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I’m Saul and I’m paralysed. Thanks to a drunk driver my life stopped when I was twenty-five. When I woke up, the last thing I remembered was walking along the pavement on a glorious spring day, following the metronomic motion of a young lady in front of me. One moment, my mind was fixed on speeding up and getting acquainted with the rest of her, next thing, there was a loud noise behind me coupled with a scream. Before I could turn, I felt an impact, a burst of pain and it all went dark.

I opened my eyes to see a man’s face, complete with thick glasses and stubble, staring at me, very close. I blinked, tried to turn my head, failed. It felt like something was holding my neck still. I could move my eyes, that was about it. Flat on my back, my field of vision was limited. There was a lot of noise, machines bleeped and clicked, there was the hiss of compressed air.

“Where am I?” I said, my voice sounded faint and weak, like it was coming from miles away.  

“You’re in a hospital. Intensive Care, actually,” answered the man, moving back a little. “I’m Mr McGee, a consultant neurosurgeon on the staff. Do you know who you are?”

“I’m Saul,” I said. “Why can’t I move?” 

His eyes narrowed. “Saul, I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you.”

I had sort of gathered that my situation wasn’t brilliant. “Go on then, tell me the worst.” I tried to sound brave, inside I was more than a little frightened. Beside his head, I could just make out a screen. It showed multicoloured flickering lines, a row of numbers. That was me, my life was reduced to mathematics.

“You’ve had emergency surgery to stabilise your injuries,” he said. “Do you remember what happened to you?”

“It’s all a bit hazy, I was walking down the road, there was a noise behind me.” I stopped, that was it. “How long ago was that?”

He looked at me. “This might be a shock: three weeks.”

“Three weeks!” My voice was definitely getting stronger.

“I’m afraid so. What you heard was a lorry mounting the pavement and taking out everything in its path. Six dead but not you, the good news is, you’ll live.”

His face was blank, what wasn’t he telling me? Perhaps I had broken bones, internal damage. I was being kept still while I healed. I tried to move my arms, legs. It felt like they worked but I couldn’t see the sheet moving, had no idea if anything was happening.

The bed suddenly moved, the motion felt strange, as if my head was being tugged by some dead weight attached to it, that I couldn’t see or sense. I felt nauseous. Somewhere below me, I heard a machine start up with a rattle.

“What’s going on? I think I’m going to be sick.” I must have sounded panicked.

“It’s what we call the Low Air Loss and Alternating Pressure Air Mattresses,” he said. “Technical name for a special bed. It stops you getting bed sores from lying in one position, as well as that, it helps takes moisture away from your body if you sweat.” 

Although it all sounded interesting, I couldn’t concentrate on his words. I was too busy thinking about the time I had lost. There were things I needed to do. There was clearly more, it was time to find out. “I’ll take your word for it. Tell me the bad news then.”

“Sorry,” he said, “I got distracted. You were thrown thirty feet in the accident. As well as a broken leg and arm, the impact also broke your neck. I’m afraid that it’s damaged your spine.”

“Oh, OK.” It didn’t register. “How long till I’m up and about?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think you understand what I’m telling you.”

Then it hit me, bones mended, spines did not. Panic set in. “What do you mean?” I shouted. “That I’m paralysed? That I’ll always be like this?”

“I’m afraid so,” he said. “We can’t fix you with the medical technology we have at the moment. In time, who knows? Your breathing and bowel function appears to be unimpaired, but your arms and legs don’t work. It’s called quadriplegia. Worst case, we can keep you alive and with care and expert attention, your life can carry on.” 

I realised that it was all just ‘doctor speak’ for aren’t we amazing, look at what we can do. McGee probably felt really clever that he was able to prolong my suddenly useless life. There could be a paper in it, recognition of his skill from other doctors. My attitude to medical miracles was different. I looked at the quality of the lives that had been saved, the cost to those who had to do the caring. Just because medicine had advanced enough to make it possible. And from my position of good health, I had often wondered about the benefits of so-called miracle surgery.  

I always thought that just because you could, it didn’t mean that you should. Now I was on the receiving end of the same ability to play God and cheat nature. Despair washed over me, my life had been full of adventure, extremes. I wasn’t used to spending time inside, with nothing to do. Immobility might not kill me but boredom would. Why hadn’t the lorry done a proper job, wiped me out in an unknowing flash; it felt like an additional cruelty to leave me like this.

