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A young man’s belief that
every day can be a good day


HENRY FRASER
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Dedication


For my Mum and Dad and brothers, Tom, Will and Dom, who have always been there for me. You have given me so much of your lives so I can live mine. Without you I do not know where I would be right now.
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For my friends who have been there for me from the start. You have never seen my disability as a barrier but as a way of creating new memories.







LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS


The night before my accident.


About sixty days after my accident. Still with a feeding tube and a ventilator.


MRI scan of my neck. The short black diagonal line that splits the white and grey lines is where I damaged my spinal cord.


Physio time in the hospital.


The breathing game.


The first day I was allowed to visit home. I still had a chest strap to help me sit up, as well as a high backrest and armrests.


Chilling with mates in hospital.


Exercising with my physio at home, just using my shoulders and tiny, tiny back muscles to pull the weights. I’m always happy when I get to push myself.


Me and my brothers.


A friend’s fancy dress party. I thought it made perfect sense to go as the Monopoly car.


Drawing using my iPad. This is how my first works were created.


Painting ‘The Beached Boat’.


Painting ‘The King of the Jungle’.


At my first public exhibition in 2016.


With my family after receiving the Blythe Spirit Award at the 2016 Rugby Players Association (RPA) Players’ Awards.


Steve McQueen.


Eagle on Black.


The King of the Jungle.


The Beached Boat.




FOREWORD


HENRY FRASER IS one of the most remarkable people I’ve ever met.


Prior to the accident that transformed his life, Henry was intelligent, gifted and handsome, which most of us would agree is quite enough to be going on with. Circumstances had not yet arranged themselves to reveal what an exceptional person Henry truly was. Then he went on holiday with his friends, dived into the ocean and everything changed in a second.


I first came across Henry’s story by chance. I’d only visited the Saracens rugby club website to check the details of a fixture mentioned in a whodunit I was writing. Henry’s story caught my eye and, in the grand tradition of all novelists doing research, I promptly abandoned what I was supposed to be doing to read something far more interesting.


A few weeks later, my friend and agent, Neil Blair, began telling me the story of a young man whom he had just taken on as a client. The story sounded very familiar. ‘Neil, this isn’t Henry Fraser, is it?’


And so, with a shared agent as my excuse, I got in touch with Henry. We chatted online for a while and finally met at his first art exhibition, which documented his mouth-painting journey from first drawings to beautiful, fully realised paintings. He made a speech that night that will, I’m sure, have stayed with everyone who heard it. His honesty, his modesty, the unflinching way he described both his accident and the way he had adapted to and was making the most of a life he had not expected, were astonishing.


I follow Henry on Twitter and regularly chat with him by Direct Message. Most people respond to him the way I did: admiration tinged with awe. Occasionally, though, I watch him dealing with another kind of attention. One woman told him he was being punished for stupidity in diving into the ocean from the beach. A man jeered at him for conning everyone; how could he use Twitter if he were really paralysed?


You can almost smell the fear in these unsolicited comments. Accepting the reality of Henry’s story means thinking about challenges and privations that some find too terrifying to contemplate. Apportioning blame is a way of trying to deflect the simple truth that anybody’s existence may undergo a sudden, irreversible, unavoidable change.


We humans are more fragile than we like to think. Fate forced Henry Fraser down a terrifying path for which no preparation was possible. He had to find his own way back to a life worth living and in doing so he revealed himself to be a person of extraordinary perseverance, strength and wisdom. He pushes himself both physically and mentally, exceeding expectations in every direction, raising money for causes he cares about, his art becoming more accomplished with every drawing and painting he produces.


Above all, Henry is living proof that acceptance and aspiration are not mutually exclusive. How many of us can truly say that we accept the present facts of our life, while living it to its fullest extent? It is understandable to rage against present limitations, but sometimes we make them our excuse not to act, not to do all that we can: for ourselves, for others, for the world.


Henry remains intelligent, gifted and handsome, but he is now something more, something rarer: someone truly inspirational. He is remarkable, not for what happened to him, but for what he makes happen. This book is merely his latest achievement, and nobody who knows him doubts that there is much more to come. I’m truly proud to count him one of my friends.


J. K. ROWLING




1


[image: Chapter 1]


LIFE WAS GOOD. The first year of sixth form at my new school had been brilliant – the rugby, the social life, the endless sense of adventure and possibility that came with being in London – and when my new mates asked me to go on holiday after our summer exams, I didn’t hesitate in accepting. We were a close group hanging around together in and out of school, on and off the rugby pitch, and a week in the sun in a villa in Praia da Luz seemed like a great way of ending the school year.


