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              Don’t Do It
            

          

        

      

      
         

        ‘Don’t do it! I’m begging you, don’t. Please don’t kill me!’

        There are no two ways around it. The man in the white coat wants to end my life. He’s made it perfectly clear. He knows what to do and he’s prepared to go ahead without a second thought. It doesn’t seem to matter to him that I’m screaming as loud as I can, imploring him to let me live. Nothing matters to him. The man is acting as though I’m not even here.

        And the worst thing is, the only person in the world who could stop him vowed to me years ago that she would never try…

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE
          

          
            
              
              I Think I’m Having a Stroke
            

          

        

      

      
         

        It’s so dark. Dark and quiet. It must be the middle of the night.

        Then why is it so damn hot in here?

        Is there anything worse than burning up in bed? I hate that. I’ve always hated it. Ever since I was a little kid. I guess that’s the downside of growing up in a desert…

      

      It was a Wednesday. I didn’t expect to die that day. No one expects to die on a Wednesday.

      And definitely not while doing that job.

      I was a sixty-year-old high school teacher and I’d never felt better. Working part time gave me the freedom to ride my Harley, read, play guitar and tend my vegetable garden – all great solitary pastimes. My health meant everything to me. I cooked my own produce, I avoided saturated fat and fast food of any kind, and I worked out every day in the gym, as I had for more than forty years. I’d even met my wife, Lili, working out. I’d been called restless but never reckless. I didn’t ride the Harley anywhere near its 1360cc capacity, despite the voice of my old childhood friend Robert ‘Evel’ Knievel ringing in my ears, urging me to open up the throttle on every trip. I had a nice life, a comfortable life, a safe life. After the job I used to have, teaching was a blessing.

      For twenty-five years it had all been so different. Serving as a police officer in Napa Valley, California, and Cape Cod, Massachusetts, and then Sheriff of Clay County, Nebraska, my life had felt anything but safe. From the high-speed chases and the stand-offs with armed felons to driving into the heart of gang territory to make an arrest on my own, I, like all of my colleagues, put my life on the line for the greater good every time I pulled on the uniform. In the heat of the moment I never thought of the danger. Maybe I even enjoyed it a little. Nothing beats that adrenaline rush of being fired at by a suspect unknown while you’re screaming into your radio for the back-up that just won’t come.

      But police work is a young man’s game. I always knew that. If you’re still alive after twenty years it’s time to get out, and that’s what I had done. I was fifty-five and I’d made it; I’d served my time and I’d emerged unscathed. I’d even, I hoped, done some good along the way. I was ready for a new, quieter, safer life. What I didn’t know was that after years of facing death for a living, the biggest threat to my life would come from my own body.

      
         

        What time is it? This heat is killing me.

        I can’t see the clock on my bedside table. Maybe there’s been a power cut. That would explain the blackness outside. Even through drapes I can normally make out the streetlamps.

        I try to swing out of bed and realise I can’t move. That’s interesting. Am I not really awake? That would explain everything. The darkness, the heat, the quiet – they’re all in my imagination. It’s just a dream. When I wake up all will be right with the world…

      

      Leaving the police service, like leaving the armed forces, poses certain problems. I still wanted to work but I feared that nothing out there in the civilian world was going to fill the void created when I handed in my badge. It was by sheer coincidence that the man who’d originally found me a post at Napa PD, Randy Fitt, got in touch again.

      ‘There’s a vacancy at Napa High School for a forensic science teacher,’ he said, ever the fount of police knowledge.

      ‘Why are you telling me?’

      ‘I think you should apply. Put that brain of yours to some use.’

      ‘I don’t know, Randy. I hear the money’s not too good in teaching.’

      ‘So do it for the good of your soul!’

      I was right about the money, but I got paid in ways I could never have imagined. I’d started and ended my police career in Napa, but during my years away the city had become overrun by gangs, particularly the Norteños – whose members were identifiable by the red they wore – from the north of the region, and the blue-adorned Sureños from the south. Muggings, thefts, murders – you name it, they were responsible. Every time I flipped the handcuffs onto a perpetrator, a little more of the dwindling sympathy I felt for them evaporated.