The doctor carried on, oblivious to my internal monologue. “There are machines that can help you, voice activated, even one that reads your eye movement, they can help you watch TV, or write, aid your feeding. As you’ve already found, we can keep your body comfortable, avoid sores and other complications. The bed has another function too, it stimulates the muscles through a web of induction nodes.”

As far as I was concerned, I only existed as far as my neck, whatever was going on past that, I had no idea. Because of the way I was positioned, flat on my back, I couldn’t see much. “So that’s why I felt as if my head was moving?”

“That’s right, the program needs adjusting, it should hardly be noticeable. Trouble is, it’s old and worn, expensive to repair. I’ll get the nurse to sort it out. Is there anyone we can call for you?” he asked. “Parents, partner? We couldn’t find a wallet, your phone was broken.”

I thought about it, I had few close friends, no women who would want to do anything except slap me or gloat. As for my mother, I hadn’t spoken to her since my father’s funeral. That had not gone well; even so, she was the closest I had to anyone who might care. My wallet was at my flat, I’d only popped out for milk.

“My mother,” I said. “I suppose you should tell her.” I didn’t want to admit that I knew her number, my pride didn’t want me to be the one to back down and get in touch. Let the doctors give her the news, they would be better at it than me.

“We can find her for you,” he said. “What’s your surname?”

“Wilstreet, I’m Saul Wilstreet, my mother is called Rachel. She’s living in South Brent, that’s in Devon. I haven’t seen her for a couple of years.”

“We’ll find her,” he said, “and let her know where you are and what’s going on. Do you feel up to eating? It’s Friday, that means fish and chips?”

Was I hungry? I didn’t know, couldn’t tell. “How can I eat?” I asked. 

“A nurse will feed you, or it’s nutrition via your PICC line. You won’t get any pleasure from it that way, better to try to be fed.” 

There were a lot of tubes and wires disappearing under the sheet where my left arm rested. That must be what he was on about. I couldn’t point to them. “You lost me there, doc,” I said. “Is that what those wires and things are for?”

“That’s right, sorry, I’m used to talking in technical terms, I forget that the patients don’t always understand. The PICC line is an intravenous way to administer drugs, nutrition, whatever you need. The wires are a set of ECG leads, to watch your heart rate. Really, it would be hard to get you up for a while, we want to keep you immobilised as long as possible. Partly to let the bones heal, partly to see if any of the nerve damage repairs itself when the swelling goes down.” 

He said it as if there was little hope. “Now we know her name, we can get hold of your mother,” McGee continued. “We’ll tell you when we’ve managed it. If you have any more questions, please let me know. Now you’ll have to excuse me, I have other patients to see.” 

How was I supposed to do that, wave my arms, press a button? I didn’t answer as he got up and left. I could just see that I was in a small ward of some sort. I could make out a bed next to me on either side. Nurses bustled about; I noticed that they made eye contact and looked at the monitors by the side of my bed every time they passed me.

One of them appeared with a tray of food, which she put on a table that fitted over the bed. “Hi,” she said, “it’s Saul, isn’t it? I’m Angie, I’ve got your lunch here, fish and chips. I’ll help you to eat it. First, let’s get you more comfortable.” 

She went behind me and fiddled. I felt my head rising as the shape of the mattress changed. More of the ward came into view. “That’s better,” she said, “can’t have you choking.”

She had the no nonsense attitude of the other nurses I’d known, as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. She patiently cut the food up, asked me what I’d like in every mouthful and told me to stop saying thank you every time I swallowed. “I know it’s difficult to adjust,” she said, “it’s my job to look after you, you don’t have to keep thanking me.”

“But without you...” I said. She smiled. 

“You’re behaving exactly like anyone else in your position would,” she said. “I’m trained for this and happy to help you.”

The food was OK. When I had finished, she wiped my mouth, helped me to drink some water and took the tray away. I looked at the patients on each side of me. They were both unconscious, with large tubes in their mouths. No chance of conversation there. At the moment, they were worse off than I was, not that it did me any good to know that.

With nothing else to do, my mind started to wander, my thoughts were all dark. Time seemed to slow down. What was the point of anything? It would be so easy to give up, just let myself fall into self-pity and slip away. I couldn’t live another fifty years like this, it would be better to die. Even that was impossible. I tried holding my breath but there was enough of my body still functioning to make me breathe. 

