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  Introduction


  Life after death, as Hamlet observed, is an undiscovered country from where nobody has ever returned. And yet Robert McCrum, who suffered a severe near-fatal stroke at the age
  of forty-two, came back to describe the experience for us. But My Year Off is not a book about a near-death experience, although McCrums detached and matter-of-fact description of the
  onset of his stroke and of how he lay for hours, naked and paralysed in his own home, with no help at hand, is both compelling and terrifying. Rather it is a book about loss  of freedom, of
  independence, of self-confidence and self-respect, of energy and strength  and of the painfully long process of recovery. The worst of stroke, he tells us, is the aftermath when you
  feel you are on the scrapheap, and although we read the book knowing from the title that it will end happily so that we can look forward to the triumph of life and love and normality at the
  end, and although McCrum was fortunate to achieve a much better recovery than most other people who suffer major strokes, and fortunate to have excellent medical treatment, many devoted friends and
  a loving wife, his recovery was not complete. So for McCrum, My Year Off is also about coming to accept that he would not be able to return to the life that he had once known.


  There are over 100,000 cases of stroke every year in the UK. The brain is dangerous territory, a mass of blood vessels that receive a quarter of the blood pumped from the heart  thinking
  is an energy-intensive process. A stroke is when the blood supply to part of the brain is disrupted by a blood vessel either bursting or blocking so that the part of the brain supplied by that
  blood vessel dies as a result. The blood vessels of the brain are just like the spreading branches of a tree, with a trunk, the main branches and finally the twigs. People will make a good recovery
  from small strokes, just as trees can survive being pruned, but strokes affecting the major arteries will either prove fatal or leave the victim severely disabled. When McCrum suffered his stroke
  in 1993 it was thought that the adult brain had little capacity for healing and re-wiring itself. We now have evidence that recovery from a severe stroke is possible to some degree (a process known
  as neuro-plasticity), but the mechanisms are still not really understood. Stroke is a major cause of death and disability and although primarily a disease of old age and most
  frequently caused by high blood pressure, it can also occur in younger people, as happened with McCrum, when often a cause cannot be found.


  And that lack of a cause proves deeply troubling. McCrum was a leading figure in the London literary scene when he fell ill (ironically the offices of Faber and Faber where he was the
  Editor-in-Chief were visible from his hospital bed across Queen Square in central London), and the list of visitors to his hospital bed reads like a roll-call of the famous writers of the time.
  Throughout the book he is haunted by the loss of his past life when he was carefree, recently married and highly successful, but he is also haunted, perhaps because he is a writer and novelist, by
  trying to understand why the stroke had happened, by what he calls its existential and psychic meaning. He wonders whether the stroke was some kind of comment on or consequence of the
  life he was leading before he fell from grace. He admits that this might be a pointless quest but it is, of course, an inescapable part of human nature that we find it almost impossible to accept
  that much of what happens to us in life is probably random chance and, in itself, has no meaning. The meaning, so to speak, comes after the event and it is tempting, though probably misleading, to
  draw an analogy with the famous neuroscientific experiment that suggests that consciously making a decision  for instance to move your hand  comes half a millisecond after the
  relevant hand area of the brain has already become activated. When we fall ill we invariably try to attribute it to something we have or have not done, that it means something.
  McCrums stroke, despite intensive and at times unpleasant investigation by his doctors, remained unexplained.


  The novelist in McCrum was frustrated in his attempt to find any meaning as to why his stroke had occurred but neither does a knowledge of neuroscience reduce or undermine in any way the human,
  what you might call the novelistic, meaning of what McCrum suffered afterwards. Modern functional brain scanners  not available when McCrum had his stroke  might have
  shown that when he was deeply depressed in the strokes aftermath, there was over-activity or under-activity in certain parts of his brain, but there would have been no way of distinguishing
  between cause and effect. Was this change in brain activity the cause or the effect of his depression or simply the depression itself? Since we all must accept that thought is a physical process
  going on within our brains it tells us very little to show that certain thoughts and feelings appear to be based in one part of the brain as opposed to another. Despite the gargantuan scale of
  modern neuroscientific research our basic understanding of how the brain works, and how its electro-chemical activity corresponds to thought and feeling, remains deeply inadequate and incomplete.
  We still depend entirely on books such as McCrums to understand what it really means to have a stroke.