      Then I walked into Napa High School on my first day and I was the one who learned a valuable lesson as my past and future collided.

      I was given directions to a classroom down the hall, so I made my way to where thirty sixteen-year-olds were waiting. There was no getting away from it: I was scared as hell. An armed gang I could handle. But kids? What was I letting myself in for? I reached the room, took a deep breath and pulled open the door.

      Then I froze.

      All my training came flooding back. In the next instant I imagined myself retreating behind the door, pulling out my gun, clicking my radio and calling for back-up.

      ‘This is an emergency. Gangbangers. Assistance required now!’

      Then I looked again. Yes, the entire back row of the classroom comprised young kids wearing red bandannas. And, yes, the front row was a sea of blue. And, yes, they were all members of the gangs who’d given me so much trouble over the years. But right there, right then, they were just young kids at school.

      And they’d come to take my class.

      For perhaps the first time in my life I saw the problem law enforcement had with the Sureños and Norteños. They were all just kids, or at least they were when they joined the gangs. They sat together in class, they had their own little cliques in the canteen and they hung around together after school. But they were just kids looking for direction. If the police couldn’t give them that, then maybe the education system could.

      I knew then I’d made the right decision, and not only for the good of my soul.

      I’m serving the community again. I am going to make a difference.

      
         

        This is not a dream. So what is it, then? Everything is a jumble. I guess I’m not well. That would explain why I can’t see. Have I been injured?

        I’m a police officer, after all. Danger is part of the job description. So, have I been shot?

        But wait. That’s not right. I quit the department years ago. Or did I? Did I really leave or was I killed in action?

        Am I alive or dead?

      

      It had all begun the day before, on Tuesday, 19 May 2009. Lili and I were following our usual routine. Among all the other things I loved about her, she had dedicated her life to serving the community. When we’d met four years earlier she had been working as a midwife, delivering babies into the world in a private practice. Now she was working at the other end of the age spectrum as a nurse at Napa Valley Hospice. In between she’d worked at our local medical centre, Queen of the Valley. She’d helped so many people at the start of life and at the end. I liked that about her. She liked the fact that I helped the ages in between. The two of us had pretty much the whole age spectrum covered.

      Tuesday was a teaching day. Same as Monday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. As I woke up, I heard Lili returning from her early-morning gym session. That was normal. I made myself breakfast, showered, dressed and pottered about the house till it was time for us both to leave for work. The hospice was about two miles away. School was approximately the same distance in the other direction. Lili took the car, a lovely red Mustang; I rode my motorbike as usual. Two miles is barely enough distance to warm up the engine, but I liked rolling into school on two wheels. I’d had bikes all my life but there was certainly something cool about pulling up on a Harley. Some kids stared openly. Others looked only when they thought I couldn’t see. But everyone heard me coming, I knew that. Everyone hears a Harley.

      I checked my messages in the staff room, had a coffee with a few of the other teachers and went over my notes for the morning’s lesson. More of the normal routine.

      Then I went down the corridor, yanked open the door and started pulling out my latest blood-splatter slides, videotapes and phials of a thick, dark red unguent. Today was going to be a practical lesson. We’d be recreating blood patterns from actual crime scenes and looking for clues that would help secure a prosecution. Was the blood dropping straight down? Was the person moving at a high or low velocity? What kind of blood are we looking at? What pattern is the blood forming? Was anything or anyone else involved? It was real CSI stuff and I knew that if the class enjoyed it half as much as I always did, we were in for a good lesson.

      They loved it. There was fake blood everywhere. On desks, in books and all over their clothes, but no one minded. Not even the Sureños – and if there’s one group who do not like wearing red, it’s them.

      Blood patterns can tell you so much – angle of shot, velocity of victim in relation to the perpetrator, who was standing where, what shape the victim was in when he was shot. Thanks to the colour and texture of the blood you can even make a pretty informed guess at what time it all happened. Sniper shot or point-blank hit, victim backing away or on the attack, self-defence or intent.

      ‘You just have to work through the clues,’ I said. ‘The answers are all there if you know where to look.’

