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To my beautiful wife Seema: without your belief in us I would have never found my way when the lights suddenly went out.


To Kika, Abhishek and Anoushka:


I’m a better person because of you.









Prologue


Rush hour on the London Underground is not for the fainthearted. As thousands of people descend on the busiest stations at the end of the working day, it’s easy to feel intimidated by the crush of humanity intent on getting home, just as I was one winter afternoon in 2014. But making it even more overwhelming for me was the fact that, just a year earlier, I had lost my sight.


It had been a long day. In the morning, I’d set out towards central London with a tentative spring in my step to attend a Living with Sight Loss course at the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB). I’d recently learned to use a white cane and I knew the journey well. After a slight mishap on my first trip, I’d memorized the route with precision. I knew exactly where I needed to be on the Tube to make sure I got out at the right end of the platform at King’s Cross and found the steps that would take me to the exit closest to the RNIB offices.


Though it was a journey I’d done several times by this point, I still found getting from A to B with my white cane tiring. Arriving in the room where the course took place, I would collapse into a chair and gratefully accept the offer of a coffee. I always needed it. All the people I’d met on the course so far felt the same way when they arrived. There was great camaraderie in our shared stories of the trials of travelling across the city while blind.


Because the journey to the RNIB took so much out of me, I was careful to minimize the potential for problems on the way home. That meant I usually left the office when the Tube was least likely to be busy. I’d worked out that I needed to be on my way before three o’clock, which marked kick-out time for the kids at the local secondary schools.


But on that particular day, I did not leave the office before three. I enjoyed being at the RNIB, talking to people who knew what it was like to navigate a world without sight. It was a real relief to be able to chat about the ups and downs of my life, knowing that my new friends understood every single thing I was saying. I don’t remember what we were talking about on that occasion, but it was interesting enough to make me decide that it wouldn’t hurt to hang on for a little longer than usual. I was reluctant to bring the conversation to a close.


Eventually, the group began to break up and we went our separate ways. I said a cheerful goodbye to my friends and the course leader and headed for King’s Cross. I retraced the steps I’d made that morning, crossed the big main road, found the right entrance to the station and took the escalator down to the Tube. I wondered as I did so whether I would ever really get used to travelling on the Underground again. Working as an A&E doctor near King’s Cross before I lost my sight, my daily journey to and from work had held very few surprises, but without sight the Underground was a different world.


That winter day I had misjudged my departure time badly, getting to the station at the moment when the school run met the beginning of rush hour proper. The tunnels down to the platform echoed with the voices of excited teenagers, playing out their little dramas at full volume.


Ordinarily, on getting to the platform, I would have stayed close to the spot where I entered, knowing that I would be in line with a train door when the Tube came in. That day it was too busy to stand where I wanted to. People were pouring down the escalator behind me and I was jostled and shoved as they tried to squeeze onto the platform. I hated being knocked into so I decided I would move along to try to find just a little more room. Getting through the crowd was hard work. Once London commuters have found their spot, they stick to it. Absorbed in their phones and their newspapers, they probably didn’t even notice my cane. But I persevered and after a while the crowd did thin out. I felt a little easier. I breathed deeply and tried to relax. I hoped I wouldn’t have to wait too long. There had been no announcement of a delay.


An underground tunnel is an echo chamber to me. The shape of the walls and the ceramic tiles bounce noise all around. It wasn’t something I noticed when I could still see, but now the soundscape was so much more important to me, I found it difficult to ignore the cacophony. Unable to tell where noises were coming from because of all the conflicting echoes, I didn’t hear him approaching me.


The first thing I knew was that someone had grabbed me by the tops of my arms. What was going on? Were they trying to stop me from getting too close to the platform edge? Were they trying to help? No. That wasn’t it. They weren’t pulling me back – they were turning me around. I guessed from the height and the strength that the person holding me was male. Young. Strong. He turned me easily, though when he spoke I realized he could only be a teenager.


He spun me round and round and then he said, with a confident sneer in his voice, ‘Let’s see if you can find your way now.’


Then he let go of my arms and just carried on down the platform. In his wake went more teens, both male and female, laughing at his daring, congratulating him on his great joke. But it was no joke to me.


Moments earlier, I’d been waiting calmly for my train. Being on such a busy platform wasn’t ideal but at least I’d known roughly where I was. I’d estimated that I was a good distance from the edge, with my back to the tunnel wall, facing the train tracks. The safest position. Now I had no idea where I was at all.


I felt right then as though I was absolutely alone on that platform. I could hear only the sound of my blood in my head as a sense of panic began to engulf me. I could not move. I didn’t dare. It was too dangerous. If I stepped in the wrong direction, towards the tracks, I could be stepping straight into oblivion.