  McCrum was lucky in that his stroke affected the right side of his brain, and it seems that it mainly compromised his ability to move the left side of his body. When amputees lose a limb that
  limb often continues to exist in what might be termed neuro-space, as a phantom. With a stroke the limb still exists in the outside world, but it has been lost in a much more profound way since the
  limb no longer exists in the brain. The disability which results is arguably more serious, since part of your very self has been lost. But crucially for McCrum, although his left side became
  paralysed, his intellect, vision and personality were all preserved. Indeed, if one has to have a stroke you could say (with a hollow laugh) that this is probably the best one to have. McCrum could
  write about his experience, and the diary he kept during his illness was perhaps an important part of his therapy. And we as readers are equally lucky, because he writes with great clarity and
  honesty. Lying on your back in bed for two months virtually unable to move, he observes with plenty of English understatement, is a strange experience.


  He also gives a very clear account of what it is like to be a patient, reduced to a baby-like dependency on the nurses for your every physical need  eating, washing, attending to your
  basic bodily functions and even, in the early weeks, to be turned in bed every few hours to prevent bed sores developing. Bowel movements and commodes acquire a massive and grotesque importance
  where once such things warranted only a few minutes thought a day. He has his favourites among the nurses and speaks well of all of them but also observes how patients in hospital must
  always be obedient, like prisoners or children. The patient is weak and the nurses are strong. This can make the nurses seem like sadists or authoritarians and disobedience is
  punished in all kinds of subtle but unmistakable ways. The point is to be passive and appreciative.


  If as patients we depend on the nurses for our immediate physical needs, we depend on the doctors for information, for hope and an explanation as to what is happening and will happen. McCrum
  writes appreciatively of his doctors as he does of his nurses, but as he comments to a visiting friend, What it means to be an ill person, to be stuck in one place and unable to enjoy the
  world outside . . . most doctors dont have a clue. What he wanted to hear from them was his prognosis, what his chances were of a good recovery, but predicting the outcome of strokes
  such as McCrums is very difficult and his doctors would not commit themselves. Most doctors and nurses are young and healthy and have no personal experience of illness or incarceration in
  hospital and it is a sad fact that there is no substitute for personal experience. The power that doctors and nurses have over their patients, especially when they are profoundly disabled, as with
  all extreme human encounters, can bring out both the best and the worst in people. In short, although hospitals are ostensibly places of kindness and healing, they have much in common with prisons,
  places where, as McCrum writes, the outside world is reduced to the little patch of blue that prisoners call the sky. McCrum was lucky that he lived in central London, was a member of
  the professional classes with many famous friends, was treated in one of the countrys best hospitals, and had private health insurance so that he had a room on his own and private
  rehabilitation treatment. A working-class patient in one of this countrys poorer towns would certainly have had a very different experience and, one suspects, a less satisfactory
  outcome.


  Ultimately My Year Off is a book both humble and humbling. McCrum describes  entirely without self-pity  the rage and depression and profound exhaustion that follow a
  stroke, and the shame and stigma that the victims experience once they start hesitantly to re-enter the normal outside world of healthy people. He also discovers a new world, of the disabled, where
  the majority of passers-by simply do not see the disabled person and/or treat you with a mixture of ruthless disdain and pitying arrogance. Through an organization called Different
  Strokes, McCrum meets other young stroke victims, whose company is both consoling and inspiring in a way that healthy healthcare professionals can never provide, however well-meaning. He emerges at
  the end of the book walking with a cane and with a clumsy left hand, but also with a new job, his marriage intact and with a baby expected. He knows that he has been very fortunate but also
  attributes much of his recovery, particularly from the deep depression that afflicted him in the aftermath of his stroke, to the love of his wife and friends. He tells us that he has become both
  sadder and wiser, as has the reader of this remarkable book.


