


I saw the surgeon’s masks, I saw them wash their hands and put on their clean gloves, I saw them in their steri-

lised robes. I know I was lying on a clean white sheet. I saw their apparatus sterile and shiny. And yet I know 

something slipped through their bleached precautions - That some sort of germ did survive. 

I didn’t notice it at the time, why would I? If they couldn’t see it, why should I? All it had to be was a microbe. 

One little cell of wrongness that had made a home on a scalpel or on a pair of pliers or on the screwdriver 

itself, and had now found its way into my bloodstream. One little microbe that should have been killed by 

my internal defences, but instead has grown bigger and stronger and is now living inside my body like some 

dreadful internal vampire.

This is what happened. 

Six months after the second operation all was still well. I had finished my physiotherapy; I was no longer walk-

ing with a limp, and only had a few exercises to do each day to ensure I kept the ankle loose and light. There 

was nothing wrong with it, nothing wrong with me – my life at the time was great. I had rarely felt such a sense 

of joy in my hobble-free step. And then one day, I looked down at my left forearm and there was a bulge I’d 

never seen before. 

It wasn’t large, no longer than a fifty pence piece and not even as wide as that. I pressed down on it for a mo-

ment and then it was gone. It vanished completely, as if it had never been there. 

I was with friends at the time – although none of them were quick enough to see it – and they told me not to 

worry, that it was probably some bizarre water retention, that it was something harmless and I shouldn’t get 

stressed. 

Of course they were right, of course it had to be something perfectly simple – one of those strange quirks I’d 

have forgotten in twenty-four hours. But I couldn’t lose the sensation that when I pressed down on it, when I 

put the weight of my thumb against it, it had squirmed and burrowed back inside. It didn’t dissipate like any 

fluid would have done; it actually reacted to my touch and retreated away from my skin. Surely it wasn’t water, 

surely it was something else.

Maybe I did forget about it, maybe I did tell myself it was just paranoia. Certainly life progressed; certainly I 

didn’t sit and panic. A few weeks went by and I was seeing a girl – Cassie was her name – and I was staying 

over her place for the night. 

I was lying in her bed, dreamy, post coital. She had slipped out, ostensibly to use the lavatory but I could hear 

her in whispered conversation with her flatmate. I was face to the pillow, when I felt a need to scratch my back 

– simple at that, just reach my hand to my spine and give it a nice scratch. I reached over – sleepy, not really 

thinking – and my fingers touched something, something on my lower spine that shouldn’t be there.

To be continued...
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