There was nothing else I could do, as much as I relied on others to keep me alive, it meant that I would have to rely on them to kill me. And they wouldn’t be playing that game. I asked most of them when they checked on me, they just smiled, shook their heads, told me it was normal to feel that way, that things would get better. 

As time passed, they carried on keeping me alive. I’d never really realised just how much needed to be done for you when you were immobile. Never even thought about it. At regular intervals through the next few days, Angie and the other nurses fed me, changed the bed linen around me, washed me, put up a screen and did things that you probably don’t want to know about. At first, I wondered what the twice daily operation they called manual evacuation was, then I realised. They all chatted to me as they worked, as if my situation was quite normal. I suppose it was to them and would become normal for me.  

Of all of them, I liked Angie the best, she was the one who took the most interest in me. I noticed that she wore a different uniform to the others, they had blue tunics and trousers while she had a white uniform dress with a tight belted waist and black clad legs. I asked her why she dressed differently, she told me that she wasn’t on the staff, but worked for an agency, this was their uniform. She looked far more feminine in hers than the others and I couldn’t help but notice that she was flirting with me, stretching, bending over, giving me little smiles and glances. I began to respond, like the old me used to, hoping that it would be her who attended to me every time something needed doing.

That went on for a while, I was enjoying myself, then I started to feel foolish, what was the point? I would never be well enough to have a relationship with her, take her to the pub, kiss her. I started to resent the fact that I couldn’t, then felt embarrassed that my old habits were no longer appropriate in my new situation. I decided that her response was only there to humour me and I lost interest. I didn’t want to upset her or come across as pathetic, so I changed my behaviour, was less suggestive in my remarks. If she noticed I had cooled it down a little, she never said. 

She was always happy to sit and chat, she seemed to know when I or the people around me were in need of attention or a friendly word. We talked about all sorts of things; she was so easy to talk to, maybe it was because we were the same age. 

I told her that I couldn’t see the point in going on, how I wished I had been killed. How I still wanted to die, even to be able to end it all. She took it in her stride. “I suppose you must feel like that,” she said, sounding truly concerned, “but you shouldn’t give up. Is that why you’ve stopped the banter?” 

“Yes, it must sound pathetic, sad. I mean, what can I look forward to? You’ve been around people like me, working here. How do they come to terms with it all?”

She leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Saul,” she said, “you’re so sweet. I don’t mind the flirting and banter, if it keeps your spirits up, that’s just as important as anything else. It’s not sad, or pathetic, it’s natural, part of who you are. I would think of it as a sort of therapy, reminding yourself that you’re still the same person inside. Talking, like we’re doing now, helps too, especially if we can get you talking to other people who’ve been paralysed for a while and have learnt to cope. Technology is advancing all the time you know, there are lots of aids.”

Even though I knew she was trying to help, it didn’t sound very exciting. “Can you pass me my water,” I asked her, there was always a cup of water by my side, with a straw that needed placing in my mouth. 

“Sure,” she said. “Look. I get it. It’s a big deal, nobody expects you to get over what’s happened immediately. And mood changes, feelings of helplessness or anger, well they’re natural. But we are here to help.” She picked up the cup. “It’s empty,” she said. “Hang on, I’ll get you a fresh one.”

As she walked away, her hips swinging, another man appeared in my limited vision. He was unlike the first doctor, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. His appearance screamed therapist. He sat.

“Hi, Saul,” he said. “I’m Doctor Tendral. I’m glad to see that you’re awake, you were still out of it last time I was here. I’m sorry about what’s happened to you.” He almost sounded sincere, more than McGee did. Perhaps he had just received better empathy training.

“Hello,” I said, “are you a shrink?”

He laughed. “No, I’m not one of those, they’re probably the last people you’d want to see right now. All that psychobabble when all you want to do is shout about the injustice of it all. You’ve had a bit of a shock and I’m sure you just need some time to process it. You think your life should carry on like it did, then realise that it’s all changed. But I’ve come to offer you hope, before you get too despondent about your future.”

It was as if he’d read my mind. “I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, “but your timing’s lousy. I can’t see that I have a future.”

“I guess it must feel like that. You’re not used to being inside, are you?” 

“How do you know that?”