  Henry Marsh


  


  To Sarah
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  Introduction: A Severe Insult to the Brain


  
    
      
        
          
            Wo aber Gefahr, wacht das Rettende auch.


            (Where danger waits, salvation also lies.)


            Friedrich Hlderlin

          

        

      

    

  


  When I was just forty-two I suffered a severe stroke. Paralysed on my left side and unable to walk, I was confined to hospital for three months, then spent about a year
  recovering, slowly getting myself back into the world.


  When I was seriously ill in hospital, I longed to read a book that would tell me what I might expect in convalescence and also give me something to think about. There are many books about stroke
  in old age, but I was young and had been vigorous and there was nothing that spoke to me in my distress.


  I have written this book to help those who have suffered as I did, and indeed for anyone recovering from what doctors call an insult to the brain. Ive also written it for
  families and loved ones who, sucked into the vortex of catastrophic illness, find themselves searching for words of encouragement and explanation. People express every kind of sympathy for stroke
  sufferers, but the carers are often the forgotten ones. To all concerned, this book is meant to send a ghostly signal across the dark universe of ill-health that says, You are not
  alone. Its also intended to show those of us who are well what it can be like when our bodies let us down in the midst of the lives we take for granted. Some will say that its
  a memento mori, and thats undeniable, but I hope that it will also be heartening, especially to those who have given up all hope of recovery. I dont mean to offer false or
  cheap optimism, but I am saying that, if my example is to be trusted, the brain seems to be an astonishingly resilient organ, and one capable, in certain circumstances, of remarkable recovery.


  The other audience for this book is, of course, myself. The consequences of my stroke were simply too colossal to be ignored or shut away in some mental pigeonhole. Writing the book has been a
  way to make sense of an extraordinary personal upheaval, whose consequences will be with me until I die. Besides, I am a writer. Communicating experience is what I do, and quite soon after I
  realized that I was going to survive the initial crisis I also realized that I had been given a story that made most of what Id written previously pale and uninteresting by comparison.


  Whatever you, the reader, take away from it, theres no escaping that it is a personal book, my version of an event that changed my life. The philosopher Wittgenstein writes, How
  small a thought it takes to make a life. Throughout my period of recovery I was often alone with my thoughts. When, finally, I came to record these, this book became the mirror of an
  enforced season of solitude in the midst of a crowded life. Ive called it My Year Off because, despite the overall grimness of the experience, there were, at every stage, moments of
  acute irony and, even, of the purest comedy to brighten the prevailing gloom and chase away the clouds of melancholy. P. G. Wodehouse, one of my favourite writers, once said that There are
  two ways of writing . . . [One is . . .] a sort of musical comedy without music and ignoring real life altogether; the other is going right deep down into life and not caring a damn. There
  is, Im afraid, not much musical comedy about having a stroke.


  At times, my year off was one of all-pervading slowness, of weeks lived one day, even one hour, at a time, and of life circumscribed by exasperating new restrictions and limitations. The poet
  Coleridge observed that it is the convalescent who sees the world in its true colours, and, as a convalescent, I have been forced into a renewed acquaintanceship with my body and into the painful
  realization that I am, like it or not, imprisoned in it. I have learned, in short, that I am not immortal (the fantasy of youth) and yet, strangely, in the process I have been renewed in my
  understanding of family and, finally, of the only thing that really matters: love.


  


  1


  ONE FINE DAY


  29 July 1995


  
    Things do not change; we change.


    Henry Thoreau

  


  My year off began with a headache, a glass of champagne  and a question. As it happens, the first two were not connected and the truth is that no one will ever know
  exactly what happened inside my head on the night of 28/29 July 1995, but probably it went something like this. First, for reasons that are still mysterious, a surreptitious clot began to form in
  one of my cerebral arteries, cutting off the blood supply to part of the one organ in the body that, next to the heart, is most greedy for blood. Eventually, perhaps some hours later, like a
  breaking dam, the clot burst into the right side of my brain, causing an uncontrolled bleed that would result in irreversible destruction of the brain tissue deep inside my head.


