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For my Dad, Alexander Maclean, who loved and encouraged me to try my best and give everything 100%. You said to me, “Look how far you’ve come, now how far can you go?” What a great question.



















Nothing great is easy.


—Captain Matthew Webb, the first man to swim the English Channel

















Preface



I do not believe in coincidences. I do not believe things happen by chance. Everything happens for a reason, even if we do not understand what that reason may be—especially at the time.


I have also found life to be filled with opportunities if we will open our eyes and see the possibilities. And opportunity is just that: a possibility. Life never just hands us anything. As the first man to swim the English Channel—Captain Matthew Webb—famously said, nothing great is easy. Given the fact that he uttered these words after swimming more than thirty miles of open ocean in a place where the sea will lie flat one minute then throw twenty-foot swells at you the next, Captain Webb’s words are a bit of an understatement. Pursuing possibilities means digging deep within ourselves to find the strength to never give up and never give in, to push through the pain that lasts for a moment to forge the memories that last a lifetime.


Unfortunately, all the hard work and determination in the world do not guarantee success. Sometimes doors slam shut in our faces and no matter how hard we push, they will never open again. However, I have found that every time one door closes, another opens. It’s up to us to look for that opening.


This, in a nutshell, is the story of my life. I grew up with big dreams in a working-class family in Australia. I thought all those dreams had been taken from me when I was only twenty-two. But when I stopped feeling sorry for myself and opened my eyes, I found new possibilities awaiting me. The pursuit of those possibilities took me further than even my biggest dreams would have. The question was, How far could I go? Little did I know that my pursuits were merely the warm-up act.


In May 2013, I stood up and did something that was, for all intents and purposes, impossible.


Now I am in pursuit of a new set of dreams, again pushing the limits to see how far I can go. Even as I close in on my fiftieth birthday, I believe my story has only begun.


Nothing great is easy. Nor is anything great accomplished alone. Every pursuit requires a team, even the pursuit of goals that appear to be individual accomplishments. In my life, the right people have always come along at just the right time. My closest friendships have been forged in the midst of my greatest challenges. These dear friends have not only pushed me along to reach my goals, but I have pushed them to reach theirs. This isn’t just my story; it is theirs as well.


John Maclean


Sydney, New South Wales, Australia
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Only Possibilities


I don’t remember my mother. I have no memory of her face or her smell or her embrace. Nothing. Everything I know about her came secondhand from my brother Marc or my sister Marion or our father, Alex.


My mother’s name was Avril. She married my father when they both lived in a little village just outside of Glasgow, Scotland. My father had been married before. He had three children from his first marriage. A few years after he and my mother married, my father decided to move his new family to the other side of the world and settle just outside of Sydney, Australia. Whatever the reason, he felt he needed a fresh start with his new family, and my mother went along with it. My older brother and sister were both born in Scotland. I came along soon after the move Down Under.


I was still in diapers when my mother’s downward spiral began. Before she met my father, she had been diagnosed with and treated for a “severe character disorder of a psychopathic nature.” Twice she was admitted into psychiatric hospitals and once she contemplated suicide. My father didn’t know any of this when the two of them fell in love. Nor did Avril exhibit any symptoms or show any signs that something might not be quite right. Theirs was a perfectly normal marriage until the stress of a third small child weighed upon her. Unlike when my brother and sister were born, my mother did not have her mother and father to lean on for extra support with me. She was also facing the huge change involved in moving halfway around the world, and she had to deal with that largely alone as my father was away at work, trying to keep the family afloat financially.


I was only ten months old the first time my siblings and I were placed in foster care. My mother had been admitted to the Parramatta Psychiatric Centre and my father had no other option to provide care for us while trying to help my mother heal and hold down his jobs. For my mother, fourteen rounds of electroconvulsive therapy followed, along with numerous medications. Three months later she was home and the family was back together, but it didn’t last. A few months after her release a friend found her wandering around an area east of Sydney called the Gap, one of the most beautiful places on earth. But my mother wasn’t there for the view. The Gap consists of very high cliffs where Sydney Harbour meets the Pacific Ocean, which makes it a popular suicide spot. She didn’t jump, but she told her therapist that she wished she had because she was, in her words, “no good to her husband or children.”


