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    In memory of Stuart Mangan (1983–2009)


    . . . some birds aren’t meant to be caged.
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            Why is life worth living? That’s a very good question. Ummm . . . Well there are certain things, I guess, that make it worthwhile. Uh, like what? Okay. Um, for me . . . oh, I would say . . . what, Groucho Marx, to name one thing, and . . . Willie Mays, and . . . the second movement of the Jupiter Symphony, and . . . Louis Armstrong’s recording of ‘Potatohead Blues’ . . . Swedish movies, naturally . . . Sentimental Education by Flaubert and Marlon Brando, Frank Sinatra . . . those incredible apples and pears by Cézanne.




          


        


      


    


    

    – Woody Allen, Manhattan


    



  



    

       

    




    PART 1




    INSOMNIA




    [image: ]








  



    

       

    




    1.




    There’s a portrait at home that often makes me smile. It was taken six years before the accident, in the summer of 1999. What does it say about the Hampson family? Well, let’s see now: Dad has just kicked off his boots and looks slightly hot and bothered after a long day on the building site. He is hungry, and can ‘do without the photoshoot with David bloody Bailey’, but that’s his father-in-law holding the camera, and they’ve had ‘issues’ in the past, so he’s doing his best to grin and bear it. Mum detests having her portrait taken at the best of times and also looks under pressure; reserved and slightly matronly in bearing, if she had ‘Head Teacher’ stamped across her forehead it could not be more obvious, but her true nature, her warmth and goodness, is also revealed – you can see it in the softness around her eyes. Amy? Well, what can I say about my beautiful sister that won’t earn me a slap? Is she saying ‘cheese’? Only like her life depends on it! She’s running late for a date in Stamford with a new boyfriend and wants out of there as quickly as possible. My brother, Tom, is really smiling. Grandad isn’t pleased; every time he raises his camera, the kid is grinning back at him like Wallace from Wallace and Gromit. ‘Stop pulling that stupid face, Tom! You’re wrecking the photo,’ Grandad pleads. But try selling reason to an eleven-year-old. Me? Well, you would never say I was faking it. No, I look happier and more content at the age of fifteen than any member of the family. But then, why wouldn’t I? I am wearing an England shirt.








  



    

       

    




    2.




    Follow your dreams, they say. This is where they lead me, to a kingsize bed with lush cotton sheets on a Saturday morning at the Chiswick Moran Hotel in London. I lie motionless for a while, staring at the ceiling. A shaft of morning sunlight splits the room. The purr of my girlfriend, Jennie’s, breath laps gently against the silence. I gaze at her beautiful face and envy her peace. The game is almost eight hours away but I’m already starting to twitch . . .




    Do you have the bottle for this?




    The day, like most others, begins with a pee. I note the colour (pale yellow) and flow-rate (a strong throaty splash) of my urine, and study my face in the mirror and decide not to shave. The room is like a bombsite. I pluck a T-shirt and tracksuit from the heap of discarded kit and slip quietly out the door.




    Jonny Wilkinson and Toby Flood are weighing themselves in the corridor.




    ‘Morning, guys.’




    ‘Morning, Hambo.’




    I follow them on to the scales, make a note of my weight – 118 kg – and take the lift to the team room for breakfast. Some of the guys have already finished; most are still in bed. I choose a setting at the table between James Haskell and Tom Rees.




    ‘Morning, Hambo,’ Reesy says, dipping his spoon into a large bowl of fruit and yoghurt.




    ‘Morning, Reesy . . . James.’




    ‘Is your arsehole twitching yet?’ Haskell grins.




    ‘No, slept like a baby, mate,’ I lie.




    ‘Slept like a fog-horn you mean,’ he snorts. ‘How does Jennie abide your snoring?’




    ‘It’s called love, mate,’ I grin. ‘And anyway, I’m not that bad.’




    ‘You fucking are!’ he insists. ‘I’ve roomed with you before, remember? The Under-18s? That crummy hotel in Castlecroft?’




    ‘I remember that. It was like Fawlty Towers,’ Reesy says.




    ‘Yeah,’ Haskell concurs. ‘I nearly freaked when I saw the room list: Oh Christ! They’ve put me with a prop! It was the first time I roomed with Hambo.’




    ‘I thought you were going to be a right posh twat,’ I counter.




    ‘I thought you’d smell,’ he says.




    ‘And we were both right.’ I smile.




    ‘Yeah, but don’t tell me you don’t snore.’ He laughs.




    A waiter arrives with porridge and a green tea for Haskell. I order beans on toast and a pot of proper, breakfast, tea. The head coach, Brian Ashton, saunters in from the lobby with a copy of the Guardian under his arm. ‘Looking forward to reading your new column, James.’ He smiles. ‘But I hope you’re not as hard on me as Dallaglio!’




    ‘You have nothing to worry about, Brian,’ Haskell replies, slightly unnerved.




    ‘Yeah, as long as you keep picking him,’ I add.




    The first business of the day – a team meeting with the coaching staff – is scheduled for 10.30. Ashton clears his throat and begins his address in soft, measured tones. ‘Okay, it’s the start of another Six Nations campaign . . . a massive opportunity for everyone, and it’s important we begin with a performance against Wales. I will talk to you again in more detail before the game, but for now I just want to check that there were no problems during the night and that you are all fit and well.’




    He pauses and scans the room. A huge, ripping fart (dispatched, I suspect, from the fertile loins of Mark ‘Ronnie’ Regan) almost shakes the walls.




    ‘You smelly bastard, Ronnie,’ someone roars.




    ‘I’ll be fucked if I’m packing down behind you,’ Steve Borthwick chimes.




    Five minutes pass before Ashton resumes. ‘Okay, we have two new caps today,’ he announces, ‘and I would ask them both to step forward now for a small presentation. Luke Narraway . . .’




    There is a round of applause as Luke is presented with his first England jersey.




    ‘. . . and Matt Hampson.’




    I follow Luke to the top of the room with a lump in my throat.




    A line-out session has been called in the physio room. John Wells, the forwards’ coach, oversees the walk-through; Steve Borthwick makes the calls; we spend an hour pretending to throw, lift and jump and honing our driving play. Then Haskell suggests I join him for a run: ‘Come on, you fat bastard, it will do you good.’




    We leave the hotel and turn left along Chiswick High Road, but haven’t gone 500 yards before we’re gasping on exhaust fumes. ‘James, you do realize this is one of the busiest roads in London?’ I scoff.




    ‘What would a Leicester mute like you know about London?’ he retorts.




    We double back on to Thorney Hedge Road and find a patch of derelict ground to jog and stretch.




    Jennie has showered and changed and is packing when I get back to the room. She has been invited to Richmond for lunch with the other wives and girlfriends and looks a million dollars. I remind her of our first date when she professed to dislike rugby. ‘It’s growing on me.’ She laughs.




    ‘So who have you been hanging out with?’ I ask.




    ‘Haskell’s girlfriend is lovely and David Strettle’s . . . and I really like Lewis Moody’s wife. Did you know he was married?’




    ‘Doh! We’re team-mates at Leicester, remember?’




    ‘That’s mean.’ She pouts.




    ‘Sorry.’ I smile, wrapping my arms around her.




    She plants a gentle kiss on my lips and prepares to leave. ‘I know how much this means to you, Matt. I really hope it goes well.’




    ‘Thanks, Jennie. Have you got your ticket?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Okay, see you later. Go easy on the bubbly.’




    I take a long refreshing shower and lie on my bed for half an hour before the pre-match meal. Matt Stevens and Michael Lipman are sitting at an adjoining table. I chinned Matt recently during a brawl at Welford Road, but we’ve been getting on great this week. He’s still carrying the bruise on his eye, but I joke that he has rarely looked as well. ‘Thanks, buddy.’ He smiles. ‘I really appreciate that.’




    The pre-match lunch is the usual fare: pasta, potatoes and chicken breast, washed down with chilled litres of Powerade. The banter is negligible – we have started to retreat into game-mode. I clear my plate and collect my presentation jacket from a rail by the door and return to my room.




    There’s is a ‘Good Luck’ card from a boyhood coach on my bedside locker. I pick it up and gaze at the inscription:




    

      

        

          The first of many! Best of luck, Hambo. I always knew it would come to this – John Cornwell


        


      


    




    . . . and my pulse starts to race. The game will be brutal. The Welsh front row isn’t the meanest or most powerful in international rugby but they will relish the prospect of turning the screw on a debutant England prop. My deepest fears return.




    Are you good enough, Hambo?