      And I did know where to look. In fact, I knew everything there was to know about blood. I was pretty sure of that. I’d seen it on ceilings, I’d seen it on railway tracks, I’d seen whole apartments decorated in the stuff. I’d seen men look almost hollow they’d lost so much. I’d seen hearts on pavements, brains on windows. I’d seen blood on walls, on doors, on people, on pets. There wasn’t anything I hadn’t seen.

      Or so I thought.

      There was just one scenario I didn’t share with the class. One crime scene I omitted. The one where the blood didn’t splatter. The one where it stayed inside the victim’s body and attacked without mercy or motive.

      In less than twenty-four hours, I would learn more than I ever wished to know about that particular scenario.

      
         

        I’m pretty sure I just saw a flicker of light. A definite spark. Something in front of me is coming into focus. Are my eyes just acclimatising to the dark or is it actually getting lighter?

        I can hear something, too. Voices, people.

        I can almost make out a shape in front of me. Is it my wife? Is that why she’s not lying next to me?

        I see her. It’s definitely Lili. But who is she with? And why are they in our bedroom?

        Too late. It’s dark again and I…

        Want…

        To…

        Sleep…

      

      I was unusually ratty that Tuesday. I remember being short with the class and annoyed with myself even as I was doing it. You introduce practical aspects, especially messy ones, into a group of teenagers and you’re going to get a certain amount of fallout. Noise levels, excitement, behaviour – they all take a turn for the worse. Usually I was on top of that, steering the exuberance into a direction I could manage. That Tuesday I tried to clamp down on anyone who spoke out of turn. And for some reason it really got to me when they started packing their books away before the midday bell. I felt myself beginning to boil.

      Why would I do that? It wasn’t me. I didn’t like it. It wasn’t how I taught.

      It wasn’t normal.

      Brrrriiiiiing. 

      Saved by the bell. Literally. The kids went off to eat in their blue and red halves of the canteen – although how they had an appetite after what I’d just shown them defeated me – and I got ready to leave, everything forgotten. I had only the one class on a Tuesday. The afternoon was my own. A few errands, then home. What could be better? As I rode my bike out onto Jefferson Street, the Californian sun beating down on my back, I didn’t have a care in the world.

      A few years earlier I might have grumbled my way around the local stores as I did the shopping. But with Lili working longer hours than me, and with teaching so much less stressful than police work, it was the natural thing to do in my free time. And in any case, every errand I ran gave me another chance to fire up the Harley.

      Tempting as it was to take off for the highways and mountains to enjoy some speed and make Evel proud, I got just as much satisfaction heading home. East Avenue runs north to south through Napa. It’s the main street through the Alta Heights area and it can be busy. But as I sat indicating to turn into our driveway, I didn’t care about the traffic or the fact that our neighbours’ houses were too close for my liking. All I could see was the beautiful old oak tree, at least the same age as our seventy-year-old house, and behind it the lavender and rose bushes in full bloom. I smiled.

      Nature is a wonderful thing. 

      As much as I loved being on the bike, I was already picturing myself tending the vegetable garden around the back for the next couple of hours.

      I’d never realised how much I enjoyed my own company until Lili pointed it out to me soon after we met. She said she’d never known anyone as comfortable in their own body as me. Even at work it was just me in a patrol car or me in a classroom.

      ‘You really don’t need anyone at all, do you?’ Lili teased.

      ‘I need you.’

      ‘Ha, we’ll see.’

      I thought of that from time to time, usually after realising I’d just spent two or three hours without seeing another human being and it hadn’t bothered me one bit. I think it’s good for your soul to be by yourself for a while, to have your own thoughts. Still, even a solitary man needs a companion.

      When Lili came home, she showered and joined me for the dinner I’d already prepared.

      ‘What would I do without you?’ she said, kissing me as she took her place at the table.

      The previous owner had remodelled the house from a series of small rooms to create a more open feel. From my seat I could see the kitchen and the lounge area. It made a small area feel spacious and welcoming.

      Afterwards Lili turned on the TV and I grabbed a book – another solitary pastime I couldn’t live without – and another perfect evening passed. By eight o’clock Lili was ready to hit the sack. Getting up at four to go to the gym before work took its toll. I lasted another couple of hours – about a dozen chapters – before turning in.

