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Foreword

In the winter of 2016, as part of a project I was involved in, I spent some time at the Natural History Museum of Denmark in Copenhagen. One evening, after a long day at the museum, I went for dinner with my host, a genial English-born geneticist named Tom Gilbert. At the last moment we were joined by his boss, the museum’s director, Peter C. Kjærgaard.

I had only met Peter that day, but I liked him immediately, as I imagine most people do. He is clearly super-intelligent, but also charming and kindly, with a distinctly approachable manner. If you were lost in a strange city, he is the person you would ask for directions.

Early in the dinner, Peter’s phone rang and he asked if we minded very much if he took the call. His wife had been ill, he explained, and he wanted to be sure she was all right.

We assured him, of course, that he should speak to her. Their conversation was brief and murmured, as you would expect in a restaurant, but the news was evidently good. Peter looked pleased, and indeed relieved, as he returned the phone to his pocket and told us all was well.

Tom or I said something to the effect that we hoped it was nothing too serious.

‘Well, actually, she has been really quite unwell,’ Peter responded rather suddenly. He hesitated, as if unsure whether to go on, then proceeded to tell us the most spellbinding and harrowing story I believe I have ever heard. It is the story you are about to read.

I don’t wish to give away a single detail of what follows. It is Rikke Schmidt Kjærgaard’s story to tell, and no one could tell it better or more feelingly. I will just say that I met Rikke soon afterwards and liked her immediately, too. She has much the same qualities as Peter – she is gracious and urbane, kindly, a good listener, very learned, deeply and obviously devoted to family. I can say at once with confidence that you would like her very much yourself.

She has given us a most exceptional book, and exceptional in many ways. At its most immediate level, it is a calm, measured, impeccably lucid account of a truly horrifying experience told from the all-too-rare perspective of the sufferer. Rikke is a scientist by background, and she recounts the details of her ordeal with a kind of forensic precision that makes the horror of the experience all the more vivid and chilling. No one should have to go through what she did, but you could hardly choose a more skilled and insightful victim.

But this is much more – much, much more – than a clinical record of a terrible experience. It is above all a highly personal, deeply affecting account of what it is to be yanked from a happy, well-ordered life and thrust into a sudden, unimaginable, terrifying darkness. Rikke has done the impossible of putting into words an experience that would seem to be beyond expressing.

And she has done it with the most abundant generosity. This is at its heart a book about familial bonds. Nothing says more for Rikke’s character, as both writer and person, than that you come away profoundly touched not only by the wearisome awfulness of her ordeal, but by the emotional and physical fortitude of Peter and her children. This was, from beginning to end, a shared horror.

Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about this book is that it exists at all. What happened to Rikke is not as rare as we might think or hope. No one knows how many people in the world exist in comas or are otherwise ‘minimally conscious’, as the medical jargon has it. Almost nowhere are records systematically kept. But according to the journal Nature Neuroscience, the number globally is in the hundreds of thousands. Few of those poor people will ever be able to resume normal lives.

Rikke Schmidt Kjærgaard is a brave and lovely exception. As The Blink of an Eye proves, we are lucky, in every sense of the word, to have her.



Bill Bryson, 2018


1

Dying

My death could not have been predicted. It came suddenly. I was my usual self the day before. We’d had houseguests for New Year’s Eve and spent the evening chatting, singing, playing music and eating great food. We stood to toast 2013 circled around the TV, sharing in the drama of the bell tower of Copenhagen City Hall’s countdown to midnight. I loved that magic beat between the last second of the old year and the first one of the new: the micropause between the past and future, the promise and the expectations. Later, I tumbled into bed, full of happiness and celebration.

The following morning we were still in a festive mood. It was a beautiful day. Cool, clear winter with just enough snow to cover the ground, and frozen puddles waiting to crack from the force of a child’s playful jump. We went for a walk along the river near our house. We lived in a large Danish town; a nice, somewhat sleepy place. We’d bought the house several years earlier, shortly before our youngest son, Daniel, was born. We had moved from a larger university city further south, because we wanted more space and a garden for our three children.

Over the years we had worked on it, knocking down walls and building new ones, laying new floorboards and painting everything in light colours. This was the first place we had owned and we had made it ours. When our jobs took us abroad for several years, we kept the house, coming back for the summer holidays, which made Daniel think that Denmark was a land of perpetual summers. I loved our house. While storms raged, if we had bad news to cope with or stressful days, our home was where we retreated. It was our haven. A safe place where nothing bad could happen.