    Lewis Moody pokes his head around the door. ‘You have a visitor.’ He grins.




    ‘Not now, Moodos,’ I reply, suspecting a joke.




    But there, standing in the doorway, is the towering frame of Martin Johnson.




    ‘Johno! What are you doing here?’




    ‘I had to pick up a couple of tickets from Wig [Graham Rowntree] and just thought I’d pop up to see how you are,’ he says.




    ‘Yeah, not bad, a bit nervous.’




    ‘That’s good. The adrenaline will help you perform. Just remember, there will be fifteen guys sitting across the corridor in the Welsh dressing room feeling just as nervous as you are.’




    I flick on the kettle and suggest a cup of tea. He shifts a pile of kit from the chair and sits down.




    ‘What age are you now, Hambo?’ he enquires.




    ‘Twenty-three,’ I reply.




    ‘Same age I was when I made my debut.’




    ‘Were you nervous?’ I ask.




    ‘Absolutely shitting myself.’ He smiles.




    ‘What was it like?’




    ‘Crazy. Did I ever tell you that story?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘A day before the game, I’m walking around Leicester thinking of having my hair cut when this call comes through to get my arse down to London.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘I hadn’t been selected for the squad but Wade Dooley had picked up an injury and they wanted me for cover.’




    ‘You’re joking!’




    ‘It gets better. I jump into the car, drive to Richmond, and the first person I meet at the England hotel is Kevin Murphy, the team physio. “Congratulations,” he says, sticking out his hand. “You didn’t hear it from me but you’re playing . . . Wade is out.” And before I can blink, I’m standing in front of 70,000 people at Twickenham, listening to the national anthem.’




    ‘Fuck!’




    ‘Yeah . . . Blessing in disguise, really,’ he says. ‘I didn’t have time to think about it. The big worry was the line-out calls but there was no lifting back then and only two or three combinations to remember, so it wasn’t too bad.’




    ‘How did you sleep that night?’ I ask.




    ‘Thought I might have trouble, but I went out like a light. And Wade was great. It was his last season. He called to my room next morning to calm me down and pass on a few tips about the French. That’s when the nerves kicked in. There was a team meeting for the forwards in Brian Moore’s room. He warned me to expect a bumpy ride. “You’re going to be terrified out there for the first five or ten minutes,” he said. “But then you’ll realize it’s just another game of rugby; you’ll find you are doing okay and realize you can handle it.” That really helped my confidence and I will say the same to you, Hambo: the first five or ten minutes will be brutal, but I have no doubts whatsoever that you will handle it.’




    ‘Thanks, Johno.’




    I pour the tea and remind him of the day we almost played together.




    ‘It was a year after you won the World Cup . . . your testimonial year, remember? You had just come back from a trip to Singapore and we were playing Wasps at Adams Park.’




    ‘Was that the drawn game?’




    ‘Yeah, the first time I’d been picked for Tigers. Wellsy had put me on the bench, but I didn’t get on. That’s always been a regret, Johno, I’d have loved to have played with you.’




    ‘Forget all that,’ he says, visibly perturbed. ‘I’m not here to give you a kiss. Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered, mate, but this is not the time or place. I want you to finish your tea and pack your bag and start thinking about that Welsh front row. They’re fucking licking their lips now, thinking about what they are going to do to you. They are going to hit you harder than you’ve ever been hit before and the question you must ask is: how am I going to respond? Well, let me give you the fucking answer: put your body on the line, put your mind on the line; nothing else matters. There will be plenty of time later to reminisce.’




    ‘Okay, Johno.’




    He points his finger and fixes me with a glare. ‘Do not let me down.’




    ‘I won’t, Johno.’




    ‘Okay, see you after the game.’




    ‘Thanks, Johno.’




    I pull on my tracksuit and presentation top and drop my bags to the bus. A group of fans are lingering by the door. I sign some autographs and hurry back to the team room, where Reesy is stretching and Haskell is wired to something weird on his iPod.




    ‘What’s that?’ I ask.




    ‘Drum ‘n‘ bass,’ he says. ‘It’s called “Granite” by a group called Pendulum.’




    ‘A bit highbrow for me.’ I laugh. ‘Got any Spice Girls?’




    The final meeting is called. Ashton reminds us of our work on the training ground and we troop downstairs to the bus. Traffic is manic as we edge towards Twickenham. I gaze out the window and there are hundreds of people marching towards the ground. They nudge each other and point cheerfully at the coach, oblivious of the tension beyond the tinted glass.




    We arrive at Lion Gate. I sit for a moment to compose myself and follow Simon Shaw towards the door. The noise is exhilarating. There are thousands banked on the steps of the West Stand, cheering us off the coach. I grab my bag and my suit carrier and follow Shawsy into the tunnel. The hairs are standing on the back of my neck. The walls of the changing room are plastered with motivational signs:




    ‘Maintain the momentum.’




    ‘Play with aggression.’




    I search for the locker engraved with my name but they all seem to be occupied. ‘Wellsy! What the fuck! Where’s my peg?’ I exclaim.




    He shakes his head and points to the door where my brother, Tom, is standing with two security men. His eyes are bloodshot. His face is deathly pale.




    ‘Tom! What are you doing here?’ I gasp.




    ‘There’s been an accident,’ he says. ‘We need you to come upstairs.’




    ‘What! You must be joking. What kind of accident?’




    But he turns and leaves without reply.




    ‘WHAT KIND OF ACCIDENT, TOM?’




    Haskell places a comforting arm on my shoulder. ‘Go with them, Hambo,’ he says. ‘Leave your stuff with me.’




    ‘Okay, sort me a peg, mate,’ I reply. ‘I won’t be long.’




    I follow the security men back down the tunnel and out the players’ entrance. The ground feels different. Something has changed. A young boy is staring at me like he has just seen an alien. Nobody is stopping to cheer or call my name. We reach the lift at the bottom of the Spirit of Rugby suite and an official hurries inside to hold the doors for me. I stare at him, bewildered. My pulse has started to race. The only thing that makes sense is the screaming voice in my head: You have got to get back to the changing room, Hambo! I bolt from the lift and start sprinting down the corridor towards the players’ entrance.




    I’m almost there now. The guys are stripped and ready to go. Haskell is standing at the door with my jersey in his hand. He is waving and urging me to quicken but it’s as if I’m running on a conveyor belt. I can’t close the gap. I can’t get back to the changing room. And that’s where it ends. That’s where it always ends; with me, stranded in the tunnel as my friends run out at Twickenham; with me, cursing my brother, night after night in my dreams: Fucking Tom! Always wrecking things!








  



    

       

    




    3.




    There’s a girl sizing me up from the other side of the dance floor. She has a lovely face, tangled blonde curls and a rack like Jordan. Perhaps it is Jordan – they say she’s a regular here. Perhaps I’m hallucinating and she’s not looking at me at all. Here is Chinawhite in Piccadilly, the playground of the chic. It’s a Saturday night in London and I’ve been invited to the VIP room with Haskell and a few of the England boys. It’s been a while since I’ve been clubbing, and even longer since I’ve danced, but this place is beginning to grow on me. And the night has definitely improved since Jordan started giving me the eye. I smile warily as she comes sashaying across the floor, squeezed into a delightfully skimpy dress from Prada or Dolce. She has deep brown eyes, skin like burnt butter and a brain the size of a pea.




    ‘What’s that pipe sticking out of your neck?’ she enquires, by way of introduction. ‘Is it a snorkel?’




    They don’t do chat-up lines like that in Leicester and I have to fight the urge to strangle her. Or have Haskell strangle her. But she’s gorgeous, and I’m curious, and like I say, it’s been a while . . .




    ‘It’s a tracheostomy,’ I reply. ‘There’s a machine at the back of my wheelchair that pumps air through the snorkel and into my lungs.’




    ‘So you’re like . . . paralysed,’ she says.




    ‘The penny drops.’ I smile.




    ‘How did it happen?’




    ‘Have you seen Casino Royale?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘That scene with Daniel Craig on the building site? That was me. I’m a stuntman . . . Or at least I was before my accident.’




    ‘Were you really?’




    ‘Naah. I did it playing rugby.’




    ‘How awful!’




    ‘Well, it’s certainly not ideal,’ I concur, ‘but it has its perks. There’s always a seat in the bar when it’s crowded, and girls love a man with his own set of wheels.’




    ‘You’re funny,’ she says, laughing.




    ‘You’re hilarious,’ I reply.




    ‘I’m Kate,’ she says, extending her hand.




    ‘Matt.’ I smile, glancing pointedly at her fingers.




