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-  Dr Eli Silber, Consultant Neurologist





I was asked to see Dr Bhaskar Bora by a mutual friend and colleague. I can still recall the day in August 2019 when we met in my consulting rooms. He was in considerable pain and struggled to walk into my room following the complications of cervical spine surgery. My examination confirmed a severe traumatic myelopathy with weakness in the right hand and legs, unsteadiness, severe spasticity, and significant neuropathic pain. I had arranged for an urgent neurosurgical review and a period of rehabilitation under my care and have seen him intermittently ever since. Unfortunately, despite progress with rehabilitation, he has been left with ongoing pain, stiffness and significant limitations in his hands and gait. I was struck at the initial and all subsequent consultations by his immense fortitude and the positive mental attitude that he had displayed despite this catastrophic life-changing event. He has grabbed at every opportunity offered for rehabilitation and symptom management and has managed the disappointments when they have been less successful than hoped for. As a dedicated local GP who had a leadership role in the local care group, he made every effort to continue in his practice and when this was unsuccessful has put his considerable energies and talents to his family and to other projects both within and outside of medicine. We have no control over the challenges life confronts us with, but we are able to manage our responses to them. In dealing with these he deserves our respect and is an example to all.
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A Life-Changing Moment

When things go well in your life, you assume you are in control. I had assumed so too. Meticulous planning and preparation covered all eventualities. But when faced with unprecedented decisions and overwhelming emotions, it is important to maintain trust in yourself and keep control.

Waking to a New World

‘Nurse, I can’t feel my legs!’I could barely keep the panic from my voice as I called out. Something was not right. Why did my body feel so different? Why couldn’t I move my toes? Why so many pins and needles?

Calmly, the nurse responded, ‘Don’t worry, Doc, it must be the anaesthetic and surgical stockings. You’ll be fine by the morning.’Groggy from the anaesthetic, I convinced myself she was probably right. Everything would be okay.

Despite those assurances, my mind was in turmoil as red flags fanned my fluttering heart. From my initial cry at midnight, with every hour that passed, those odd sensations crept upwards, and I could not lift my legs without a great deal of effort. This was scary. On one hand, I wanted to be in denial, surely this was a temporary thing. At the same time, I was scared not just for me but more so for my family. What would they do if something happened to me?

It was around midnight when I woke up properly from the anaesthetic. I was in a single dark room with the only light wanting to force its entry through the crack at the door from the corridor. It was eerily silent except for the beeping of my monitor.

I waited eagerly for the surgeon, hoping that, surely, he would have the answers to all my questions. When he arrived, my anxious tone as I expressed my symptoms contrasted with his calm reaction. The problem was probably the result of the anaesthetic, he said, and easily resolved by medication.

I was prescribed a high dose of oral steroids as well as painkillers and physiotherapy. I took comfort from the surgeon’s words and assurances and hoped for the best. However, rather than any improvement, my symptoms worsened. And continued to do so. By the third morning my legs felt like logs of wood and the ever-increasing numbness had reached my groin, giving me a feeling of wearing tight, wet underwear that was way too small. I couldn’t even get out of bed without support. What was going on?

Doctors often make bad patients. I tried not to fall into that category. After all, I was now on the other side of the fence, not the one making decisions, but the one abiding by them. Even so, I requested a post-operative scan, just to check everything was okay. The response - to increase my dose of steroids then wait and see - did not sit well with my instinct. Surely something had gone wrong either during surgery or just after.

I am used to being in control; I like being in control. Don’t we all? But this time it wasn’t me calling the shots and I became increasingly convinced the consequences were going to be damaging.

Three days it took me get an MRI scan. Three days during which my helplessness escalated from significant to overwhelming. Finally, much to my relief, the surgeon agreed to a repeat MRI scan. In fact, by this time his body language suggested he was also beginning to worry, after all, the sensation in my lower half had radically deteriorated since the operation. What would the scan reveal? What could have happened? Was it too late to reverse any damage?

First thing the following morning as I was taken for my scan, I prayed silently in my heart. Never one for elaborate rituals, my prayers were often quiet conversations with God, usually of faith and gratitude. Today was a bit different. I needed something back from him. My normality. Was there something terribly wrong or was I being an anxious, bad doctor-patient?

The whole day we didn’t hear anything. It created mixed feelings. I was hoping no news was good news. I spent the entire time trying to move my legs, trying to mobilise but without any success. Anxiety was looming like dark clouds before an impending storm. It was only around midday, the next day a nurse came to reveal that the surgeon had been in touch, and everything was fine; I just needed to continue the steroids and physiotherapy. I would be well - normal - again, there was nothing to worry about. My wife, Mili, went home to offer her gratitude to God. But was her offering premature?

During my medical career, I have always found that instinct plays a crucial role. And this time, once again, that instinct was correct. I was eating my hospital lunch and thinking of having a nap to free myself of worries when, around 3pm, my surgeon rushed in. ‘I showed your scans to my colleagues,’he said, ‘and unfortunately, you will need emergency surgery. We don’t have the facilities here either for the surgery or post-operative support, so you are being transferred to another hospital. Right now.’Two years later those words still ring in my ears. Wasn’t this the same doctor who, a few hours earlier, had insisted everything was fine? Yet now I needed an Anterior Cervical Discectomy operation and fusion along with urgent cord decompression as an emergency surgery.

In a scene which wouldn’t have looked out of place on a TV drama, I was rushed by ambulance as an emergency transfer to Queen’s Hospital, Romford, a neurosurgical institution. Accompanied by an anxious and tearful Mili, I was strapped to a cervical board during the bumpy, hour and a half ride, facing upwards, staring at the roof of the ambulance, knowing my life was going to change, and change dramatically, perhaps for ever. Looking at my wife’s worry stricken face, I promised myself I’d stay positive, no matter what.

Positivity can play a big part in healing. Over the years I had said this to many of my patients, and now I was saying it to console myself.

When I arrived at the ward in Queen’s, it was quite late. My little daughters, home without their parents, were being looked after by our great neighbours and friends, Varun and Heena, who made dinner while Aidit and Sanna organised pizzas and took care of them overnight. It was quite tiring when we reached the ward eventually after the long journey and I was still strapped onto the board when the Nurses objected to Mili being there.'We don't let any visitors stay overnight', she said. But I came in the ambulance and left my car in the other hospital, Mili replied. Bhaskar is having surgery early in the morning. I'm not leaving him, she reiterated with determination. I could feel the resignation in the nurse's voice, but she still stated' It's against the rules. At that point I jumped at the conversation, still immobilised,'Sister, please, just for today, let her stay. She will be just on the chair. We have had a hard few day that you probably know of. I know you are only doing your duty and being a doctor, I really appreciate it. My wife is worried, kids are with neighbours. Won't you please let her stay overnight, she will go first thing in the morning, Please'. I guess I
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