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For Althea,
Who has always been there to catch me
Even before I fell.
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Note from the author….

On May 29 2016, I woke early on a Sunday morning to go for a jog with my sister, Althea. Bleary-eyed, we pulled on our gym gear and trainers, and headed for the canal path in Stratford, East London, our usual running route. But halfway home, I tripped – and then everything changed.

There was a man on the path that day. He came along as I lay on the ground, a pain like nothing I’ve ever felt before searing through my right leg. Through tears and panic, Althea and I begged him to phone an ambulance. He did – but then he hung up and told us he had to go. ‘I’ve got a train to catch,’ I remember him saying. And then he was 
gone.

I don’t know how long I lay there until the girl appeared; the girl who waited with us and flagged down the ambulance, who helped rather than abandoned. And to this day, neither Althea or I remember anything about the man’s physical appearance – only that he was there, and then he wasn’t.

For a long time, I was fixated on this stranger. Where was he going that was so crucial? Did he just panic and flee? And, most haunting of all, would things have been different if he’d stayed? This faceless man eventually became Alexander Mitchell. It was the beginning of Five Steps To Happy.

I’ve been an amputee for a few years now. I won’t lie, there have been dark times; times when the outside world seemed so frightening that I wanted to shrivel in my wheelchair and disappear. For a naturally upbeat and positive person, it wasn’t a welcome feeling – and psychological recovery from any kind of trauma is an ever-shifting process.

But one thing’s for certain – the good times hugely outweigh the bad. The people I’ve met and the experiences I’ve had since my accident are amazing and far reaching. I’ve taken part in a triathlon, told my story on stage in front of a packed theatre and danced with Jonnie Peacock for a Good Housekeeping feature (we literally have two left feet, and who could resist that pun?!). I’ve become an ambassador for the Limbless Association and Barts Health’s Transform Trauma campaign, two causes now incredibly close to my heart. And to top it all off, I’ve achieved a long-held childhood dream that still gives me a little thrill every time I say the words out loud. I, Ella Dove, am an author.

I wonder, readers, if the man from the canal path will pick up this book. And to the faceless stranger on the day that changed my life: if you’re out there, know that you’re forgiven. Because without you, my own path would never have changed direction.

Thank you all so much for picking up this book.

Ella Dove, January 2019.


Part One


Chapter One

It took three and a half seconds for me to fall. And yet it felt like slow motion. I landed awkwardly on the canal path. Stones rough against my back. Blood wet on my forearm. My heart pounding.

‘Are you all right?’

I opened my eyes and looked up. I’d forgotten that the man was still here. He had the whitest blond hair I’d ever seen. His pale blue eyes darted nervously left and right. He looked as dazed as I felt.

‘Heidi,’ he asked. ‘Are you OK?’

I touched a hand to my head. Had I hit it? My hair smelt of stale smoke and dry shampoo – last night had been my fourth bar shift in a row, penance for yet another failed audition. Three years out of drama school, and still no luck. These days, I was more of a barmaid than an actress. Stale-smelling hair and a sore throat from shouting drink orders over music had become my life. I’d planned to wash my hair post-run. Now, tiny pieces of gravel were caught in the loose lilac strands that were stuck to my cheek. I was flustered and embarrassed.

‘Fine, yes … I think,’ I gabbled. Trust me to trip over in the midst of flirtation. Smooth, as ever. There was something wrong with my leg. I scrabbled up onto my elbows, wincing as pain shot through my knee. My face was hot. I felt drops of cold sweat on my forehead.

I had the urge to get up, to jog home to Dougie, who was back in our flat, sleeping off his hangover after joining me on a riotous post-shift night out with my work friends from Bar Conscience. His door had been closed when I’d left, blissfully unaware of my morning jogging ritual. He never understood why or how I chose to get rid of the toxins with a run. But when I was jogging, I felt free and at peace. My thoughts aligned with my feet on the pavement. The world made sense again.

‘Are you sure?’ The man, Alexander, looked worried, blond eyebrows knitted together.

‘Yeah, yeah.’ I waved away his pity. Embarrassment stabbed at my gut. I tensed my stomach muscles and tried to sit up. But the pain in my leg had intensified. There was a rushing in my ears. I collapsed back to the ground. Alexander was staring down at me. I fought the urge to cry.