Over the next three years my mother was in and out of psychiatric hospitals, while my brother and sister and I went back and forth into foster care. At one point my father sent my mother back to Scotland in the hope that spending time with her family might do her some good. It didn’t. Not long after she returned to Australia, she was back at the Gap. Another trip to Parramatta Hospital followed. As soon as she was released she went back to the Gap. She never returned. Her body was found on the rocks below.


I was four. I do not remember any of this. My big brother, Marc, filled me in on all the details years later.


I suppose such childhood trauma should have sent me into the depths of self-pity. But it did not—not then or ever. Feeling sorry for myself, even at a young age, didn’t make much sense to me. I reflected on the loss of my mother, later in life, but I knew there was nothing I could have done to save her, nor could I ever bring her back. Instead, when my father remarried a woman named Anne, I was excited to be a family again. A new mom meant my siblings and I left foster care once and for all. From that point forward I dove into my young life with youthful abandon.


Or should I say I ran into life. For me, life always involved running fast and jumping high. Going back to my days in foster care, I found that running faster than anyone else grabbed people’s attention, and attention had to be the next best thing to love. When our family got back together after Dad married Anne, the cul-de-sac where we lived turned into a series of never-ending games depending on the season. From touch football to cricket to tennis, all the kids on the street always had some sort of game in play, and I was always in the middle of them. When I had to go off to school, I spent most of my time staring out the window and daydreaming about getting back outside and back into the game.


Beyond the pickup games in the neighborhood, my dad encouraged us as kids to play organized sports because he believed it was a good way to meet friends and burn off excess energy. My speed helped me succeed, and it kept the attention on me. Not only did I beat the other boys in sprints and middle-distance races, I was also asked to try long jumps and high jumps and even racewalking. I did even better with racewalking than running, especially the 1,500 meter. I made it all the way to the state championships in the under-ten-year-old 1,500-meter racewalk, only to be disqualified by a technicality. In racewalking, either your heel or toe must always have contact with the ground. The field marshals watch your feet like a hawk. If both the heel and toe are off the ground at the same time, you receive a warning. Two warnings and you are out. I got two warnings, so I was out of the state champs.


Throughout the next year my coach, Kevin Stone, and I worked on my technique. Again, I made it all the way back to state champs and picked up the bronze medal. The next year I took home the gold. This was very exciting because in the under-12 category in which I now competed, all state champions go on to nationals. The best kids in Little Athletics around the country traveled to Bruce Stadium in Canberra. I remember my brother Marc running on the other side of the oval cheering me on during the race. It felt amazing crossing the finish line in first place as I added a second gold medal to my collection. I’m sure Mom and Dad and my brother Marc and sister Marion were very proud. When I arrived back at school after nationals, the headmaster asked me to join him at an assembly where I was honored in front of the entire school. I liked attention, but not that much attention. The assembly didn’t sit very well with me.


As I grew a little older my sports fantasies moved from racing to football. I loved the game. Since my story takes place in Australia, the football I loved is quite different from the American variety played with pads and helmets and the like. We actually have three sports often called football: Australian rules football, rugby union, and rugby league football. All three are similar to American football, complete with hard hits and tackles, except we don’t suit up like a gladiator and the action doesn’t stop between plays. Rugby league football is the roughest of the three and is generally regarded as the toughest team sport on the planet, so of course, that’s what I wanted to play.