Had no one else seen what had happened? Nobody was coming to my aid. I would have asked for help but my voice had frozen in my throat and I could only croak. I felt the prickle of shame and embarrassment behind my eyes and beneath my armpits as I grew hotter and hotter and came close to tears.


In the middle of rush hour at one of London’s busiest stations, surrounded by my fellow commuters, I felt like I was on my own in hell. I’d been pranked by a bunch of kids but their joke, which would be forgotten by the time they were home, had left me fearing for my life, literally not knowing where to turn as the next train thundered down the track.
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The Wild Child


I grew up in the eighties in the town of Guildford in the south-east of England, with my parents and my little brother Mital. I had a very happy childhood. Our family was tight knit and endlessly supportive. Mum and Dad were always there for us. Their marriage was the rock-solid base from which Mital and I could venture out into the world with confidence.


Having moved to Guildford from Croydon, Mum and Dad bought a corner shop, which soon became a staple for their new neighbours. It allowed us to meet all the residents as they popped in for their daily supplies. Even today, when I walk down the streets of Guildford I always run into someone who remembers me as a child and they always ask after my parents and my brother. Family and community were the pillars of our life.


My parents’ love gave me the belief I could do anything. That ‘anything’ changed from week to week. One day I wanted to be an Olympic skier, the next a world-class cricketer, the next a Formula One star. I had a lot of energy and sport was my passion. Any kind would do. Mum and Dad’s loft is still packed with the evidence of my short-lived enthusiasms for everything from skating to football. I was fortunate that my secondary school, the Bishop Reindorp School, was perfectly set up for someone as sport-crazy as me. Though it wasn’t fee-paying or private, it had amazing sports facilities, including proper football pitches and a dry ski slope. There weren’t many schools in England where you could learn skiing in PE.


Outside school, I loved to go rollerblading with my mates in the Tesco car park, dreaming of one day being a speed-skating champion. When the Spectrum ice rink opened up in Guildford, I took the skills I’d learned rollerblading and transferred them to ice hockey, imagining myself as a professional hockey star. I also played table tennis for the county.


When I turned fourteen, I persuaded Dad to teach me to drive on a local disused runway. I couldn’t wait to get my licence. I was born to be a boy racer – in my head, Dad’s Nissan Primera was a Formula One car – but Dad reined me in with his usual patience, reminding me that I wouldn’t pass my test by breaking speed limits.


Around the same time, I clubbed together with two schoolmates to buy a clapped-out old motorbike from our PE teacher. When I brought it home and asked to keep it in our garage, Mum and Dad weren’t best pleased, but they indulged me, as they had through every other Amit craze. I think they thought that fixing the bike would keep me out of trouble for a bit. I didn’t tell them I’d already nearly driven the bike into a pond, with my two friends on the back, while trying it out in the local park.


Yes, as a kid, I was on the go all the time. I was easily bored. My school teachers were patient, but if there was a distraction from schoolwork to be had, I was all over it. I always wanted to try new things. I had to be told to sit down and shut up several times a day. However, while I was often distracted, I was lucky that I also found it easy to study when I really had to. Science and maths did interest me and I only had to read something once or twice for it to stick. This meant I could get through exams without too much effort and, so long as I was getting good grades, my wilder exploits went largely unnoticed.


There was, however, one area of school life where I had to have discipline. That was in the ATC – the Air Training Corps. I joined the local squadron, which was led by Warrant Officer Wachtel, because on top of everything else I’d always wanted to fly. Warrant Officer Wachtel was pretty scary and didn’t have to ask anyone to do something twice. Regardless, he also had the respect of everyone who encountered him. He was fair and taught me that discipline was about more than endlessly polishing your boots. Though there was an awful lot of polishing boots . . . Years later, I would realize just how valuable the lessons Warrant Officer Wachtel instilled in me really were.


Back in the classroom we talked about choosing a career. When it came to me, it was obvious that I would never be the kind to feel content behind a desk. When I joined the ATC I thought the Air Force might be an option. I knew I wouldn’t be able to be a fighter pilot – my ultimate dream job – because I wore glasses, but I hoped there would be another interesting role that would take me up in the air and around the world.


Whenever there was an opportunity, I went up in an aeroplane. I just loved the feeling of freedom I got from being in the air. With the ATC, I learned to pilot a simple training plane called a Chipmunk. The ATC also had a flight simulator, modelled on the cockpit of a fighter jet. It didn’t work but I spent many happy hours trying to fix it. My theory was that you had to take something apart to properly understand it. I was very good at taking things apart. I wasn’t always so successful at putting them back together.


I may not have got to fly a jet for real, but after I finished my GCSEs, my friends and I saved up to celebrate with a parachute jump. Nothing made me happier than the adrenalin high of a calculated risk. If there was an adventure to be had, I was up for it. There was no scheme too mad, too wild or too dangerous. I was determined to live my life to the full.


