband’s aberrancy towards his patients’. She’s the one who ushered me
into the private room where I waited with my parents until a madcap old
man threw the door open, walked brusquely to the X-ray lamp, threw up
the pictures of my spine—all without saying anything to anyone, not a
hello or hey—looked at the picture, then turned around, looked me dead
in the eyes with his madcap stare and said, to me, the fifteen-year-old he'd
never seen before, “Yup. You have the disease. What are you going to do
about it?”

He said nothing else; for an infinity he just kept staring.

Technically, “hunchback” is not a diagnosis. The term is kyphosis. It
sounds a lot less derisive. Greek has a way of doing that. Staphylococcus
comes from the word for “bunch of grapes,” I was told, by a surgeon cut-
ting out a staph infection from my ass as a nurse stood below my crotch
S0pping up the blood dripping down my testicles. “That’s right!”I said to

im, as he was slicing away (my parents are Greek, so I pretended that I
should have noticed the connection). Cancer is probably the more famous
Ctymology. It derives from the word for crab; supposedly someone saw a
resemblance with the veins in the tumor. Kyphosis is not nearly as co%orful.
It derives from something meaning, brace for it, “bent forward, stooping,
hunchbacked,” .

There aren’t many hunchbacks for stoopers like me to aspire to.’
Shakespcare’s villainous Richard III may be a “poisonous bun.chbackd
tad," but the real Richard had scoliosis, not kyphosis. His spine snaked
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down his back; it didn’t lump into a blob at the top like
Rigoletto is a genuine hun_chback, as is Hugo's bellringer o FNog
Though there is little afﬁm‘.cy b_etv.veen the two of US—no one eve: D
my back a dome or stuck pins in 1t., as mean medievya] Parisiang doc
Quasimodo. The thing about growing up hunched is thyy £ 1to Poor
care about you notice it more than the people who dopt. As, resﬁle ‘.,v,ho
not the pins and domes kind of noticing so much as the “sit 5 Strat" 1ts”
and “don’t slouch” variety. No one thinks your spine is malformeg ight
first. Long before a diagnosis, the malformation comes across as
or apathy, as though you are deliberately making the choice no¢
yourself up. When I served as an altar boy, the priest made it ve
me that my poor posture and constant fidgeting, before all the
tion to witness, demonstrated a lack of respect to God.

Mine, V.. ;.
Verdl’s

dme_

» N0t g¢
lazinegs
to hold !
Ty clear g
Congrega..

If you look up kyphosis today, you'll find that treatment options vary,
'They center on miscellaneous kinds of exercises and braces. For severs]
years before visiting Dr. Smithson, I saw chiropractors, physical therapists,
and orthopedics who told my parents that I could fix my problem with
a hearty combination of treatment and self-care. A chiropractor laid me
prone and pressed into my back with naive insistence. A physical therapist
turned me over and tugged at my legs (this is when I learned that they're
not the same length!). An orthopedic strapped me into some harness
thingy that looked like a cross between a straight jacket and those gun
holsters detectives wear under their jackets in cop shows. And everyone
told me, repeatedly, to fix my posture. In other words, it depended on
me—sit up straight, stand up straight, don't be lazy. If you are, yout back
will get more domed, the pain will increase, and eventually you will reach
the point of no return. I was told I needed to fix this now,if I wanted 10
fix it ever.

A few years of this and nothing much had changed. My back oo™
ued its downward trajectory.

Then I met Dr. Smithson, who presented things as Sin
rather straightforward chojce. If I did what I was told, he Was
confident, mind you, but certain—that I would be cured piipe?
many sick people get to hear something like that?

ple and o
certaiﬂ’"

lY' HOW

. You may
One of the plusses of pathology is the expertise it grants: othat

not be e a4 ; 4
a doctor specializing in this or that sickness, but you o my &P

"
si y .
ckness. You know it from the inside. I have always tried to us
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tise for gOOd.