      A few niggles with my students aside, it had been a typical Tuesday. Not much happening, but all I needed to be perfectly content. That was my life at sixty.

      
         

        There’s a light at the end of the tunnel. The flickering is back. I can see it in the distance, on and off, guiding me. I want to see more.

        I wish I knew what was going on. Is my wife still here? Is she protecting me? Am I safe?

        Or is that light at the end of the tunnel on the front of a train which is about to flatten me?

      

      Sometimes I hear Lili’s alarm go, sometimes I don’t. At 4 a.m. on Wednesday, 20 May 2009, I was dead to the world.

      The first thing I noticed as I stirred was the smell of coffee wafting across the open-plan living area. I smiled.

      Lili must be back from the gym. 

      The clatter of bowls and cutlery from the kitchen confirmed it. Prising my eyes open, I checked the clock. It was 6.45. Time I was making a move as well.

      While showering is one of the great modern pleasures, shaving is always a chore. Every day for forty-five years and it’s never got any more enjoyable. But this time, as I stared through the steam into the bathroom mirror, it was even worse than usual. Something wasn’t right.

      I wasn’t right.

      I searched my mind for what the problem might be. I must have had the shower too hot again. That was nothing new. The scorching water often triggered a short bout of light-headedness.

      But as I doused my baby-smooth face with cold water I realised there was nothing familiar about the sensation I was feeling today. I wasn’t light-headed. I wasn’t nauseous. I felt no pain. But something was wrong. I just couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      I continued my morning routine as best I could. Lili knocked on the door and asked if I wanted coffee.

      ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ I replied, even though I was anything but.

      ‘Are you all right, honey?’ she asked, looking me up and down as I joined her in the kitchen.

      ‘I’m feeling…’ I paused, searching for the right word. ‘I’m feeling weird.’

      ‘Why don’t you sit down?’

      Sit down? Yes, why don’t I do that? 

      I slumped onto the couch in our front room. Had I picked up a bug? Working in a school, you are subjected to lots of viruses. I let my thoughts and hands drift to my thighs, my stomach, my chest, like a full-body scan. I wasn’t sick. I didn’t have a stomach upset. It wasn’t a migraine. So what was it?

      ‘Rich?’

      I looked up and realised Lili had been standing in front of me for a while.

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘I said, do you want me to stay home with you today?’

      I swatted the idea away. ‘No, no, it’ll pass. Whatever this is, it won’t keep me down for long.’

      ‘Okay, well, if you’re sure.’

      When she leaned down to kiss me goodbye, I still felt in control. I could see the picture window opposite and hear the traffic filtering past the house as people made their way to school and work.

      Then Lili closed the front door behind her and my whole world fell in.

      I don’t know what caused the change, but the second that door shut, I could no longer make out the photographs of Hawaii on the wall or lift my legs onto the small footstool next to the sofa. Every thought I had was about what was wrong with me, every part of my body focused on how I might get better. I didn’t hear Lili’s car pull out of the driveway. I didn’t hear the coffee percolator, even though I knew it must still be bubbling. I couldn’t even make out my own feet in front of me.

      This is more than feeling weird. 

      I was still none the wiser, but I had a very bad feeling about what was happening. Some silent assassin was in the room with me. The blows could come from anywhere. I was on guard, alert, but frozen at the same time.

      My police medical training was first-aid-based. Whatever was happening to me was well beyond that sphere of learning. Maybe Lili was still in the driveway?

      I managed to get to my feet and felt the earth spin. A head-rush can happen to anyone who stands too suddenly, but this was much worse. I flicked my hand out to the wall. Instinctively, I knew I couldn’t balance. My legs felt like they would give way any second.

      This is serious. I need a doctor. 

      No, I needed a nurse. One in particular.

      I need Lili. 

      I could see the telephone on the desk in the dining area, about fifteen feet away from where I was standing. On a normal day I could be there in under five seconds. If I vaulted the table I could reach it in two.

      Vault the table? What the hell was my brain thinking? My body was in no condition to vault anywhere. I was struggling just to stay upright. If I stopped leaning against the wall, I would surely hit the floor.