I had planned to travel around the world after I finished my A levels, but when I was offered a place at Cambridge University to read medicine that autumn, I knew there was no way I could turn it down. It was a big deal to get an offer from such a prestigious establishment and Mum and Dad were of course over the moon. So, at the age of eighteen, I went straight from school to university. I was excited. It wasn’t the round-the-world trip I’d been looking forward to, but I knew it would be an adventure of a different kind.


Being at Cambridge was a culture shock in many ways. I was just an ordinary kid from boringly middle-class Guildford. Cambridge is a place where the very walls seem to breathe tradition, exclusivity and privilege. The college I lived in felt like being in a stately home. The black-tie dinners with seven kinds of cutlery and the exclusive male-only clubs were too fancy for me. However, I soon found a good group of friends who made my university experience great fun as we bonded over our shared enthusiasms.


True to form, during my first term, I spent a lot of time when I should have been in the library studying playing various sports. My new friends introduced me to golf and I was soon hooked, deciding as I always did that I had to master this new skill to the highest possible level. I could never do anything by halves. That said, often we didn’t make it out onto the course because we were having too much fun in the clubhouse. I also joined the local flying club so that I could keep flying and gliding.


During the long holidays, I went back to Guildford and worked shifts in Mum and Dad’s shop with my textbooks spread out over the counter. The regular customers seemed as keen as my family that I should succeed. One year, when my parents were visiting family in India, leaving my brother and me in charge, one very kind retired lady customer even offered to watch the shop while I revised.


As the years progressed, I had very little time to do anything but study, but I was happy. I got through my three pre-med years and moved on to my ‘rotations’, where I had to spend time in a different hospital department every couple of months. It’s while on rotation that trainee doctors decide in which area of medicine they’d like to specialize. When it came to my turn, I was based at Addenbrooke’s, Cambridge University’s famous teaching hospital.


I was slightly nervous as I began this crucial part of my training and came face to face with real patients for the first time. There were many moments when I found myself wondering what on earth I was supposed to do. I worked under the watch of some seriously scary old-school matrons, but they were always quick to offer help, advice and reassurance to this newbie and to make me feel a part of the NHS family. There were also some real highs, such as when I delivered a baby for the first time.


I worked hard but I’m sure I must have been a frustration to the brilliant consultants I encountered at Addenbrooke’s because even then, as a young adult, I still wanted to do things my own way. I was young and idealistic and had hundreds of ideas as to how things could be better. In the under-resourced NHS, it felt as though nobody had enough time. The sort of pastoral care that patients needed fell by the wayside when there were treatment targets to be met. I found that hard to understand when it seemed obvious that the psychological well-being of patients was every bit as important as giving them the right drugs. Happier people got better more quickly, was the way I saw it.


My parents had raised me to do whatever I could to help people who needed it, and once I was in a hospital environment I found it difficult to switch that off. Many of the patients I met had no family to visit them and no one to talk to. As a result, I’d spend much longer with them than I was supposed to and when I finished a shift I would often go back to check on a patient I had attended earlier in the day. That doubled an already heavy workload. But the way I’d grown up had convinced me that community was paramount and I firmly believed that everybody was important enough for a piece of my time.


It wasn’t just the patients who were getting the short end of the stick thanks to pressure on resources. A few of the senior doctors I met treated the nurses dismissively, but I soon learned that it’s the nurses who really run the hospital and their experience deserves enormous respect. I know I wouldn’t have got through my time at Addenbrooke’s without their support.


The rotations were tough to say the least. Having endured ridiculously long anti-social working hours as junior doctors, many of my friends from medical school understandably chose specialisms that would allow them to have a semblance of a ‘normal’ life, with a nine-to-five working routine. Me? Well, I plumped for the very opposite. I knew that I wanted to be a trauma specialist. My friends thought I was nuts but I just loved the craziness. I loved having to think on my feet. I loved being hands on. It was the perfect discipline for me – the kid who needed constant excitement to feel truly alive. In A&E, no two days were ever the same, but almost every shift had a moment that gave me an adrenalin high like jumping out of an aeroplane at 13,000 feet.


I was soon offered a role in London, but before starting it, I volunteered for six months in India with the Red Cross. I started out near Mumbai and worked my way to the north of India as part of a team that travelled from village to village offering routine checks and vaccinations to those who didn’t have access to regular healthcare. We ran classes for children on the importance of hygiene and delivered the occasional baby too.


At the end of that stint, when my brother Mital met me at the airport, he wasn’t in the least bit surprised to find me dressed in shorts, flip-flops and a T-shirt despite the bitterly cold British weather. I’d left all my other clothes with the people I’d been living with, figuring they needed them more than I did. I’d also grown a big bushy beard.