For example, when I hear someone warned that thejr slouching will
lead to a hunched back, I'm always like, “No it won't, It will lead to bad
posture.” When someone with kyphosis is told to stop slouching, I chime
in, “They can’t. It’s not their fault. The spine just doesn’t get straighter than
that. Leave them alone.” The uninitiated often do 3 poor job distinguishing
between bad habits and malformation. You can tell 3 trye hunchback less
by their posture than by the smooth roundedness. That line that runs down
normal backs where the spine is, bifurcating beautiful bodies into a sym-
metrical pair of Deltoids, Traps, and Lats—people with kyphosis don’t
have it. The back is convex, curved outwards like the hump of a Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtle.

Of the people who know of my experience, one person does not be-
lieve in my expertise: my wife. She has seen the traces my brace left on this
middle-aged body—the dent in my chest, the scars under my arms. She
has heard my parents talk about my trips to Dr. Smithson, Doesn’t matter,
When it comes to the disease’s relevance to our family, not just mine, she
is determined to do what she must. Telling someone to stop slouching is
counterproductive you say? Nonsense. I'll show you what can be done. By
the sheer force of her maternal will, she will redirect the kyphosis branch

of this family upwards and onwards. This kind of confidence has conse-
quences for parenting.

The person I knew at that time with the most beautiful back was
my friend Jon. Man did I envy every aspect of that kid’s physicality. Jon
Was one of thoge people who you just knew was an asshole. He had to
be. Because if someone so effortlessly handsome and athletic were also a
nice person, then what hope could there be for a benevolent God? Ever

OW anyone for whom puberty was flattering, whose body passed from
unassuming child’s to attractive adult’s without suffering through any
awkwardness? That was Jon's. And unfortunately, he was not an asshole.
In fetrospect, T have to admit that the asshole in the relationship was me.
€Cause when he gave my gut a friendly sucker punch as we passed each
Other in the hallway between classes, that first week I wore the brace to
school, Jon almost broke his knuckles. And I found it hilarious.

I don't think most people who knew of me in high school realized I
Wore a back brace, I kept it hidden with my own relentless will. I became
4 connoisseur of the button-up shirt, worn oversized and untucked. If
* breeze didy pick up, it did an admirable job of keeping my secret. It

121

Scanned with CamScanner



b e - T R eeEE RS P A e ey ‘

wasn’t unless one noticed my wooden bearing and awkward
that suspicions arose. Either that or you sucker-puncheq h
classes. Yeah. Jon definitely got what he deserved.

movements
€ betweey,

My brace hugged my body from just above the groin to
the breastbone. The bit around the ribs protruded outwards ¢
diaphragm to expand for breathing (that’s the part I needeq bUttOIl*uPs
to conceal). Imagine a nineteenth-century corset in rock-hard plastic.

The lower part of the brace did the work of straightening the smg of
the back—as I was to learn, a back with kyphosis also curves t0o much g
the bottom. The harder work of straightening the domed upper branch of
my spinal column was performed by a metal bar attached in the front, ¢
traced a path up the side of my pectorals, around to the top of the chest,
where it came together in a flat metal pad that pressed back against the
upper sternum and collarbone. This was the adjustable bit. Each month
we would take that trip to see Dr. Smithson, who would prescribe to the
“Brace Man” the degree of adjustment needed. I would then visit the Brace
Man’s office, where he would angle the metal bar, pushing my chest further
back and my back further upright, to the point that if I somehow managed
to outwit the brace and slouch nonetheless, the pad that was supposed to
press against my chest would end up wedging into my throat. There was
no real way to outwit this thing. It was like living inside a giant’s hand
that was constricting.

If you Google “kyphosis brace,” a slew of random strappy things
Pops up, none of which resemble the all-embracing horribleness of the
contraption I had to wear. If you scroll down a bit through the search _
results, a slew of black-and-white images depicting another kinfi of hot
tibleness pops up—Frankensteiny collages that look like Victoria? 5 -
props. The brace I wore was not like these either, neither flexible like t/
ﬁr?t §roup nor punitive like the second. It was a medium 1'“’rriblenestsouc
neither malicious noy forgiving (kind of like those “friends” you lose

just beloy
0 allow my

with after high school).
. = SS
Wearlng a brace like mine gives one the fabled stick-up-the ar look
bearing. You cannot 1 e

1 ean forward, you cannot twist round, you
relaxed. Both literal]