I nearly hadn’t made it. At the boarding gate – having got through baggage and security – the attendant checking the boarding passes told me I couldn’t get on the plane as my passport had expired. My bag was unloaded and I had to turn around, walk the walk of shame, go right back past the boarding gates and take a return train to Hertfordshire, thinking there was no way I was now going to make it to Portugal. Fortunately, my parents were understanding. We’d not travelled abroad much as a family and so it hadn’t occurred to any of us to check my passport before I left. When I arrived back home, fed up and disappointed, I told my mum that I might as well not go as it was going to be such a hassle to get me out there in time. But they could see how much this holiday meant to me and they did what kind parents do. My dad took the day off work so he and I could go to Liverpool, the nearest place – over 200 miles from my house – where we could get a fast-tracked new passport, while my mum arranged for a new ticket to Portugal, and without much fuss at all I joined my friends in time for dinner the next night.


And I was made up to be there. Naturally shy and often happier in my own company, I had adapted well to my new school. Following in my brother Will’s footsteps, I had been accepted, after my GCSEs, as a weekly boarder at Dulwich College on a sports scholarship and had played for a year in the First XV as a flanker-cum-centre. Most of my friends came from the squad and it meant a great deal to me to have been accepted as part of the team, both on and off the field.


Arriving in Portugal a day late didn’t really make much difference – though I was stuck with a mattress that might as well have been packed with concrete – and I soon slotted in and picked up on the rhythm of the holiday: sleeping in till late, having breakfast, going down to the beach to chuck a rugby ball about, sunbathing, swimming and chilling, and then going back to the villa to cook together. My friends Marcus and Hugo had been coming to this particular spot on the Algarve for years and had got friendly with locals and regulars around the same age. In the evenings we would meet up with some of their friends for a night out in Lagos, rolling home in the early hours, once or twice in time for sunrise. This was my first adult-free holiday abroad and I was determined to live every second, day and night.


On the fifth day, like all the other days before, we were down at the beach playing a bit of football-rugby. It was mid-afternoon and the beach was alive with families; children playing, running in and out of the sea. The sun was fierce and hot and when it became too much, Rory and Marcus ran into the sea to cool down. I’d already been swimming earlier and knew how refreshing that water was. Seeing them go, I suddenly craved that moment when, head under, my body would recover from the heat. I chased after them, dodging the children making sandcastles on the flat, wet part of the beach.


I ran into the sea until it was waist-high and then, as I had already done hundreds of times that week, dived in. But, this time, as I came down, I crashed my head on the seabed. Opening my eyes, I found myself floating below the surface of the water, face down, my arms hanging lifeless in front of me, unable to move anything from below my neck. The silence of the sea piercing my ears was the most terrifying sound I have ever heard. I couldn’t move and I couldn’t breathe and even though it was only a matter of seconds, it felt like forever. I was scared and helpless. Swearing over and over, desperate for a way to stay alive and catch a breathe. I thought that was it for me.


I heard Marcus asking me if I was OK. I heard Hugo shout: ‘Frase, stop messing about. Catch this,’ as a ball hit the water. I needed to tell them I wasn’t messing about and just managed to turn my head slightly to one side – a minute movement that both saved my life and irreparably changed it – and get my mouth half out of the water to say, ‘Help me.’ I heard Hugo shout to Marcus and together they dragged me through the sea onto the beach and laid me down on my back. By this time all my mates were standing above me, their expressions unable to hide their panic. ‘Sorry, guys,’ I managed, ‘I think I may have ruined the holiday.’ Before they could say anything, I felt someone take hold of my head, telling me not to move a thing. Two English guys – ex-rugby coaches as it happens – had seen me being dragged out of the water and had come over to help. They lifted and slid me very carefully onto a bodyboard, and covered me with towels to stop me shaking from cold. Stuart, who introduced himself while holding my head, told me, calmly and firmly, not to panic, that it was probably just a compressed neck and that an ambulance was on its way. He asked me if I could move my right hand and I found that I could. Later, I was told this was my body in spasm, the movement totally involuntary.


The strange thing was that at first I really wasn’t panicking and it was as if everything was happening in slow motion. I could still hear the sea, could still hear kids splashing and laughing, could still feel the sun on my face. But as the minutes ticked by and I still couldn’t feel a thing, couldn’t move a muscle, I was overcome with terror. I had a parallel vision of myself getting up and carrying on as before while at the same time being rigid with the realisation that something very, very bad was happening.


Then things moved quickly. The paramedics arrived, put my neck in a brace, lifted me onto a stretcher and took me to another part of the beach where a helicopter was waiting to airlift me to hospital. My friends ran alongside me and I asked if Marcus could come with me, but he was held back by the paramedics. By this time I was panicking out loud, not yet numb from the trauma, and if it hadn’t been for the paramedic who held my hand and talked to me all the time – her broken English soft and kind – the journey would have been a whole lot worse. She told me that I was doing great, breathing for myself, and that I was going to the best hospital in Lisbon where I would be seen by the best doctors and that, whatever was happening, it would all be OK. As I was learning, the kindness of strangers is a wonderful thing.