    ‘I’m so sorry,’ she shrieks, whipping her hand away.




    ‘That’s okay, I’m used to it.’




    ‘I had leukaemia once as a kid,’ she professes. ‘They thought I was going to die.’




    ‘But you didn’t.’




    ‘No, I didn’t.’ She chuckles.




    ‘Can I buy you a drink, Kate?’




    ‘I’ll have a vodka and orange, thanks.’




    Kate lives in Kensington and works in fashion. Or is it photography? I’m not sure. I can’t remember. What I do recall is that she was full of surprises.




    ‘Who’s that bloke standing behind you?’ she enquires.




    ‘That’s Dean. He’s one of my carers.’




    ‘Tell him to fuck off.’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘I’d like to speak to you alone.’




    ‘I can’t do that, I’m afraid. He’s not allowed to leave my side.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘Because if something happens to my snorkel, I’ll have a very serious problem.’




    ‘Do you mind if I sit on your knee?’




    ‘You better not, I might spasm.’




    ‘Spasm?’




    ‘A sudden, involuntary contraction of a muscle.’




    ‘Sounds lovely,’ she coos. ‘We could spasm together.’




    ‘Believe me, I’d consider myself to be the luckiest guy in the world if that happened but . . .’




    ‘What can you move?’ she asks.




    ‘Not a lot from the neck down.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘How’s your cock?’




    ‘Hasn’t seen much action for a while now, I’m afraid.’




    ‘I’ll just have to sit on your face then.’




    ‘Yeah, that might work,’ I reply, laughing. ‘Dean? Would you mind lowering my backrest please?’




    ‘What about a date?’ she enquires.




    ‘Hmmm, dunno. What do you have inside that would make me want to know you more?’




    ‘What?’




    ‘Beauty is common, but what’s rare is a great energy and outlook on life. Do you possess that energy and outlook, Kate?’




    ‘You’re taking the piss again, aren’t you?’




    ‘Yeah, sorry, read that somewhere in a book.’




    ‘What about a date?’




    ‘Sounds good.’




    ‘Just me and you,’ she insists.




    ‘That might cause problems, Dean gets very jealous.’




    ‘Be serious,’ she says, slapping my hand.




    ‘Okay, that would be great.’ I smile.




    She scribbles her number on a slip of paper and slips it into my jacket. We continue flirting way past midnight, and it’s five-thirty in the morning when I get to my hotel. Sleep does not come easily. I’m thinking about the girl; she has rekindled a fire I was sure had extinguished.




    What if it’s not over? What if there is still someone out there for me?




    I close my eyes and my thoughts turn to Jennie.








  



    

       

    




    4.




    If disability teaches you one thing, it’s that there are a lot of dumb people in this world. I went shopping for some new shoes recently during a trip to Sheffield and tried on a pair of Timberland boots. So I’m sitting, in my wheelchair having them fitted, with my pipe out and the ventilator on: ‘You’ll get great wear out of these,’ the shop assistant assures me. ‘They’ve got a good thick sole.’




    And what is it about photographers? I attended an open day at Billesdon Fire Station last month and was invited to pose for a couple of shots out the back. There was a thick power cable running across the exit and I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to cross it in my chair without a ramp. ‘This way, Matt,’ the snapper chirps. ‘Take a run and jump.’




    Which was almost as good as his colleague a week before during a photoshoot with Martin Johnson and a couple of the Leicester boys. ‘Okay, everybody thumbs up,’ he says. ‘And you, Matt, come on!’ I thought Johno was going to flatten him.




    Of course, the one place you don’t expect it is at the National Spinal Injuries Centre at Stoke Mandeville. I was back recently for a check-up and had a long chat with one of the nurses about my plans to write a book. This nurse knows me intimately. She has winched me from my bed and showered me; she has shaved me, dressed me, clipped my toenails, brushed my teeth and wiped my bum. But when I told her I was working with a ghostwriter she was almost shocked.




    ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed. ‘Are you not writing it yourself?’








  



    

       

    




    5.




    The first time I met Paul Kimmage was a year after my accident, when he came to interview me for the Sunday Times. He was wearing a black pin-stripe suit and arrived at my bedside with an umbrella tucked under his arm and a matching briefcase. He looked more like a barrister than a journalist . . . and the questions, Christ! Talk about the Spanish Inquisition! And as odd as two left feet. I still can’t figure him out. A couple of months ago, when we first started working on the book, I was telling him a story about some coaching I’ve been doing at Oakham when I noticed him scanning the titles on my bookshelf.




    ‘I KNEW IT!’ he explodes.




    ‘Knew what?’




    He is waving a copy of Lance Armstrong’s It’s Not About the Bike.




    ‘Let me guess,’ he says. ‘He’s your hero, your inspiration.’




    ‘Well, to be honest . . .’




    ‘I know, I know,’ he spits. ‘It’s the best book you’ve ever read.’




    ‘Well, actually . . .’




    ‘IT’S SHITE! I’m sorry, Matt, I know you really admire this guy and that you’ve been inspired by his cancer, blah, blah, blah but if we’re going to do this book together . . .’




    ‘I haven’t read it,’ I protest. ‘Someone left it as a gift. I don’t know anything about Lance Armstrong.’




    ‘You don’t?’




    ‘Well, I know he’s an American who had cancer and won the Tour de France, but that’s it.’




    ‘So we don’t have to mention him?’




    ‘No, not at all.’




    ‘Okay, that’s fine.’




    Then he says, ‘What about your carers?’




    ‘What about them?’




    ‘Do any of them wear those yellow wristbands?’




    I start laughing. ‘Why? Is that a problem?’




    ‘They’ll have to come off when I’m around.’




    ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I’m sure we can arrange that.’




    ‘Good. Now . . . where were we?’




    Thankfully, it’s been plain sailing ever since . . . well, mostly. He likes a moan – grumpy is his default mode – and gets on like a house on fire with my father, but sometimes I have to remind him that I’m the guy in the wheelchair. So you can imagine my surprise this morning when he arrived for another session looking cheerier than Peter Kay.




    ‘What’s wrong, Paul?’ I tease. ‘Has Lance Armstrong broken his leg?’




    ‘No, better than that.’ He smiles.




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Well, no, but almost as good.’




    He pulls a small typed manuscript from his bag: ‘Ta da! The first chapter. I finished it last night.’




    The cover isn’t quite what I expected . . .




    THE PRISONER OF FRANKLIN’S GARDENS


    based on an original screenplay by Frank Darabont




    FIRST DRAFT: 1/2/08




    ‘I know I’m dyslexic,’ I say, ‘but this looks like a screenplay.’




    ‘It is a screenplay.’




    ‘I thought we were doing a book.’




    ‘We are, but it’s a book that reads like a screenplay . . . or at least it starts like a screenplay. It will have a kind of split narrative running through it.’




    ‘Sounds complicated.’




    ‘It’s different,’ he insists.




    ‘Who’s Frank Darabont?’




    ‘The genius behind your favourite film.’




    ‘What? The Shawshank Redemption?’




    ‘Yeah. See . . . I think there are a lot of parallels between what happened to you and what happened to Andy Dufresne: the poster you hung by your bed in Stoke Mandeville . . . the emphasis you place on hope . . . the fact that you were both unjustly incarcerated.’




    ‘There’s one obvious difference,’ I observe. ‘Andy escapes.’




    ‘Yeah, well, that’s true.’




    ‘How are you planning mine?’




    ‘I haven’t quite figured that yet,’ he concedes. ‘But hey, it’s a work in progress. Want to hear how it starts?’




    ‘Sure.’




    He starts to read:




    Scene 1: EXTERIOR – SWIMMING POOL – DAY




    

      The body of a young boy is floating face-down in a swimming pool. From an underwater camera we are looking up at the seemingly lifeless corpse of twelve-year-old Indeep ‘Indy’ Sidhu as it bobs up and down. He appears to be smiling.




      

        

          

            INDY (voiceover)




            They say your life flashes before you the moment before you die. I didn’t see it. There was no distress or pain. One moment I was this happy-go-lucky kid diving into a pool on a beautiful Sunday morning, and the next I was floating merrily on some distant cloud with a dislocated neck.


          


        


      




      A woman screams. Two men retrieve the boy from the water and begin frantic efforts to revive him. The boy is not responding. They pound his chest and blow into his mouth. Finally, he coughs.




      FADE TO




      Scene 2: INTERIOR – STOKE MANDEVILLE – NIGHT




      A wheelchair is gliding slowly through the shadows of a corridor towards the sound of distant sobbing. Twenty years have passed since Indy Sidhu ruptured his spinal cord in the pool and he spends his spare days and nights at Stoke Mandeville, counselling the newly afflicted.