‘My leg …’ I managed.

I felt sick. The sounds of the birds and the canal water against its banks now seemed loud and unnerving. What was happening?

‘That doesn’t look good,’ Alexander said, uncertain. ‘It might be broken.’

‘Broken?’

I screwed up my eyes. I thought about my plans for the day – a lazy brunch with Dougie, a Netflix marathon. I’d planned to learn my monologue for next week’s audition – not that I was feeling very hopeful about it. That night, I was due to meet Olly Burton-Powell from Tinder, a thirty-four-year-old chef from Hackney with a full beard and a mildly worrying taxidermy hobby. He was to be my third date this week – after sushi with a sales manager named Jeff who’d dropped a spicy tuna roll into his man bag, and non-alcoholic cocktails with Martin from Brixton (note: teetotal) who’d had his two front teeth knocked out by a BB gun during a re-enactment of the Battle of Waterloo in an East London warehouse. Dating in your thirties was hideous. Let’s face it, all the best men had been snapped up already, stowed away with brides and babies, leaving people like me doomed to meet the same rotation of weirdos and narcissists online or else stuck on the ‘single’ table at weddings.

‘You need a hospital,’ Alexander said. His voice brought me back to the present. He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out his phone.

‘Really?’ I lifted my head, attempting to survey the damage. But the world whooshed in and out of focus, forcing me back down against the gravel. Fear began to set in.

‘Ambulance, please,’ I heard Alexander say.

I blinked once, twice. Nausea rose. My vision blurred. I knew I couldn’t try and move again. My body felt rigid with shock, frozen to the ground.

‘Yes, hello, there’s a girl here by the canal in Stratford, she’s tripped over and hurt her leg. We’re on the towpath that runs towards Hackney – near Three Mills Studios.

‘Yes, she’s conscious. Yes, she’s breathing, she’s responding. OK great, thank you.’

He shoved the phone back into his pocket. I vaguely remembered a first-aid lesson from school. Wasn’t it better to stay on the phone to an ambulance?

‘It won’t be long,’ he said.

His body language was twitchy. I remembered the way I’d seen him hurrying along the path, large black headphones blocking out the sound of my approach.

‘How are you feeling?’

Hot tears sprang to my eyes.

‘So painful.’

‘Help is on the way, I promise.’

He squinted down at me through the morning sun. His shadow fell across my body.

‘Hold tight. Won’t be long.’

The pain made everything hazy. Practical thoughts floated through the panic. Would Dougie be awake yet? When would he realise something had happened? Should I cancel my date? Why the hell had I left my phone at home?

Alexander crouched down beside me. He stared anxiously at my leg, his mouth set into a tight line. I could no longer feel my foot. My eyelids flickered. I tried to fight it.

‘You’ll be OK. Just hold on. The ambulance will be here soon.’

Was he reassuring me, or himself? From inside his pocket, I heard a shrill, old-style ringtone. Alexander retrieved his phone and answered it.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘She told me. I’m coming.’

He ended the call and straightened up. He pressed the screen again, checking the time.

‘Look, Heidi, I’m so sorry. I’ve really got to go.’

‘What?’ I craned my neck to look at him. I was sure I’d misheard.

Alexander began to pace. Dust from the ground rose up and into the air.

‘I need to go,’ he said again. His tone was tortured. ‘I am so sorry.’

His phone was still in his hand. Every couple of seconds, he checked it. I heard a series of beeps as a flurry of messages came through in quick succession.

‘Why?’

Alexander didn’t respond. His attention was glued to his screen. Fear jabbed in my stomach. What about the ambulance? Surely he didn’t mean it?

‘Please,’ my voice was rasping and hoarse. ‘Don’t leave.’

There was no holding back now. Tears ran down the side of my face and dripped into my hair. I pleaded with him, his features blurring in front of me.

‘You can’t …’

How could anyone be so heartless?

‘I really have to. I have a train to catch. Please understand …’

With every ounce of energy I had left, I tried one last time to force myself upright. Below my knee, I felt a slicing, tearing sensation. I held my breath when I saw my leg, twisted at a horrifying angle in my new green gym leggings. I felt a sound escape my throat. I realised I was screaming.