He paused for a moment. “I’ve seen your notes, read all about you,” he eventually said. “You’re an interesting man, your survival skills alone make you quite different to the usual patient you find in here.”

“I’m desperate for a look outside, through a window, even if it is from a wheelchair. Is that ever going to be possible?”

“I’m not a doctor here, you’ll have to speak to Mr McGee about that,” he said. “I run a different facility, we’re all about medical research. I’m always looking out for prospects.”

Prospects. It made him sound like one of those marketing people you met in the street, or a seller of slightly dodgy second-hand cars.

“What sort of research are you involved in? Cures, treatments, drugs?” 

“That’s the idea,” he answered without giving any details. “If you’re interested, I have a specific research project that might give your life a new purpose.”

“You mean you want guinea pigs for a new treatment. Is there a chance that I’ll be able to walk again, go out and work, drive a car, see friends in a pub?” 

He smiled, a smile I was to get to know only too well. “You mean, have a life like you used to?”

“Of course, I do.”

No,” he said. “It won’t be a life like you used to have, not remotely.”

“Then you’re wasting my time.” I tried to turn my head away, when I found that I could still see him, I closed my eyes to hide his face. How dare he suggest that he could do something to help, then take away the only thing I wanted.

“Saul,” he said. I opened my eyes again. “I think you misunderstand me. I said that it was a research project, it might not help you, it might help other people. You’ve always been helpful, haven’t you? I’ve looked into your life, you’ve done a lot of good things. How about one more? It’s not like you have anything else planned, and since you’re unable to kill yourself, it might help you to pass the time.”

He had got me there, it was selfish of me to refuse. And someone had told him I wanted to kill myself. Any one of the nurses might have mentioned it, I’d made no secret of the fact. “What does it involve?” I asked.

“Not until you agree; take your time. Oh,” he added, as he rose, “do you want to see your mother, she’s outside?”
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My mother sat down beside me. My father had died a couple of years before the accident, he had been carrying an aneurism around and didn’t know, until it was too late. She looked so much older than I remembered, the last time I’d seen her was at his funeral, when we had fallen out. Looking back, it was a pointless argument, one of the silly things that always came to a head at the most inappropriate times. She felt that I hadn’t made enough effort to be close, was always running around looking after others and never bothered with them. And now it was too late.

She was right but I was so eaten up with guilt that, instead of acknowledging it, I had become defensive, told her it was my father’s fault for making me independent, telling me to go and live my life. Somehow, I had never managed to back down, neither had she but one of us should have. It had led to angry words, relatives had joined in, taking sides. In the end, I had stormed out and caught a flight as soon as I could.

That didn’t matter as she took my hand, I could only tell because I could see it happening, it must have felt strange to her, lifeless yet warm, with no tone in the muscle, no response to her touch. She was sobbing. “Saul,” she whispered, “my poor boy, it’s been so long. What’s going to happen to you?”

“I don’t know, Mum. I’m sorry about everything,” I said. I was crying too, she leaned over and wiped my eyes.

“It’s alright,” she said. “You’re not to worry, it’s all in the past. I’ve spoken to Mr McGee, he’s told me everything. I asked if I could bring you home. I said that I could get the house altered, get someone to help me care for you.” She stopped for a moment. “I’m sorry but he told me how much looking after you there would be. There would be too much cost to do it. I’m sorry.”

I thought about it, my mother wasn’t rich, her house was small. It would mean lot of disruption, a lot of money. I had no savings; I rented a small flat; what was left over from my wages after I’d paid the bills always ran out before the end of the month. I wouldn’t be earning anything from now, it was impossible. I’d heard of people cared for at home, I’d volunteered in a hospice, knew how much it cost, and not just in time. There was the constant pressure, the loss of freedom for the carer. It wasn’t fair to expect her to do it, even if it could be done. 

Before I could tell her that Tendral wanted me to work for him, she said something that made me realise that he had already put the idea in her mind.

“There was another doctor, I saw him outside,” she said. “He was called Tendring, or someone, I didn’t catch it. He says he offered you a part in his research, it would mean you leaving here and moving to his hospital. He didn’t say where it was but he told me his facilities were so much better, said that I could come and see you anytime.”

Angie came back with my water and a new bag for my drip. “Excuse me, Mrs Wilstreet,” she said as she stretched over her to hang it. “No need to move.” She swapped the empty one over.

