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For all who fall


The kingdom of the sick is not a democracy.

Sinéad Gleeson 

To take up residence in my body again, I write.

Jacqueline Alnes


How to Use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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Disclaimer

This book reflects the personal medical experiences and opinions of the author about her own medical treatment and should not be read in any way as medical advice or endorsement of any treatment or procedure.


I stand thigh-deep in the lake, eyes closed, arms extended a little from my sides, my fingertips just touching the still surface of the water. I am trying to capture the sun in my body. I think if I can draw enough of it into me now, I can last through the winter. I am trying to charge myself up, to store light in my bones. 

The lake is the last mouthful in the bottom of the bowl of the Vale of Grasmere. A blue eye – the wooded island a green iris at its centre. The fells form a kind of circle around it, like a super-sized henge, like a cupped palm. William Wordsworth described Grasmere as a ‘huge concave’, naming it a bower, a shelter, a nook, a recess, a temple, a harbour, a safe retreat, a hallowed spot.1 He wrote of feeling the guardianship of the cloud-capped hills, asked them to embrace him, to close him in.2 

Mid-October, and the first full day of sun this month. It has been an unusually mild month: unusually, aggressively wet, even for here. The Lake District is famous for its rain, for its unpredictable weather. Within its saturated bounds, the wettest inhabited valley in England lies only ten miles over the fells from my home in Grasmere. This summer, whilst most of England desiccated under drought conditions, we dissolved in rain. Daily the fells have been erased and reconstructed out of mist, as storms move over and through the vale. The persistent rain here feels as ominous as the drought elsewhere. This is weather pushed to the extremes of itself. 

Today though, the sun is dazzling – ludicrous in its unforecast intensity – the sky exquisitely blue.

I am trying to make the best of it, to take comfort where I find it. I am trying to not think too much of the future, of the coming winter, of everything beyond. 

Once my legs are numb, once I have sucked as much sun into my face and chest as I think I can carry, I launch softly into the water. I don’t want to disturb the brilliant mirror of its surface more than I need to. I breathe out as I push my arms forward like an arrow pointing towards the light. I breathe in as I draw my arms back to my sides. It is a kind of meditation, a spell against the shock of the cold. I swim fast, count strokes until my body has settled into the movement, the chill medium. 

I swim up the lake, parallel to the tree-lined shore, to keep the light as long as possible. At 4 p.m. the sun is already hanging low over Deerbolts Wood to the west, almost touching the tops of the trees. The wood is in shadow, casting the coming dark over the far side of the water, portentious.

By midwinter it will slide behind the screen of the fells before 11 a.m., peeking out briefly at noon as though the whole vale is a cosmic clock.

I count sixty strokes before my muscles begin to relax, my movements lengthen, and I can rest for a little while. 

I spread my arms out on the surface and rotate my legs, spinning my body round like a whirligig. The village is smudged into fields and woods, the long stony beach at the south, the thin line of the weir. The trees blur into streaks of amber and rust. I love to see Grasmere like this, from in the water, from what Roger Deakin called the frog’s-eye view. It is a different kind of knowing. I watch cars move up and down the wide U of Dunmail Raise, the route north out of the village, named for an ancient warrior king said to be buried beneath the pass. A buzzard circles over Helm Crag. In the bright low light all the fells are cut out in sharp relief.

Facing the raise I wiggle my feet under the shining surface, enjoying the patterns the light and water make on my skin. This may be the last swim of my year with bare legs, bare feet. I have to savour it whilst I can. Soon I will have to slither into a second skin of neoprene before I can swim comfortably, and swimming comfortably is my priority. 

I am not one of those outdoor swimmers who relishes the cold. Quite the opposite. The cold hurts. I get no thrill or relief from it. If I get too cold, I can’t warm up again. In the cold my body seizes up, muscle system by muscle system. It doesn’t take much of a drop in temperature for me to lose all remaining feeling in my hands, my feet, my nose. I do not swim for the cold, but despite it. I dread the cold and the coming of the cold. All winter, I long for summer. I swim in the lake all year because, when forced to choose, I prefer to be in water and cold than to be on land and warm. 

If I could, I would live in the water. To be a body in water, not a body on land. A body that can’t fall over. Accepting the cold is a part of my negotiation with the lake. I grit my teeth and breathe into it, and the lake keeps its side of the bargain, releases me from the weight of my own body for as long as I can stay in it. It bears me, if I can bear it.

The lake is in my favourite mood today – the surface still as a scrying glass, reflecting the fells, the trees, the sky – the sun gleaming on and through it. I swim breaststroke, mostly, and when I push my arms out, palms together, through the water, I feel I am swimming through the sky. Swimming through the fells. I am splitting forests apart with my arms. I am opening mountains and folding the sky into them. As I turn my palms and bring my arms back to my sides I am opening mountains and folding them into my body. It is the closest to flying I can get. 

