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To the land, and the women who tell her tales.





Cynefin: a Welsh word for a place you feel you ought to live and belong; where the natural world weaves the threads of the person you are yet to become.
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Shoreline

YOU WERE TOLD A STORY once.

In it, there is a princess who is lost, hoping to be rescued. She is beautiful, graceful. Impossibly polite. Waiting for her white knight, so that they might live happily ever after.

This is not that story.

Though if I’m honest, before all this started, I’m not sure I believed another story was possible. It’s curious, the way the tales we’re told create the paths we then follow.

I’ve come to understand that stories are a kind of spell that connects us, so that when we tell our tales around campfires, or as a culture, we form a collective imagination. A common dream, that starts to influence our decisions whether we know it or not. Powering us forwards or holding us back. Like unseen tracks on which our lives are precariously balanced.

So when our lives look different to the stories we were raised on, it can feel as though we’re failing. Did I do something wrong? Is this really my ending?

When maybe it was never about you at all. Maybe we were just told the wrong tales.

I did a lot of wild things to make up for the absence of the stories I’ll share with you here, because I was trying to feel part of the fabric of things. I thought perhaps I might find belonging in an ashram in India, or in a plant ceremony in Peru. I would sit for hours in Buddhist temples trying to meditate my way to wholeness, trying to make up for all the ways life wasn’t going to plan.

It was earnest, that search. But it was also misguided.

I had naively imagined the ground below my own feet was empty, mistakenly believing it had no wisdoms to share.

And so instead of digging a little deeper, I borrowed wisdoms from elsewhere, forgetting the ones my ancestors knew. Although, to be fair to them, their wisdoms were probably borrowed too. Our biggest myths just travel like that. It’s how we used to weave ourselves into the landscape – by sharing tales about our place in the world.

This book is an act of excavation, and an act of remembering. It’s unearthing the myths of a forgotten folklore from a group of islands where women were a force to be reckoned with. These British Isles; the ones I call home.

Together, we’ll meet eight goddesses born of these lands. We’ll share their stories – told from their vantage point. We’ll unearth what their wisdom might mean to you, and what it has come to mean to me. We’ll dive into the profound energy and healing they offered me, at a time when it felt as if my life had veered off course. And we’ll explore how each of these stories reconnects us with something essential – something that might just undo patriarchy itself, not only in the ancient world, but right here and now.

For these aren’t just myths. They’re an insurgent way of knowing what dethrones Empire by its roots. They speak of a different sort of path, and a different sort of power. They’re very old, and you might wonder why you don’t know them already. While at the same time it may seem at some level as if you’ve always known them.

We were supposed to have been told these stories. We’re supposed to have found them in the hazy realm of the ancestors, each one designed to make sense of us. But somewhere along the line the thread was cut, leaving us wondering why we struggle for a sense of belonging.

But it’s OK. Truly.

The tales in this book are here to help us remember. They help us imagine something transformative, inviting us to see just how radically our lives might change, if we were to change the stories we were raised on. In fact, once upon a time, in a moment when it seemed I was at a dead end, these stories saved my life. And I wonder if there are ways, and moments, in which they might save yours too.

But before we go on, I want you to know something: I’m not a reliable storyteller. Yes, I’ve done the homework: dived into the old manuscripts, sought out different tellings and tellers to make sure these stories feel true to themselves. I talked to academics and historians. Lost myself in research. Checked facts and dates.

But I’ve also danced with these stories. I’ve rolled them around in my mouth. I’ve pushed the men to the sidelines and invited the women centre stage. I’ve dialled up some twists, downplayed some turns. I’ve embodied them in their natural habitats, until I can hear them in the wind. And I’ve run and rerun them through my mind, to seek out a lesson in their tale that rings true for me, in case it rings true for you too.

As I’m learning – this is what bards do. This is the job of a storyteller.

So, let’s begin.

We are going on a quest to meet the lost goddesses of Britain.

To rediscover their wisdom and will, their power and potential.

To dance with them on the water’s edge, stoking the fire in our veins.

And by the end, things will never be the same.

For no story is truly lost, as long as there’s someone willing to tell it.

And someone willing to listen.