The river we were strolling along ran all the way to the sea. The kids raced along the track: Johan, just eighteen and home on visit from his studies in Hong Kong, and Victoria, four years younger, two teenagers following their younger brother’s lead, forgetting how busy they were growing up. My husband, Peter, was deep in conversation with an old friend and colleague from England, who had stayed with us overnight. Watching from a distance, I saw him waving his arms in the air, a gesture so familiar to me it almost felt like my own. I had seen this many times before, when he was making a point or putting a funny spin on a serious topic.

Peter is a charmer, eloquent and charismatic. From the very first time I met him, I admired his immediate way of engaging with people and making them feel special. We had met at a university Christmas party where we’d been paired up for a science quiz, completely by chance. Pure luck. We’d won. ‘We make a great team, you and I, don’t you think?’ he’d said.

Walking along the banks of the river I felt chilly, cold through to my bones. My limbs felt leaden and heavy. Nobody noticed I was lagging behind. I tried to catch up, but couldn’t. I wanted to call Peter, but I felt as if I had run out of air. I dismissed it. Everybody feels a bit tired on New Year’s Day. Moments later, Daniel, our eight-year-old happy, carefree boy, came running to hide behind me so the others wouldn’t catch him. As Victoria tagged her father and they all ran circles around me, laughing, I just stood there, smiling at their playfulness.

Back home, I was still feeling cold. As everyone dispersed around the house, I went straight in to run myself a bath and lay in the hot water, wondering why I couldn’t get warm. It was never good for me if my temperature rose or plummeted and I wanted to make sure my body temperature stabilised.

When I was twenty, I had been diagnosed with SLE – systemic lupus erythematosus – a chronic autoimmune disease where the cells of the immune system mistakenly attack healthy tissue. Having SLE means you are more prone to being ill and even though I wasn’t receiving medical treatment for it any more, having lived with the risks and necessary provisions to stay healthy for so many years, the fear of having relapses and severe recurrences still frightened me. It was important that my temperature never rose above 38 degrees and if it did go even a notch above that, I had to call a doctor.

Besides occasional joint pains and tiredness, I was not usually bothered by the illness. It really wasn’t a condition that interfered with my life. Sore joints, or a mild butterfly rash on my cheeks and crossing the bridge of my nose, were signs of exhaustion and lack of rest and indicated activity in the illness. I knew I had to take these seriously and would give myself a break. When I’d first been diagnosed, I quickly decided that I would not let myself be sick, that I would still be able to live my life to the fullest.

Now though, this sudden lack of ability to get warm made me mildly nervous. As I got out of the bath, I was shivering. My muscles were working hard, rapidly contracting and relaxing, and I could not seem to generate any heat in my body. I lay on the bed and called Peter.

‘Could you get me a couple of blankets, please?’ I asked him.

‘Are you feeling OK?’

I decided I didn’t have to answer him.

Piling blankets over me, Peter looked worried. That special look he gets when something is not right.

‘I’m still freezing.’ My teeth were chattering and my limbs were shaking.

Peter called for Johan to bring a couple of duvets and together they laid them on top of me. I didn’t have the heart to tell them that I still felt as if I was lying in a bed of ice.

Night comes early in Scandinavian winter. At four in the afternoon, the bedroom lights were on and the brightness felt like icicles piercing through my eyes. I asked Peter to turn off the lights and managed to tell him I would call him if I needed anything.

‘OK. I’ll let you get some rest then.’ But he left the door open on his way out.

My temperature continued to drop and as each hour went by, it felt like days. The house was quiet, subdued, as if everything had been turned down low for me. Maybe they were all tired after the New Year celebrations. Daniel was probably playing with his Lego, Victoria reading, Johan and Peter preparing supper. I decided it must be the same thing for me, and that I had caught a common cold. Nothing serious.

But then the fever hit. I lay there freezing cold, shivering one minute and shaking with fever the next, my temperature shooting up and down. My thoughts became muddled and loud. Was it a school day tomorrow? What did the children need? I wanted to get up and pack their school bags.

I was dimly aware of the children coming to say goodnight and then Peter being in bed. For a brief moment, I was able to register that he was talking, but then felt a desperate need to empty my bowels and I lost all sense of what he was saying. Victoria came out of her room and stood in the hallway watching her father carry me to the bathroom, Johan helping to support me. The sense that something was seriously wrong hung in the air. I wanted to tell them everything was going to be all right, but succumbed to body cramps. Peter closed the door gently, providing me with privacy I was too sick to care about.

My body exploded with vomit and diarrhoea. I was delirious with fever and the few times I surfaced, I tried to tell Peter that if I could be left alone for a while, I would be fine and if he would stop making all that noise, I would feel better. But Peter was silent. The noise was my retching, the deep growling of a body in pain.