‘I’m not even walking with you,’ Mital said as we headed to his car.


I wanted to be of service to those less fortunate than me whenever I could be. In 2004, I managed to take a week out of work in A&E and flew out to Asia in the wake of the Boxing Day tsunami. The tsunami itself killed almost 250,000 people, but that was just the beginning of the horror. The devastation it left in its wake provided the perfect environment for diseases such as cholera to thrive. I joined a relief team and did my best to be useful, providing check-ups and vaccinations.


Growing up, the Indian way of life had a big influence on me. I was raised a Hindu. Our family was part of a large community. I knew all my aunts and uncles and spent many happy weekends with my cousins. We went to the temple over an hour away in Wembley most Sundays. Even though I went to a Church of England school (and for a while also went to Sunday school!) my parents ensured I didn’t forget my culture and religion.


Since Mum was from Mumbai and Dad from Gujarat, I also went on many trips to India as a child. I was about six years old when I went on my first trip. My maternal grandmother was a headmistress in Madhya Pradesh and when we stayed with her we also visited the school where she taught. The difference between the resources available to my grandmother’s pupils and what I had back home was astonishing. The school in Madhya Pradesh was a simple village school – it was basic in its provisions – but the pupils were always immaculately turned out in their blue and white uniforms. They were also very keen to learn. Whenever we visited, we would take with us pens, colouring pencils and notebooks. My grandmother’s students were always excited to get new school equipment in a way that I rarely was! I undoubtedly lived a privileged life back home in Guildford, but it was in India that I learned you can find true happiness whatever your circumstances. The generosity and stoicism of the people I met in Madhya Pradesh was humbling. The people who had the least were inevitably the most generous with what they did have.


After the experiences I’d had while volunteering and spending time with my family in India, I was still ambitious, but not for money or other obvious signs of status. I knew I didn’t need to be rich to feel that I was succeeding in life. I didn’t need swanky watches and fancy cars. Success to me was putting a smile on someone’s face. It was making someone’s life better. I still felt working in A&E would be the perfect fit with my life goals. Everything was falling into place.
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Second Chances


It was while I was studying medicine that I first learned I had an eye condition called keratoconus. It’s a progressive eye disease in which the cornea – the transparent front part of the eye which covers the iris and pupil, and which is normally round – starts to become cone-like in shape. This means that it can no longer accurately focus light onto the retina at the back of the eye and when this happens, your vision is distorted and blurred.


Keratoconus is normally picked up in childhood during routine eye tests. I don’t know why that wasn’t the case for me. As a child, I’d definitely had a lot of them. I’d worn glasses for short-sightedness since the age of eight. My first pair had bright blue rims chosen to match my school uniform. I remember how proud I was when the teacher called me to the front of the class so I could show my classmates my flashy new specs.


Throughout my school days, my prescription didn’t change much. Certainly not enough to raise alarm. As you’ve already seen, wearing glasses didn’t stop me from doing anything I wanted. I faced down cricket balls. I skied. I skated like a madman on wheels and on ice. I even jumped out of planes. My specs were just a minor inconvenience. However, while I was at medical school, I started to get migraines for the first time in my life.


When the headaches began, I assumed it must be because I was constantly reading, studying late into the night as I worked hard to ace my exams. But when a change of lens prescription didn’t seem to make any difference, I forked out to see a private optician for a second opinion. I was astonished when keratoconus was diagnosed. Though I was a medical student, it wasn’t a condition I knew all that much about at the time. I set about educating myself at once. Keratoconus affects around one in 450 people. Thankfully, though, it doesn’t inevitably lead to blindness. The private optician told me it could be controlled with special lenses that would push my cornea back into the correct shape so that light could be properly focused on my retina again. The only problem was, it would take a while to get hold of those lenses. Maybe a couple of months.


Right then, time was the one thing I didn’t have. I was coming up to my final exams and I needed to get through them. After five years of working my socks off, I couldn’t afford to fail now. So right after I got my diagnosis, I called the eye clinic back home at the Royal Surrey Hospital. I was fortunate that the consultant there understood at once how important it was for me to be able to do my exams, which were just a month away. Though he couldn’t fit me in at his clinic, he was kind enough to invite me to his house, where we spent three hours in his office experimenting with sample lenses that might get me through the next few crucial weeks. Thankfully, we found a pair that would work.


The first set of lenses the consultant gave me were like half-size contact lenses – though slightly harder – with a dip in the middle to literally push my corneas back into shape. He warned me that they would have to be changed every few months as the shape of my eye continued to deteriorate, which was, he explained, almost inevitable. It was all about managing the condition. However, blindness wasn’t mentioned.


The lenses were uncomfortable and difficult to wear – they felt heavy and were sharp and scratchy, especially when they slipped behind my eyes – but with their help I got through those crucial exams.


Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before the emergency lenses were no longer sitting properly on my eyes, just as the consultant had predicted. I needed larger lenses. I got larger lenses. And then larger lenses again. Over the next couple of years, as I worked as a junior doctor in a busy London A&E department, my corneas became so misshapen that the lenses I had to wear were like miniature glass pasta bowls that covered the whole of the front of my eyeball. What’s more, they had to be filled with a saline solution before they could be placed over the eye.


Putting them in was a real hassle. If any of the liquid spilled out before I could get a lens into place, I would end up with a bubble in my vision. As it was, even if I got the lenses in correctly without spilling a drop, during the day they would always leak fluid so that by the end of a shift at the hospital I had a visible tideline across my eye. I could tell that some of my patients noticed it as I was examining them. It must have looked pretty odd. If I thought the patient could take it, or that it might helpfully distract them from their pain, I would invite them to tap on my eyeball, which, while the lens was in, felt like a glass eye. It would either put them at ease or completely freak them out!


But sadly, after a while, even the enormous pasta bowl lenses weren’t working to keep my corneas in shape, and I knew something really drastic needed to be done. It was agreed that as soon as I was able to take the time off, I would have a corneal transplant – an operation to remove my damaged corneas and replace them with healthy donor tissue.


It was a serious undertaking with many risks, including rejection, where your immune system recognizes that the donated cornea does not belong to you and attacks it. Other potential side-effects included astigmatism, glaucoma and retinal detachment. There was also the chance that the keratoconus could come back. For that reason, I couldn’t have both eyes operated on at once. My consultant decided that my right eye should be done first and that the operation should take place at the Royal Surrey Hospital so that I would be near home. I’d be staying with Mum and Dad as I recovered.


Though I’d been nervous beforehand, the transplant went really well. At first my vision was a little blurry and I had to use steroid drops, but eventually my right eye cleared and I had perfect sight again. At least on that side.


The redness cleared after a week and I was able to go back to work within three. I can’t tell you what a relief it was to no longer have to wear the awful glass lens on my right eye. The only evidence that I’d had an operation at all was that if you looked at my eye from a certain angle, you could see tiny blue stitches.


Three to four months later, once my right eye was properly settled, my consultant decided it was time to do my left. Unfortunately, the operation didn’t go quite so smoothly this time. For some reason, there was a crease in the transplanted cornea, which carried with it a chance of infection. However, three to four weeks into my recovery, despite the crease, all seemed to be going well. I could see again without using any lenses to keep my corneas in shape at all. Though I did still need to wear glasses, you can’t imagine how much easier it made my day-to-day life. I went back to work at the hospital feeling invincible. After a couple of years spent faffing about with those unwieldy liquid-filled glass lenses, I could forget about my eyes at last.


I was enormously grateful to the people whose donated corneas had made it possible and resolved to make the most of their gift. I thought about them a lot – who they’d been and what their lives had been like. Through the generous decision they’d made in their lifetimes to be donors, I’d been given a second chance.


Six months later, though, I felt the familiar pangs of pain again. The headaches began anew and my eyes started to look angry and red. For a while I tried to keep going with steroid drops, but soon they weren’t keeping the inflammation down and I couldn’t keep pretending that nothing was going on. At the eye clinic, the consultant confirmed the bad news: my left corneal transplant was rejecting and needed to be replaced as soon as possible. I couldn’t believe it: my body wasn’t accepting the donated cornea and my right eye was overcompensating and feeling the pain too.


It was not the news I wanted, but at the same time I knew, because of my medical training, that it didn’t have to be a total disaster. It had been made clear to me from the start there was a risk that, because of the crease, the left lens would eventually become infected and have to be removed. I told myself that a new corneal transplant would take that risk off the table. It was worth going through the operation again for the peace of mind. It had made such a difference to my right eye after all.


I had no idea at that point that over the next few years, I would have another five transplants, between both eyes, in quick succession. Rejection in one eye would slowly start a chain reaction in the other eye and, like a merry-go-round, so it went on. No one could tell me why I experienced so many transplant rejections, though one theory was that I had an overactive immune system. By the time I got to number seven, I was warned by my consultant that I was becoming too high-risk for another operation should anything go wrong again. All I could do was cross my fingers and pray that this transplant would prove to be a lucky seventh.


For a while, it did feel as though my luck was holding. Everything seemed OK. I got on with my day-to-day life with no lenses and clear vision. I was enjoying my job in A&E. I’d bought a house of my own in Guildford. Then, almost two years after that seventh transplant, it started all over again. My eyes were bright red and painful even when I hadn’t been at work all day. Sometimes it was as though I was looking at the world through frosted glass. Though I did my best to soldier on for a couple of weeks, I knew the signs of transplant rejection only too well.


