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the medical plan, than by motivating him to escape them—and with
them, the medical approach to his
predicament.
The second half of the narrative
recounts his attainment of autonomy in hiring and directing those
who attended to his many needs.
He learned to navigate his disabilityfriendly neighborhood and the UC
campus using a motorized gurney
equipped with mirrors. As an adolescent, he had been isolated and
deficient in social skills; loneliness
continued to be an issue during his
self-directed life as well. O’Brien is
candid about his tendency to fall in
love with his female attendants—or
any woman who befriended him.
This love was rarely reciprocated,
at least not in a romantic way. But
as an adult he built a network of
friends of both sexes and had significant emotional relationships
with a number of women.
The Sessions has, perhaps unfortunately, highlighted one episode
of his life, his sexual initiation by a
professional surrogate. While quite
faithful to his written account of
this process, the movie can’t match
O’Brien’s nuanced depiction of it.
Part of his treatment had to do, literally, with self-recognition—learning
that, naked, he was not the monster
he saw in his mind. Understandably,
his eagerness led him repeatedly
to ejaculate too soon. After one
failed attempt at full intercourse,
“I felt humiliated. Cheryl asked me
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whether I had enjoyed myself. I
said, ‘Oh, yes, up to the anticlimax’”
(218). Let this quote exemplify his
wry crip humor.
O’Brien found his métier as a
writer of poetry, journalism, and
eventually autobiography. His confinement may have encouraged
introspection and reflection, preparing him, all unaware, for his
career. The narrative thus functions as, among other things,
a Künstlerroman. More important, it stands as an impressive
Bildungsroman, offering an insightful, candid, and intimate account of its author’s growth to
maturity. O’Brien’s sensibility and
his generosity to others are appealing; as a reader, I came to like him
immensely and wish I had known
him.
Though it may be hard for nondisabled readers to imagine living
with such a severe impairment, this
is no misery memoir. Its testimony
is that O’Brien did not just “survive” polio; he succeeded in having
a life—a life worth writing, a life
very much worth reading. 

G. Thomas Couser retired in 2011 from
Hofstra University, where he was a professor of English and founding director of the
Disability Studies Program. His most recent
book is Memoir: An Introduction (Oxford,
2012). He has completed a memoir of his
father and is writing a book about contemporary American patriography (memoirs of
fathers).
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