  I was oblivious to this cerebral drama; all I knew was that I had a raging headache, and then, the next morning, that I could hardly move. Overnight, I had suffered what the specialist would
  call a right hemisphere infarct, and what the world knows as a stroke, a word whose Old English origin connotes a blow and a calamity.


  Actually, its a calamity that will befall some 450,000 individuals in North America (including Canada), and 150,000 in Britain each year, but when it happened I was completely ignorant of
  the affliction that Sherwin B. Nuland, author of How We Die, calls the third most common cause of death in the developed countries of the world.


  It was just another bright summer Saturday morning, and here I was in bed, unable to get up  alone at home, a four-storey town house in Islington, North London. My wife, Sarah Lyall, a
  journalist with the New York Times, was away in San Francisco. We had been married scarcely two months, and it was odd to be on my own again. It was odder still to be so helpless, but I was
  in no pain, and, in retrospect, I realize that I was barely conscious. Downstairs, the grandfather clock was chiming the hour: eight oclock. I could see that beyond the heavy maroon curtains
  it was a lovely day. Through the open window, the sounds of the street filtered in, sharp and echoey in the stillness of the weekend.


  I was supposed to drive to Cambridge that morning to visit my parents. So, time to get up. But there it was  I could not move. More accurately, I could not move my left side. Overnight,
  my body had become a dead weight of nearly fifteen stone. I thrashed about in bed trying, and failing, to sit upright, and wishing Sarah were with me. For some unknown reason, I experienced no
  anxiety about my condition, just irritation and puzzlement. Why should I, who had recently sailed through a full medical examination, be unable to do as I pleased?


  It was my dentist, Mr Glynn, who, a year earlier, had first questioned my immortality. Teeth, he observed, studying the X-rays of root-canal work to my upper-right quadrant,
  were not designed to last more than forty years. He snapped off the light. And, frankly, nor were we.


  I was forty-one then, and whenever I was reminded of Mr Glynns wisdom by some ache or twinge, I would wonder when some other body part would follow the example set by my teeth and
  protest, Enough!


  As my forty-second birthday approached, Sarah, a New York doctors daughter, was anxious for independent verification that she was not marrying a crock. Shed witnessed enough of my
  candle-at-both-ends lifestyle to believe that this was a desirable prenuptial precaution. My assurances that McCrums lived for ever (all my grandparents died in their eighties) cut no ice. So, at
  her insistence, I made an appointment with Dr Guy OKeeffe, who has a pretty little surgery near Eaton Place. From Dr OKeeffes examination room, the world seems secure, a place
  for healthy young women to bring up big bouncy babies: the air is flavoured with Johnsons baby powder, and highbrow muzak tinkles in the background.


  Dr OKeeffe himself  sandy-haired, trim and boyish  seemed a promising recipient for intimate disclosures. Good health, his manner says, is our birth right; everything can be
  diagnosed, treated and cured. So he poked and prodded and pricked. He took blood and urine. He weighed and measured. He eavesdropped on the secret colloquy of my vital organs. In half an hour or
  so, he was asking me to put my clothes on again. The tests would be sent for analysis but, according to all the visible signs, I was fit. For a tall guy youre OK, but keep an eye on
  your cholesterol, he said. It was good that I didnt smoke, but Id be wise to watch the drink.


  Of course. We chatted about units: I am a lifelong subscriber to the British media maxim that white wine is not a drink. Dr OKeeffe nodded competently and made
  another little note. A daily half-bottle of wine was OK with him.


  I returned to the street, ready for anything. Jungle warfare? I could hack it. Cross-country skiing? I blessed my hardy, long-lived ancestors. No question, mine were a better class of gene.


  That was in June. In the meantime, Sarah and I had come back to London from our wedding, in Philadelphia, to begin our new life together. Our honeymoon seemed to segue into a month of dinner
  parties at which my new American wife was introduced to some part of my circle for the first time. Clearly, we were going to live for ever and then happily ever after.


  In July, Sarah flew to San Francisco to interview the novelist Amy Tan about her new book, The Hundred Secret Senses. We were to be apart for eight days. I remember taking her to the
  airport and praying, as I watched her in the rear-view mirror  a small blonde figure with an oversize red suitcase waving goodbye on the pavement  that no harm should befall her.