. 5 ve 4 SfiCk UP
your asg, Y and figuratively, you look like you ha

u
s A hingSJ }IO
At first thig i frustrating—to be sure—but as with most t

shot®
learn to adapt. You no longer bend forward to slip your socks and
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1 cross your legs and slip the shoe on sideways, When something

might—or else you
rusts. Whereas before you

?;isy;ou grab it with your toes—yes, as a monkey
ben(’i at the knees as though perf?rming squat th
iied out for sports, now you don't. If before you were the kind of kid whe
et up with people, now you are the kind of person who doesn’t, Because
now you fear social‘ settings and t.he activities they inspire—an impromptuy
game of catch? a trip to the bowling alley? s:queezing into a car with other
passenngS? These are a few of the undertakings you are now avoj
Dr. Smithson said I would need to wear my brace twenty-two hours
a day, for at least two years, followed by another year at night while I slept.
I was granted a reprieve of two hours each day and no more. Doing so for
longer, I was repeatedly told, would lengthen out the course of my treat-
ment. As in fact eventually happened.
A summer trip to visit my extended family in Cyprus was the culprit.

Go ahead and pack the brace into your carry-on, the Brace Man told me.
He couldn’t possibly expect me to suffer through a ten-hour flight. “But
don't get complacent,” he also said. If I spent the summer lounging at the
beach all day, Dr. Smithson would see it. ‘They would need to tighten the
brace more than usual and extend the duration of treatment. I didn’t spend
that summer lounging at the beach all day, but I did go without the brace
more than usual—an extra hour one day, a couple extra hours another, per-
baps a bit of a break in the morning. In those years few in Cyprus had air
conditioning. Summer temperatures hovered around a humid 90 degrees.
A ceiling fan didn’t cut it. T would wake up in the morning, take off the
face and slither out of the undershirt I wore to keep the brace from chaf-
"8 my skin. From that undershirt I would wring out a cascade of sweat. I
ad to do it over the sink to keep from soaking the floor. ,

- hat fall’I, discovered my spine had gotten worse. “I can sef::N}Ifou ‘:,ho
'fightec e:tlflg, Dr. Smithson told me. He sent me to the Brallc;: ) ar}i;]owl-
A neq hig Creation, and he, in turn, sent me on mY. V‘.’a}’ with the 1

8¢ that T woyq be wearing his work longer than originally planned.
Mithson ¢ ge:ctable meeting, I don’t renj.em er mu e
laflg‘ua ver said. He never spoke to me in any straig 16t e
My 8¢ Mostly I remember his looks, which said these words it
Save ; o, clearly than any of his twitchy mumblings ever did. My ‘:“
"1 publigh com like these I'll come across as ungrateful. 'm not
Lfngrateful i ments like these . C ful. Nothing about my
life hasn’t[; ough, not at all, I am unfailingly grateful. Bv aeoitinh
enefited from wearing that horrible back brace. But

ding.

i
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; ible, the way I critic;
' make it any less horrible, : ze my py,
doesn't e when I was a child, knowing full we]j now
ted because they cared.

€ntg

as mUCh h
t
at I,

for overreacting at m

on adult that they overreac

Another of the plusses provided by P athology is how €xplanat,
it can be. Getting diagnosed with so.me.thlng t%lat you are told hag beey
slowly forming within you for years is like feeling the shock of evelation
in slow motion. Bit by bit, the past suddenly I.nakes sense.

It suddenly made sense why I hated sitting Indian style in elemen,.
ry school, or keeping my elbows off the dinner table, why I dislikeq chureh
and shopping so much. Sitting up, standing up, any kind of slow Walking
or carefree meandering—it all hurt. It’s the reason why I fidgeted 5o much
why I complained so much, why [ still sometimes look like, in the worgs
of my wife, “a sack of potatoes.” Of course it is. It’s not that I was lazy
or whiny or un-athletic; it’s not that I was ugly. It’s that I was deformed!
—‘unfinishd,” as Shakespeare’s hunchback eloquently phrases it, “sent
before my time / Into this breathing world.” There is something reassuring
about such revelations.

