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SCREAM SILENTLY

[Prologue]

“You have no choice, Mrs Hamilton, if you don’t have this surgery, you will die.” The consultant’s words replay in my mind.

A porter arrives and checks my name. "They're ready for you downstairs now." Levers click into place as the cot sides on my bed are fixed into their slots, perhaps to stop me from throwing myself out in despair at what is awaiting me, and my chariot is rolled smoothly out of its place, past the windows on the fourth floor and through the double doors. Another man dressed in his green theatre outfit from head to toe joins us. He takes the lead and directs us out of the ward towards the lift.

 I think of all the other places I would much rather be on a Tuesday

afternoon at one thirty, than lying here in my stiff, white, cotton gown that is stamped in red with the hospital name, being wheeled past dingy grey walls on my way to the surgeon's knife. Lunch with a friend, at some busy restaurant choosing between the moist chocolate gateaux or the succulent strawberries and cream. That would be the best scenario, but right now I'd settle for; at home with my son Harry, constructing a railway track to take his favourite Thomas the Tank Engine trains; at the gym pretending to sweat buckets whilst watching the latest pop videos; or even clearing up vomit, without blue rubber gloves, eyes out on stalks after a night of illness with one of the children. Anywhere but here.


"Did you work at Guy's?" My two companions are having a normal conversation. How can they? Don't they realise I'm scared? I'm about to be fed a cocktail of chemicals, transported like a piece of meat onto a cold, hard slab, washed down with disinfectant and cut open. Why hasn't the world stopped whilst I get through the next few hours?

"Yeah, for a while, had to move on though,” the banal reply came. What the hell is happening? Hello, I'm lying here. Remember me? I'm not just the next piece of meat for the chop, but a real live patient with feelings. The lift doors open and we take priority as my bed is angled into the left-hand corner. I’m grateful that it is this particular lift that is working today, as the other one goes too fast and gives you a fairground tummy as it stops and starts. I don’t need much of an excuse to be sick.

We are able to squeeze in a few normal people; ones with their clothes on. A little girl is being carried by her dad, a balloon saying, 'Baby Girl' held high about our heads. It bobs onto the shoulder of the secretary holding an armful of files. A visitor squashed into the corner holds a bag of fruit.  They stand in a line on my right. Everyone avoids looking at me. How can you not look at me? I’m the one lying in bed right in front of you. Can't you see the perspiration on my brow or the tears welling in my eyes? The surgeon said it wouldn't be too painful. But how much is too painful? 

When I gave birth to Ellie, my second daughter, it was more pain than I could bear. I was traumatised for months, so much so, that I asked the gynaecologist when I fell pregnant with my next child, for a general anaesethetic and an elective caesarean. He refused, but I considered it worth asking. Is it as much pain as when you cut yourself in the kitchen, the knife slipping as you chop carrots? The surgeon showed me roughly how long the cut was going to be, from half way down my abdomen, to half way down my thigh. He said that a side effect might be numbness and swelling. It’s too late now to ask him more questions. He also added that he liked to go in aggressively. Does that mean that he wears war paint and runs into the operating theatre waving a cutlass and shouting like a banshee?

 
I like my legs. There are plenty of other parts of me that I don’t like, but I like my legs. My left one in particular. Will I ever fit into my jeans again? More importantly, will I wake up after this anaesthetic? I have three young children at home. I have to wake up. But how much is it going to hurt? 


We're walking, or at least I'm rolling, along the corridor. This is part of the hospital on the first floor I haven't seen. I’d spent the previous evening pacing the grey, pink and sometimes canary yellow hospital corridors with my sister, in a vain attempt to pass my last visiting time, to allow our red, puffy, tear stained eyes a while to return to normality, before we both had to face our worlds when the bell went.  Like prisoners going down, you don't take this route by choice. Only, if you're in serious shit.

 
I reflect, as we amble along, that they could have painted the walls and ceilings on this last stretch with words of encouragement. 'Hang in there' or 'You can do it.' 'It won't hurt.... that much.' At least that would take your mind off your last few moments of consciousness.


The doors swing open and I'm wheeled into a large, bright room full of machines and the green people, with white masks slung casually around their necks like cowboy’s neckties. The porter facing me notices the trickle of tears falling silently from my eyes.

"Hey, don't worry, you're be alright,” he comforts. At last I'm human. The anaesthetist reintroduces himself and checks that no teeth have dropped out since he saw me earlier. His female assistant starts talking to me but I can't respond with anything other than a nod. Taking me into a smaller room, the green man tells me that he is going to put a needle in the back of my left hand and picks the limp object up. I don't mind the anaesthetic bit. You go into this lovely deep, warm place where it's safe and secure. I never want to come out and want to beg to be left there a bit longer. Like I used to feel in bed as a child, when mum shouted to me to get up for school on those cold, winter mornings. At least if I died on the operating table it would be a good way to go. My friend’s mother went like that. Right out of the blue. Wasn’t expected to. He’d spent the last evening comforting her that those sorts of things didn’t happen. It's just the needle bit I hate. The back of the hand is the worst. Ouch. It's in. I try to hold the hand of the nurse beside me, but she’s too busy doing something else and doesn’t notice.


"I think she's a bit anxious," I hear her say as she looks down and sees that the trickle has grown to a river of tears.

"Don't worry, last minute nerves," the anaesthetist says encouragingly, as though I’m about to go on stage. "You'll be asleep in a moment." He attaches another syringe of chemicals to the cannulae on my hand and I feel the fluid travel as far as my elbow. I realise I’m on my way.


"Take care of the childr..." I manage to utter as I drift off into oblivion. 
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