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This book is dedicated to everyone who feels they have in some way disappeared.


Contents

Introduction

A Note on the Poems

Ululating

Long Haul

Today

Disclaimer

Favourite Pastimes #1

Things I Can No Longer Do Because of Long Covid

Invitation

Fatigue

Favourite Pastimes #2

Highly Sensitive Person

The Art of Pacing

Left Out

Brain Training

Rehab: Shouty Frustrated Poem

Prospects

People-Pleaser

Making the Best of It

Yoga Nidra

Lifeline

Favourite Pastimes #3

Pandiculation

Inner Light

The Supplements etc. Song, with apologies to Tom Lehrer

Crash

Resolution

Visible

Bend and Snap!

Bored. Lonely.

Paid-up Member

Favourite Pastimes #4

Well Dressed

Empathy Gap

Grief

Favourite Pastimes #5

Savour This

Solution

You Do You

Much Ado

I Am

Here for You

High Notes

Acknowledgements

Bibliography & Resources

Notes on Recovery


Introduction

The poems in this collection are about my experience of life with Long Covid. If just one of them comforts or entertains someone else grappling with chronic illness – whether that’s Long Covid, Myalgic Encephalomyelitis/Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (ME/CFS), or any other condition – then my decision to share them with the world will have been a good one.

Having Long Covid deconstructs you. To recover, almost everything you take for granted about your life probably has to change: diet, exercise, work, relationships, the way you breathe, and, above all, how you think. You must rebuild yourself into someone new. This is interesting, but hard.

I don’t think any lesser experience could have prompted me to start writing poetry. It’s not something I’d done before 2022, with the exception of school English lessons and a workshop once at the University of Kent. In the depths of illness, though – as many before me have discovered – there seemed no other adequate form of expression. It’s also a therapeutic activity that can be done without props while lying down, which is not true of much else.

Long Covid isn’t my first rodeo. In 2000 I spent a year with CFS after a bout of glandular fever. Twenty years later, comfortingly, I had entirely forgotten about that blip in my otherwise fit and healthy life. My recovery was so complete that over time CFS had become something that happened to someone else, long ago. So I was surprised one evening in 2020 to find myself breathless while sitting on the sofa watching a comedy show. I’d had what I now assume must have been Covid in April of that year (an early-ish adopter) but barely noticed it at the time. Subsequently, however, once in a while I would get air hunger, out of nowhere. My very non-linear journey of Covid reinfection, relapse and recovery had begun.

With severe illness, life just falls off a cliff. The TV is unbearably bright and noisy, conversation exhausting, reading a novel unthinkable. Rest does not restore you. All the little and big things that tether you to your week – work, seeing a friend, making supper, answering the door to a delivery – become impossible overnight. It’s a strange sensation, to be physically moored to the sofa by discomfort or pain, and yet to feel invisible, floating unseen, points of reference cut loose, identity shattered. It’s fun, therefore, to explore through poetry the new perspectives on life that this offers. Starting to take a slower approach to the everyday and learning to look inwards throws up interesting realisations. Turning into somebody else (a poet?!) becomes exciting.

Writing this collection has brought me joy. It’s been uplifting to see something bloom amid the rubble post-viral illness creates. Poetry is the perfect activity for waning and waxing energy levels: I can record an initial idea on my phone and then come back to it hours, days or weeks later. On New Year’s Day 2023, I decided to put some structure around this nascent activity. I created an Instagram account @mondayispoetry to give myself a weekly deadline and then – entirely contrary to my instincts as a long-time book editor – made myself post poems in all their rawness. Strictly no overthinking. As people began to respond warmly, I started to look forward more and more to writing, sharing and being part of a compassionate, creative online community.

I have been so grateful to both friends and strangers for every single conversation, WhatsApp message and Instagram post that has resonated with me and led me to understand both this mind-bending condition and myself a little more. I hope with this collection to pay some of that forward. I offer up these poems with great humility, in the hope that they can be a positive part of the healing process for the recipient as well as the writer.

Thank you for reading.

A. K. Davidson


A Note on the Poems

The word ‘poem’ is loaded. For me, it carries chilling memories of three years at the University of Oxford baffled by Baudelaire, Verlaine and other poets whose point of view I could not hope to appreciate at the tender age of eighteen (or ever?). Villon, Dante and Boccaccio I quite enjoyed, but even so – I would have preferred to be out in the real world, earning a living and creating my own version of the truth.

For others, the experts, the word ‘poem’ presupposes a certain high standard of thought and delivery that I am not knowledgeable enough to define. I do not pretend that the entries in this book meet those criteria, whatever they are. Some entries are poem-like – perhaps even poems. Others, however, are just observations expressed in a rhythmic way. ‘Yoga Nidra’ is nothing more than a prompt: a reminder – as if anyone with Long Covid or ME/CFS needed it – to pause and take deep rest.

Of course, the word ‘poem’ does not imply excellence to everyone. For some, it will trigger a shudder in anticipation of impenetrable or meaningless drivel spouted by the lovelorn/people who can’t write full sentences/thinkers who are too clever by half. Social media and open mic poetry have given a platform to everyone who would like to express themselves in verse; no qualifications required. I love it. Hearing and reading unedited poetry has (almost) cured me of the imposter syndrome brought on by years of fraternising with the Establishment and allowed me to start trusting my own judgement. There are far more experiences and perspectives in the world than can make it through the Poetry Editors. Something doesn’t have to be perfectly written to resonate, entertain or comfort. Above all, as I say in ‘Disclaimer’, if you don’t ‘get’ a poem, or it’s not polished enough for you, it doesn’t matter. There are plenty more to explore.

I have tried in this slim volume to touch on all the themes related to Long Covid that have preoccupied me and come up in my research. Among them: grief; acceptance; diet; deep rest; brain training; the nervous system; loneliness; friendship; personality types; new perspectives. The fact that there is nothing about ‘brain fog’ is not because I suffer from it, but because I don’t: I’ve tried not to talk about things I’m lucky enough not to have experienced.

My most persistent symptom during Long Covid was chest pain. If the word ‘heart’ comes up more often in these poems than good editing should allow, that’s because I spent two years preoccupied with this vital organ. Heavy, sore, sinking, melting, aching, racing, breaking: at some stage I have lived every metaphor as a physical sensation. In yoga, they talk about your loving heart. I’ve learnt to love my heart back, and acknowledge daily its contribution to my wellbeing as well as my existence. If that means I end up sounding schmaltzy and clichéd, on paper and in person, I consider that a small price to pay for happiness. There I go again. But seriously: authenticity, creativity, connection and comfort are non-negotiable components of recovery from chronic illness. I believe poetry can offer all those things, and nowadays the word ‘poem’ brings a smile to my face.
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Ululating

Last week I made a new friend

and as we swapped tales in that way that you do

when you meet someone new

who gets you,

we howled

with laughter,

but sort of in agony, too.

Sharing aliveness –

torpor and frenzy, shitty, crazy,

funny (smile as you fail) –

it seems to come out as a wail.


Long Haul

Let’s cry ourselves a river

that will wash away the stunted hopes of yesterday –

hydrate our dusty soil so we can plant

the seeds of next endeavours;

feel them germinate and grow as our new seasons approach

and we turn from what we were to who we’re going to be:

flourishing, radiant, our joy and empathy

unique to those who’ve tilled, hoed, sowed

sweating sadness and despair

for endless hopeless hours with no promise of fruition.

Let your tears flow.

Know this:

each small shoot’s a harvest.

These aren’t weeds, they’re flowers.
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