      

        

          

            INDY (voiceover)




            There’s a guy like me in every spinal ward in England. We’re called ‘old legions’ and specialize in misery, I guess. How it feels . . . what it tastes like . . . how to swallow it and move on. The acceptance is hardest, no doubt about that. You wake up hoping life will resume as before but find that God has changed the game plan: ‘No more diving for you, son.’


          


        


      




      The camera tracks Indy’s wheelchair as it moves through the darkness towards the source of the crying – a young equestrian who has fallen at a horse trials. He arrives at her bedside and tries to console her . . .




      

        

          

            INDY (voiceover)




            Those first nights are the toughest, no doubt about it. They wheel you in, helpless as the moment you were born and leave you locked inside the shell of your shattered corpse, unable to twist or turn or scratch or wipe, distraught with grief for all you have lost, and tormented by the fear of what happens next. Old life blown away in the blink of an eye . . . a long cold season in hell stretching out ahead . . .


          


        


      




      FADE TO




      Scene 3: EXTERIOR – STADIUM – NIGHT




      The 66th minute of an Under-21 rugby international between Ireland and England in Dublin. A scrum has collapsed on the Irish 22 and as the players begin to extricate themselves from the wreckage, the camera zooms to the muddied white shirt at the bottom of the pile – a young English prop with blue eyes and mousy blond hair. He rises and wipes a trickle of blood from his lip.




      

        

          

            INDY (voiceover)




            This is Matthew Hampson. He plays rugby for England and Leicester Tigers. The game is his life, but in a few more days they’re going to take that life away from him and lock him in the toughest place imaginable. Of course, he doesn’t know that yet, which is probably just as well . . . I mean, can you imagine how terrifying life would be if we could see what was coming down the track?


          


        


      




      The two packs bind and prepare to reset. From a ground-level camera, we’re shooting upwards from beneath the scrum as the six front-row forwards crouch and hold. Their faces are portraits of controlled fury. A smile dances briefly across Hampson’s lips and we hear the call to engage. The packs collide with a deafening thud and we




      FADE TO




      Scene 4: INTERIOR – CAR – NIGHT




      A taxi travelling into the city of Dublin. The driver – a middle-aged man with flecked grey hair – has picked up a fare from an airport hotel and is listening to commentary from a game.




      

        

          

            COMMENTATOR (voiceover)




            Hampson picks and drives and brushes Andrew Trimble off with contemptuous ease . . . great work from the young English prop.


          


        


      




      His eyes flicker between the road and the exquisitely scented passengers he can see in his rearview mirror. Blonde, busty and beautiful, they are dressed to thrill.




      

        

          

            DRIVER




            You sound English, girls.




            BLONDE 1




            Yeah, Bolton.




            DRIVER




            Over for the game?




            BLONDE 1




            What game is that?




            DRIVER




            The rugby. The Six Nations.




            BLONDE 1




            No, we’re here for Brad Pitt.




            DRIVER




            (Confused) Brad Pitt?




            BLONDE 1




            Yeah. (Giggles) Do you not recognize us from the film?




            DRIVER




            No.




            BLONDE 1




            She’s Thelma, I’m Louise; we’ve left the two useless bastards we married in Bolton and we’re looking for Brad Pitt.




            DRIVER




            (Laughs) Nice one . . . You’re not going to tie me up and rob me, now, are you?




            BLONDE 1




            No, you’re safe enough.




            DRIVER




            Please . . . I promise not to call the cops.




            BLONDE 1




            (Laughs) Maybe on the way back. So what’s this Temple Bar like? We’re told it’s the place to go in Dublin.




            DRIVER




            Yeah, there’s plenty of clubs and restaurants and bars and any number of wannabe Brad Pitts . . . The wife’s more of a George Clooney fan. Did you notice the resemblance?




            BLONDE 1




            (Laughs) Yeah, now that you mention it.


          


        


      




      FADE TO




      Scene 5: INTERIOR – HOTEL – NIGHT




      A dark, empty room. We hear the click of a plastic card in a slot and the door opens. Thelma enters with a man on her arm. They’re tipsy and giddy and horny as hell. She closes the door and kisses him passionately against the wall. A small gash on his lip starts to bleed; she licks it and slips her tongue into his mouth. The taste excites him.




      They’re all over each other now, ripping at clothes and pawing at flesh. He fondles her breasts and snatches at the zipper of her dress. She pulls at the buckle of his belt and unzips his fly. He enters her right then and there, impaling her against the wall. She grinds against him, her body shuddering with pleasure. She clasps his muscular shoulders and implores him not to stop. He carries her across the room and they fall into bed.




      She wrestles him on to his back and straddles him. The lovemaking becomes louder and more frenzied until she cries out in orgasm and rolls on to her side. Within minutes, she is sleeping. The camera moves across the pillow. A shaft of moonlight dissects the room and for the first time we discern the handsome face of her lover – the young English prop, Matt Hampson. His eyes are half-closed in a post-coitus glaze, a smile flickers on his lips.




      

        

          

            INDY (voiceover)




            Dublin was one of the great nights. The England boys still laugh about it now: the drinking contest; the rickshaw race; and how the props, Hampson and Cusack, had shifted the drop-dead-gorgeous Thelma and Louise. They had no idea, of course, what was lurking around the corner, the nightmare awaiting Cusack, Matt’s last game.


          


        


      


    




    Paul closes the manuscript and fixes me with a gaze. ‘Well, what do you think?’




    ‘Yeah, it’s certainly different,’ I demur.




    ‘You sound unsure. Let me guess, you’re worried about what your grandmother will think.’




    ‘No, it’s not that.’




    ‘Your mother?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Jennie?’




    ‘Well, she did cross my mind, but it’s more . . .’




    What?’




    ‘You said the book was going to hurt and that it had to be honest.’




    ‘Yeah.’




    ‘Well, I’m not sure how honest the bedroom scene is.’




    ‘What? You didn’t spend the night with Thelma in Dublin?’




    ‘No, I mean the sex. It was never that good.’








  



    

       

    




    6.




    Tonight is the night. France are playing Argentina in the opening game of the 2007 Rugby World Cup at Stade de France. I thought about making the trip to Paris – there was a chance of tickets from the RFU – but decided to stay at home and watch on my giant (65”) plasma screen. It’s standing room only chez Hambo tonight. Three of my closest friends – Matt Cornwell, Alex Dodge and Dave Young (batting well above his average with a new girlfriend, Emily) – have come for dinner; Mum and Dad have wandered over with a bottle of (French) wine, and les chiens, Bruno and Ellie, sprawled out, have claimed most of the floor.




    The teams line up for the singing of the national anthems. I watch as the Argentinians link arms and my eyes well with tears. It’s funny, but I get really emotional now watching the anthems; for the first eighteen years of my life I never gave them a second thought and then I made my England debut and was almost overcome by . . . Is patriotism the word? I don’t know, but I can see it and feel it again now in the faces of the Argentinians: the unbreakable sense of fellowship, the almost unbearable sense of pride . . .




    

      

        

          

            

              God save our gracious Queen




              Long live our noble Queen




              God save the Queen




              Send her victorious




              Happy and glorious




              Long to reign over us




              God save the Queen.


            


          


        


      


    




    The protocols end. The Stade erupts with a stupendous roar and the moment we’ve waited for arrives. I am so looking forward to this game and the tournament.




    ‘Dad! Have you noticed the referee?’ I ask.




    ‘Yeah, I was just going to say,’ he replies. ‘Spreaders!’








  



    

       

    




    7.




    This is the sound.




    whooooooosh




    The first sound I hear when I open my eyes each morning.




    whooooooosh




    The sound of the ventilator.




    whooooooosh




    The sound of the air being pumped through the tube into my lungs.




    whooooooosh




    The rhythm of my life.




    whooooooosh




    I hear it every four seconds.




    whooooooosh




    Or fifteen times a minute.




    whooooooosh




    Or 900 times every hour.




    whooooooosh




    Or 21,600 times a day.




    whooooooosh




    After a while you stop counting,




    whooooooosh




    But you never stop listening to the sound.








  



    

       

    




    8.




    There are other sounds, distant sounds, things I never imagined I’d hear: the sounds of that second summer at Stoke Mandeville. The hiss of the water in the shower cascading on to my skin; Alfred, the attending nurse, going about his business: the gathering and the wiping; the strapping and the winching; the soaping and the rinsing. For me, the humiliating rituals of my new condition; for him, the simple automations of a working day. ‘Just washing your foreskin, Matt,’ he announces with a chuckle. And then we laugh, because you’ve got to laugh.