For a moment, I suddenly felt better. ‘No need for a doctor,’ I said. ‘Let me rest. Get some sleep yourself. I’ll call you if I need you.’ But before he could answer, another explosion sent me even further down than before.

‘Rikke, I’m calling the doctor,’ he said, firmly.

I didn’t really pay any attention to Peter’s meticulous explanations on the phone, but apparently they worked. The GP on night duty took the house call.

Waddling through the house, keeping his muddy shoes on, he shot me one tired glance.

‘It’s the flu,’ he said. ‘Everybody’s got the flu. Sit up straight. You’ll be fine.’

Turning to Peter, he said, ‘I’ll put in a prescription for Tamiflu. Make her take it and see your own GP in the morning.’ Then he left.

What do you do in such a situation? The doctor had told Peter it was the flu, and to go and get me some Tamiflu. Not being a medical doctor himself, how could he do otherwise? But Peter knew something was terribly wrong. He had told the doctor about my SLE. He could see that my body was collapsing, that I couldn’t sit up as the doctor had commanded, that I couldn’t eat or drink, that I was way past the point of being able to control the vomiting and diarrhoea. But he could only go on the locum’s medical opinion that it was nothing to worry about. He went off to pick up the prescription at the night chemist.

The Tamiflu made no difference. I could not even keep water down, let alone the drug itself. And as the endless night wore on, the fever and constant vomiting were taking their toll. Peter was exhausted from cleaning up after me, changing and washing sheets, carrying me back and forth to the bathroom in a seemingly endless march. I could sense the restlessness in the house, Johan and Victoria initially tiptoeing around to check what was going on, and then as I got worse and worse, awake in their beds. Only Daniel had fallen into a restless sleep.

In the early morning, my sick turned black. Dark and thick. I couldn’t even move my head to reach the bucket. I tried to keep going by forcing myself to answer Peter’s questions, but he couldn’t make any sense of the words I was saying. Scared out of his wits, he called our surgery the moment it opened, to urge our GP to come immediately. Sensing the panic in Peter’s voice, the receptionist promised to get hold of our doctor as quickly as possible.

Later, we learned that our GP hesitated when that call came. Out with his family and some friends, he was enjoying a last morning of the New Year break. He thought about not picking up but, ever diligent, he took the call.

With a biological storm hammering its way through my last defences, that was my lucky break.

* * *

‘Rikke! Can you hear what I’m saying?’ I could hear someone breathing heavily, words as if they were coming from far away. The voice got louder. ‘Peter. This is not good. Try to straighten her arm.’

My body seized up. He injected a dose of penicillin into my arm while Peter tried to hold it still. A syringe fell onto the ceramic tiles in the bedroom.

Within minutes two ambulances arrived. Paramedics ran through the house, shouting, pushing furniture aside, here to save a life.

I didn’t sense the paramedics moving me. I was leaving. Strapped to a stretcher, my heart slowed down. And then, it stopped.

I was clinically dead.

There was nothing. No light at the end of the tunnel, no angels, no harps. No Heaven’s Gate and no Hell. Nothing. Being dead means exactly that. You are gone. It’s as simple and frightening as that.



My heart may have stopped, but the paramedics were not going to give up that easily. While in the ambulance, they worked on me, urging me to stay with them. However, as they pumped my heart into beating, the rest of my organs began to surrender. You can only push biology so far. My body was beginning to come to the end of its life.

Turning to Peter, our GP said, ‘You can’t drive. You’re in shock. I’ll take you. Leave the children with your mother and she can bring them in her car.’

Peter’s mother had arrived shortly before the ambulances to help out. In a kind of dreamlike trance, Peter took the front seat in our GP’s car.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t tell you exactly what’s going to happen,’ said our doctor. ‘It’s a matter of minutes. It might still be possible to save her, and that we got to her just in time.’



As I was being transferred from the ambulance to Intensive Care, doctors were ready with a defibrillator to send tiny electrical shocks in an attempt to restore my heart’s rhythm. I was put on a ventilator to get air into my lungs and a dialysis machine to clean my blood. There was really nothing left now that I could do myself. I was pricked and pierced, but little did it matter. Not even my bodily reflexes worked. I had entered a passive, comatose state of peace. A deep state of unconsciousness, away from the turmoil.

From somewhere far away, the very bottom of the sea maybe, I could hear a nurse call my name: ‘Rikke, Rikke. Your children are here.’

‘Hi, Mummy!’ came a barely audible, tiny voice.

And then, miraculously, before my brain shut down completely, it reacted by allowing one last salty, watery signal as my children touched me, three different sizes of hands stroking my arm. What remained of my conscious mind said goodbye with a solitary tear to the tiny group of people I loved the most in the world.