So let’s imagine the crossing, here, now, together. You are on the bow of a ship, the wooden deck beneath your feet, the giant canvas sails rumbling in the winds above. Around you, to all sides, there is sea: unpredictable and choppy, sparkling in the evening light. Water everywhere, except for a spot ahead of you on the horizon, where you can just make out the shape of an island. A wooded land, bordered by a sandy shoreline.

You’re closer now. The broad shapes become defined lines. Elm trees and hawthorn, white cliffs and limestone, all accented against a vast grey sky. And on the beach, standing on a dough of pebbles and sand, are the women.

They stand there, side by side, their shoulders back, their stance strong. Some are holding hands, others stand apart. They dress in flowing gowns and in the armour of warrioresses. Some hold a human form, though their eyes betray something altogether wilder. The swish of scales on a silver tail. The whispering hiss of a snake.

They’ve answered your call. You’ve answered theirs. They’re breathing in unison. Watching you.




1

Severn

A story of beginning
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Severn’s story is a folk tale from the Cambrian Mountains in the middle of Wales, which tells of the birth of our island’s longest river. The mythology around the River Severn is rich and wide, dating back at least a thousand years to a time when it was known locally by the Welsh name of Hafren, and in legends by the name of Sabrina. The story we’ll learn here was found in a collection of old oral folk tales gathered together in the late 1800s. It’s about what it takes to begin, when there are no maps to guide the way.



SEVERN’S STORY

When we meet her, she is being born in the bogs of high moorland: murky, dense, muddy. Sink holes and sogginess. Uneven and ungovernable. A place not made for men, or habitation, or taming.

She’s birthed at the end of a long, dark night. From the melting cauldron, the fertile void. Where the air is thick with rain that pants across the wide grey skies, until it condenses, quilting these dark mudstone mountains with damp cover.

And so it is in this way that she gathers herself. Our water spirit, our river goddess. Falling from the sky in the form of a raindrop. Growing in a shallow pool, concentrating between mounds, trickling across grass and gravel. She is scattered, sunken; and yet in these first hours she is already searching.

For what, and where, Severn doesn’t know. Every day she and her sisters meet on the peak of the mountain and gaze out over the land. They hope to find answers, a sign, a path. But when they look out at the world, they are bereft to find it wanting. They look north, south, east and west, but nowhere is there a route they can follow. No rivers, waterfalls or streams; no life flowing through the valley veins. And so it seems they are stuck. Lost in swamps of longing, in the dark, doubting themselves.

Until one day, after months of rain that seems never-ending, something is different. They meet as usual on the heathland, mixing and melding, holding one another in a long embrace. But today, they are bigger. They are spilling over and slipping downwards. Too big to stay here. Too big to stay still. Today, finally, the only thing they can do is move.

They must each make a choice. They must each set a course. And without pathways or maps, they must each decide for themselves.

Ystwyth is strong and impatient, desperate to reach the sea with the utmost speed. She takes perhaps the most obvious route – shooting towards the west, cascading down the Cambrian Mountains before meeting the Irish Sea at Cardigan Bay.

Wye is in less of a hurry. She is dreamy and distracted. Enchanted by beauty, she finds herself drawn eastwards, slipping slowly into the Black Mountains and through the steep valleys of Monmouthshire. She feeds a land of forests and flowers before being carried out gently to the ocean.

But Severn’s intuition is … different. She knows she is strong; knows the sea will meet her in time. But she also senses that her way isn’t the ‘usual’ way. And so, slowly and deliberately, she turns her back on the paths her sisters made and leans towards the dry lands of the northeast.

There is no sea that way. And yet she chooses it anyway. Searching, seeking, flowing with her gravity instinct – down. Winding in curves and U-turns, exploring caves and valleys, rebelliously pushing in the opposite direction to the great oceans who call her name. Rarely a moment’s pause or rest; relentless gathering and growing. Slicing through bogs and shifting sediment, steering upwards, then sideways. Left, and then right again.

She snakes around Eryri’s edges and over the Shropshire hills, washing over barren fields and calling hidden waterways to join her. With every twist and turn she brings new life to these once dead islands, sliding over roots and seeds, drenching them in fertility. And then, when she is so big that the land simply cannot stop her, she turns her now humungous river flow towards the south. Slicing Wales from England.