  Now here I was, a week later, unable to get out of bed. I have relived this moment a thousand times in a fruitless quest for some explanation  the moment my life divided into
  old and new.


  Strangely, I had felt ready for a change, though I could not say what kind. At that time, I earned my living as the editor-in-chief of the publishers Faber & Faber, working with a variety of
  writers from Kazuo Ishiguro and Peter Carey to Paul Auster and Milan Kundera. I also wrote fiction and had, for several years, combined this with occasional freelance journalism in troubled parts
  of the world: Peru during Mario Vargas Llosas presidential campaign, Cambodia during the UNTAC (UN Transitional Authority in Cambodia) election, and, most recently, East Timor. Like many of
  my generation, Id envied those, like my parents, who have lived through wars and revolutions. Consciously or not, Id always hoped my trips would yield a frisson  a moment of
  danger from which none the less Id emerge unscathed. Mentally, I wore a flak jacket and jeans under my yuppie suit and I liked to think I was more at home on the road than in the chic,
  heartless salons of Thatchers London, though in truth I had begun confiding to Sarah a vague dissatisfaction with my working life.


  Indeed, on the very evening of my collapse, Id done something I now think of as typical of my old life. Id gone out for dinner at the Ivy restaurant in Covent Garden
  with my friend the literary agent Kathy Robbins, specifically to discuss Life (mine and hers). Before taking the taxi to the West End, Id swallowed a couple of Nurofen tablets for the
  headache that had been troubling me all day, and at the Ivy I ordered a glass of champagne while I waited for Kathy to arrive. In that life, a glass of champagne would dispel most troubles. How
  often, as editor-in-chief, had I downed champagne with Faber authors in the Ivys upstairs dining room. So I gave no thought to the headache: Id had this problem, on and off, for
  years. Indeed, there had been a time in my twenties when I was sufficiently worried to seek medical advice, after which the complaint had vanished as miraculously as it had first appeared.


  By the time Kathy and I were sitting with our coffee, kvetching about the world in the restaurants restful half-light, I was conscious that my headache was still nagging. I remember
  yawning with unaccountable weariness, wondering why, after only two glasses of champagne, my speech was so muddy and indistinct. My American Express receipt shows that I paid for our meal at 22.38.
  My signature is steady. Then we rose from the table and made our way to the street. But something was not quite right. My legs felt spongy, as though I was walking through treacle, every step
  effortful and uncertain. But I said nothing. I believed in my body. Whatever it was would pass.


  Opposite the Ivy, in the St Martins Theatre, The Mousetrap was playing  the worlds longest-ever run, now in its forty-third year. I had occasionally
  observed that Agatha Christies thriller and I had aged well together, but tonight I was ready to call in the understudies. We reached St Martins Lane, a walk of perhaps a hundred
  yards, during which every step had become more difficult for me. Here, I said goodnight to Kathy and, desperate to be home, hailed a taxi, articulating the address with some effort. The driver
  repeated it contemptuously, as if picking up a drunk. I climbed heavily on board and sank into the back seat.


  When we reached Islington, my legs felt like lead and I was walking like a deep-sea diver, but I made the front door without falling over and let myself in. I was plainly unwell, but my symptoms
  were unfamiliar. So I turned to that sovereign English remedy: I decided to make myself a cup of tea.


  Downstairs in the kitchen, I listened to a cheery message from Sarah on our answering machine. It included a San Francisco hotel number to call but, feeling quite extraordinarily tired, and
  calculating that the time difference was not in my favour, I decided to wait until morning. Then, clutching my comforting mug of herb tea, I went upstairs to bed. I remember resolving, as I drifted
  off to sleep, to rise early to beat the weekend traffic on the Cambridge road.


  When a stroke occurs and the brain suffers a haemorrhagic infarct, the body experiences a colossal disturbance of its innate sensory equilibrium. Literally overnight, I was changed
  from being someone who could order an expensive meal in a fashionable restaurant to being an incontinent carcass, quite unable to make any sense of his body. I was conscious and alert (I thought)
  but my limbs were not responding.