      But I had to reach that phone.

      I focused on my right leg and told it to move. I felt it swing forward about six inches, but it was lumpen, heavy. Like it didn’t belong to me at all. When I tried to move my left leg, it wouldn’t budge. My weight was spread across my right leg and my hand on the wall. I knew then the only way I was going to be able to move was if I let go of the wall.

      But that’s the only thing keeping me up. 

      Now I was scared. But what terrified me even more was Lili coming home that night and finding me unconscious on the floor. Whatever was happening to me, I was pretty sure that was how it would end – if I didn’t get to that phone.

      ‘Come on, Rich,’ I shouted at myself. ‘You can do this!’

      Three, two, one…

      I pushed my hand against the wall and used the momentum to swing my left leg forward… then my right, then my left, then my right. I was moving. It wasn’t pretty, but I was moving.

      Too fast.

      I’d gone only a few steps but the top of my body was beginning to overtake the bottom. This could end only one way unless I took control. I started to windmill my arms for balance like a little kid running down a hill, but it wasn’t enough. I managed to force another long stride out of my legs, but then collapsed against the back of a chair. I gripped it so hard that both hands hurt, but at least it propped me up. That was my main priority now.

      I have to stay on my feet. 

      I knew if I hit the floor it would be game over.

      I’d covered six feet but it felt like six miles. And I still had nine feet to go. But at least I now had the furniture to help.

      Pushing myself off the chair, I let my momentum propel me towards the table. Hands gripping the edge for dear life, I inched around one whole side. It seemed to take for ever, but I managed it. The phone was almost in reach, teasing me from the desk, daring me to pick it up.

      I took a deep breath. The desk was only four feet away but there was nothing between me and it. No chairs, no walls, no tables. I was going to have to do this on my own.

      For a split second, it felt like my balance had returned. I moved one leg and it went exactly where I’d told it to go. Was my problem disappearing? I didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      It was now or never! 

      In my mind, I covered the final few feet like Usain Bolt. In reality, I must have looked like Frankenstein’s monster on ice. But I made it. I retained control over my legs just long enough to reach the desk and collapse into the chair.

      It was a huge relief to learn that whatever was wrong with me did not seem to be affecting my fine motor skills. I flicked through the phone’s directory and quickly found Lili’s work number. I pressed the dial button and waited impatiently for someone to pick up.

      A familiar voice on the hospice switchboard answered.

      ‘It’s Rich,’ I said. ‘Has Lili arrived yet?’

      ‘I’m sorry? Who is this?’

      I repeated myself. But the woman on the other end of the line didn’t seem to understand a word I was saying.

      What’s wrong with you? Don’t you speak English? What’s not to understand? 

      I was losing patience and knew I was running out of time. The phone grew heavy in my hand.

      ‘Look, please just tell Lili to call me. It’s simple. Please just tell her, okay?’ I hung up, desperate.

      Less than a minute later the phone rang.

      ‘Rich?’

      It was Lili.

      ‘Rich, are you all right?’

      ‘Come home,’ I said. ‘Please come home.’

      ‘Rich?’

      Not you as well. What’s wrong with this damn phone? 

      Before I could try again she said, ‘Stay where you are. I’m coming home.’

      I couldn’t help smiling, even as I heard the call disconnect. My Lili was coming home. At that moment, getting hold of my wife, seeing her face, feeling her arms around me seemed the most important thing in the world. It had never even crossed my mind to call 911.

      Looking back, I still don’t understand why I didn’t try to make that second call. I had seen enough tragedy in my professional life to recognise a life-threatening incident. I clearly wasn’t thinking straight. Not only could I have called an ambulance myself, I could have stayed right where I was. The desk chair was comfortable and it was keeping me upright. I was conscious. I should have just sat tight and waited.

      But I didn’t do that.

      The dining room was at the front of the house. The front door was only ten feet away. I’d already covered more than that to reach the phone. I could get there, couldn’t I?

      I still don’t know why I bothered. Of course, Lili had her own key. And even if she forgot it, the mood she was in, she would have kicked down the door without a second thought. But at the time it seemed important for me to reach that door.