    *




    Another sound. The sound of one of our weekly rehabilitation lectures at Stoke Mandeville. The theme today is ‘Sex and Disability’. A fairly dated instructional video is shown on a large projector screen. Then a nurse, who doesn’t look like she has had much practical experience, gives a talk on the nuts and bolts of having sex in wheelchairs. The floor is opened to questions. A traumatized 35-year-old complains of being able to ejaculate only when ‘this thing is shoved up my arse’. A fat, fifty-year-old wails in frustration about her unsatisfied clitoris and gives a much too detailed account of a disastrous recent coupling. The lecture ends. We stagger from the room, gasping and nauseous. And then we laugh, because you’ve got to laugh.




    Another sound. The sound of rain pounding the skylight above my bed. It’s morning. Dean and Michelle are doing my bowels. How does that feel? Well, it’s a bit like sitting in your car with the bonnet up as the mechanic changes a filter – you are vaguely aware of the prodding and probing but don’t feel a thing except for the sweating. I always sweat. Why? Well, if you’ve ever had a latex finger inserted in your rectum you will probably understand. They have almost finished now. Dean wraps the waste for disposal, and as Michelle removes her glove with a snap I feel the sudden hint of moisture on my lip. What is it? A drop of condensation from the skylight? A dash of sweat from my brow? I swat it with my tongue. It doesn’t taste like sweat! Michelle looks horrified. Dean is stunned.




    ‘That wasn’t a flick of poo from the glove, was it?’ I enquire.




    ‘Oh God, I’m so sorry, Matt,’ Michelle cries.




    ‘I’ll get the mouthwash,’ Dean says.




    I swallow and spit and cough and try to quell the urge to gag.




    ‘Fucking great! Just when I thought things couldn’t get much worse, I am eating my own poo!’




    And then we laugh, because you’ve got to laugh. If you didn’t you’d just cry.








  



    

       

    




    9.




    Why me?




    These are the words.




    Why me?




    The words that haunt you at night.




    Why me?




    The words that make you cry.




    Why me?




    The words that fucking destroy you.




    Why me?




    There are 20,000 front-row forwards playing the game regularly in England.




    Why me?




    They play (on average) twenty games each season.




    Why me?




    There are (on average) fifteen scrums per game.




    Why me?




    The risk of sustaining a serious injury has been calculated at 0.84 per 100,000 players.




    Why me?




    That’s the question.




    Why me?




    The fight I’ll pick with God.








  



    

       

    




    10.




    They say he works in mysterious ways. God, that is. This is what I would like him to explain to me.




    The month is May 1986. I am eighteen months old. My mother, Anne, has strapped me into the back seat of the car with Amy, my four-year-old sister. We are driving to the shops in Oakham. I don’t like cars, hate the bloody restriction, but my sister has become quite adept at unpicking buckles and I go tumbling out the door as we round a corner. Imagine my mother’s horror as she glances in the rearview mirror and sees her son bouncing down the road. Does the child-seat disintegrate? Is it hit by an oncoming car? Do I suffer an appalling injury? No, there isn’t a mark on me.




    The month is November 1989. I am five years old. Mum is in the kitchen preparing lunch; Amy is in the sitting room playing with her dolls; I’m flying up and down the hallway of our home in a plastic McLaren, pretending to be Ayrton Senna. There’s a plate-glass door at the end of the finishing straight. I don’t like doors, doors are restrictive. I accelerate down the hallway and decide not to stop. The glass shatters into a thousand pieces. Is the floor covered in blood? Have I lost a limb or been guillotined? No, there isn’t a mark on me.




    The month is December 2002. I am eighteen years old. It’s Christmas. The boys at the Leicester Tigers Academy are high on festive spirit. A pub golf night has been organized – the annual Open Championship – and we report for this Royal and Ancient contest to Time, a bar near Leicester station, wearing lairy Pringle tops and chequered pants. The opening hole – an inviting par 3 – requires a pint of Stella with a depth-charge of vodka to be drained in three gulps. Take four and you make bogey; two and you make birdie. Each score is recorded on a card and the round consists of a different drink at eighteen of the city’s finest pubs. I start brilliantly, blitzing the front nine with an albatross and three birdies but triple-bogey the last to end up one over for the round.




    The game finishes at three in the morning. The championship has taken its toll. Two of the boys have been arrested for climbing the Christmas tree on Granby Street; three more have collapsed unconscious on Charles Street. I’m struggling to walk and starting to hallucinate. My friend Alex Dodge invites me to crash at his place.




    We hail a cab to Leicester Forest and are staggering up the driveway to his home, when I spot the antichrist, Lawrence Dallaglio, sneering at me from the garden next door. ‘So, Hambo, think you can play with the big boys?’ Enraged, I charge and smash him in the ribcage and drive him across the lawn. ‘Take that you c**t.’ It’s the last thing I remember before drifting off to sleep.




    The fallout next morning is ugly. Alex’s parents’ home has been vandalized. Some lout has spewed all over their couch, attempted to clean the mess with Windolene and blocked the downstairs toilet. He has also charged into the neighbours’ garden and uprooted an ornamental lamppost with his head. Did the culprit fracture his skull? Did he choke on his vomit and die? No, there isn’t a mark on me.




    The month is September 2004. I am nineteen years old. Training at Leicester has finished for the day and I’m racing Dave Young down the A563 to Starbucks in Fosse Park. He’s driving ‘the bogey’, a spectacularly ugly green Hyundai; I’m driving ‘the silver bullet’, a flash VW Polo. We’ve been wheel to wheel since the flag dropped in Oadby and have reached the big roundabout at the entrance to the mall. The lights turn amber; we brake and prepare to stop. The lights are red; I floor the accelerator. There’s a car coming from the right; I squeeze through the gap, forcing him to brake violently; the air erupts with the squeal of burning rubber. Is my act of folly punished? Am I rammed and badly injured? No, there isn’t a mark on me.




    The month is March 2005. I am twenty years old. The England Under-21 rugby team are training at Franklin’s Gardens in Northampton. We’re scrummaging. It’s my favourite part of the game. I follow the order to crouch and hold and await the command to engage. I’m feeling good. I’m in control. This is my domain. I drive into the scrum with the usual intensity, and within seconds everything has changed. Do I dislocate my neck and trap my spinal cord? You guessed it. Am I condemned to spend the rest of my life wired to a machine? Right again. Why, God? Why was I taken out doing the thing I most loved?








  



    

       

    




    11.




    Maybe there’s no God, maybe it’s just fate.




    A man steps from a café one morning with a freshly made bacon roll. He peels back the wrapper and is about to take a bite when a dollop of pigeon-shit splats him on the hand. He breaks his stride and drops the roll in disgust, cursing his misfortune as the pigeon swoops and begins feasting on the spoils. A second later, a clinically depressed woman jumps from an apartment overhead and lands at his feet with a sickening thud. She dies on impact. So does the pigeon. The man is in shock. ‘That could have been me!’ he shudders. ‘That’s exactly where I was standing when I dropped the roll!’ You think that couldn’t happen? You think I’ve made that up? Ask Cusack. He knows.








  



    

       

    




    12.




    Scene 6: INTERIOR – COURTROOM – DAY




    

      A tribunal of inquiry has been established at a courtroom in London to investigate the injuries sustained by Matt




      Hampson at Franklin’s Gardens, Northampton, on 15 March. Michael Cusack, a 21-year-old loose-head prop from Doncaster, has been called to the witness stand. He looks nervous, wary.




      

        

          

            BARRISTER




            Mr Cusack, could you please describe to the tribunal the confrontation you had with Mr Hampson on the day in question?




            CUSACK




            I wouldn’t call it a confrontation. We were both training with the Under-21s at Franklin’s Gardens. We were both playing for England.




            BARRISTER




            My understanding is that you were rivals.




            CUSACK




            Well, yeah, I suppose . . . we were certainly rivals in training: I was the loose-head prop, he was the tight-head prop. He was not playing in my position so to speak, really, but obviously I opposed him in training.




            BARRISTER




            How well did you know him?




            CUSACK




            The first time I met Hambo would have been with the England Under-19s . . . possibly the 18s . . . He was a tough bloke, a good scrummager, but a top lad to be fair. All the Leicester lads . . . Tom Ryder . . . Matt Cornwell . . . were good lads. I play for Leeds and we played Leicester regularly in ‘A’ team fixtures, but I didn’t really get to know him until that Six Nations campaign.




