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The Female equally with the Male I sing.

Of Life immense in passion, pulse and power

Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass


Author’s Note

in a few cases, names and other identifying details have been omitted or changed, but there are no composite characters. I have tried throughout to protect the privacy of others, while retaining the right to tell and share my story. The many strangely timed events in the book happened as and when I say they did, and despite my resistance to ideas of fate or design.

All section epigraphs are from Walt Whitman, wisest and wildest of the poets I turned to in my second life.
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The Light

did i see it?

What people want to know when they learn about my sudden near-death at thirty-three.

Yes, I saw a light, I say.

It changed me. But not in ways that were quick or comfortable.

I practised no faith before it, and none since.

And I can’t know if what I glimpsed was the realm of God or physics, or just an effect of my body draining fast of blood and oxygen – only that it left me unable, on return, to sleepwalk through my days as I’d been doing.

I didn’t rise from the hospital bed certain of purpose.

I hadn’t been washed clean of my past.

I wasn’t made saintly, or simply glad to be alive.

I was only more awake. A woman like stripped wire, pulsing with unstable energy, and seized by a need to escape my narrow self and circumstances, whatever the cost. But as a new mother in a small town, long married to a loving man?

There was more than myself at stake.


Last Minutes

a slipped skin

space and time!


After Birth

it was a crisp winter afternoon when the brisk midwife paid her last visit to the wren’s nest of a house my husband and I had made for ourselves. We’d been proud to show her our few rooms, kept fresh as the outside day: our love of housekeeping being still more satisfying to us now our long-awaited child had come.

‘Such a lovely home! And how well you’ve healed. What a neat mend!’ she said from the step, going away.

I closed the door and really stretched for the first time in a fortnight: relieved, relaxed, cat-happy.

Our son, who’d set life ticking right again after three breath-held years of trying, tests and treatments, was sleeping steady in his basket. Like my grandmother’s mantel clock years ago, the sound of him made me feel safe and secure – and this was the most I hoped for (or so I always told everyone) after my childhood in a fatherless and then frightening household.

Just feet away in the kitchen of our two-up two-down, my good husband had his back turned, making tea.

We’d met at university, aged just twenty, Nye and I: each of us privileged to be first in our families to study for a degree, while suffering (secretly, until we met each other) from a loss of belonging. Because that is what it required of us: that we go away for an education – the same phrase used by his people in Wales as mine in Devon.

Just one college in the whole country, near sea and built beside farmland on the Sussex Downs, felt possible for me who’d never been without fields and beaches. An instinct confirmed when its prospectus opened like a promise of good fortune onto a photo of Virginia Woolf. One of the few women writers I’d already read, I learned then that she had lived nearby, surrounded by like-minded thinkers. A way of life I wanted for my own, after being a misfit always, in school and out.

Yes. If she had chosen that landscape, it would do for me too. I assumed, straightforwardly, that if I only got myself to that more cultivated place and did there as she had, then in just a few years I’d grow into a life of use and beauty too. Maybe nothing so fine as an artist or writer, but part of something creative, instead of only working to earn a living as my relatives had.

But even that small campus with its few cafés and common rooms was several times the size of villages I’d known growing up. And to have so many people all around overwhelmed me, so that I stumbled homesick into the woods each day after class, cramping with culture shock. Alder, birch. Charolais, Friesian. Hornbeam, knapweed. I would walk and recite an alphabet of my known world to ward off panic got from seminars in the hard new languages of philosophy and art I’d been so impatient to learn.

What was I thinking, I said to the sheep one very bad day. That I could uproot myself, when I come from stock that goes back so far, so deep, in one small place? Like a horse refusing a fence, I began to spend most of my time alone. Sleeping outside during daytime instead of going to lectures. Declining invitations to go places, do things, until my fellow students stopped asking. Even going to the library for books made me run back, empty-handed. There were so many chances to connect and grow – clubs, societies, auditions – but it was too rich for my system. I shrank from it all.

Walking into a room at the end of my first year and finding Nye there rescued me from the challenges of social life. Within a month of meeting, we decided on a shared future: country girl and miner’s son, joined at the hand and hip, with everything proceeding for years afterwards like clockwork. We graduated, got good jobs and saved one of our salaries each month until – by our mid-twenties – we already had enough for a railway cottage in the middle of a little street below a castle in an old county town just minutes from the university. Wherein we burrowed down and began living like the sweet and silly figures in the storybooks from which I’d first learned the world. The shoemaker and his wife, we called ourselves: married shorthand for a life of practical skill and homemaking we’d admired in the grandparents who’d help raise us.

We knew how strangely old-fashioned we looked to people going past our window in that town where every sold house was gutted fast and refitted by builders (neighbours stopped us in the street to tell us so): such a young couple to be spending season after season scraping wallpaper, sanding wood, building bookshelves and reading aloud to one another of an evening. But routines and economy pleased us, and with the friends and life’s purpose we yearned for still unfound, we tried to be content. Bedding in, we spent carefully and kept company with dead and distant authors, while waiting for the decisive event that might flare up and illuminate our path. In the meantime, it was enough, yes, to be safe and secure.

In this way – living in stories, dreaming of a different time – we drifted through the doldrums of our twenties. With the arrival of a child, we would, we swore, be braver, more bold. Set sail at last on adult life.


An Awful Rowing

there we were, then, after ivf, its two-week wait, the shape-shifting of pregnancy, an emergency Caesarean. Normal, clumsy, slightly frightened novice parents of a newborn boy. Synchronising at last with what we believed other couples our age were doing.