In the end, she is a colossus. Centuries since she set off from the moorlands of Mid Wales, Severn bursts her banks. The sea rises to meet her, and together they flood the plains to form some of the most ferociously high tides on the whole of Planet Earth. Rising to the tops of the tallest of trees, pulled by a love affair with the moon.

At her largest she is now over thirty miles wide. A giant. Ungovernable. The longest river in these British Isles, now on course to merge with the Atlantic Ocean.

The twilight dances on her newly endless surface. No longer stuck. No longer searching. And here, she breathes deeply, greets her sisters, and is at peace.

Sometimes, out here, she lifts herself above the waves and spies the shores of that ancient land she once called home. She thinks of it fondly, remembering how she carved her mark on its surface, forming its contours in the shape of her will. And then she dives below, into the deep, and disappears into the mystery of the dark, endless ocean.

Bogland

On the day I discovered Severn’s story, the first of eight British goddesses that would change my life, I’d woken up to the sound of techno reverberating through the floor of my East London flat, as last night’s house party continued to rage in the warehouse below.

It was the early autumn, that time of year where the sun begins to sit low, preparing for months of cloud and greyness. I’d slept for about three hours that night, which was no longer unusual. It had seemed as if a familiar fog had settled inside me, lacing my mood with both dull mist and sharp edges. Wired and sluggish, with a vice on the back of my skull.

I stood in front of the mirror, noticing how glassy my eyes were, and how skinny my frame had become. I wondered how long someone could keep going like this – sleeping rarely, forgetting to eat. I wondered when things might feel OK again. She is scattered, sunken; and yet in these first hours she is already searching.

I cracked open the window to let the staleness out and the cold air in. I was three floors up, surrounded by flats encased in dark red brick, Tetrissed together by another decaying council block. My eyes scanned a patchwork of London Fields rooftops scattered with abandoned garden furniture and the odd soggy sofa. In every direction: buildings, buildings, buildings. Humans and concrete, ad infinitum. They look out at the world, they are bereft to find it wanting.

It’s not so easy to explain depression. It’s deliberately unknowable, capricious, hiding in the shadows, weighing you down with rocks. It likes to infuse into everything, but doesn’t like to be found. And yet I’d like to try to explain mine, if for no other reason than that it might make sense of why I started chasing goddesses as a route to wholeness instead of, say, taking up paddleboarding, or actually swallowing the antidepressants the doctors were so keen I try. Depressions are beginnings – that’s what Severn would later teach me. And because most stories are universal, perhaps there’s a beginning here for you too.

So, I guess it started in this warehouse flatshare in an old garment factory just off Mare Street in Hackney, on a road we shared with both a nursery and a crack den. My twenties had played out the way they do for a lot of us who leave our home towns and move to the big city: in a haze of parties and situationships, career moves and travels to far-away lands. It had been typically confusing, filled with a fairly normal mix of peaks and missteps. I had been lucky enough to find a group of close friends, and a career that felt mostly fulfilling, and at some level I just imagined things would probably carry on this way for ever.

But as my thirties began, it seemed the ground was shifting. My friends were finding partners and making babies, and moving out of the chaos and concrete in search of something more stable, and familiar. But I didn’t do that. Instead, I ended a relationship that had become filled with arguments and silences, sensing that something about the conveyor belt from dating to marriage to middle age seemed altogether too restrictive. So instead, I moved into this large flatshare, where people were testing out if we could create a different kind of community. We built our warehouse world in a city that loves to stretch people too thinly, welcoming a revolving-door procession of curious friends, co-creating a kind of unlikely urban family. We shared meals, business ideas, lockdowns; buffering ourselves against London’s harder edges and making it possible to live here longer than I’d planned to. I wasn’t sure what my thirties were supposed to look like exactly, but I figured this was pretty good for now, with the constant hum of city possibilities and the late-night buzz of low-lit beer gardens. Of men in my bed; sometimes hot, and quickly disinterested. Of not quite knowing what to do with myself on a Sunday afternoon.