All the kids in the neighborhood played football for as far back as I can remember. I started playing organized ball when I was nine and my dad signed me up on my first junior league team. From the moment I first stepped on the field, I knew I’d found my game. I remember once when I was perhaps seven, my father wouldn’t let me go out to play football one Saturday because it was raining. I was devastated. A Saturday without football might as well be a school day. I loved the game and I was good at it. For me, life was all about speed, and from the beginning I was faster than most of the guys I played against. I also had a few tricks up my sleeve. In a game when I was about ten, I had the ball, running down the field against one of the top teams in our division. Up ahead a boy lowered his head and got ready to tackle me. As he dove toward me, I jumped and hurdled over him. I didn’t stop running until I scored. After the game the referee came over to me. “That was some play you made,” he said, “and it’s all well and good that you scored, but you need to watch yourself. That’s the kind of move that’s going to get you hurt.” Later I discovered it was his son that I had leapt over.


I kept coming up against this same player. His name was Colin Thomas. It turns out he was always one of the best, if not the best, player on his teams, just like I was on mine. Before long the two of us ended up on the same travel team. His dad came by and picked me up in their family Volkswagen Beetle for the drive down the mountain where we lived to the practice site. Colin and I got to know one another pretty well in those half-hour commutes. Both of us dreamed of playing professional football someday.


After we both graduated from our respective high schools, we started training together to push one another toward our goal of playing the game we loved for actual money. I landed a spot on the under-23 minor league team of our closest professional team, the Penrith Panthers. Technically, that made me a professional athlete, although the salary was so low that the team had to help players land jobs with local businesses to keep us afloat. Thanks to the Panthers, I went to work as an assistant maintenance man at a grade school. On the field I had a great first year with the Panthers. Another season or two like the first, I thought, and I might get to move up to the big league team. Unfortunately, I spent most of my second season sitting on the bench after a falling-out with the coach. At the end of the season I was informed that my services were no longer needed. Rather than give up my dream, I signed on with the Warragamba Wombats, a semipro team.


While I bounced between Penrith and Warragamba, Colin went to work for a fitness and aquatic center. The two of us kept training with each other to keep our football dreams alive. With each other isn’t exactly the correct term. We really trained against one another. Everything we did turned into a no-holds-barred competition. If Colin bench-pressed 200 pounds, I had to do 210, which made him do 220 and me 230 and on and on until neither one of us could lift our hands above our heads. The winner of our competitions always won a fabulous prize, something exotic like a roast chicken or a fresh fruit salad. We once raced on the beach for a seafood dinner. I don’t know that I have ever enjoyed a seafood dinner more. That’s just how Colin and I were. Maybe it went back to the day we first met on the football field and I hurdled over him when he tried to tackle me. Although we were great friends, we couldn’t ride our bikes down the street without it turning into a race.


One day Colin suggested a new competition. “I overheard some of the guys down at the club talking about doing this year’s Nepean Triathlon. I think we should enter.” At that moment everything I knew about triathlons came from watching the Hawaiian Ironman on television in Colin’s living room, but I still said, “Sure. Let’s give it a go. I will enjoy beating you in something new.”


In the weeks leading up to my first Nepean Triathlon, I did a minimal amount of triathlon-specific training. Colin and I raced our bikes up and down the Blue Mountains near our homes. I also ran a little more than usual. It didn’t take much to get me to run. I loved running. Sprints. Distance. It didn’t matter. Back in 1986 the Nepean’s run segment was 12K, or just under seven and a half miles. I felt confident that even if Colin had a big lead on me going into the last segment, I could make up any deficit with my legs. I did not feel the same confidence about the swim. Growing up I never bothered much with swimming. I could do the breaststroke well enough to keep from drowning. I didn’t see much point in learning anything new for this one race. I’d never tried doing the breaststroke for a full kilometer, but I figured, how hard could it be?


I soon learned it was extremely hard. My breaststroke turned out to be just a notch or two above a dog paddle. I was one of the last ones out of the water. Colin actually knew how to swim properly. From the start he left me in his wake. He still had a lead after the 40K, or twenty-five-mile, bike segment. But, just as I had predicted, I passed him in the 12K run and never looked back. I never let him hear the end of how easily I beat him.