  My recollection of the first phase of the morning is disconnected and hallucinatory. Perhaps I passed out, or fell asleep, because the next thing I remember is the clock in the hall chiming ten.
  Ten oclock! I would never get to Cambridge! Time to get going! I rolled with difficulty to the edge of our big brass bed.


  Then I was falling heavily to the floor, dragged over the edge of the bed by the dead weight of my left side. I was shocked and dismayed, and my first thought was to telephone for help. There
  was a phone on the bedside table, but of course it was now out of reach and anyway Id left Sarahs hotel number downstairs in the kitchen. So there I was: cut off. In extremis, the
  body is merciful. My feelings were ones of mild frustration, Oh no! rather than Jesus Christ! At worst, I felt like Alice under the glass table trying to reach the key
  that would open the door to the magic garden. I tried in vain to remember the name of Sarahs hotel. Wentworth? Grand Western? Nothing came. Even if I could reach the phone what help would it
  be?


  A new anxiety was distracting me. I was desperate to pee. Suddenly there was a hot cascade of urine on my chest (I was lying on my back, naked). Afterwards, I suppose I became unconscious
  because when I came to again it was much later. The street was noisier and busier and I sensed from the light on the ceiling that the sun was high. When the telephone rang briefly, maddeningly, and
  stopped, I knew that downstairs in the kitchen the answering machine would be clicking into action. Up here in the bedroom it was out of earshot.


  Time blurred. When the clock chimed again, it was three. If this was a nightmare, it was time to get back to the waking world. But it was not a nightmare, and the fact that I could neither sit
  nor stand was all too real. As the afternoon wore on, the bedside phone rang briefly several times. We had set the machine to respond after two rings and in that other life that now seems so
  distant I had often, to Sarahs amusement, hurled myself across our bed to pick up and answer before the machine clicked on. Today, the scoreline was: British Telecom 7; McCrum 0.


  What did I think about, lying there on the floor? Oddly enough, it was my missed rendezvous with my parents that became my obsession and I entertained all sorts of explanations to the conundrum
  of my immobility. Perhaps, like Stephen Hawking, I was suffering from motor-neurone disease. Perhaps I had a brain tumour. My cousin Jane had died of a brain tumour. At times, bizarrely persuaded
  by the remaining strength in my right side, I imagined hobbling across the street to my car, somehow driving with one arm. I was like a rat on a wheel, revolving desperate escape plans. I had no
  inkling of how ruthlessly I had been disconnected from the world of appointments and obligations, or how long it would be before I returned to it. Suffer a stroke and you find that the complex
  wiring we call the individual in society is peremptorily ripped from the fusebox of everyday life. I had blown a connection in Nerve Central and all my circuits were down.


  Then the phone rang again, and stopped, as before. I felt I had to do something decisive. I knew there was a phone on the floor in the living room downstairs. Somehow I had to get there. With
  what I now see must have been an extraordinary effort, I dragged myself under the frame of our big brass bedstead with my good right arm, noticing with interest the little flergs of
  dust and the strange debris that collects in such places  forgotten paperbacks, discarded Kleenex, a pair of Sarahs tights  and then squirmed, commando-style, over the carpet
  to the head of the stairs.


  Here, reaching out to the banister, which fortunately was on my right side, I pulled myself over the top step. Again my dead weight took control, and I found I was sliding helplessly and
  painfully head first down the stair carpet to the mezzanine landing where I had a Borrowers-eye view of my library of modern first editions: Kazuo Ishiguros A Pale View of
  Hills; The Rachel Papers by Martin Amis; A Good Man In Africa by William Boyd; and Raymond Carvers Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?.


  I vividly remember  indeed, I will never forget  this part of the day on the landing at the angle of the stairs. For some hours, I lay on my back staring up at a framed brown-green
  school map of French colonial Indo-China, a souvenir of that trip to Phnom Penh in 1993. Then I had been looking for an adventure. Now I seemed to be caught up in one. I had crossed by night from
  what Susan Sontag (in Illness As Metaphor) calls the kingdom of the well to the kingdom of the sick and, though I still had no name for this new country I was in,
  it was dawning on me that I was no longer the person Id been twenty-four hours ago.