I float, luxuriating in the touch of the sun even through the water. If I could only keep hold of this feeling. 

I am a speck of dust in the blue eye of the vale. From here, the hill I live at the foot of looks as green as summer. But the sun is dipping behind the fells to the west, and shadow has crept from their feet to engulf the whole southern end of the lake. 

I am so thankful for the sun on my face, for the water holding me, for everything that means I can be here. For the ways I have been able to reconstruct my life to prioritise care for my body – a swim on a fine day, a rest on a bad one – and everyone and everything that has helped me to do that. All the people from whom I have learnt how to prioritise that care, and the people who taught me what care could look like. The patience and support of my partner, who reads quietly under a tree on the shore as I turn about and about in the water like a happy seal. That he could be here today, waiting to carry my kit, heavy with lake, home, to save me pain in my neck and shoulders. The conspiracy of circumstances that brought me to this village in the first place, sixteen years ago. The conspiracy of circumstances that meant we moved back together, and stayed. The luck of timing that meant there was a cottage to rent near to the lake when we most needed it. The painkillers that make the ten-minute walk from the cottage to the small wooded beach I swim from endurable.

There is a scattered flotilla of leaves on the water, their reflections making doubles of themselves. In the bright sun their rich colours catch and flare. The insignia of autumn. I swim towards a great brown oak leaf, curled into a shape that reminds me of an ancient ship – a tall bow curving into its body – like a trireme. It mirrors its hulk back at itself so perfectly in the still blue – the polished red timbers of a high hull. The veins of the leaf look like the sections of a sail. It brings a D. H. Lawrence poem into my mind, lines I thought I had forgotten, that I pored over as a student twenty years ago. Now it is autumn and the falling fruit / and the long journey towards oblivion.3 It is how I always feel at this time of year, that I can smell death on the air. I shudder to think the grim frost is at hand. Like the apples that fall in the poem and bruise themselves an exit from themselves, my body is always already fallen, bruised, badly bruised. In summer I can forget it for a little while, forget the fragility of my body. Every summer still I fool myself like a teenager – I am getting stronger in the sun, this winter will be easier. I swim most days, sometimes more than once, and sometimes I even have energy left to do other things. I walk home from the lake in the long gloaming, and the warmth melts the distance. I barely limp. I carry myself more lightly. It feels possible for a few weeks that I could be making energy as my limbs flash through the sparkling water, not sloughing it off. Autumn brings any lingering illusion crashing down like fruit from the trees. 

Treading water before the tiny ship of the oak leaf I ask it, the lake, the turning trees and the small birds, the one cloud in the sky, the black-headed gull that keeps circling me, my self – have you built your ship of death, O have you? I turn onto my back, skull away, mutter, O build your ship of death, for you will need it. 

The heron rises from trees on the west shore and swoops down the length of the wood. In the sunlit tops of the trees along the near shore a throng of long-tailed tits flits from branch to branch, rustling the gold-green leaves, their high-pitched trilling carrying across the water. 

A grey wagtail flies over my head as I glide into land and perches on a half-submerged rock by the beach, strutting and bobbing. Once a grey wagtail watched over my friend E and me as we swam in a waterfall in a tree-lined gorge. No soul about but the wagtail, pacing the perimeter of the deep red pool, and us, within it. Above us the river travelled under a bright blue sky before it tumbled down into the shade, carrying the sun within it. It felt as though when we’d stepped off the path we’d slipped out of our world and into hers, that she’d let us in. We named her the spirit of the swim, guardian of the foss. Small, ever-moving goddess of radiant water. Every time I see a grey wagtail I think of that afternoon, of how suddenly seams of magic can unfurl from a quite ordinary stand of trees, a well-trodden path. Their yellow bellies under thundercloud wings sing to me of light in winter, their presence of protection and companionship. Every wag of their tail says joy. Joy is still possible. 

In Lawrence’s poem the body has to go down into darkness, completely under, to come back out again. You have to go into oblivion, and through it, so the whole thing can start again. 

A tawny owl calls somewhere in the wood, as though to confirm that night is coming. I swim towards it, into the growing shadow. 

When I step out of the water, steadying myself as I learn to move upright again, it is into a kind of mountain twilight. The sun gone from the beach and the trees, a few final rays split over the lake. Mist rises off the surface like breath on a cold day. In the shallows, fat brown acorns and red and green leaves cover the grey stones. The leaves that still cling to the trees glow fluorescent in the dusk. I shiver as I change. 

On the way home we will turn off the main road and climb up through the woods to chase the last slivers of sun, but we will be losing a race with the earth’s rotation. We will walk the last quarter-mile with bats swooping over us down the gully of the old road, colour draining from the sky. The owls will follow us to our door, calling to each other, I am here, are you here too? All night it will seem they are sitting on our window ledge, inviting us into the dark. 
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