Of course, Colin being Colin, he wanted a rematch. I had to give it to him. Now that I knew what it took to compete in a triathlon, I started training a little more seriously for the 1987 Nepean. I learned to swim properly, logging many laps in a local pool with one of my mates from the Wombats, John Young. Johnno and I started spending quite a bit of time training together. I also put in more miles on my bike and ran just a little more than the year before. Unfortunately, when I woke up on the morning of the 1987 Nepean Triathlon, I knew this was not going to be my day. I’d come down with a bit of a bug, which not only slowed me down, it also took away my kick at the end. I didn’t have enough left in the run segment to catch Colin. He never let me hear the end of it. So, of course, me being me, I told him, “Okay, mate, next year is the decider. We’ll see who wins!”


I was still not a serious triathlete, at least not in my mind. I remained a football player with big league dreams. But with so much riding on the 1988 Nepean Triathlon, I started training months ahead of time. I went out and bought a new bike. I paid $800 for a Malvern Star, which was quite a bit of money for a bike back then. This was the finest bike I’d had since my father gave me a racing bike for my fourteenth birthday. Unfortunately, that story didn’t exactly have a happy ending. I rode that bike so much on the day my father gave it to me that I was too tired to put it away when I came home for dinner. Instead, I just dropped it on the lawn in front of our house. I planned on going out for another spin after I ate, but I went off to bed instead. The next morning my bike was gone. I never saw it again. I thought a lot about that bike when I bought my new one eight years later. No matter what, I wasn’t going to let anything happen to this bike.


Colin and I spent a lot of time up in the Blue Mountains on training rides. Going up the mountains was grueling, but coming back down was worth it. Once or twice I got up over fifty miles per hour. I kept pushing, trying to hit sixty, a mile a minute, but I could never quite get there. “You know,” I told Colin one day, “I bet if we had a tandem racing bike, we could do it.”


For me, this was more than just a crazy idea. I knew a guy in St. Clair who customized bikes. I gave him a call and he went to work on our super bike. Around the same time, I moved out of my parents’ house and moved in with a friend, Mike Winter. Football season had begun and my triathlon training started paying dividends on and off the field. I was having the best year of my life in rugby league. If I kept this up, I knew I would be able to move up a grade and get a little closer to my dream of playing football at the highest level. Just in case this didn’t work out, I applied for a position with the local fire department. I was twenty-two years old. Life felt like an open door to boundless possibilities.


On Monday, June 27, 1988, I set off to go visit my friend in St. Clair to see how the tandem bike was coming along. St. Clair was about twenty-five miles away. Rather than drive, I set out on my bike. I was feeling good. The day before, I’d played one of my best football games of the season. I took the day off from my day job at the primary school. The day was too perfect to waste at work. Instead, I put on my headphones, cranked up the Talking Heads, my favorite band at the time, and set out for St. Clair. I took the M4 highway, which is very much like an American four-lane interstate highway, except cars and trucks share the road with bicyclists. Australians are nuts about fitness, which is why bikes are allowed on major highways. I always stayed on the shoulder, which was wide enough that I never felt unsafe on the road.


Most of the trip to St. Clair was downhill. At one point I managed to hit fifty miles per hour. I pushed as hard as I could to move the needle higher, but I could not. The tandem will do it, I told myself. That only made me more anxious to see the bike finished and try it out. My stay in St. Clair was brief. I wanted to get back on the road while my muscles were still loose. A long, hard climb lay ahead of me. In a sick way I looked forward to it, not to the pain such a steep incline demanded, but to the challenge of it. The push up the mountain would leave my legs and chest burning, but nothing would feel better than getting to the top.


I headed back onto the M4 and started toward the big hill ahead of me. Standing on the pedals, I lowered my head and pedaled hard to build a good cadence while avoiding the broken bottles and other trash that pile up on highway shoulders. Traffic buzzed past me. I looked up. I still had a bit to go before I attacked the hill. I took a deep breath and pushed harder to build momentum before I hit the incline. That is my last memory of my ride.