  I was puzzled and curious. It was almost as though I was not in my body, the body that seemed to have let me down so badly. (I still wonder if the I who is typing this with my
  good right hand, is the same as the I who used to peck away, two-handed, at 50 w.p.m.) From time to time my thoughts, such as they were, would be interrupted by the
  phone. Two brief rings, then silence. In the stillness of the afternoon, and from my position on the stairs, I thought I could detect, faintly and far away in the kitchen downstairs, the whir and
  click of the machine and then Sarahs voice. But I was too far off to distinguish her message and, anyway, what could I do to answer? I was terribly frustrated. I wanted to call out:
  Darling, Im here, please come and help me.


  But could I do this? To test speech and memory, I began, weirdly, to recite Jabberwocky out loud, forming the words with difficulty.


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Twas brillig, and the slithy toves


                Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;


                All mimsy were the borogoves,


                And the mome raths outgrabe . . .

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  As evening drew on I manoeuvred myself on the mezzanine landing for the descent down the final flight of stairs to the living room. I did not want a repetition of that painful and undignified
  slide. I did not want carpet-burns. Controlling my weight with my right hand on the banister, I inched head first down to the hallway. It was gloomy here, and pleasantly cool. The massive family
  portrait of my bearded Victorian great-great-grandfather, also named Robert McCrum, glowed in the shadows. The clock, whose chimes had punctuated my day, was ticking steadily nearby. More squirming
  and then I was in the spacious living room and there, across the carpet on the floor, was the downstairs phone. I felt like a pioneer who, in crossing the Rockies, finally arrives in
  California.


  British Telecom records show that I called my parents  it never occurred to me to call Emergency  at 19.53 and that the call lasted two minutes. My mother, who was by now
  thoroughly alarmed at my failure to appear in Cambridge, picked up. Apparently I told her I could not move. She tried to keep me on the line but I had already rung off.


  I felt incredibly happy.


  Now things began to happen fast. When the phone rang again, it was my younger brother Stephen. He and his fiancee, Emily (who, awkwardly, had chosen that very day to announce their engagement),
  were on their way from Camden Town; they had already phoned the police. I heard a siren outside in the street, the heavy boots of authority clomping up to my front door, and then a voice through
  the letterbox. I replied with the utmost difficulty, No, I cant open the door.


  Weeks later I discovered the reason for the rare, almost unprecedented, alacrity of the force: my house had formerly belonged to Salman Rushdie, and the officers, unshakably convinced that I was
  the victim of a botched assassination attempt on the writers life  poisoned, perhaps, or sprayed with nerve gas  detected a vista of spectacular career advancement in this
  sudden and unexpected drama. Alas, my brother, after some comical misunderstandings, put them straight on this.


  Another siren; the sound of splitting wood. The police had climbed into the garden and were coming through the back door. I remember worrying that I was naked, but exhaustion was stronger than
  modesty. After my long day, it felt good to have people  there seemed to be rather a lot of them  taking an interest in my situation. Paramedics in green overalls were towering over
  me with the cheery bonhomie of furniture removers, rattling out questions to establish the state of my consciousness. Who are you? Whats your name? Whats your date of birth,
  Robert? Whats your address?


  Quite a crowd had gathered outside the house, No. 41, St Peters Street  curious neighbours alerted by the arrival of the paramedics and the police. Perhaps they hoped for a murder.
  Noel Road, where the playwright Joe Orton was bludgeoned to death in 1968, is just around the corner. Soon, I was propped up in the ambulance. I took Emilys hand and felt her answering
  squeeze. The doors closed; the siren began to wail and we were on our way. I was so happy. I was with my family. I was going to hospital. I had survived. Through the window I could see the weekend
  world going on outside: shoppers crowding; cars manoeuvring through traffic; people with pints standing outside pubs. This world now seemed remote and unimportant. I had become a prisoner of
  ill-health, but I had yet to discover the terms and length of my sentence.