But as the years slipped by, it also seemed as though my choices were starting to make me strangely conspicuous. As if in the absence of a settled life, I had somehow gone off script. And while there had been a time where my more free-flowing world had seemed cool and intriguing, to some it was now becoming a matter of mild concern. As if I were inadvertently moving from society’s centre to its edges, to the place where the misfits lived. And with that shift, I noticed a growing unease – both in others, and in me.

I was never fully sure where in me the unease lived. I would study the feeling, tracking its strength and shape, noticing how it would tend to rise in the moments when I saw others reaching those traditional milestones so starkly absent in my own life. Like when I turned up solo to a wedding party where everyone else had a plus-one. Or when I held a friend’s sweet baby in my arms, rocking her to sleep. I wondered if the tightness I felt was a sign that, deep down, I actually wanted that life. That maybe I had been fooling myself all along. Or, perhaps, this was simply what it feels like when you find yourself at odds with a widely accepted norm. When the stories that tell you what it means to live ‘happily ever after’ look nothing like your own.

The unease was disassociating. Confusing, ambivalent. Wanting one thing, then wanting another, and never fully sure which way things might go. But it was also manageable. Exciting, even. In the way of someone who was making life up as they went along, throwing off the standard expectations and seeing what adventures might be found underneath. That was however until the eve of my thirty-seventh birthday, when during a routine ultrasound a radiologist told me – incorrectly as it would later turn out – that I probably wouldn’t be able to have children.

Looking back, I think that’s when things started to get unsteady. I stopped sleeping easily. I lost my appetite. Some days, a sadness would arrive out of nowhere, throwing me out of sync with the everyday rhythms that everyone else seemed to be navigating oh so smoothly. Often, I had no idea what was happening, or why. The emotional waves were so slow to creep up that I didn’t really understand where they came from. And as the feelings themselves were so unpredictable, I found it surprisingly hard to join the dots between my new state of instability and that news about my fertility. Not least because until that point, I hadn’t really known if having children was something I wanted. Lord knows I hadn’t done much about making it happen. And yet, as the months wore on, and as the thought of a future without motherhood grew from being a vague possibility to an actual reality, I started to feel the beginnings of a loss. It was as though I was slowly sinking. Imperceptibly at first. Still going about my work days and social nights. But somewhere unseen a waterline was rising, until one day I was suddenly choking, gasping for air, as if stuck in a well without any real idea of how to get out.

I want to pause here for a moment to say that I know this topic of mothering and fertility can be a vulnerable and deeply personal one, filled with different paths, laden with contradictions. Certainly, not everyone wants to be a mother, and those who do will rarely find the longing sneak up on them so suddenly. Plenty of women deftly defy the cautionary tales about ticking clocks by happily sailing into their forties, embracing whatever life might bring. And I also know countless women who wanted kids, and countless women who didn’t, who found themselves navigating an ambivalence that feels like straddling two paths at once. Embracing the reality of their circumstances, while also yearning for what might have been. None of this is simple. Indeed, there may be as many differing experiences around mothering as there are women on this planet, so individual is the road.

And yet, I think for many of us this period of life is a transitionary moment – when we face this point where either the decision is made, or made for us, whether by choice or circumstance. And for those of us who don’t find ourselves on the ‘usual’ path of marriage and motherhood, it can also be a reckoning: having to work out what life looks like from that point on, when there are so few role models to guide us. Whatever my own longing, I think this was the part that made me feel lost: that despite understanding there was more to being a woman than being a mother, when I looked out at the world I simply couldn’t see the alternative.

And so, unconsciously at first, I started to retreat: away from the mid-thirties world of BBQs and baby showers that I couldn’t quite find my place in, and towards something slower. In the concrete land of London’s East End, I started clinging to the trees in London Fields and Victoria Park like lifelines. I would spend whole days walking the city’s canal-ways, plotting routes that meant seeing as few cars and buildings as possible. I would lose myself in Epping Forest, often quite literally, watching the leaves turn from bright green to deep orange, until they died away altogether. I would sit on the forest floor with my back against tree bark, my jeans damp with wet soil, calling my breath back into the lower reaches of my body and telling myself everything would be OK.