A truck driver coming up behind me at just under seventy miles per hour glanced over his shoulder to see if the lane was clear to pass another vehicle. As he glanced over his shoulder, the eight-ton box truck filled with empty fire extinguishers drifted slightly onto the shoulder. The lane was clear. The driver accelerated and changed lanes. If he had listened closely, he might have heard the sound of one of his headlights shattering along with the lens of the turn signal. But he didn’t. Nor did he feel the slight nudge of the truck rumbling over something on the road. He didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary until a motorcycle came racing up to him nearly a mile down the road. The motorcyclist frantically motioned for him to pull over, which he did. The truck driver wondered if the motorcyclist had lost his mind.


Thirteen-year-old Michael McKenzie sat in the backseat of his mother’s car as she headed east toward Sydney. Bored, he stared idly out the window, watching the traffic in the opposite lanes zip by. “What? Stop!” he screamed at his mother as he saw a body and a silver bicycle flipping end over end up into the air on the other side of the highway. A truck briefly obscured his view. When it passed, he saw the body bounce along the ground and come to rest wedged up against the guardrail. His mother pulled over. Before she could ask him what was wrong, he flew out of the car, darted across the median, and ran to the broken man lying on the pavement. Another car had stopped. A priest was already next to the body, administering last rites.


A police car from nearby Penrith arrived next. A call had come in that a bicyclist had been struck and killed on the M4. Such calls are, unfortunately, not uncommon. An ambulance had also been dispatched. When it arrived, paramedics found a crumpled body lying under the guardrail that leads to the Kingswood Road overpass. A bowed silver bike lay off to one side. To their surprise, I was still breathing. They loaded me into the ambulance, but they doubted I would survive the twenty-five-mile drive to Sydney’s Westmead Hospital emergency room.
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Back from the Brink


My father tells me my first words in the hospital were, “How’s my bike?” I don’t remember saying that, but it sounds like me. I loved that bike. My father held on to my words as a reason to hope I would pull through. When he first arrived at the hospital, he was told to prepare himself for the worst. I was not expected to live.


I do not remember the accident or my first few days in the hospital. My first memory is waking up in the intensive-care unit, struggling to breathe. My face hurt and I could not understand why. My mind cleared enough to realize I had an oxygen mask over my nose and mouth. The pain from the mask’s pressure on my nose made me wince. Slowly I became aware of the rest of my body. My skin felt like someone had taken a grinder to me from head to toe. I lifted my arm. Wires and tubes connected it to beeping machines around me. The more awake I became, the more I hurt. Pain shot at me from every corner of my body. Every corner except my legs, that is. I couldn’t feel them. From the prone position in which I was lying, I couldn’t see them either. Panicked, I pressed the nurse call button with my left thumb over and over like a deranged contestant on Jeopardy! After what felt like an eternity but was in truth perhaps thirty seconds, a nurse came into my room.


“Where are my legs?” I asked as she entered the room. “What happened to my legs? Have they been amputated?”


“No, no, John; they’re right here,” she said. She pulled the sheet back and lifted them, one at a time, for me to see.


I was so relieved I passed out.


I spent most of that week moving in and out of consciousness. My injuries were massive, or exactly what one might expect after being run over by an eight-ton truck. I suffered a pulmonary contusion, retroperitoneal hemorrhage, head trauma, chest trauma, vertebral trauma, and pelvic trauma. I broke my back in three places, my pelvis in four, and my right arm in two places. I also had a broken sternum and scrapes and abrasions from the pavement. When I first arrived at the trauma center, they pumped seven units of blood into me. The ER doctors shared the paramedics’ doubts about my ability to survive. One of the male nurses in the room later told me that during the frantic attempts to save my life, one of the doctors actually referred to my condition as “mahogany or pine?”—as in the type of coffin that would be selected. They believed I would not survive.


