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            Dr Z. had studied the body and its workings and liked to say: We human beings are, au fond, put together quite simply. Yes, quite simply. The part that is complicated, even we as scientists are ignorant of that.

            Elizabeth Hardwick, Sleepless Nights
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             BEAT THE DEVIL

         

         I’m waking and I’m trying to wash the taste of sewage out of my mouth. It isn’t easy to do. My doctor had warned me I might lose my sense of taste and smell. They say it’s a common symptom. I don’t have that symptom. I have a different symptom. Everything tastes of sewage.

         When I go to the tap at five in the morning and drink the fresh water, all I can taste is sewage.

         Maybe I’m not keeping up with developments, but I haven’t yet seen this symptom listed as common.

         When I ask questions of medical professionals, I’m getting used to the answer: ‘We don’t yet know.’

         
            *

         

         A couple of weeks before, sometime in early March, a piece of bad news arrived wrapped in protein.

         On Monday, I’d gone into the editing room off Oxford Circus to help deal with Episode Two of Roadkill, a new TV series I’ve written about a Conservative politician who is forward-looking, intelligent, charismatic and popular. It’s not based on anyone in real life.

         Television screenwriters will tell you that in any four-part structure Episode Two is always the most difficult. This one has severe bruising from a producers’ pile-on, with a lot of people from all over the place giving contradictory notes. The result is a bugger’s muddle.

         I’ve become convinced the whole thing will benefit from my mature and steadying hand.

         All cutting rooms are fetid, space is at a premium in the West End, and the complex machinery thrums ominously warm, not enough to fry an egg, but maybe to coddle one. The three of us – director, editor and I – squeeze into the attic space and do an honourable day’s work. At some point the director, Michael Keillor, a strong, rangy young man from Dundee, with Billy Connolly hair, makes us all a welcome cup of tea. We share a plate of biscuits.

         On Tuesday, Michael rings to tell me that the previous night, without warning, when he got home, he collapsed.

         And this morning he can’t move and he can’t breathe.

         
            *

         

         This thing’s kicking around like I’ve swallowed a Catherine wheel. I don’t know from day to day what to expect.

         As soon as Michael told me he’d got it, I knew I had to self-isolate. But first, I had to go to my studio to bring home my work. I noticed as soon as I started walking that I was air hungry. Uh-oh. It’s that quick. Already I’m not breathing so well. From the little I’ve read, I’ve understood that this is a disease which attacks the lungs. Whatever happens, people say, don’t let it go to your lungs.

         Even I, who know nothing, know that we have five vital signs. At some point, probably researching for some play or film – it’s the only way I learn anything – I picked them up by heart. Temperature, heart rate, blood pressure, respiratory rate and oxygen saturation – that’s the measure of how much oxygen the blood is carrying. In a normal person it’s around 100 per cent. So, when it drops below 100, when the blood isn’t carrying enough oxygen to the lung, you start to worry.

         Except – and this is where things get weird – doctors are already noticing that with this virus the rules don’t apply.

         Doctors normally feel compelled to resort to ventilators when patients have oxygen saturation counts in the 80s, because by then they’re gasping for air. Only with this disease, they’re not. One doctor in New York has taken a picture of a woman lying on her belly with oxygen saturation of 54, and she’s chattering away on her mobile phone. What the hell is going on? People who should look ill are looking fine, and nobody understands why. There’s no correlation between oxygen saturation and how much oxygen is reaching the vital organs.

         What the fuck?

         Another doctor is quoted as saying: ‘The question is whether this vital sign we’ve been relying on for decades has been lying to us.’

         He adds: ‘It’s very humbling in the twenty-first century with all the scientific advances we’ve made, and we just don’t really know the answer.’

         
            *

         

         OK, so it may be humbling for the medics, but for me and people like me, a better word is ‘alarming’.

         ‘It doesn’t resemble any other disease,’ says another doctor. ‘You have to go back to HIV/Aids to find a virus so little understood.’

         I mooch around our house for a couple of days, pretending to work, but by Friday I’m feeling really terrible. In the pageant of random symptoms which will soon follow, there’s only one symptom that will remain permanent throughout. That’s exhaustion.

         By nightfall, I’ve crawled into bed and forgotten what energy is.

         At the beginning, the illness isn’t too bad, some coughing and a weird furriness round my lungs. I’ve also lost the willpower to do anything at all. But then, I’m thinking, that can be quite nice. At this stage, I’m looking forward to what you might call a platonic illness: lots of black-and-white war films in the afternoons with Noël Coward in white shorts, pretending to be Lord Mountbatten rallying the men and shooting at submarines, while my wife Nicole brings me hot lemon, honey and ginger.

         My GP has begun to FaceTime me twice a day, though he says he can tell much more from my voice than from my appearance. Because I am confused by the mildness of the onset, I say to him: ‘Maybe I haven’t got it.’ He replies darkly: ‘Oh, you’ve got it.’
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