It worked for a while. I’d feel myself lighter, emptied out, more easily remembering the possibility of my own life. I’d come back strutting through London’s streets, feeling stronger in my present identity as a single, childfree woman, caring little for the ways that I might be judged. But in the 4 a.m. moments, the fear would hit again. This seemingly unsolvable question: if my life path wasn’t that, then what was it? And if I hadn’t really wanted kids, then why was I now so broken? My mum would call me, asking in a kind voice about how I was feeling, trying to disguise the worry. I didn’t know how to answer. The best I could articulate was that I had hit a dead end, a swampland, completely confused as to what to do next. The grief itself was unpredictable, and I absolutely had no idea what to do with that either. But there was also this question: if the traditional story wasn’t going to be mine, then what was my life supposed to look like? How was I supposed to steer a course forwards when there were no clear paths to follow?

And so, without any better ideas, I kept moving towards nature: a balm to this inner feeling of dislocation that had been washing over me like a tide. It seemed as if the only place my grief might be soothed was within nature, by the trees and the rivers and the winds, by the elements that accept you in and care little about the ways your life has stalled. Indeed, it seemed the more time I spent in the woods, or by the sea, the less patience I had for anything else. Which, by now, was almost everything. With the concrete and the office and the snotty autumnal commute. With ITV telly and queues at Sainsbury’s, neighbourhood BBQs on semi-warm days and endless talk about kitchen extensions. I’d escape the island on extreme holidays to shock myself with beauty and serotonin, reaching for wide skies and wild places, only to return to the UK and have my mood flatline with the creeping sense of how muted everything felt. As if my homeland was a place where the volume of life was permanently turned down to ‘comfortable’.

In search of healing, what I longed for was wonder. I wanted to have my head thrown back in awe. I wanted to feel an aliveness of being flowing through my body from the sky above and the earth below. Not somewhere else, but right here, in my every day, at home. But by that marker, beyond the slithers of forest and the eroding coastal cliffs, the day-to-day land of Britain felt much the same way as I did. Caged in. She felt industrious and portioned up, owned and organized and surveilled. She felt domesticated and tightly wound, with an upright stance and polite tone that knew it all. I wanted to talk to her, to feel her, to have her help me feel as if I still belonged. But it seemed that even if she did have something to say, we were now speaking a different language and I wouldn’t have been able to hear her anyway. As if somewhere along the way, a separation had occurred.

Which is probably why, on that day when I woke up with techno pulsing through my bedroom floor, I packed a bag, got the Tube to Paddington, jumped on the first train to my family-home town of Swansea and headed straight to a beautiful, quiet beach on Gower, a vast peninsula in South Wales filled with wide moors and pirate coves. I stepped off the local bus that had wound slowly along country roads, looked up towards the horizon and came face to face with the most tidal waterway on our islands – the end of the River Severn.

It was all I could think to do to get through the day.

So, she came into my life like this.

I was sitting alone with my back against the cool limestone rocks at Caswell Bay, a stunning stretch of fine golden sand surrounded by tall pine trees and jagged cliffs, far from the low-grade hum of the city. I’d hoped it would be soothing – like all those Instagram quotes about the therapeutic powers of the ocean said it would be.

Frustratingly, though, I still felt pretty numb. My bare feet were squashed into freezing-cold, damp sand, my eyes staring out over the Bristol Channel – this colossal waterway that had begun its life as Severn. The skin on my face was tight and chilled; the wind was rustling against the folds of my North Face jacket. I was watching the rocks chop blue-green waters into fits of white foam, waiting for the promised calm and serenity to arrive. But I was cold inside, untouched. A couple nearby – tourists probably – commented enthusiastically that it’s ‘stunning out here’. I couldn’t see it. The scene felt two-dimensional and tired, like an old photo with a muted filter.

At a loss, I climbed up on some giant rocks on the edge of the shoreline, shaded from the sun, making myself momentarily busy by emptying the pockets of a Mountain Warehouse backpack I’d hastily packed that morning. Some clothes. A notepad. Pens. A battered travel magazine I’d written for once. And there, hiding in a back pocket, a book of old folk tales.1

It was thin, light. A perfect ‘just in case’ book I’d usually never get around to reading. Still, I’d been carrying it with me for months, imagining that in a worst-case scenario of anxiety and doubt, I might find within it a gentler world in which I could escape. Now seemed as good a time as any, so I turned to the contents and there it was: the story of the birth of the River Severn. The tale of a goddess who becomes the longest river in Britain.