I have a hazy recollection that I could have chosen to give up and die. Death’s door beckoned me. All I needed to do was open it and the indescribable pain would be over. Yet I clearly recall saying to myself, “I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die!”


Close friends and family surrounded me. My dad and mom, brother Marc, and sister Marion stayed close by. My girlfriend at the time was there as well. Colin came to see me. The sight of my broken body in the hospital bed was more than he could take. His knees grew weak; his stomach lurched. He tried to move away from me but he only got as far as the bedside curtain before throwing up. The charge nurse made him clean it up himself. Also my teammate from Warragamba John Young, who lived over an hour away from the hospital, came to see me every week, without fail, for four months.


Once I was stable enough for transport, I was airlifted from Westmead to the Royal North Shore Hospital, one of two Sydney hospitals with a spinal unit. I vaguely remember the thumping of the helicopter blades. As injured as I was, I also recall being excited about riding in a helicopter for the first time. Perhaps that tells you everything you need to know about my personality. My family had cause to be optimistic with the move. In the top right-hand corner of my discharge papers was the notation, “Discharged to survive.” I was officially off the critical list. I was not, however, out of the ICU.


After a few more days in the ICU at Royal North Shore, they placed me in the acute care spinal unit. For the next eight weeks I lay on my back, staring up at the ceiling and counting the bricks outside my window. The morphine they gave me kept me in a fog. When my brain cleared enough to comprehend where I was and why I was there, I nearly drowned in fear. The pain was so intense. Lying in bed, it felt like someone had crept under me with a blowtorch with which they were now torturing me. The hospital tried several different beds, looking for a way to relieve my pain. Nothing worked. When the pain grew so excruciating that I could not bear it, I received more pain meds that immediately put me back into the deep fog. Depression set in. I understood why spinal patients are closely monitored. Many find it easier to end it all rather than deal with the pain and the loss of use of one’s limbs. I was one of the lucky ones. Only my legs seemed to be affected.


At some point during my eight weeks on my back, Colin came back to see me. He brought along my friend Warren Hurst. The two of them rode their bikes nearly thirty miles into Sydney to visit me, even braving the heavy traffic of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. On their way into my room, a nurse handed them a fruit salad she’d just made for me out of all the fruit well-wishers had sent. The nurse intended for them to give it to me. Colin and Warren had other ideas. Without saying a word, the two walked in and proceeded to eat the entire salad in front of me. When they finished the last bits of fruit, they turned around, dropped their bike pants, and mooned me. After pulling their pants back up, Colin turned and said, “We gotta get back.” They rode their bikes thirty miles and spoke only these four words. Then they walked out the door.


Lying there, helpless to do anything, I couldn’t force any words out. I wasn’t angry. Well, I was over the salad, but I wasn’t angry with Colin. This prank was his way of saying, “I got you this time. Now get up out of that bed and try to get me back.”


Getting up out of the bed was easier said than done. Oddly enough, no one ever came in and had “the talk” with me. No one, not a doctor or my father or my brothers or sister, ever looked me in the eye and said, “John, you will probably never walk again.” At least I don’t remember such a talk, and believe me—I would remember that. Running was my life. I don’t think I could forget someone informing me that that life was now gone.


Perhaps no one told me because it should have been obvious to me. I learned that one of the three breaks in my back injured my spine at the twelfth thoracic vertebra (T12). However, my spinal cord was not completely severed. A small sliver remained. Officially that makes me an incomplete paraplegic. After all my other injuries healed and I was able to start physical therapy, I found I had perhaps 25 percent use of my left leg, while my right hardly worked at all. That was the good news and I seized on it. From the start I was determined to get my old life back. The doctors told me that the first two years after my accident were critical. “Wherever you are in terms of your motor skills after two years is likely where you will be the rest of your life,” they said repeatedly. To me, that meant I had two years to get back on my feet and not only walk but run again. I still harbored dreams of playing professional football and taking advantage of all the possibilities that lay before me when I pulled my bike out onto the M4 that sunny June day.