‘Is everything OK?’

Another voice now, high-pitched and urgent. My world swam in and out of focus. A blur of pink with black clothing.

But I didn’t hear any more. I took one last look at Alexander before he turned and strode rapidly away. The last thing I remembered was the cloud of conflict behind his eyes. It was the sad smile of a man who had tried to stop me from falling. It was the regret of a man who had missed.


Chapter Two

Two hours later, I was in a curtained cubicle. The drapes were blue, the walls and ceiling white and clinical. A continuous beeping noise entered my consciousness, high-pitched and urgent. I inhaled deeply. There was a hard tube caught in my nostrils. The pain hit me. I started to scream.

‘It’s OK.’ An unfamiliar voice. A blurred face in front of me. ‘We’ll make it better, promise.’ I felt a warm sensation through my wrist and up my arm. And then I was no longer there.

There was a buzzing in my ears. I was swaying on choppy seas. Up and down, up and down. I felt blissfully numb. A night sky with pink stars glittered in front of me. A purple-tinged haze like smoke. I was caught between worlds; a life in motion, floating, but not unpleasant.

‘Where am I?’ I asked. Was I alone? Could anyone hear me? I tried to open my eyes. I could feel my heart thrumming.

‘Heidi?’

Voices saying my name. Lots of them, over and over, urgent and insistent. Inside or outside my mind? Impossible to tell. I shook my head. I didn’t want to listen.

‘No …’ I mumbled. Don’t shake me from this euphoria. Don’t wake me up. Don’t break the spell.

‘Heidi, can you hear us?’

‘She’s totally out of it.’

Hands on my shoulders. I gulped in a lungful of air. The hospital room was shrinking. Strange faces began to appear; sudden horror overtaking the bliss. A face in the bed sheets; gurning and terrible. Then others on the wall, in the curtains, in the clock, among the lights. They grinned with menacing eyes and wide mouths, moving closer, ever closer. They were going to suffocate me. The walls were closing in. I tried to scream, but they were pressing on my chest. I couldn’t catch my breath.

‘Her heart rate’s dropped.’

‘Heidi, breathe.’

A sharp tap near my collarbone. I gasped; a terrible, screeching sound. Then a different face. A man. A nurse. Dark eyes, kind face.

‘Come on. Breathe.’

The oxygen filled my lungs. The pink fog grew thinner.

‘Heidi?’ My dad’s voice, almost a whisper.

I reached towards him, noticing a collection of tubes dangling from the inside of my right wrist. A sharp pain shot up my arm.

‘Is she OK?’ he asked. His thick eyebrows were furrowed in concern, almost meeting in the middle of his leathery forehead. As children, we used to pretend they were caterpillars.

‘It’s wearing off,’ the male nurse said. His eyes were like chocolate buttons. I squinted to read his yellow name badge; Joaquim.

‘Thank God,’ my mum answered. ‘Her breathing was so shallow. I thought she could have … Oh , I don’t know what I think any more.’

‘It’s the shock.’ Joaquim soothed. ‘She will be very tired now, but she’s over the worst. We never know exactly how patients will be with ketamine. It is the strongest painkiller we have – but sometimes it has this effect.’

‘Horse tranquiliser,’ I murmured. Some of the drama school gang took it. I’d been tempted, in the past. But now, I couldn’t stop shaking. A sense of blackness and doom obscured everything.

‘Well, it can also be used for that, yes,’ Joaquim answered.

‘It’s … it’s cruel. For the horses.’ My mouth was so dry. Every word was an effort. My head flopped, doll-like against the lumpy pillows. None of this felt real.

‘Shhh, love,’ Mum said. Normally immaculate, her long grey hair was clipped into a messy ponytail. She wore a creased blue linen dress and a coral cardigan that didn’t match. She’d usually hate being out in public like this. She must have left the house in a rush.

‘Do you know where you are, Heidi?’ Dad asked. His eyes were pink and puffy, ringed with exhaustion. His receding, badger-like hair stuck up at odd angles.

‘Hospital,’ I said.