In cognitive linguistics, there is a theory about why so many lan-
guages use similar metaphors to describe emotions and other states of
being. For example, many languages describe anger as though it were some
kind of hot liquid inside you, about to boil over. As in, “You're making my
blood boil!” Or “I'm so mad I'm about to burst!” It makes sense. When we
get angry our blood pressure rises, causing our hearts to race. The feeling is
overwhelming.

S aani:tgal; ahg(f:jgm very di.fferent cultures also use similar orienta-
Thi communicate moods: Happy is Up; Sad is Down.

§ makes sense oo, When we’re 1 le: our li n upwards.
When we’re healthy we're h . PPy WRIEL ciin 1p.s e alk
Wwith a bounce APPY; we tend to stand up straight and W
slouch
basicauy’ flot abje tg’ Sick, we are literally down, sitting down, lying down,
Swahilj oy Mandag; et up. Universally, whether you speak English &

N, erect Posture is associated with a positiVC emot1of

: Pin :
differen laﬂguagef izsmre With sadnegs and depression. We may spe

. Maybe g is wht e share the same anatomical expectations-' i
18 Own, What!s sadde Y iunched baCkS are so Paradigmaticauy ugly If
" than a spine bent double like mine? Maybe thS

124

Scanned with CamScanner



is also why I am attracted to women with

good posture, M wifi
most beautiful, elegantly beautiful posture ywite has the

I have ever seen.

Not long after me, my younger sister was diagnosed with a form
of kyphosis slightly less advanced than my own, Nonetheless, advanced
enough to warrant her own bespoke orthosis. She hated i.
hated it, ] mean she really hated it.

For two years she retreated into a shell of her own making and
renounced the world and any future involvement with it. She was going to
become a truck driver, so she said. She wanted to work alone. She didn’t

want to interact with people. She didn’t want people to realize she was
there.

And when ] say

Her attitude proved very useful to me. I got to be the one with
perspective.“Come on, Sis,” I would say, “it’s not like you have cancer,
They're going to fix this. Be grateful.” .

As a word of advice to anyone who lives with someone suffering and
who wants to continue living with that person, do not tell them what they
have isn't as bad as cancer. That is not the right thing to say.

Growing up, my sister put up with a lot from her older brother, but I
think none of it compares to having to put up with his perspective. During
our brace years, I was unbearable and hypocritical, a false light of hope in
a relatively well lit room. Did I hate wearing that brace as much as my sis-
ter? Of course T did. Did wearing the brace provide me with a newfound
appreciation for life and its daily ecstasies? Kind of? Sometimes?

For example, to this day I have experienced no greater sensual
Pleasure—ng orgasm I've reached, no food I've savored or high I've
Sustained—that even remotely compares to the feeling of the bedsheets
3gainst my skin after twenty-two hours wearing that brace.

But is that appreciation or merely contrast? I get a rare kind of
headache that can last for twenty-four hours or longer. Those first mo-
ents when the pain finally recedes are like a full-body gasp of fresh air.

ould T have eyer felt this amazing sensation had I never suffered through
:‘he .headache? Of course not. Was the headache worth it, for the sake of
;zll.ng that way? Another way of putting it: If I could go back in tim; and
Wogicany make these headaches never appear, knowing full well that 4
iy dePfiVing myself of a high I would otherwise never kno.w, wou
e'Xt IEtzs.Che said that without extreme anguish one cannot experience
eme joy. There i much truth to this. Nevertheless, fuck that.
The Worst part about my monthly trips were not the absurd interac-
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s with Dr. Smithson, nor even the heightened discomfort of the ,
the moments waiting to meet the Brace M,y ‘}tum
In

his office, along 2 table against 2 wall lay all the other contraptions b, -
about to distribute—-other kinds of back orthotics, le -
assing full-body orthotics that could only haze
by someone intimate with the cruelty of Mother Natyge;
wheelchairs connected to full-body orthotics half
211 the Brace Man's patients to know they were y

tion
flight home. They were

built, and was
arm orthotics,
been conceived
amorality. Futuristic
I didn't need to see

-encomp

size.
there.