      It was easier to get up this time. My balance was still okay. The lead weights at the ends of my legs were more manageable. I started to think that maybe the dizziness was just a passing phase. But just as I pulled open the door, everything disappeared again. My balance, my coordination, my strength. It was like they were all instantly switched off.

      At least I still had my hearing. The sound of distant sirens filled the air. After years in the force, I could identify exactly which emergency vehicles were approaching. I could picture the red and blue lights flashing, bright even in daytime. I knew they were heading my way.

      Seconds later there was a squeal of rubber as the first emergency vehicle pulled to a halt just beyond the oak at the top of our drive. It wasn’t an ambulance but a fire truck. Ambulances in America are usually manned by EMTs – emergency medical technicians – whereas firefighters are highly trained paramedics so they are often also alerted when lives are in danger, fire or no fire. In a nutshell, in most states, firefighters are authorised to ‘break the skin’ when giving treatment, whether with a needle or an intravenous lifeline, while EMTs are not.

      At that moment, I really didn’t care which of the emergency services had arrived first. It was the third vehicle screeching to a stop further down the road that held my attention. I didn’t even look in the paramedics’ direction as they leapt out of their cab, medical bags in hand. Nor was I interested in the gurney being dragged out of the back of the ambulance by the EMTs. I only had eyes for the woman sprinting down the driveway.

      I’d asked Lili to come home and she had. I knew she would reach me before any of the first responders, even though she’d been the last to arrive.

      ‘Rich!’ she called out. ‘Are you okay? What’s going on?’

      I hated seeing her so anxious but I couldn’t hide what was happening any longer. Not from her, and not from myself.

      ‘Lili,’ I slurred. ‘I think I’m having a stroke.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO
          

          
            
              
              Has He Been Drinking?
            

          

        

      

      
         

        The first thing I see is a TV.

        It’s not my TV. This isn’t my room, not even my house.

        Where am I?

        It’s a hospital room.

        I remember now. I remember everything.

      

      The time bomb was ticking from the moment I was born.

      The thing that would one day cause experienced doctors to pronounce me ‘clinically dead’ had been with me from the very beginning. My own doctor was unaware of it. And so, of course, were my parents, my teachers and me. I managed to live a full and happy life, with four wives and three wonderful, beautiful daughters, before I had the first sign. But when it came, it came quickly and brutally.

      I never should have stood a chance.

      
         

        I know that voice.

        Lili.

        Thank God. Even though I can’t see her, if she’s talking to me, I must be all right.

        Wait. She’s not talking to me. My vision’s coming back. Someone else is in the room, just outside my peripheral vision. Lili’s talking to her.

        About me.

        ‘I should have stayed at home. I knew he wasn’t right.’

        ‘It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known.’

        The other voice is familiar. I can’t put a name to it, though. Or a face. My head is so fuzzy. I guess it must be a doctor. Or a nurse.

        ‘How did you find out?’

        ‘He called me at work. It’s only a five-minute drive but I was still in the car park when he rang.’

        ‘Why didn’t he call 911 himself?’

        ‘He used to be 911. Maybe he’s never called them before.’

        No, that wasn’t the reason. I wanted to hear Lili’s voice. She’d know what to do. I was sure of that. Everything would be all right if I just heard her voice.

        I just wanted her to come home.

      

      ‘We need to get him sitting down.’

      Strong hands gripped under my arms and I was carried upright back into the house, my feet touching the floor but contributing little to my movement. Lili scampered ahead to give directions, then stood aside.

      ‘Hey, guys, I recognise him,’ one of the EMTs said. ‘This is Richard Marsh, retired Police Department.’

      He instinctively looked to Lili for confirmation. She nodded. I recognised the EMT from a grisly case a few years back, but the firefighters and the other EMT all looked familiar, too. So many police call-outs end up with the Fire Brigade or Ambulance Service called in, it was inevitable that we would have come across each other at some time.

      ‘Okay, Rich,’ one of the paramedics said. ‘You were going to get great care anyway. But now you’re going to get the best. We look after our own here in Napa.’

      Amen to that. 