And then I sank into the darkness.

Victoria’s small voice filled the room as she reached for her father’s hand. ‘What will happen to Mum?’

‘I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t know,’ he said.

Victoria flinched. Her father always had answers.


2

Surviving

It was a nurse in Intensive Care who told Peter, ‘Write down a few notes about what happens every day. If you write things down, it will help you remember.’ What she meant, but what she couldn’t quite bring herself to say, was: write everything down so that you will have something to remember your wife by when she is gone.

Peter is a university professor and an expert in human history, the very deep history that takes us back millions of years to our ape ancestry. Documenting is second nature to him and he is never without a pen and notepad, an acute observer of everyday life, no detail escaping him, and so this advice resonated. He charted everything, meticulously documenting all the things that happened and the emotional responses of the children, of our extended family, and his own deepest, most private thoughts. And as the days darkened, Peter knew that I would want to know everything and if not me, then the children, who would want to know in time, if the very worst happened.

Writing kept him sane.

His notes – his thoughts to me – were what enabled me to piece this time together. Like much of this story of the days before I got sick and the weeks that followed, I’ve had to fit it all together, like writing a biography of another person. Doctors’ notes. Medical charts. Endless readings of my bodily functions. Doses of drugs. Photographs. X-rays. Scans. All the records I could get my hands on. Conversations with staff. Physicians. Nurses. Therapists. Family. Friends.


A nurse had taken Peter aside and told him that ‘in situations like this’, all close family members should be there. ‘What is a situation like this?’ asked Peter. ‘Are those her parents?’ replied the nurse, looking over at Peter’s parents, who had arrived earlier and brought the children to the hospital. When Peter shook his head, she advised him to call my parents and ‘any other close family’ right now. Seeing Peter’s expression, she offered to make the call.

My parents divorced after I moved away from home. Now my younger sister had her own family. My father had a new one. My mother married again, too, but was now living alone. But they all still lived close to each other; I was the odd one out, living away from everyone else.

‘You need to come immediately,’ the nurse told my mum. ‘You should be prepared to say goodbye.’ My mother broke down, completely unable to take in what the nurse was telling her. Nothing made sense. At least Peter had witnessed my collapse. To my mother and then my sister and father, it must have made even less sense. They had all talked to me the day before. There was nothing wrong. What did the nurse mean they had to say goodbye?

Meanwhile, a decision was made to scan my brain. It was a risk. I might have already been too fragile and simply moving me to the scanner could have fatal consequences. But there was no way around it at this stage. The doctors needed to see how severe the damage was, to check if I was brain dead. In a body that was now a biological battlefield, with armies of blood clots pounding away at any remaining healthy part, this would be a highly probable scenario. If that was the case and I had already mentally departed, never to return, swift action was required to harvest whatever useful organs were still left in my body to save others.

Following the scan, doctors thought there was still a chance I might make it, but not at the local hospital. Instead, I needed to be taken to the university hospital, a leading research facility thirty miles south. Before the doctors had a chance to discuss this with Peter, I was on my way.

To prevent whatever it was that had hit me from spreading and sending the others down the same perilous road, Peter and the children had to take a powerful antidote against the most aggressive of bacterial infections. For Peter, Johan and Victoria, this made total sense but for Daniel, in his confusion and shock, taking pills was not something he was able to do. In his eight-year-old mind, all he could see were enemies – illness, the hospital, doctors, nurses – who had so suddenly taken his mother away from him, and he believed instinctively that in order to save me and himself, he needed to fight them with everything he had.

Peter tried to comfort Daniel, but was getting increasingly desperate. He knew that I was probably dying, and at the same time he was fighting for this not to happen to any other member of the family. He knew he had to get Daniel to take that medicine.

Two doctors, two nurses, two hours. Pills, sugar-coated and yoghurt-enhanced, broken and crushed. Persuasion, cajoling, bribing. Nothing seemed to work. But in the end, Daniel caved in and because time now was of the essence, had a double dose injected straight into his veins. He was safe.

As I was being transferred from the local hospital to the university hospital, the health authorities were following protocol and had already started damage control. Immediate family had been taken care of. The next step was to track down our houseguests from New Year’s Eve. They were already far away in the Netherlands and in Britain. To ensure their safety, they, too, needed shots.


While I was being settled into a bed in Intensive Care, isolated from all other patients, my father-in-law drove Peter, his mother and the children to the university hospital, where they were joined by my parents and sister, who had by now driven the two and a half hours across the country. A doctor had come to tell them what she knew of my condition.

It was already dark outside. The night shift was in place. A workday like
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