This time, however, I wasn’t calm about it at all. Knowing that the NHS would not put me forward for another op, I was desperate. I couldn’t bear the thought that there really was nothing to be done to save my sight this time. I wasn’t even thirty yet. I wouldn’t accept it.


Once it was confirmed by a consultant that transplant seven was rejecting, I called Dad and told him I wanted to go to the States to see what could be done there. I had old friends from university who were working in America and they’d spoken of pioneering treatments that weren’t yet possible in the UK. The treatments were experimental and full of the associated risks, but I was ready to be a guinea pig. I would consider anything. My parents were right behind me. They swung into action again.


I had an uncle – Dad’s cousin, Pradip – in New Jersey. Over the years, Pradip has been like a second father to me. He immediately agreed that Dad and I should fly out and stay with him and his family while we investigated the options Stateside. I explained the situation to my bosses at work, then packed a suitcase with a couple of days’ worth of clothes and a ridiculous number of single-use vials of anti-inflammatory eye drops.


The flight was tense. I was in pain and spent a lot of time crying. Dad did his best to keep me optimistic but he was anxious on my behalf. I knew that travelling so far to find help was a long shot. But within days of finding out that I was losing that precious seventh cornea, I was sitting across a desk from an eye specialist in New York.


America has a reputation for going bigger and better in everything and corneal transplants were no exception to this rule. My university friends were right. In the US, they were trialling solutions I couldn’t even have imagined. Forget about transplanting human corneas. That was old hat. The first specialist I spoke to suggested taking the rejecting corneas out using a laser and replacing them with plastic bolts. That’s right. Plastic bolts. To an untrained eye, they looked just like the kind you’d see in a DIY shop. The transparent bolt would have a nut that could be tightened. Don’t ask me how it was supposed to work. I tried to get my head around it but in the end I decided against getting my corneas replaced by that particular guy.


Instead I found another specialist operating out of New Jersey. His office was underneath a four-star hotel. He explained that he performed surgery in the office and his patients then recovered upstairs, with clinical support on room service.


I trusted this new doctor and liked the plan he outlined to give another transplant a better chance of success, but as I thought more about it I knew that realistically there was no way I could have eye surgery in the States. Though the room service would almost certainly be better than NHS hospital food, if anything went wrong, I could be in serious trouble. I would be unable to travel back to the UK. This whole mission had already cost thousands of pounds and so far nothing had been done. As I looked at the specialist’s charges – the first thing his receptionist wanted to know when I turned up for my initial appointment was ‘cash or cheque’ – I truly understood the value of the NHS. But they could no longer treat me and I was desperate to hang on to my sight in any way I could. I couldn’t afford the private treatment, but neither could I afford to give up. I wouldn’t give up. I took the plunge and re-mortgaged my home.


Once the money was in place, one of the specialist’s colleagues agreed to fly to the UK to assist with my transplant so that I was in no danger of being stranded in the States with time ticking on my tourist visa and escalating medical bills. He came to London a couple of weeks later and supported the team doing my eighth corneal transplant at a clinic on Harley Street, finishing it off with a thin layer of amniotic membrane that acted like cling film to hold the whole thing together. Amniotic membrane is the innermost layer of the protective sac surrounding an embryo. This was his signature move and a step I hadn’t been through before. The American team had found that the membrane barrier helped to stop rejection in many previous patients as it acted as a natural healing plaster. I could only pray it worked for me too.


When I was sure I had perfect vision in the first eye treated, we went ahead and did the other. The second operation, which took place two months later using the same method, was another success. The crisis of impending blindness had been averted. I was skint but I could see again. That was worth everything to me.


Perhaps if I hadn’t been a doctor myself, I would have taken ‘no’ for an answer when the UK specialists told me they’d done all they could after transplant number seven. It certainly would have been less expensive, but the pioneering transplant by the American specialist did restore my vision to 20:20. After a while, I didn’t even need to use eye drops any more. I could go back to the job I loved and felt I could contribute again. I had my life back. Those last two transplants were worth every penny. Especially as they meant that I was able to rest my eyes upon, and fall in love with, the woman of my dreams.
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Meeting Miss Right


My job in A&E was a fantastic challenge, but it was not so good for my social life. I loved what I did for a living. I loved meeting people from all walks of life and making a difference when they needed it most. But occasionally it would have been nice just to be able to make a plan to go out with my mates and actually stick to it. Instead, dinners with my friends and colleagues were often arranged at the very last minute and always had to be near the hospital to allow for the fact that I might be called back at any time. As a junior doctor in a short-staffed department that could be overwhelmed at any moment, I was permanently on call.


On one of those rare occasions when I did manage to meet friends as planned, we went to the champagne bar at St Pancras station – a swanky affair that runs the entire length of the Eurostar platform.