At first, the words seemed a little childish. Sweet, but simplistic perhaps – as fairy tales often are. This story of raindrops becoming a river. This sense of three sisters following their instincts, making their mark on the world. I liked this idea of personifying a waterway. I liked that it was a she.

But as I read it through a second time, I started to notice something happening: the hairs rising on my forearms, a tingle in my spine. I looked up at the darkening sea ahead of me, and it felt as if my hearing had slowed, as if I was underwater. The story started to lace into my bloodstream, like raindrops on my brain. And with that, the vast estuary ahead of me – that final embodiment of the River Severn – seemed to start shapeshifting.

That sea wasn’t just water, but the culmination of thousands of years of will.

This estuary, right here, was the very end of a long journey, the result of intuition in flow.

And, most importantly, that sea ahead wasn’t an it, but a she.

And with that, for the first time in a long, long time, I felt it – wonder. I stood up and locked my eyes on the waves and the white water, and immediately it seemed as though she was right there. Angry, cold, colossal. Utterly independent from any small ideas of what a woman should be.

And so, faced with the arrival of this being who was so much bigger than me, I straightened my spine, set my shoulders back a little, raised my chin, and I did the only thing that felt natural when meeting a river goddess for the first time.

I said hello.

Before we go on; before we stumble into the tales that will shift our sense of ourselves, I get that my response to Severn’s tale may seem a little wild, even for a depressed person. But once we peer inside the mythical material we know as stories, and the ways they unconsciously organize or disrupt our inner worlds, something important starts to reveal itself.

I spend a lot of time hacking the science of stories. Journalism aside, I’m also a story strategist, and I’ve advised everyone from big businesses to the UN, showing them how to unlock the codes of storytelling to create change in the world. It sounds a little woolly, but the work is deep, and part of that is because of what happens in our bodies when we connect with a story. Good stories – those that hook us in – literally create oxytocin in our brains that bond us to the lead character, until at some sub-conscious level we see their journey as our own. So that when they win, or lose, it can feel as if it’s happening to us too. And that’s important because it turns stories into a kind of memory material; forming an unconscious operating system for our beliefs about the world. Our stories lay down the pathways for our ideas about the future, steering towards possibility or demise, success or failure. Some practitioners estimate that stories are twenty-two times more memorable than facts, which is why the stories we tell as a culture quite literally shape our sense of reality, creating our sense of what’s good, and natural, and just.

And stories are also insidious. So that when we repeatedly tell tales about fair maidens being rescued, we are coding an unconscious belief that says men should be strong and heroic, and women should be compliant and pretty. Which means that, no matter how empowered we are, it can be hard – when your life looks different to the stories you were raised on – to shake a sense of being ‘off script’. And that’s because our cultural stories work at a sub-conscious level. In our darker moments, it can feel as though they are reaching up from somewhere deep, grabbing our hearts and pulling at our sense of self-worth, even if we never chose them. Which is why I, we, need new ones.

Stories like Severn’s are a particularly old kind of memory material, left over from a time when myths were passed along by word of mouth, from bards to grandparents to local kids, until they became the stuff of folklore. The lore of the folk: the body of traditions and tales that for scores of generations were known and shared by the communities across these islands, making up something of a tapestry that bound us. That is, at least, until we moved to the cities and forgot where we came from. And this particular story does what many of our island’s folk tales do: it brings the landscape to life – in this case teaching us how our rivers came to be – while inviting us to find lessons in its twists and turns. Lessons which might have been shared and understood by everyone who heard it. It’s a simple but powerful thing: this ability for a folk tale to not just weave together the imaginations of a group of people, but also to weave us into the landscape too. It’s as if by sharing a common story, we create the conditions for belonging – both to place, and to each other.

But this particular story hit me so hard because it also offers us some extra gold; both by reanimating our biggest river so that we can connect with her more fully, and by subtly disrupting the myth of the white-knight rescue. It takes a journey many of us will be familiar with – the journey from lost to found – and it offers us the revolutionary idea that perhaps the thing which might save us isn’t outside of ourselves, galloping in in a burst of a sunbeam, but instead is inside of us, in the whisper of our own instincts. It’s that feeling, that felt sense of a deeper kind of knowing, that has us moving in directions that might from the outside look unusual. And yet it’s a quality that has the power to turn us into a force of nature.