“That’s alright, dear,” said my mother, she looked Angie up and down, looked at me looking at her, smiled and nodded approvingly.

I’d never taken a girl home to meet her, I never would. “This is Angie, Mum,” I said. “She’s been looking after me.” 

“Hello, Angie,” said Mum. “Thank you for all that you’re doing for my boy.” 

“That’s no problem, Mrs Wilstreet,” said Angie. “He’s nice, we have a great time.”

We sat in silence for a while, there was little to say. I asked about my family, she answered between sobs. Angie went and fetched her tea and tissues. After about half an hour of strained conversation, Mum looked at her watch, frowned and got up. She leant over me and kissed my forehead. Her tears dripped on my face. “I have to go, there’s only one train back. Talk to the doctor, I think you should do it,” she said as she left the room. 

As she disappeared, I had a sudden thought. I’d been here several weeks, the rent was due, what would happen to all my gear? It wasn’t much but it was mine. I needed to speak to someone about it all, what was the date?

“Angie,” I shouted.

“What is it?”

“Can you go after my mother, tell her my rent is due, can she organise it for me, or all my stuff will be dumped in the street. Tell her I’ll get some money transferred.”

She dropped what she was doing and rushed out. Five minutes later, she was back. “All sorted, she said not to worry about it.”
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After Tendral and my mother had left me alone, I considered his offer. What should I do? What was the best way to spend the rest of my life? Stay here, in an underfunded system, where the bed that kept me alive needed mending, or go with him and maybe make a difference? All I had to do was decide what was the right choice.

Angie spotted the change in me. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked one day. We were chatting while she fed me, after the awkwardness over the flirting our relationship had deepened, thanks to a shared sense of dark humour. I no longer thought about her as an unattainable girlfriend, she was now my buddy. McGee had moved me to a side room; apparently, I was shouting in the night and keeping everyone else awake.

“To be honest, before Tendral came to see me, I didn’t feel like carrying on,” I said. She looked sad. 

“I don’t suppose you did. I’ve seen your notes, you were very active, weren’t you?”

That was the problem. I’d left school with few qualifications, done a bit of work as a handyman and drifted into charity work. I’d travelled around the poorest parts of the world, doing disaster relief, digging wells, mending broken infrastructure and helping people who had nothing. In between, I’d laboured, picked fruit and worked on farms to finance myself. I told Angie about it, she was fascinated, not just in a professional way. “I’d have loved to do something like that,” she said. “All those skills you picked up. As well as helping so many people.”

“Yeah, but what good has it done me? All I do is miss it. If I’d been stuck in an office all day, I might not feel so desperate.”

“There’s another way to look at it, you’re fit and healthy, which means you’re better prepared to cope with being immobile. The bed is designed to help, you’re starting from a good place.”

“Dr Tendral has offered me a place in his research project,” I said. “I’m thinking about taking it.”

“Maybe you should,” she replied. “I’d miss you but it would give you a purpose.”

After a few more days, Tendral came back to see me. “I hear you can’t make your mind up,” he said, sitting by the side of the bed. My head was turned by an unseen mechanism so that I could see him properly. He looked a little less like a shrink this time, dressed in a suit and tie.

“That’s right,” I said. “I’m almost committed to you. I can’t see the point of staying here, living like this. I might as well come and help you if, wherever I am, I can’t do anything for myself.”

“What if you could. Do something for yourself?” he asked.

I was confused. “But McGee said it was impossible, that technology wasn’t advanced enough to fix me.”

“That’s true, in a way,” he said enigmatically. 

“What do you mean? Either I’m paralysed or I’m not, which is it?”

He smiled again, he was starting to get on my nerves, it was like he had a secret that he wanted to keep, teasing me with clues when all I wanted was a straight answer.

“I want facts, a solution. This is MY life. Don’t play fucking games with me,” I shouted.

“Or?” he said. “You’ll do what exactly? You’re hardly in a position to threaten. I just need an answer from you, yes or no.”

That was a little harsh; he knew I could do nothing. “I’m sorry. Perhaps I just needed to release my frustration,” I said. “Anyway, what will you do if I say no? Turn me off? Go ahead, it’s what I want.”

“Come on, think about it. Let’s say we could help you. Are you in?” he asked. “I can’t tell you more unless you’re committed. Face it, you have an opportunity to do something useful, help others. Like you used to. I’d say you were lucky to have the chance to make a difference.”