nosed, the revelations of my own diagnosis

scemed even clearer. Ah yes, this is genetic. It really is inherited. Know-
ing this was liberating, because if I inherited this, how much really could I
have done to stop it? You're telling me it’s my fault for slouching over my
dinner? You can't call me lazy now.
For years I had almost forgotten about that time in my life, when
would gape at the luxuriousness of a cotton T-shirt or the mindlessness of
other bodies sitting down to dinner or bending over to pick something up,
when I would look at the most mundane things with wistfulness and res-
ignation, counting down the days until I too could return to my freedom.
But now I have children, and the memories of living that way return. [N
parent wants to bequeath to their kids the thing they hated about them-
selves.
. The world slings untold arrows at everybody, including
;i éldren.. ’I-hat c'annot be stopped, only prepared for. But only you gave J*'
N s ﬁtllllleu inheritance. How much of this can be prepared for, even know-
angd ovevf’;il from your own experience, is debatable. I tell my wife over
e A b ook, teach the kids to mind their posture, but don't nag ther
ike this is their fault, If ; .
For gy .If someone has it they have it.
point » though, my wife doesn’t have faith in my ¢
s out that my story i
you can Y story is over twenty years old now. Now
save a child from the ki i
their bad habits eas] e kind of thing I went through
And who Wo:'ﬂ);Who can argue with this?
that part of myself to Wan'f to argue with this? I don’t wan i
of this as a bad habit ;n y kids. But I also don’t want my childre” " ;wir
fault. T want them 'co’k:cause I don't want them to think of this #° t’s not
1 3 it
i;zlness to need to si¢ d:v‘: that they're not just being fidge®’ that-;e this:
e tells me I 4y being f; - -O r_droop forwards, When I tell my W bit
g fatalistic, which I tell her is such total bullsht®
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even though I know she’s ﬂ.g et ?Omeone had told me that with some
harder work 1 oulgiiiate w-llled this never to have happened, that I could
pave at least cursed myself if not my lot, T would have bent over backward
et it done. In the years before she died, my mother’s aunt was bent | s
¢ of supplication. That can't have been wholly genetic. A who(I)ZV
buted to what I saw in her.

to get 1t
to the poin .
jot of life contr!

If you see me today, I don't think you'll suspect this part of my past.
One friend even thought I had a dancer’s background, because she did, in
fact, notice how unnaturally straight I often stood. When I told my wife
this she laughed so hard; my wife, who does have a dancer’s background,
knows damn well that a ballet school would have weeded me out on day
one, no matter how elegant my plié. But I was also born into an era that
had rendered my malformation manageable, to parents with the resources
to make the manageable into something fixable. All T had to do was be-
fieve the crazy doctor and let them strap me in and not grumble too much.
I'm trying not to sound too grumbly now, because that’s not why I wrote
this. It takes years to learn not to think of yourself as ugly. T am convinced

¢ took me a few more because of kyphosis. The point isn't to learn how to

live with yourself; it’s to learn how to live with your lot, and to just get on
¥ ‘ justg
b

with it. Just as I've learned that my goal as a parent cant be to teach my
children how to live with themselves so much as to motivate them to live
with everything else. You get much more control over yourself than you do

the rest. Let’s hope so, at least.
out taking off that brace for

bonfire, into which I was
was going to dance around

I used to fantasize almost religiously ab
the last time. It was going to be near a raging
going to toss that bespoke miracle. And then I
the fire in the most bouncy, bendy, un-stick-up-your-assy way imaginable.

I never got to do that. When I confessed my fantasy to the Brace
Man, God bless his heart, he recommended against it. I thought, Oh
Eol',MaYbe he assumes I'm being ungrateful for all he’s done. Maybe he

¢ levfs I've gone as crazy as Dr. Smithson.
- 'I}.m plastic the brace is made out of; i
es will be toxic.”

Nuts,

I never got to dance around that bonfire.

wh
feltere I'was when I took that brace off for the last time,

f you burn it,” he said, “the

also don't remember
nor even how it

Scanned with CamScanner



the Examined Life Journal | JAMES NIKOPOULOS

*For more on conceptual metaphor theory in cognitive linguisg;
George Lakoft and Mark Johnson. Metaphors We Live By, as well 5 chi s‘ee
Kovecses. Metaphor and Emotion. Language, Culture, and Bo dyin Humz tdn
Feeling. n
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