Just as you see on TV hospital dramas, my trolley was crashed through the A&E doors where the medical staff were waiting for me. My paramedic said goodbye and wished me luck and, as she left, I felt an overwhelming sense that nobody knew where I was. I wanted my parents more than anything. There was a lot of talk going on above and around me that I wasn’t able to understand and I asked if I could use the phone to call my parents. But there was no time. They needed to get me straight into X-ray. This took a matter of moments and I think I might have zoned out a bit because the next thing I felt was cream being smeared on the sides of my face and then what felt like – and, it turned out, actually were – screws being inserted on either side of my head. I was hooked into a big metal brace, a sort of halo over my head, and clamped onto a pulley system that had weights attached to it. In stretching my neck, the doctors hoped that my fourth vertebra – which was now completely out of alignment – would slide back into place. Time would tell.


I longed for my parents. I didn’t know if anyone in the world knew where I was. That morning I had been frying eggs for breakfast, the only mild worry in my mind how I’d done in my AS Levels, and now here I was, immobile, covered in sand, in a totally strange bed with twenty kilos hanging off my neck. As I watched the clock count down the seconds, I drifted out of one nightmare into another and then another as the nurse assigned to me held my hand.
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THOUGH I DIDN’T KNOW IT, during that first fitful night my parents were on their way to me. Assuming I’d been taken off the beach to the local hospital in Portimão, as one of the medics had told them, my friends had spent the rest of the day frantically searching for me and it was only much later when, by chance, they bumped into one of the paramedics who had been on the beach, that she put two and two together and told them that I was three hundred kilometres away in Lisbon. There are four hospitals in Lisbon, so with the help of Marcus and Hugo’s Portuguese-speaking friends, they finally managed to track me down at São José. They had then called Marcus’s dad, who is a doctor, and he had broken the news to my parents.


Arriving at the hospital my parents asked to see me straight away, but were told I wasn’t ‘ready’ and were instead taken to see the surgeon who, without hesitation, told them that I had severed my spinal cord and that I would never again be able to walk or use my arms; that I was going to be a tetraplegic for the rest of my life. To this day, I cannot imagine the shock my parents experienced. They had last seen me happily dashing out of the front door, waving my new passport, excited to be leaving. I am the third of four brothers and our lives were dominated by sport and activity. Someone was always on the move, going off to or coming back from a run or a swim or rugby practice, the four of us, as well as my mum and dad, full of energy and motion. Activity was our thing.


My mum told me later – much later – that while my dad’s reaction had been one of such alarm he’d been unable even to speak, she’d started screaming. And that after she had screamed for a few seconds, the surgeon had the presence of mind – and years of grim experience – to tell both my parents that this was the time when I would need them more than ever. That from the minute I saw them, they would need to summon every bit of strength they had ever had and be as resilient and positive as possible. Not falsely cheerful or over-bright, but calm and even and, most importantly, strong for me. He looked straight at her and said: ‘Mrs Fraser, your son needs you more than ever. You have no choice. You have to be strong for him from this moment on.’


For my mum, these words echoed down the years as she remembered being in A&E with her mother and her then thirteen-year-old-sister, who had collapsed from the pain of an abscess on her brain. The nurse had taken her mother by the shoulders and told her: ‘Mrs Wallace, control yourself. You have to be strong.’ My grandmother had heeded those words and in that moment of recollection, my mother knew she had only one choice. She asked to be taken to see me immediately.


My parents didn’t need to be told that they had to be there for me – their love has always been unconditional and constant – but they did need to hear that their strength and positive reaction to me and my situation, from the very first second they saw me, would be one of the key influences in helping me adapt and accept what had happened to me, to shape and frame the coming days, months and years.


That didn’t stop the tears as they stood by my bed. ‘I’m really sorry, Mum and Dad,’ I said, trying to be strong for them. ‘I have done the most stupid thing.’


Not missing a beat, my mum said, ‘No you haven’t, Henry. Whatever this is, we’ll get through it together.’ With these words, I knew that I wasn’t alone and that whatever was going to happen in the following days, I would have my parents by my side. It is difficult to explain how much it meant to hear them say this; the realisation that I wasn’t going into the unknown by myself. The giving of support in a time of crisis is surely, above all else, the thing that makes you feel you can face the next minute, and the next, and the moment of hearing them give voice to what had always been there, but which I would now need more than ever, was one of the most important of my life.
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