I took a deep breath; how dare he say I was lucky? My life was tied to this bed. It was all gone. All the things I’d done, dreamed of doing, it was never going to happen, never coming back. I’d never get to see any more than this ceiling and walls, do anything for myself. What was lucky about that? On the other hand, he had said just enough to interest me. And it was true, I had no control over my life anymore. If I had refused, who was to say that he wouldn’t just get me to do it anyway. The terms of my existence had changed. When you have to rely on others for everything, it changes your perspective.

If I could have shrugged my shoulders, I would have. I suppose I did, in my head. 

“OK, I’m in.”
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“I hear you want to leave us?” McGee was back in to see me, almost as soon as Tendral had left. The news must have travelled fast.

I tried to make a joke out of it. “It’s nothing personal. Doctor Tendral has asked me to be part of his research project.”

“That’s up to you,” he said, in a voice that suggested that I must be mad to consider it. “I don’t know what he told you about his project to convince you that easily. Did he promise you a cure, that you’d be walking by Christmas?” 

I didn’t like the dismissive way he talked about Tendral. At least he was trying to help, instead of promising me therapy and art classes. “Not at all, he just appealed to my caring side.”

McGee looked at me. It was as if I had told him that Tendral had offered me a pact with the Devil. “I’ve not heard him use that one before,” he said. “Tendral has some weird ideas, there are questions he seems reluctant to answer publicly and nobody knows exactly what he hopes to achieve. I’m surprised you don’t know anything about it, the papers ran a story and there was a big debate. It was all over the internet. Where have you been?”

“Singapore,” I said. “Before that I was doing disaster relief in Indonesia. Before that, I was in Chile. UK news wasn’t our priority.” 

“Oh,” McGee said, “charity work, that explains a lot.”

I wasn’t keen on the way he sneered as he said charity work. “It was important to me,” I said. “Now, I want answers, not medical jargon or hearsay. You’ve told me a horror story, now back it up. Do you know exactly what Tendral is working on?”

“Well,” he said, “there’s nothing concrete, or he’d be struck off and not hanging around here poaching vulnerable people. I do know that he’s lost a couple of patients, people say he performs radical surgery, trying to repair spinal cord injuries with some secret techniques, involving genetic material.” 

“Put like that, I suppose it’s enough to make him a target for media scare stories.”

“There’s no smoke without fire,” he said. “Although it’s true that the media don’t let the facts get in the way of the story. I do know that what he uses is cutting edge technology, ethically contentious. The press got hold of half a story, didn’t understand and started on about all sorts of science fiction, Frankenstein stuff. Like they do. It whipped up a social media rent-a-mob. I don’t believe half of what’s been said but even so...”

I started to wonder exactly what I was letting myself in for.

“You clearly don’t agree with what he’s doing?”

“No, I don’t.” He shook his head. “I’m bothered about the human cost of research, the use of genetic material and the secrecy.”

“But you’re prepared to keep me alive, here, when I should be dead?”

His eyes narrowed. “That’s different,” he said. “I’m not using any methods that might be questioned by an ethics committee.”

“The way I see it,” I said, “I’m stuck whatever happens. With my injuries, a long life isn’t guaranteed anywhere, is it?” 

“You won’t be collecting a pension,” he said dryly. 

“I guess any infection could kill me, while I lay here. There doesn’t seem to be much else going on to occupy my mind. I might as well do something useful with my time.”

Once again, he looked at me as if I was crazy. “On your head. If you’re patient, we can transfer you to a specialist unit. They will fix you up with some aids, so you can read, watch TV and films, even write your life story if you want.” He sighed. “Times are hard and money’s tight, spaces are in short supply. You’re on the list but it all takes scarce resources.”

It didn’t sound like much of a life. I’d never been one for sitting and watching a screen, when I could be outside, living. I’d caught myself referring to it as talking wallpaper or second hand thrill-seeking on more than one occasion. As for writing, I’d had trouble writing letters home.

“Tendral’s privately funded.” McGee was still talking. “His facilities are better than ours, I’ll give him that. I understand your reasoning. If you’re sure you want to go with him, we can’t stop you. But I would strongly recommend that you think about it, that’s my advice.”