            BARRISTER




            Two weeks before the incident, on 25 February, you played against Ireland in Dublin?




            CUSACK




            Yes.




            BARRISTER




            Could you tell the tribunal about the game in Dublin please, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            It was my first start for the Under-21s, and my first try. I’d been on the bench for the two defeats to Wales and France but I was given a start against Ireland and scored – Tom Biggs popped me in the corner. We won easily.




            BARRISTER




            Did you finish the game, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            No.




            BARRISTER




            You were substituted in the 49th minute?




            CUSACK




            Yes.




            BARRISTER




            Who was your replacement?




            CUSACK




            Hambo.




            BARRISTER




            Louder please, Mr Cusack, so everyone can hear.




            CUSACK




            Matt Hampson.




            BARRISTER




            You went out that night after the game, I believe?




            CUSACK




            Yeah, it was a good night, quite a messy night if I recall.




            BARRISTER




            Messy?




            CUSACK




            We had a right few beers . . . It was quite a long night as well.




            BARRISTER




            My information is that you paired off that night with Mr Hampson?




            CUSACK




            Yeah.




            BARRISTER




            My information is that you met two women and went back to their hotel?




            CUSACK




            (Laughs nervously) Yeah, I do recall that, yeah.




            BARRISTER




            Would you mind telling the tribunal what happened please, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            Not a great deal to be honest. I remember that we paired off like you say, and went back to the ladies’ hotel – a Travelodge near the airport. It was miles from the team hotel; cost us an arm and a leg in a taxi to get back next morning. I still had a bottle of wine and we finished it in the taxi. Some of the lads were coming down to breakfast when we arrived. And then it was a case of just trying to survive the training session without throwing up. It was a pretty big night by all accounts.




            BARRISTER




            So you had more than your position in common with Mr Hampson?




            CUSACK




            How do you mean?




            BARRISTER




            You share a taste for beer and good-looking women?




            CUSACK




            Well, that would do it, wouldn’t it? No . . . I think we got on pretty well. I respected him as a player. I had played against him a few times and he had been good opposition against me. We had a few scrapes on the training field and in games but that’s over once you have played. He obviously likes a beer, I like a beer, and when you win you just want to go out. I guess Matt and me were the two best-looking guys in the squad at that time so it was natural that we teamed up. (Laughs)




            BARRISTER




            Your nickname on the team is ‘Daddy Cu’, I believe?




            CUSACK




            (Smiles) Yes.




            BARRISTER




            This ‘Daddy Cu’ seems a very different person from the man facing me now.




            CUSACK




            How do you mean?




            BARRISTER




            Bit of a lad by the sound of things, not shy or retiring, likes a night out.




            CUSACK




            When the beer is talking, it is talking. I don’t mind the odd beverage – it might help me now!




            BARRISTER




            What made you want to be a prop, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            I don’t think I had a choice really, to be perfectly honest. I played number 8 and stuff until I was about fifteen and did not have the body shape as I got older. That was it really. I was at Yorkshire Under-15s, and from there on in I was a prop. Some say it is a good thing; some say it is bad . . .




            BARRISTER




            What do you say, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            I say it is tough. Unless you have played there, I don’t think anybody really knows what it is like.




            BARRISTER




            Tell the tribunal what it is like.




            CUSACK




            Well, it all starts off with the impact of two packs hitting each other and the props are bearing the brunt of it all. There is a lot of force coming together and if you are slightly off, you will be taught a lesson. The opposite prop is trying to bend you in two and get you into a bad position. And if you are in a bad position it is just painful!




            BARRISTER




            Have you endured much pain, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            I have had the odd couple of knocks.




            BARRISTER




            What about collapsed scrums? Have you ever got into difficulty?




            CUSACK




            What, injured off the scrum? No, touch wood, never.




            BARRISTER




            Okay, Mr Cusack, I’d like to ask you now about the events of 15 March. What are your memories of the session in Franklin’s Gardens?




            CUSACK




            It was a Tuesday morning, three days before the final game of the Six Nations, against Scotland. I recall that we had both started against Italy on the previous Friday and had gone home for the weekend. We started at about ten, the usual stuff – warm up, a bit of rucking, a few restarts – and then the forwards and backs split and we started scrummaging.




            BARRISTER




            You haven’t mentioned the fight, Mr Cusack.




            CUSACK




            What fight is that?




            BARRISTER




            Your punch-up with Mr Hampson during the contact session.




            CUSACK




            I’ve no idea what you are talking about.




            BARRISTER




            Really? That’s not what Mr James Haskell recalls. Would you like me to read his testimony? He said, and I quote: ‘I don’t think we were as physical as we should have been against Italy and we started with a full-on contact session wearing these body suits. It’s the first session of the day and we’re battering the crap out of each other when it all kicks off between Cusack and Hambo. Normally scuffles are broken up after a couple of seconds but no one broke them up. We were doing lengths (of the field) . . . they started fighting at the top end; we turn around, go to the bottom end, turn around and come back and they are still fighting. They are leaning against each other . . . propping each other up and throwing these windmill punches until Nigel Redman steps in and says: “Right that’s enough.”’




            CUSACK




            Was that the same day? I’m not sure. I can remember having a row with someone all right but I don’t think it was Matt.




            BARRISTER




            Do you remember the scrummaging session?




            CUSACK




            Some of it. We did loads. I think we had about five hits on the scrum machine and then a session of live scrums.




            BARRISTER




            What do you mean by live?




            CUSACK




            By live I mean contested scrums; we had enough players for two packs. Spreaders had been brought in to oversee the session.




            BARRISTER




            Spreaders?




            CUSACK




            Tony Spreadbury, the international referee.




            BARRISTER




            And what was the object of these contested scrums?




            CUSACK




            We’d watched a recording of the game against Italy the night before and analysed the scrum. The coaches weren’t happy with the number of resets.




            BARRISTER




            Resets?




            CUSACK




            When a scrum collapses the referee will either reset the scrum or award a penalty. Six of the seven scrums against Italy had been reset. The objective of the session was a clean, three-second scrum: hit, ball in and ball away in three seconds.




            BARRISTER




            But didn’t four of the scrums during the session collapse?




            CUSACK




            Well, it’s a contest, isn’t it? You’ve got one side trying to get the ball away in three seconds and the other side trying to disrupt them.




            BARRISTER




            What side were you on, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            Both sides. The packs were reshuffled several times during the session.




            BARRISTER




            What side were you on when Mr Hampson sustained his injuries?




            CUSACK




            It was their put-in. We were trying to disrupt them.




            BARRISTER




            What does disrupting them entail?




            CUSACK




            What it says.




            BARRISTER




            Is that going in on the angle to bore underneath his chest with your head, Mr Cusack? Were you trying to push him up and out of position? Was the objective to try and bend Mr Hampson in two?




            CUSACK




            I would never have taken you for a prop, barrister.




            BARRISTER




            It’s called the dark art of scrummaging I believe.




            CUSACK




            Some might say.




            BARRISTER




            And you employed that art against Mr Hampson?




            CUSACK




            Matt knew how to take care of himself, believe me.




            BARRISTER




            So what happened, Mr Cusack? What do you remember?




            CUSACK




            Everything and nothing. I’ve replayed that scrum a thousand times in my head trying to figure it out. It felt like a regular scrum. We hit and it went down and I got up, expecting to reset but Matt just lay there. The physio and doctor went to him immediately. The coaches stepped in and moved us out of the way and it wasn’t until much later that we heard it was serious.




            BARRISTER




            How did you feel?




            CUSACK




            Well, knowing that I was against him I felt . . .




            BARRISTER




            Did you feel guilt, Mr Cusack?




            CUSACK




            Guilt? No, it was . . . Well, you do wonder about it. Like I say, it felt like a regular scrum, but you do wonder about it. I remember I went back to my room and closed the door and thought about it for hours. Did I feel guilt? No, I felt pain. I thought about what had happened to him and cried my fucking eyes out.




            BARRISTER




            Thank you, Mr Cusack. There are no further questions.


          


        


      


    








  



    

       

    




    13.




    You’ve got to laugh. Try this.




    A genie pops from his lamp and says, ‘Hey there, Mr tetraplegic-ventilator-dependent-man, I grant you a wish.’




    ‘Shouldn’t that be three wishes?’ I reply.




    ‘Sorry, cutbacks,’ he says. ‘The credit crunch.’




    ‘Okay, then I suppose it will have to be the obvious.’




    ‘You want to walk again, right?’