As I was scanning the huge bar for my mates, I noticed a woman sitting alone at a table, working on her laptop. I was instantly taken by her style. She was beautiful, composed and elegant as she tapped away at the keyboard. I would have loved to talk to her but I was there to meet my friends and she was obviously there to work. I didn’t think there was any chance I would get to know her. Besides, I wasn’t looking for love or even a flirtation right then. My career was still my main focus, especially since I’d had to take so much time out for my corneal transplants.


Of course, fate had other ideas.


Seema had been at a conference that day. As I walked into the bar, she caught me looking at her and assumed, since I was looking at her with such interest and smiled at her in such a confident and open way, that she must have met me somewhere before. Perhaps I was another conference delegate? Had she talked to me earlier that day? While one of my friends was in the gents’ and the other one was taking a phone call, Seema seized the moment to reintroduce herself – at least, she thought she was reintroducing herself. I admitted to her at once that we hadn’t previously met, but I was very glad to have a chance to make her acquaintance for the first time.


It was a brief opportunity. Seema was on her way back to Brussels, where she worked as a consultant in European public affairs. She told me that she’d grown up in Preston and gone to university in the Midlands before finishing her studies in Belgium. She’d also studied in Bordeaux. In the short time we had to get to know each other that evening, I grew more and more impressed and intrigued. She was feisty, strong and independent – so different to all the other girls I knew. I felt an instant connection. I could have spoken to her all night were it not for the announcement saying that her train to Brussels was ready for boarding.


Great, I thought as I waved her off. That’s just my luck. I’ve met an interesting, intelligent and stunningly beautiful woman and she lives in Belgium . . . My friends teased me rotten as I re-joined them and told them all about it.


Seema and I had swapped numbers and both said we would love to meet up again, but I knew it was going to be difficult. We lived in different countries and we both had hectic, all-consuming careers. However, over the following months we kept in touch. We spoke on the phone as much as possible – often for hours at a time – and sent emails. The more I got to know Seema, the more I was convinced that even though the logistics weren’t on our side, we had serious potential. I was determined not to let go of her. Finally, after a few missed connections, we managed our first proper date.


Seema was over in London again for work. We met up outside Bond Street Tube station and walked down to Mews of Mayfair, a quiet, unassuming bar. When at last we were face to face once more, Seema was every bit as interesting as I remembered and twice as beautiful. Though she’s since admitted to me that she was nervous – which might be why she didn’t let me get a word in edgeways – the connection between us now that we were across a table again was electric and intense. I was absolutely smitten.


After that, Seema and I spoke every single day and snatched every moment we could to be together. And sometimes it really was just a moment. After a meeting in London, Seema would text to say she had half an hour before she needed to catch her train back to Brussels. If I could get away, I would literally run from my office at the hospital to the Eurostar terminal at St Pancras to grab a coffee with her before she had to leave again.


After a year of such snatched moments of bliss – with us trying and failing to be in the same city at the same time on many a weekend – Seema got a new job, still doing what she loved in European affairs but finally based in London. Now that she was back in the UK, we were able to spend more time together and finally start to plan the future we’d both subconsciously known we wanted from the first time we met. In many ways, we were chalk and cheese – we still are.


I’m impulsive, energetic, easily bored and super-active. Seema is a planner, a thinker and a reader. Although she has a feisty side, she’s generally calm and diplomatic compared to me. But we both knew that what we had was special. It was real love, of the kind that could go the distance. Very soon, it felt as though Seema had always been a part of my life, and I could no longer imagine being without her. Whenever I had any news to share – good or bad – it was Seema I wanted to talk to first. There was no one I would rather spend time with. No one else made me feel so happy or so understood. I knew that kind of connection was rare and precious indeed. Thankfully, she felt the same way.


After almost three years together, we decided it was time to get married. There was no real proposal as such. We’d just started talking about our future together as though marriage was a done deal. Once Seema and I had made the decision, we had to tell our parents. I remember telling mine. For various reasons, I ended up breaking the news to Dad in the car on a trip to MFI. My parents were delighted at the thought of having Seema as a daughter-in-law. They could see just how happy she made me and how much we loved one another.


Shortly afterwards, they met Seema’s parents for the first time at a restaurant in Harrow. Part way through the meal, Dad disappeared. He was gone for so long that I started to worry. His going AWOL couldn’t be creating a good impression with my future in-laws. When I went outside to look for him, I found him talking to James May, one of the presenters of Top Gear. Seema’s dad was very impressed. Like my dad, he found the Top Gear gossip much more interesting than the wedding talk, which Mum and Seema’s mother were already deeply into.