  One moment I was in the sea-green light of the ambulance on the way to Casualty; the next I was lying on a gurney listening to two young doctors discuss my case in an undertone. From time to
  time a young medic with garlic on his breath would shine a flashlight into my eyes, a standard test for brain function. Stroke victims are very likely to suffer swelling of the brain, which is
  often what kills them. When I heard that a specialist had been reached on the telephone, I became afraid that before my parents arrived from Cambridge this surgeon would trundle me into his
  operating theatre and slice the top off my head like a watermelon. A phone conference ensued. I lay there expecting the worst. But the specialist never appeared and I was eventually wheeled into
  Intensive Care for the night. By then, all I wanted to do was sleep. Huge, yawning waves of tiredness carried me down into a new dreamless darkness. Occasionally, I would be woken by the
  nurses flashlight in my eyes, checking for vital signs. Sarah tells me that my life was in the balance at this time, but all I felt was a rather blissful detachment and serenity. I did not
  panic. There was no bright light at the end of a long tunnel. I did not see my past whizz before me. Actually  I remember thinking this  if I was going to die, this was not such a bad
  way to go.


  Quite soon after this first night of my new life, someone used that phrase, an insult to the brain  a commonplace of stroke care  and, as I digested the
  implications of what Id just suffered, I could not prevent myself imagining rogue neurons viciously hissing, Your mother is a water buffalo, to my sensitive cortex. Slander,
  calumny or insult  call it what you will  I knew at once that I had survived an extraordinarily close call, what friends and acquaintances, visitors to my bedside, would later
  sometimes like to refer to, with slightly ghoulish fascination, as your brush with death.
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  AN AWFULLY BIG ADVENTURE


  29 July to 1 August


  
    
      
        
          
            For a man to die of no apparent cause, for a man to die simply because he is a man, brings us so close to the invisible boundary between life and death that we no
            longer know which side we are on.


            Paul Auster, The Invention of Solitude

          

        

      

    

  


  The moment when J. M. Barries Peter Pan describes dying as an awfully big adventure is a mawkish and embarrassing moment in an often mawkish and
  embarrassing play. Nevertheless, its an observation that contains a kernel of truth. When I analyse it now, I find that my own experience provides some intriguing, and probably misleading,
  answers to the enduring conundrum of our mortality.


  In England, death is shrouded in Victorian euphemism. People do not die, they pass away; they are not buried but laid to rest, and not
  with flowers but floral tributes. For some, the only alternative response to this scary subject is the kind of flippancy, for ever associated in my mind with the works
  of P. G. Wodehouse, in which so-and-so handed in his dinner pail or fell off his perch and was now, as John Cleese puts it in that famous Monty Python sketch,
  pushing up the daisies, in a speech I cannot resist quoting:


  
    
      
        This parrot is no more! It has ceased to be! Its expired and gone to meet its maker! This is a late parrot! Its a stiff! Bereft of life it rests in peace
         if you hadnt nailed it to the perch it would be pushing up the daisies. Its rung down the curtain and joined the choir invisible! This is an Ex-Parrot!

      

    

  


  Just as grief is the half-sister to rage, so laughter is griefs twin brother. There can be something strangely uplifting about a funeral, a moment of catharsis in which we can also
  celebrate our continuing survival.


  So I confess that my first reaction, as I came round in University College Hospital, but still drifting in and out of consciousness, was a kind of weird exhilaration. Yes! I had survived.
  I was not yet an ex-parrot. Lying naked under a pink blanket in the intensive care unit, wired up to the monitors, I was aware of being in the antechamber to the grave and even now, months later, I
  can still recall the eerie fascination of this experience and of having, by the greatest good fortune, returned to tell the tale. A sober assessment of my situation in the grim aftermath of what I
  was learning to call my stroke soon tempered this mad euphoria. If I had known then what I soon came to discover about what the doctors were now referring to as your
  stroke, my relief might have been mixed with terror as well as gratitude.


  Next to cardiac disease and cancer, stroke is the most common cause of death in the Western world and, oddly, a word that in medical circles is rarely attached to either a definite or an
  indefinite article. This fell noun
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