I was never told getting my old life back was impossible, perhaps because no one, not my neurologist or any of the team of therapists with which I worked, knew how much progress I might make. Every spinal cord injury is different, as is every patient’s recovery. Looking back, I am sure they had a pretty good idea of how far I would go. However, no one ever came in and burst my dreams of walking and running again. My family encouraged me to keep pushing. My brother Marc told me over and over, “John, you need to think of your recovery as a race. This will be a marathon, not a sprint. But you’ll get to the finish line. Don’t worry.” Marc is a nurse, so I seized on to his words as more than just the encouragement of one brother to another.


I also grabbed ahold of the words of my family doctor. Dr. Atif Gabreal had been patching me back together since I was a kid. Pretty early on into my recovery he came to see me in the hospital. “Don’t worry, John,” he told me with that deep, authoritative doctor voice. “One day you will be bigger, stronger, and faster than ever before.” If anyone should know, I reasoned, it was Dr. Gabreal. I did not stop and consider the fact that he was not part of the medical team caring for me, nor had he examined my charts in any detail. He was simply there as a friend, and friends give one another hope. Years later Dr. Gabreal told me he was so devastated by the sight of me broken in that hospital bed that he had to say something to encourage me.


During my first couple of months in the hospital words were about the only thing I had to hold on to. I had to lie still in bed and not move. The one day I defied that order and used all of my strength to roll over on my own I received a stern rebuke from the charge nurse. I felt like a little boy. In a way I was. I had no control over anything happening to me, while every shred of dignity I had was stripped away. A catheter drained my bladder, while daily enemas took care of the rest of my waste system. Several times a day orderlies came in and flipped me over in my bed. Each time they did, bits of broken skin and scabs stuck to the bedding and ruptured as they lifted me up, causing new levels of pain to shoot through my body. I endured regular sponge baths, which I hated. There’s nothing pleasant about a rough sponge being dragged across broken flesh. I didn’t even have a say about my hair. A hospital barber came in and cut it whenever the staff deemed necessary.


My first step toward regaining my old life—a life I controlled, not some hospital staffer—came when my nurse mentioned that they planned on gradually weaning me off the morphine that kept my pain manageable. “Gradually?” I said. “I don’t think so,” I thought. “I’m a football player and I can take a hit.” Cut it off cold turkey.


The nurse looked at me like I was a little touched in the head. “If that’s what you want,” he said.


“That’s what I want,” I replied. My reason was simple. I’d been on the drugs long enough. I didn’t want to risk adding addiction to the long list of obstacles I had to overcome to get back to my old life.


Finally the day came when my spinal specialist, Dr. John Yeo, told me I was cleared to do more than lie still. “That’s what I have been waiting to hear,” I said. Dr. Yeo just smiled. Throughout my time in the hospital he became a good friend and mentor. We remain close to this day.


With Dr. Yeo’s blessing, I threw myself into my rehab. Just sitting up proved to be a challenge, but I kept at it like I had once run into opposing lines on the football field. I planned on winning this fight. I announced to the hospital psychologist, Helen, that I would walk out the hospital doors when I was released. The first order of business, however, was to regain full use of my right hand. The accident had badly damaged the radial nerve. Thankfully the nerve regenerated and I regained full use of my hand after long sessions of occupational therapy. I saw regaining use of my hand as a sign that my legs were next.


Much of my physical therapy took place in the hydrotherapy pool. I loved the sense of freedom the water gave me. Decked out in a makeshift flotation device, I almost felt normal in the water. I couldn’t swim laps at first, but eventually I managed to swim the twenty-five-meter length of the pool. Looking back, that twenty-five-meter swim is perhaps my biggest achievement in the water.