“Can you get it organised please?” My mind was made up, I wanted to find out what Tendral was offering. Ground-breaking genetic experimentation could be fun. Who knew where it might lead me? At the very least, it would be a change in scenery. I’d miss Angie; maybe there would be another one like her at Tendral’s place.

“Of course.” McGee stood. “I’ve told you of my concerns about what he’s doing and the fact that you may be risking your life by agreeing. But, it’s your choice. I’ll pass your decision on to Tendral and get the wheels in motion. Good luck, I suspect you’re going to need it.”

I sat there and thought about it; had I done the right thing? Yes, I decided, I had. Whichever path I chose, it wouldn’t be ideal. All McGee was promising was a shadow of a real life. Tendral might kill me, or he might use me to save millions.

I pondered all I had been told as the day passed. Angie came in and put the screen up, I knew that meant it was time for manual evacuation. At first, it had embarrassed me, but as the nurses didn’t seem too bothered, now I accepted it as part of my new life and chatted to whoever was doing it as they worked.

“You made up your mind then,” said Angie from the other side of the screen.

“I did,” I replied. “McGee is against it; he told me why but I’m still going for it.” 

“Even though you have no idea what it is?”

“McGee thinks it’s dangerous, he said that people have died during whatever it is he does,” I said. “Not that danger bothers me, I’ve been in some dangerous situations before. I always felt that I had control though. This is different, that’s what makes it sound interesting.”

“McGee shouldn’t have tried to put you off, it’s very unprofessional,” she said. “All he’s supposed to do is tell you the facts. Can I tell you something that I’ve noticed, in my time as a nurse?” Her voice had dropped. 

“Sure.”

“Well, there’s often animosity between the consultants. Tendral is privately funded, McGee can see that he has better resources. Not only that, consultants tend to disagree on most things, even though they’re not supposed to go public about it. You can have patients in adjoining beds, having the same procedure but because they have different consultants, the case management can be the opposite. It drives the nurses crazy because we’re the ones who have to justify it to people who are scared and anxious.”

“So, McGee’s opposition to Tendral’s work might be more than just a view on what he’s doing?”

“That’s right. Remember, if there were real issues about his research, Tendral would never have satisfied an ethics committee to be allowed to conduct his trials.”

That was something that I didn’t know. It helped me to feel confident that I had chosen the right path.
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Things moved swiftly; the next afternoon, McGee came to see me.

“You’re moving to Tendral’s facility,” he said. “The transport is arriving in an hour.”

“That was quick,” I said. I had expected to be caught in bureaucracy for days.

“No turning back after that,” he said. “Tendral needs results, or he doesn’t get paid.”

While he was there, Tendral arrived. The two looked at each other and shook hands. Although I could feel that there was an atmosphere between them, they were cordial enough. 

“Where am I going?” I asked

“To my clinic,” Tendral said, “one that specialises in spinal injuries and where I have my team.”

“Yes, but where?”

“In the country,” he said. Behind him McGee’s body language indicated his disapproval. 

“Why won’t you tell me where?” I was getting exasperated, the thought that Tendral had something to hide gained a little more momentum.

To my surprise McGee answered. “Top secret eh, Tendral?” he said, tapping his nose, his tone sarcastic.

“Not at all,” Tendral replied. “We like seclusion and all the stirring by... certain people caused my staff problems. They were getting hassled in their private lives. That’s not right. I have a duty of care to them as much as to my patients. We’ve moved and I don’t advertise the location.” 

It was a reasonable answer, not only that it fitted with what I could imagine the reaction would be to the idea of genetic tests in a private clinic, coupled with scaremongering reporting. All fanned by doctors with opposing views.

As I couldn’t sign anything, my wish to depart with Tendral was recorded in front of McGee and a member of the hospital’s management. I was immobilised in the bed, strapped in and wedged with orange coloured foam blocks. My bed was wheeled to a lift and I was taken down to a waiting vehicle.

“Will you tell my mother where I’m going?” I asked as I was wheeled up a ramp and into the back. My bed locked into position with a click. “Will she be able to come and visit me?”

Tendral was reassuring. “Of course, don’t worry. When you get settled, we’ll do all that,” he said. To my surprise, Angie got in and sat beside me. 

“I’m your escort, Saul,” she said.

“That’s nice,” I said. “I’ve never had an escort before.” I suddenly realised what I was saying, I was about to say sorry when I heard Angie laughing. 

“I’ve not heard that
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