That much I could tell. There was a digital clock on the wall. I strained to read it. It was out of focus. My bed was by the window. The London skyline was black against a backdrop of heavy grey clouds, obscuring an early morning sun. What time was it exactly?

‘That’s right,’ Dad said. His voice was low and hushed. He seemed to have shrunk from the capable man I grew up with, knobbly shoulders slumped in his tatty indoor cardigan. ‘You … well, you had an accident.’

‘I fell.’

He nodded sadly. ‘You did.’

‘Oh, it’s all so ridiculous,’ Mum said through her tears. ‘A flat path! This shouldn’t be happening. Tim, it shouldn’t be like this.’ She buried her face in his cardigan. He brought a hand up to stroke her head.

‘I know, love,’ he murmured. ‘Trust me, if I could turn back time, I would.’

A fractured memory came back to me then; the path, the fall, the man walking away.

‘The date …’ I said out loud. There was no way I’d make it now.

‘I hate this,’ Dad said to Mum. ‘I hate that there’s nothing I can do. I just want to fix it, Sandy.’ They clung to each other.

A damp patch had appeared on Dad’s cardigan, Mum’s tears soaking into the sleeve. I felt confused – why was I in hospital? I realised then that I was no longer wearing my gym clothes. A loose hospital gown covered my body, layered with a sheet and a scratchy blue blanket. Cold, synthetic air hit my skin and I shivered. There was an open carton of apple juice next to my bed. The contents had spilt, sticky and shining on the table. The sickly sweet smell made me retch.

The nurse, Joaquim, leant over me and wrapped something around my upper arm. A gold link chain dangled from his neck above my head. His forearms were tanned and hairy, a white watch mark around his wrist. A machine bleeped and the cuff tightened. Panic swelled in my chest. I couldn’t breathe. No. No, not again. I screamed out.

‘No, get off!’

‘Shhh,’ he said, his tone kind but professional. ‘It’s only the blood pressure machine. No problem, see?’

And then it was over. Joaquim released me, placing a cool hand on my clammy forehand. I waited for my heart to slow down.

‘It’s OK, Heidi,’ Dad said. ‘Just breathe. It’s OK.’

‘Why am I here?’ I asked. Nothing made sense. ‘What’s happening?’

‘You’re in intensive care,’ Mum replied.

‘What?’ No. I tried to sit up. Looming blackness pushed me back. ‘Why?’

‘How do we explain?’ Mum said. She squeezed Dad’s hand. His eyes were rimmed with red. I’d never seen him cry before.

‘I can’t … I don’t know,’ he answered. He tripped over his words. ‘I just, I’m sorry.’ He bent over, face in his hands. His shoulders were shaking.

Mum looked to Joaquim. ‘Help us,’ she whispered. ‘Please.’ Joaquim nodded. He took a breath, his thick lips set into a tight line.

‘Heidi, you had a very bad accident,’ he began.

‘My leg … it hurts so much.’ I tried to wiggle my toes. I couldn’t. Dad scraped his plastic chair closer.

‘When you fell, you dislocated your knee badly, love,’ he said quietly. ‘The blood supply was cut off.’

‘What?’

‘They tried so hard.’ Mum was wracked with sobs now. ‘You were in there for over twelve hours.’

‘We stayed here the whole time,’ Dad said. ‘Just sitting, waiting. And when you came out, when they brought you back, it was … we didn’t expect …’

‘Wait, what? I don’t understand,’ I said. I tried to focus, but they were speaking too fast. I couldn’t follow them. The cubicle felt like it was shrinking.

‘The surgeons,’ Joaquim said. ‘They had to act fast. Mr Rhys Jones is one of the best vascular consultants in the business, Heidi. Believe me, he and the team did everything they could. But in the end, it was too dangerous to leave it.’

He gestured towards my leg. Fresh jolts of pain surged through my body. With huge effort, I raised my head as much as I could manage. And then I saw it.

As I lifted the sheets, a strangled gasp escaped my throat. I wanted to scream, but I didn’t have the energy. I threw the covers back down again. If I didn’t look, maybe it wouldn’t be real. It couldn’t be real. Shock consumed me. I was going to be sick.

Because where my right leg should have been, the blue blanket lay completely flat.