So daftly happy we were in those very first days back home from hospital. Making proclamations about our son’s character to anyone who came close even though he was such a primitive thing with only a few reflexes, and ink blots for eyes. Wetting his head with great, bubbling streams of sound, drunk with relief at feeling in the ordinary flow of time again after the suspended animation of infertility treatment. Magnums of language! Jeroboams! Celebrating him with improvised songs during each washing and dressing, and bestowing a new name every hour – Mr Squawk, Little Man, Stretch Armstrong. Pledging, as we tended him with unpractised hands, that we would be brilliant for him. Funny, surprising. Open-minded, risk-taking.

Yet at the same time be not overwhelmed but organised, capable. Make sense from the scattered data of his days, so he would soon go through the night and hardly ever need to cry. We began – Nye a systems analyst, me a project manager, and both of us children of trained mechanics – to keep a ridiculous, meticulous list of his breastfeeds, bowel movements and nap times: a logbook we’d consult at two and three and four in the morning. Trying, in less than a fortnight, and despite our promises, to bring this vivid new life into the fold of our orderly one.

Yes, there we were.

Our second Sunday as new parents. The green and brown dough of my belly sore all over again from the kneading our strong-fingered midwife had just given me, but otherwise? Sitting pretty. The laundry put away. Food in the fridge. A boy sleeping in a basket on the floor where – three years earlier – I’d knelt beside Nye pleading for just a little more time after he’d asked, in tears, that we try for a baby at last (a child only ever seeming to me a force destructive to love and work, as I – newborn and needy – had been the wedge that severed my mother from her job and then my father).

But this was not that.

All was quiet, all was bright!

Our carefully husbanded calm seemed to have absorbed our child’s arrival – and my fears of motherhood – with hardly a ripple.

‘See how we can already find a little time to read?’ said Nye, still in the kitchen.

Smiling in agreement, I reached for a book from the shelf and it began.

The blood.

So much of it!

Like a cow passing water, I stood with my legs apart, stupid-looking, mouth open, while my dress and the carpet darkened.

Oh. I shouted, not understanding why my voice was so small. Quick. Come. Get help.

‘Should I really?’ Nye’s face came close, but he was holding the phone away from me and my incontinent urge to use it. (Shyer than me even, he was so disliking of fuss and bother that he’d almost foregone his life’s ambition of becoming a parent rather than trouble the NHS for fertility treatment.)

I spread my legs a little wider and we watched the colour puddle at my feet. He made the emergency call with frightened hands and a miraculous ambulance already nearby arrived in minutes. The crew ran in and strapped me to a trolley, tipping me feet above head, as if I were an egg timer they’d upended. Pushing me then, backwards and fast, through our narrow hallway into their van, whereupon they set the siren going and drove me away – without last words or touch – from home, husband, son.

My body was going to hospital. My self, however, set out in another direction.

Where was I? (In no pain, I had mind enough to talk to myself like this.) Upwards and tidal slow, I was floating on a blackness that had distance, volume. Words and phrases began happening.

Spacetime!

And here I was, going through the dark towards a distant, tiny whiteness that contained an immensity. It was – oh why was I so far away still? – it was an inhabited light in which every being that ever lived had slipped its skin, and divisions, and prejudice; a portal to good intent, where anything in this earthbound life not simply kind and courageous was burnt away on entry. I travelled faster, glad to go, unburdening myself of old hurts and longings as I went.

Only then, as I gathered momentum, did awareness of husband and baby begin – lately, faintly – to exert a backwards pull. How I hated it. And if they’d each been ropes around my feet, I’d have bent down and let them loose. Kept going. Instead, I accepted – with sadness and deep fatigue – that I must make every effort to return.

I’M NOT DEAD I’M NOT DEAD I’M NOT DEAD

I bellowed this, over and again, with increasing force (although only my lips moved, I learned later, from the woman holding my hand). And each time I shouted, I came only a little further back, and with the unsteady motion got on a river, as if my voice and words were oars. The Awful Rowing Toward God: book by a poet who’d tried to die several times before she did. Yes. This was that. Where she had gone, I was going. Heavy now with duty, I fought the pull, even as I hoped it would carry me away.

The pain began.

Not the body. This was anguish. Of mind, soul: acute, unsparing. Regret – sharp and precise as a knife slipped inside an oyster shell – broke me open, exposing something raw, ugly and absolutely true.

My cowardice.

How disgusting, to have my face brought so close to it, as if being forced to my knees with my neck held near a bowl of my own waste.

All the times and ways I’d turned away from risk and opportunity: moments not even Nye knew about, and absent from my life’s written transcripts. Parties I hadn’t gone to, job offers I didn’t accept, because I was without the right clothes, or shoes, or accent. Skills I never learned because I was too shy, too proud, to join with a group of other beginners. The jealousy that squirted in my stomach whenever reading in the weekend papers about those who had created something, as if their achievements were stolen from the reserves set aside for my own unrealised future (that wish to be a writer which existed only as pages in private diaries). Bitterer still: the sight of women my age walking together, when I’d been without a best female friend a decade, longer; never envying them any babies or small children, only their adult companionship.

These and more. Deep shames, held in some appendix-end of self, all coming back up.

And what passed for my status in the world: how separate it seemed now, like the gall around a wasp larva or the casing of a caddis grub. My degree result – strangely stellar for a working-class girl who’d grown up with so few books – and the scholarship it won me for a master’s. Rapid work promotions. Being asked back to my old school to give a speech. Even the amount I’d read, so that I recorded each title in a little ledger; miser hoarding coin. All this had mattered to me, very much, but felt now like a shell in which my real self lay formless, and recoiling from contact.

Coward.

Admit it, if only to myself, in whatever new dimension it was that had cast me into such hard light.

How little I’d given. Or gone for.

Living through the words of others, when I might have dared to share my own.

Hiding in an office. Even (yes) my marriage and reluctant pursuit of motherhood.

And now?

That crabbed life of mine was ending.

With dishonour on me, who’d wasted it.
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