    ‘No, I said the obvious . . . Tigers to beat Wasps in the final of the European Cup for the next hundred years.’




    Okay, so I’ve no future in comedy, but if I did find that lamp then it really would be the obvious.




    I’ve been thinking about Jennie these past few days and sent her a message this morning using my head-mouse – a laser beamed from a dot on my forehead that enables me to use my laptop. So much to say, so hard to beam it into words. I gave up after two lines: ‘How are you doing? I still think about you.’




    Not exactly Shakespeare.








  



    

       

    




    14.




    Some days are tougher than others. Today, a grey October Tuesday, was one of the tougher days. It started with a mix-up at Glenfield Hospital in Leicester over a routine appointment that (unknown to me) was cancelled and rescheduled. Two of my carers, Dean and Ruby, were with me. It had taken us over an hour to drive from my home in Cold Overton and it seemed a shame to drive straight back.




    ‘Starbucks?’ Ruby suggests.




    ‘Sounds good.’ I smile.




    Pauleen Pratt is a senior clinical nurse at Glenfield. We have just left reception and have almost reached the exit when I notice her coming the other way. ‘Hello, Matt!’ she greets me. ‘I didn’t know you were in today.’




    ‘Well, apparently I’m not,’ I reply. ‘There’s been some mix-up with the dates.’




    ‘Oh, what a pity. How are you?’




    ‘Yeah, good thanks, Pauleen. We’re just heading into Leicester for a coffee.’




    ‘Any chance of a quick word?’




    ‘Sure.’




    She leads us back down the corridor to a small consulting room and glances at Ruby and Dean. ‘I’d like to speak to you alone, Matt,’ she explains.




    ‘Sure,’ I reply.




    I like Pauleen; she has a great sense of humour for someone from Norfolk and never objects to my constant ribbing of her surname (‘Have you always been a Pratt or did you marry one?’). Her expertise is in patients who require chronic ventilation and we’ve got along famously since I left Stoke Mandeville. But as she closes the door, there is no disguising her unease. What is it, I wonder? But she is slow to reveal her hand.




    ‘I hear you haven’t been sleeping well, Matt.’




    ‘No, not great.’




    ‘Has it anything to do with this book you’re writing? You know . . . revisiting it all again.’




    ‘Yeah, maybe.’




    ‘I read the Christopher Reeve book.’




    ‘Was it good?’ I ask.




    ‘Yes, it was. The horsey bit was boring but the healthcare aspect was very interesting. It really got me thinking about the way we treat people sometimes – we don’t empower them at all.’




    ‘We need a few more like you, Pauleen.’




    ‘How has your chest been lately?’ she enquires.




    ‘Not too bad. I had a bit of a fever last week but I’m getting over it.’




    ‘What about the new ventilator?’




    ‘Yeah, it’s all right. I’ve been using the old one at night and the new one during the day . . . They’re a bit different. This one is producing air that dries me out a bit.’




    ‘We can give you something for that.’




    ‘Yeah, well, you know what I’m like . . . I want to take as few drugs as possible.’




    ‘Yeah, I know what you’re like and I respect the choices you make, but you give me sleepless nights sometimes. You are so blooming frustrating!’




    ‘Sorry, Pauleen.’




    ‘Okay, well, I’ve been looking for an opportunity to speak to you alone,’ she says, shifting in her chair. ‘There are a couple of things we need to discuss . . . things that are not very pleasant.’




    ‘I kind of figured that.’ I smile.




    ‘One of the things I admire most about you, Matt, is your drive and ambition – you get out, you socialize, you take risks and you’ve always made your own choices. I need you to make some more of those choices now.’




    ‘Okay.’




    ‘And if I have asked to speak to you in private it’s because I don’t want you to be influenced in those choices by your parents or carers or anyone else.’




    ‘Sure.’




    ‘The fact is, Matt, you are dependent on a ventilator to breathe and at some point in time that is going to cause you problems.’




    ‘I understand that.’




    ‘What if you get sick, I mean really sick . . . Would you want to be brought to Glenfield?’




    ‘Yes, I want to be brought to Glenfield.’




    ‘You don’t want to stay at home?’




    ‘No, I don’t want to stay at home.’




    ‘What if, say, another system is affected and your heart stops or your lungs pack in? Do you want to be resuscitated?’




    ‘Yes, Pauleen.’




    ‘What if . . .’




    She pauses, trying to compose herself.




    ‘I am not ready to die yet, Pauleen,’ I state with as much assertion as I can muster. ‘I have a lot of living to do.’




    ‘I know, Matt,’ she replies, almost choking. ‘And I am not expecting a problem any time soon but it’s better to address this while it isn’t pending.’




    ‘I understand.’




    ‘There are some people in your position who would feel that the burden is too great and would want to be left in peace should anything happen. I know you’re not one of those people. I knew exactly what you’d say but I had to hear you say it. That’s my job. I am now going to document your wishes and copy them into your medical notes.’




    ‘I understand.’




    ‘If at any point you want to change your mind or rediscuss it, there’s no problem. The door is always open.’




    ‘Thanks, Pauleen.’




    ‘Okay, last question, what about a will? I don’t know if you’ve spoken with anybody about it, or about writing a living will, but it’s something you might consider.’




    ‘Okay, I’ll think about that.’




    And I have. Almost eight hours have passed since we had the conversation and I’ve thought of little else.
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    My ghost has arrived for another session of interviews. He’s not happy. He seems confused. ‘Okay, let’s run through this again from top to bottom,’ he says. ‘You’re twenty years old and about to win your fifth cap for England at the 2005 Under-21 Six Nations Championship?’




    ‘Yes, against Scotland.’




    ‘Four days before the game you suffer a catastrophic accident at training?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘You almost die by the side of the pitch?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘You wake up in intensive care wired to a ventilator?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘You spend the next seventeen months at Stoke Mandeville hospital?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘During those seventeen months you contract MRSA and C. diff.?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘You watch your family almost disintegrate with the strain?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Four of your former team-mates – Haskell, Rees, Varndell and Flood – go on to make full England debuts?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘And the day you hit rock bottom, the thing that almost brings you down is a girl!’




    ‘Jennie.’




    ‘Yes, Jennie.’




    ‘Only love can break your heart.’ I smile.




    ‘But it doesn’t stand up,’ he says. ‘The chronology doesn’t make sense. You said you met Jennie on the weekend after the French game?’




    ‘Yeah.’




    ‘That’s Saturday, 19 February 2005?’




    ‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure of the date.’




    ‘But that’s less than a month before your accident?’




    ‘So?’




    ‘How many times did you go out together?’




    ‘I dunno . . . three . . . four . . . three, I think. It was smack in the middle of the Six Nations. I was away with England quite a lot.’




    ‘What did you do on those dates?’




    ‘We went to a bar in Leicester twice for drinks, and met once for coffee in Starbucks.’




    ‘You never went out to dinner together?’




    ‘I’d asked her to come to the Scotland game. We were planning to go out to dinner, but . . .’




    ‘So you had only just met this girl?’




    ‘Yeah.’




    ‘How could you fall in love with someone you hardly knew?’ he asks.




    ‘Maybe it was love at first sight.’




    ‘Was it?’




    ‘Not really.’




    ‘So what was it?’ he asks. ‘And how do we explain it in the book?’




    An awkward silence ensues.




    ‘There are some bits I haven’t told you,’ I concede.
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    Scene 7: INTERIOR – COURTROOM – DAY




    

      The tribunal of inquiry has entered its second day. Matt Cornwell, a twenty-year-old centre from Leicester, has just entered the witness stand. He is calm, assured.




      

        

          

            BARRISTER




            Mr Cornwell, you are a team-mate of Mr Hampson’s at Leicester, I believe?




            CORNWELL




            That’s right.




            BARRISTER




            And a member of the England Under-21s?




            CORNWELL




            Yes. I’ve known Matt basically since the age of nine, when he joined our club, Syston. My father, John, was the coach there. Our parents got to know each other and started socializing together; we’d go to the Hampsons’ for dinner and have a kickaround in the garden. I played a lot of football with him in that garden.




            BARRISTER




            You became friends?




            CORNWELL




            Yes. The first time I ever got drunk was with Hambo – a barn party at a neighbour’s house. All the rugby lads were on the bar serving drinks for the parents. He had this bottle of cider under the table. ‘We’ll have a few cheekies,’ he says. I could hardly walk. He thought it was hilarious. That was typical of him – he was definitely more of an instigator than a follower. At Syston, because my dad was the coach, I could not be seen to be sneaking beer or any of that when we went away on tour. I’d think: Oh God, I cannot get caught. Hambo didn’t care. ‘Just go for it’ was his attitude. He hasn’t changed.