Somehow, the day had disappeared. All around, tiny red and green lights glowed and flickered in the dark ward. The whirring and beeping of machines provided a constant reminder of activity, as though the brightness had been turned down on the bustling daytime routine. Next to me, a man called out for Allah. His voice was cracked and heavy with pain.

I pressed my morphine button continuously, desperate for even the merest hint of relief. I remembered I’d been told that it was on a timer; that it was a deliberate technique used to stop an accidental overdose. Yet still my finger found the button, my knuckles turning white with the effort.

Sleep came in fits and starts, momentarily dulling my senses with the sweetness of oblivion. But every time I woke up, I remembered the hideous truth. I was living in a nightmare.

Every movement was agony. I was sure I could still feel my right foot, that it was trapped beneath the short, bulky bandage now encasing my amputated leg. I could even wiggle my toes beneath the skin. The firing of nerves felt like pins and needles, electric jolts that made my whole body convulse.

I felt suddenly hot. The pillow beneath me was soaked with sweat, droplets trickling through my scalp, making me itch. Just moments ago I’d been cold, teeth chattering almost painfully, sheets and blankets pulled up to my neck. The night nurses floated ethereally past, skilled at their noiseless care. It seemed as though they moved in slow motion, communicating with a series of nods and gestures, their smiles casting a warming reassurance over the patients they 
surveyed.

‘Hot,’ I croaked. In the bed opposite, a woman was crying. I couldn’t see her but I heard the sobs, deep and rasping, echoing across the room.

I was scared, but I was also angry. Angry at the world; at the man who had left me, at myself. I’d taken everything for granted. All the times when I’d forced my body to cope with pinching and blisters, the times when my feet were cracked in winter and I hadn’t bothered with foot cream. Why hadn’t I looked after them better? Now, it was too late. Now, everyone else had more control of my body than I did.

‘Hot,’ I said again; louder this time.

My nurse for the night switched on the fan next to my bed. The breeze dried my forehead. I turned my face towards it and the cool air hit my skin. The relief was sweet. But I knew it was temporary.

‘Heidi, we need to move your position,’ she said.

Her badge read ‘Natalia’. Her olive skin was flawless and she wore a tiny silver ‘N’ around her neck.

I forced myself to focus on the clock on the wall. It was 3.26 a.m. A continuing current ran down my right leg, right to the ends of my toes, even though they were no longer there. I took an obscure comfort in the sensation. My brain still remembered how things should be. Maybe, in that case, there was hope.

‘I can feel my foot,’ I told Natalia.

‘Is normal,’ she nodded. ‘Phantom pain. We move your position now. Press your pain button before we start.’

I followed her advice and felt the buzz of morphine enter my arm. Natalia and two others placed their hands beneath me, counted to three and slowly, gently, rolled me onto one side, cushioning my back with pillows. I was shouting. I couldn’t help it. The noise escaped from within me, a deep, animalistic screech.

‘Shhh,’ Natalia soothed, her smooth accent like cool, flowing water. ‘Is OK. We are done.’

I felt out of breath, sick and dizzy. I pressed the morphine button again and again, frustrated when no more relief would come. Natalia placed a hand on my head, smoothing back the damp lilac strands from my forehead.

I felt like the pain would never leave me. The nurses retreated; floating towards their next patients, fading into the darkness. The oxygen tube was hard and uncomfortable as I tried to regain my breath.

I remembered the last time I saw my foot – the bright red toenails, the mottled hue of the cold skin beneath. The foot that had helped me learn to walk, to run, to jog up stairs or run down beaches into clear blue waters. The foot that had worn toe rings, anklets and henna when I’d visited India before university. The foot I’d shoved into all kinds of painful and inappropriate shoes: glittery jellies, platform trainers and precarious stilettos. I’d already got my bridesmaid shoes for my sister Jenny’s wedding; nude-coloured heels with tiny decorative pearls. I’d been planning a pearl pedicure to match. The foot I’d jogged on, just hours ago.

I imagined the nerve endings in my leg firing desperate signals, working in overdrive to replace my missing piece. The thought filled me with sadness. Tears fell into my pillow, the salty tang of memories and heartbreak. Even now, my body was fighting for me. But it was a fight I’d never win.
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