      I tried to say it out loud but nothing happened. My mouth didn’t open and my tongue didn’t move. The paramedic kneeling in front of me saw the panic in my eyes.

      ‘You’re going to be okay, Rich. I just need to check a few things.’

      I watched as he grabbed a black band and hand pump from his medical kit. I’d used a blood-pressure cuff dozens of times myself, so I didn’t resist when he wrapped it tightly around my left arm. The familiar sound of the Velcro fastener followed, then the urgent constriction on my biceps as the guy inflated the cuff. All the while he questioned Lili, asking her how long I’d been like this.

      ‘He started complaining of dizziness at about eight,’ she said.

      ‘Was he able to talk?’

      ‘He was able to do everything when I left the house.’

      ‘When was that?’

      ‘Thirty minutes ago.’

      Thirty minutes? Is it possible to get from feeling a bit light-headed to unable to control my own jaw in that time? 

      Obviously it was.

      Lili and the paramedics continued talking while they took my pulse and ran a couple of other tests. I realised that I’d never heard my wife talking like this before. She sounded like me when I used to be the first responder at murder scenes and was the only sane voice in the room until back-up arrived. You can worry about the details and your own feelings when you finish your shift. But in that moment you have to be 100 per cent professional. You see only your work and what has to be done. You turn off all emotion, all normal human reactions, and just ask the questions that need to be asked, do the things that need to be done. I’d managed the switch from human to professional for twenty-five years.

      And now, I realised with pride, Lili could do it too.

      
         

        Lili isn’t in professional mode now. She’s questioning her own behaviour. Was there anything she could have done, any clues she should have spotted? After all, she’s a nurse. She has two decades’ medical experience. The other voice assures her she did nothing wrong.

        ‘But what if I’d been at work when Rich first called?’ Lili persists. ‘That time could have made a difference.’

        ‘How long was it before you called him back?’

        ‘Two minutes. Maybe three.’

        ‘Then how could that have made a difference?’

        Lili falls silent. Then she says, ‘I knew there was something wrong as soon as I got the message from the receptionist.’

        ‘What did she say?’

        ‘She asked me, “Has he been drinking?” I think she was joking. But she couldn’t understand a word Rich had said. He’d lost control of his voice even then.’

        So that explains why she couldn’t understand me! It wasn’t her language problem; it was my speech problem.

        ‘What about when you called him?’

        ‘He was exactly the same. But I never thought it was a stroke. I just knew I had to dial 911 and get back home as quickly as I could.’

      

      My control over my body was coming and going. Obviously, when I’d rung Lili’s office I’d sounded like a man on the wrong end of a weekend pub-crawl. Yet, when she’d arrived back home, I’d managed to spit out, ‘I think I’m having a stroke!’ as clear as day. And I’d propped myself up in the doorway for the three or four minutes it took for the cavalry to arrive before losing all the strength in my legs the moment they did.

      I could still feel, though. The tightness of the cuff on my arm was really biting now. The pressure of the second paramedic’s finger on my neck as he took my pulse hurt, too. The weight of my own hand resting on my thigh was no different from how it would have been the day before. But feeling and control are two different things. The hand that weighed heavily on my leg felt like it belonged to a stranger. I could see the paramedic’s hands on it, I could feel his fingers, but I couldn’t move it. Not one inch. Not for one second.

      That was when I realised what I was feeling above everything else.

      Fear.

      I was terrified. No one had contradicted my diagnosis. I really was having a stroke. I’d personally known only one stroke victim – my grandma on my mother’s side. It hadn’t killed her, but she was disabled for the rest of her life.

      Is that what’s going to happen to me? 

      Despite the assurance that I was about to receive the best treatment, I could see the stress on the faces of the four men who were committed to helping me. I’d been in enough similar situations to recognise when first responders were trying to put on a brave face.

      Hell, I’ve done it enough times myself. 

      No paramedic will tell a hit-and-run victim that he’s going to die, even if the guy’s organs are scattered across the road. No firefighter is going to tell a woman she’s disfigured, no matter how bad it looks at the scene. So I knew the answer, even though I couldn’t force the question out of my mouth.

      ‘You’re going to be fine, Rich. Everything’s fine.’

      That scared me even more.
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