            BARRISTER




            Your friendship was unusual. Forwards and backs aren’t normally that close . . .




            CORNWELL




            We weren’t massively close – not at first. It wasn’t really until we joined the Tigers Academy that we started to chill out with each other. We have different characters: I’m probably more reserved and sensitive, a bit of a soft lad really; Matt loves a wind-up. It was always just a joke to him.




            BARRISTER




            Did you have similar aspirations for the game?




            CORNWELL




            I never thought I would play rugby professionally, not at Syston, but I think Hambo always had it in his head. He loved scrummaging and he had the heart for the game. I can see him now with his scrum hat and gumshield popping out of his mouth, smashing people out of the way. And he could run and handle the ball. He was not one of these props with hands like feet who drop it all the time.




            BARRISTER




            According to my notes you made your debut for England together?




            CORNWELL




            Yes, with the Under-18s at a three-week tournament in Scotland, which was cool. We won all four games. That was wicked. I loved playing with him. You would stand next to him for the national anthem and he would start squeezing and get you tight – if you were not up for the game he was going to drag you up. And he never took a backward step. If we needed somebody sorted, Hambo was always in first. He would smash them. If somebody was on the wrong side, he would wade in with his big Nike boots and shoe the fuck . . . sorry, shoe the lard out of them. That’s my abiding memory of him as a player. He was always at the front.




            BARRISTER




            Thank you, Mr Cornwell. Now, if you would kindly address the events of 15 March. You were present that morning at Franklin’s Gardens, I believe?




            CORNWELL




            Yes I was, but I had picked up a dead leg and didn’t train.




            BARRISTER




            What did you do?




            CORNWELL




            I watched from the side with my coat and woolly hat on. It was quite a windy morning and cold. I remember doing a bit of work with Becky, the team video woman, and walking around and watching the play. The backs were pretty much done; the forwards were still working on the scrum and doing hits all around the pitch. I was standing under the posts, chatting with Tom Varndell from about twenty metres away when Hambo went down.




            BARRISTER




            The scrum collapsed?




            CORNWELL




            Yes. I remember looking across and seeing the doctor behind Matt on his side and thinking: Oh, there’s the doctor!




            BARRISTER




            I’m sorry, Mr Cornwell, I don’t understand.




            CORNWELL




            The team doctor, Tim Weighman, had packed down at flanker on that side of the scrum when it collapsed. It was the first time I had noticed him. They were obviously missing a man or he was filling in for somebody, which was a bit stupid but . . .




            BARRISTER




            Stupid?




            CORNWELL




            The doctor is a nice guy, I like him, but he’s not a flanker – half of the prop’s power comes from the shoulder of the flanker and maybe it wasn’t a factor but it did make me wonder.




            BARRISTER




            Scrums collapse regularly in the game. At what point did you realize there was a problem?




            CORNWELL




            At first, it looked pretty normal. I thought: Oh, he’s hurt his neck. He’ll get up and put some ice on it and it will be fine. But he wasn’t moving. The doctor and physio were looking at each other, almost in shock. A couple of the guys moved away and then Tony Spreadbury went flying in.




            BARRISTER




            The referee?




            CORNWELL




            Yes. To be fair, the doctor got hold of Matt’s head straight away but Tony Spreadbury took control: Call the ambulance, do this, do that, boom, boom, boom. I remember walking over and peering over the top and that was when it hit me: Jesus! This is fucking bad!




            BARRISTER




            How much time had elapsed?




            CORNWELL




            Not much . . . ten . . . twenty seconds.




            BARRISTER




            What did you see?




            CORNWELL




            Matt had stopped breathing. I looked down and he was literally blue in the face. It was brutal. I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t know what to do. The guys were saying, ‘No, stay back, stay back.’ Then he took some sort of a turn and Spreaders started pumping his chest: doosh, doosh, doosh.




            BARRISTER




            He was administering CPR?




            CORNWELL




            Yes. And as soon as I saw that I broke down. I was in bits . . . all of the Leicester boys – me, Tom Ryder, Tom Varndell – we were really cut up. Spreaders was great, I owe him a few pints. In my eyes, he saved Matt’s life. I’m not saying the other guys were not qualified, but in the heat of the moment he dealt with it. He was the boy.




            BARRISTER




            What happened when the ambulance arrived?




            CORNWELL




            The session was ended and we went back to the team hotel, but I couldn’t bear it. I thought: I have got to go to the hospital. I was still in my gear, but I jumped in my car and drove to the hospital.




            BARRISTER




            What hospital?




            CORNWELL




            Northampton General. I couldn’t find it at first; had to go down the M1 and cut back in. When I got there, they had brought him straight into emergency so I didn’t see him, but the team doctor and physio were there. They were white as sheets. It had never happened to them before; it had never happened within the England set-up. Everybody was in complete shock. The next day we had a meeting to decide what we were going to do about the Scotland game. It was just the players. No management. I said, ‘Look, I think Hambo would have wanted us to play’, but looking back it was a mistake. There was no atmosphere; it was too emotional. I cried my eyes out during the national anthem, other guys were the same, especially Cusack. We played like a bunch of twats . . . Not that it mattered.




            BARRISTER




            How long was it before you saw Mr Hampson again?




            CORNWELL




            It would have been on the Monday or the Tuesday . . . I think it was the Tuesday, exactly a week after it happened.




            BARRISTER




            And he had been moved to Stoke Mandeville?




            CORNWELL




            Yes. I remember there was something wrong with my car so I borrowed my dad’s van and drove down with Jennie.




            BARRISTER




            Jennie?




            CORNWELL




            Matt’s girlfriend. It was the first time I had met her. She had got my number somehow through a friend of a friend and called me: ‘Can you pick me up and take me down to see Matt?’ We drove down together. I think we stopped for something to eat on the way. I thought she was a nice girl, quite funny; quite a good-looking girl as well.




            BARRISTER




            And you had not met her before?




            CORNWELL




            No, I had heard about her, but Hambo was unusual like that . . . we used to go and get with chicks as you do – young lads leading the bachelors’ life – but Hambo would never ‘stick’ as such. He would never do stuff, if you like.




            BARRISTER




            Stuff?




            CORNWELL




            Relationships . . . girlfriends . . . shagging; the lads in rugby live off that, all you talk about is chicks and cars and computer games, but Hambo was different. You would never hear him talking about it. He had gone out with a few girls, but never seemed that interested until maybe two months before the accident when he was on fire with the chicks. Unbelievable! He was pulling them left, right and centre. All the boys were like: ‘Yeah, go for it, Hambo.’ I had never seen him like that before. That was when he met Jennie.




            BARRISTER




            How did they meet?




            CORNWELL




            I’ve no idea, but she obviously made an impression on him because on the night before he was injured he was on the phone for ages to this bird in the corridor of the hotel. I remember laughing about it. ‘Hambo! This isn’t you, mate. What are you doing? Tell her to get lost and we’ll mess around.’




            BARRISTER




            What happened when you arrived at Stoke Mandeville?




            CORNWELL




            Matt was in intensive care. He was blown up like a balloon with all the fluids and stuff in him. There was no response apart from blinking. That was all he could do. He could not move a muscle.




            BARRISTER




            That must have been difficult?




            CORNWELL




            Well, I knew I’d be a bloody mess and tried to prepare myself by going to see Paddy Mortimer, the sports psychologist we use at Tigers. He gave me a couple of techniques to make it easier.




            BARRISTER




            Techniques?




            CORNWELL




            Yeah, you know, ways of coping. He told me ‘Go in, be really bubbly, tell him what was going on with the boys at Leicester; be really enthusiastic and say, “It is great to see you, mate.” Even if he is not responding, just tell him everything. After ten minutes make an excuse to go to the toilet and compose yourself. Then go back in again.’




            BARRISTER




            Did it work?




            CORNWELL




            Yes and no. It was hard watching him lying there. He was on life support, hanging on, and looked dreadful. I came out after ten minutes and completely broke down. We hardly spoke on the journey home . . . No, sorry, Jennie stayed with him; I am pretty sure she slept by his side. She stayed around for a few months, six months, maybe a bit longer.




            BARRISTER




            What do you mean by around?




            CORNWELL




            Sorry, I mean the relationship lasted for about six months. I don’t know how it ended. He has never spoken about it and I have never asked. He keeps stuff like that close to his chest.




            BARRISTER




            Thank you, Mr Cornwell.
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