The Indian tradition is that there is a ceremony for every life event and our engagement was no exception. In my community it’s the responsibility of the groom’s family to arrange the engagement party, so I rented out the village hall at Send in Surrey for a Hindu blessing in front of three hundred friends and relations. Seema and I coordinated elaborate Indian outfits for the occasion and had a priest from our local temple to officiate. Then I got down on one knee and put a ring on Seema’s finger. Once the formalities were done, of course we had a great big party.


Our engagement lasted just under a year and we had a civil marriage ceremony in March 2012 at Marylebone Town Hall. It was a relatively small affair followed by a reception and then drinks with a larger group of friends in the evening. In our minds the Marylebone marriage was a formality and an excuse to have a bit of a party. What we considered our real wedding – our big fat Indian wedding – took place two months later in Cheshire, not far from where Seema grew up.


We had more than 600 guests for this, our proper celebration. Friends and family members flew in from all over the world, coming from as far away as India, the United States and Canada. We booked out entire local hotels to accommodate and cater for them all over several days of events and rituals.


The party began on the Thursday evening. Over the next couple of days, various family groups hosted different functions. Earlier in the year, Seema and her family had flown to India to get their outfits made. We each had ten changes of clothes for all the parties. The marriage ceremony itself was on the Sunday, at a beautiful Tudor house and grounds near Seema’s home town. It was as though Bollywood had come to Cheshire.


We embraced every part of the traditional Hindu wedding ceremony, which is performed in the ancient language of Sanskrit by a Brahmin priest. The many rituals are taken from Hinduism’s holy scriptures, the Vedas. They’re performed under a beautiful, highly decorated canopy, called a Mandap, which also forms the altar. The Mandap represents the earth and its four directions, while its four pillars represent the parents of the bride and groom and their roles in raising them. In front of the Mandap is a sacred fire.


The fire is an important part of the ceremony. In a ritual known as Mangal Fera (Circling the Sacred Fire), Seema and I walked around the fire four times. The circles we made represented our vows to each other in Dharma (religion), Artha (wealth), Karma (love and family) and Moksha (spirituality). At the end of the last turn around the fire, there is a little game – whoever sits down first will run the house. Needless to say, on our wedding day Seema sat down first, though I won the other games later!


After the Mangal Fera, we took our vows in the form of Saptapadi, or ‘Seven Steps’, together. I led Seema as we recited the following mantras: ‘We shall cherish one another in sickness and health, happiness and sorrow. We shall respect and take care of our family members. We shall share and support one another’s ideas and ideals. We shall nourish one another’s strengths, powers and good fortune. We shall be lifelong friends. We shall try to make our marital life richer day by day.’ And finally, ‘We shall sail through the seasons in spiritual unity.’


Until this point, Seema had been sitting on my right-hand side. Now we exchanged seats, so that Seema was on my left, representing her closeness to my heart. Next I offered Seema a black and gold beaded necklace, known as the mangalsutra, and red powder, called sindoor, for the centre parting of her hair – the traditional marks of a married woman.


Then we were bound together with a white cloth. One end was tied to Seema’s veil and the other to my scarf. The tying of the cloth symbolized the union of our two souls.


Finally, a sacred thread, called a varmala was placed around us to protect us from evil. The varmala is a delicate thread which could easily break, to remind us that we needed to become one in behaviour, thought and body, to keep the varmala – and our marriage – intact. It was an emotional moment for both of us.


The wedding was amazing – loud, colourful and full of laughter. The soundtrack to the celebrations was a playlist that Seema and I had built up during the early days of our courtship, when we were living in different countries and I used to send her a ‘song of the day’ every morning. It was a wonderful privilege to be able to share our happiness with everyone we loved. And more than that, it was the most fantastic feeling in the world to be marrying my soulmate and best friend.


Seema and I didn’t plan a honeymoon for right after the wedding because, since people had come from so far to help us celebrate, it only felt right that we stuck around to spend some time with them. We arranged for some of them to come with us when we had our marriage blessed at a Hindu temple near Wolverhampton, which was en route from the wedding venue to my family home in Guildford.


It is Indian tradition to have the wedding in the bride’s home town. The groom and his family have to come to fetch her, then take her back with them at the end of the celebrations. The bride is welcomed into her new home as the embodiment of the goddess Laxmi, the bringer of good fortune. As per that tradition, we wanted to make the journey from Cheshire to Guildford on the day of the actual ceremony. Since timings wouldn’t permit us to visit a temple near the wedding venue or our new marital home in Guildford, midway it had to be.


We made it to the Wolverhampton temple with moments to spare. In our rush to get out of the car, Seema got out of one door and I got out of the other, forgetting that we were still tied together by our wedding outfits. Who was going to give in and follow the other one out of their door? Was that going to set the tone for the rest of our marriage? We got out of the same door in the end – my door – but, as Seema still reminds me to this day, only because I was on the pavement side.
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