The staff at Royal North Shore Hospital were amazing. I think the longer I was there the more I appreciated each and every one of them. They were hard taskmasters, but they were doing their best to assist everyone in the best way they could. I remember the physical therapist named Debbie. I was on the gymnastic mats in my tracksuit pants, and she told me to get on my knees and try to crawl. I guess the old saying holds true—you have to crawl before you can walk. I got down on my hands and knees when suddenly Debbie pushed me, not hard, just a gentle nudge, but that was enough to topple me over. I struggled to get back into a crawling position when she pushed me over again. I thought, Why is Debbie pushing me over? Before I could ask her she explained that she was evaluating what muscles I had control over and which ones I did not. That made me feel a little better, until I thought a little more about what was happening. I used to play football against a bunch of guys much bigger than Debbie. If she can push me over this easily, I still have a long way to go.


A few weeks into my rehab, out of the blue, I happened upon a reminder of my old life. Back when I played for the Penrith Panthers under-23 team, our biggest fan was a young woman named Rhonda. Rhonda was at every game, waving her Panthers flag, cheering like crazy. Before my accident, she was the only person I’d ever met who was confined to a wheelchair. After one of our games, the team held an event in the club across the street from the stadium. (Keep in mind this is Australian rugby league football. The team doesn’t just play in the city. There’s a team “club” that any of our fans can join. Membership grants access to the club, which is a complex with multiple restaurants, grand halls, and even a casino.) I ran into Rhonda. She asked me to have a dance with her. Now, I wasn’t too good at dancing with anyone, let alone someone in a wheelchair, but I said, “Of course.” I moved about with the music the best I could, and the two of us had a nice little dance.


I had not seen Rhonda since the Panthers told me my services were no longer needed, until I ran into her in the spinal unit. She was there for some sort of procedure for her back. Just seeing her brought back a flood of memories of my time with the Panthers. She snapped me out of my déjà vu when she said, “I’m sorry about your accident, John.”


“Thanks, Rhonda,” I said. There wasn’t much more to the conversation than that, just a bit of small talk, but it made me flash back to our brief dance. Let me tell you, I was very happy I did not let my uneasiness with dancing keep me from giving her that moment. Thinking about that night also reminded me of the man I once was. Although a short time on the calendar had passed since then, it now felt like another life completely. Thinking back to who I once was only made me that much more determined to beat these injuries and get back on the dance floor on my own two feet.


My first real, honest look of where I was came on what should have been a triumphant day. I had finally progressed far enough that I could move out of my wheelchair and onto a toilet by myself. Just that simple act placed me far ahead of many of my fellow spinal unit patients who never regain control of their bladder and bowels. I made the big move and was feeling pretty good about myself until I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. I did not recognize the ashen, emaciated figure staring back at me. Both my arm and leg muscles had shriveled to nothing. My normally sun-bleached hair had turned dark. Scars covered my face and body. I looked closer. The dull eyes staring back at me were sunk back into my skull. Now I understood the looks on the faces of everyone who came to visit me.


I could not stand the sight of this stranger. He actually scared me. The thought that this could be me forever sent chills down my spine, at least to the T12. Who would ever be interested in me? Would I ever have a wife? Family? What is life going to look like? Once the initial horror wore off, I became more determined than ever that this would not be the end of my story.


These legs would work again.


I would get up out of this wheelchair.


I would regain my old life.


I had passion. I had determination. I was willing to do whatever it took to make my goal a reality.


If only life were so simple.







OEBPS/images/9780316262835.jpg
JOHN MACLEAN

WITH MARK TABB

HOW FAR
CAN el GO?

o™
R QUEST TO WALK AGAIN






OEBPS/images/9780316262835_c.jpg
HOW FAR
N YOU GO?






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
HOW FAR
CAN YOU GO~

MY 25-YEAR QUEST
TO WALK AGAIN

JOHN MACLEAN

with Mark Tabb

[5] hachette

BOOKS
NEW YORK BOSTON