I think we are meant to know stories like Severn’s. We’re meant to have been raised on them, so that when we look out at a river we don’t just see water, we see the living embodiment of a power that’s calling us back to our own intuition. We’re meant to understand the depths of our island’s mythology so we can see the vast and rich paths that our female ancestors followed, so that we might be inspired to find our own. To find them in the whispers of folklore, reaching back through the sands of time into Welsh, Scottish and even English legends, to moments less shackled by patriarchy and religion. Before the slow colonization from the ‘civilized’ southeast systematically dismantled the old ways.

And because these stories are often concerned with the nature of power, they have a potential to reawaken something in us. Knowing folk tales like Severn’s, and like the bigger myths that will follow in this book, is a radical act of remembering. As though we’re reopening an energetic channel that’s been blocked somehow. We can come to know characters like Severn, and the goddesses that we will meet soon, as archetypes – concentrated representations of parts of our own psyches at their most powerful and most pure. They hold a mirror up to our own being, shining a light on who we are, and whom we might become. And I call them goddesses not because that’s how they are named in the stories (although some of them were), but because they were formidable. Because what is a goddess but a woman of extraordinary power and potential? A being who walks across the land with a kind of magic in her hands? And they also relate to the power within us; to forces in our bellies that have too often been diminished, or dismissed. By noticing which characters we love, and which ones we might resist, we can explore what those responses might be telling us about our own desires. It’s my hope you will find renewal, and strength, in every one.

Because these stories are yours too. They run through your own coding, told by your ancestors. Whether you live here or not, whether you’re from here or not. These stories connect to a network of myths that stretch out across the world, with similar lessons at play. And – more often than not – they show up in our waterways, in our seas, rivers, lakes and wells, in the liminal places where land meets liquid, because it seems our mythological women just liked it that way. The connection between women and water keeps blowing my mind, honestly.

We talk a lot about nature connection these days; about how important it is to build a relationship with the lands on which we live, about how the natural world is part of what gives us a sense of belonging and meaning. We talk about how important it is for our mental health, and for our eco-consciousness, and for saving the planet. We talk about forest bathing and wild swimming, about camping in bivvy bags to get our noses as close to nature as we can, for as long as we can. We increasingly seem to value our relationship with the natural world, knowing it to be something we need to nurture to feel OK. We reach out to nature, hoping it can hear our prayers.

But I wonder if we’ve forgotten something important about how relationships work. That – as much as our hearts are reaching towards nature, desperate for an older, deeper, richer sense of belonging – perhaps the land beneath our feet is also calling to us. That maybe these relationships are a two-way street, acting as a kind of connective tissue between our island’s spirit and our own.

Perhaps our stories are how the island speaks to us. And when I hear a story like Severn’s, I wonder if the sirens of the water have been calling to us for millennia. We have just stopped listening.

I’m listening here at Caswell Bay. At first, it’s quiet. A rare moment of stillness in my wired brain full of noise. And then, something begins to happen. I start to feel something like desire tugging on the inside of my ribcage. I stand up and peel off my skinny jeans, pulling off my Gore-Tex coat and oversized jumper. I pull my hair into a knot on the top of my head and, wearing just my bra and pants, begin striding forwards towards the shoreline. Quickly the sand becomes wetter and muddier, and my feet sink a little, suddenly stunned by the cold. I lock my eyes on the horizon, letting the intensity of temperature drop-kick my chatterbox mind into silence. I keep walking.

Soon the water is up to my calves, my thighs, my waist. The wash of icy sea water on my lower back jolts the nerves in my spine as if I’ve been electrocuted, filling me with a level of presence and alertness I haven’t felt in months. The waves slap my arms and my shoulders, as if yelling, ‘Wake up, damn it, you’re missing it.’ The tide freezes the back of my neck, gripping my skull. It stops me thinking, thinking, thinking.

And then, beyond the breaker, I am no longer walking but floating. Bobbing with Severn’s rise and
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