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			To Pat and Jim, 

			thank you for your infectious joy and curiosity.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			Life Day1

			After Kathryn Bevis

			 

			How will I survive this? you ask the seagull

			who knocks on your window at visiting time.

			 

			You will survive like a dew-­soaked cobweb

			sagging with squirming morning light.

			 

			Or like an orchid’s triumphant head, tall

			beside the folded grasses of a just cut meadow.

			 

			You will survive like the badgers’ skittish young

			who skip and stumble over the freshly turned soil of a new sett,

			 

			planting tracks of crisscrossed joy. Or like the coughing

			river whose body turns septic. Herons, sand martins

			 

			and kingfishers will remain by her bedside.

			You will survive like fungi on a fallen branch of a forest floor –

			 

			free living and pulsating. Or like a weary salmon

			returning to its birthplace, greeting its river as its waters

			 

			mingle in the estuary. Or like a common blue damselfly

			who knows her twelve days on Earth are a privilege.

			 

			Or like a swift flying across the ocean to return

			home, though home becomes her own wings.

			 

			You will learn to live again.

			by Bethany Handley

			

			
				
						1 Life day is the day you became Disabled; the day you were given a new chance at life.
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			Introduction

			Hills

		

	
		
			

			Wheeling with The Red Kite

			‘We are all part of Mother Earth, an indivisible, living community of interrelated and interdependent beings with a common destiny.’

			– Universal Declaration of Rights of Mother Earth

			I wait for the cracking of the ice, but it doesn’t come.

			Wheeling off the frozen puddle in the Keeper’s Pond car park below the Blorenge summit, I’m disappointed. The heavy crunch of my parents’ footsteps comes from behind me as they step onto the ice. This desire for waymaking is new. I’m still in the early stage of rehabilitation where being outside again, being able to move, is a novelty. Now I obsessively track footprints: human, boar, deer, dog, bird, mouse. It doesn’t matter what animal left their mark; I am jealous.

			A footprint tells a story. It tells you who or what roamed here, distinguishable by the arch, hoof or pad shape and the splay of the toes, talons or claws. By the depth and size. It tells you whether they were tired or injured, strode lightly or dragged their feet reluctantly. Tracks tell of intent: wandering, marching or fleeing. Did they pause and turn to look out over the mountains? Were they interrupted?

			

			I roll onto the frosted grass. My tyres impress their tread as fingerprints on the stiffened earth.

			Beside a lake, bikers bask like beetles on the tarmac in the low winter sun. Armoured with thick leather jackets and tumbling white beards, they stand proud in the car park next to their shining motorcycles. The still water behind them holds the rippling mountains and hills that surround it. No reeds or vegetation on the banks part the hills’ slumbering bodies.

			One of the men takes a red flask out of the back of his bike and hands around camping cups. The bikers share a flask of tea, each clutching their tin mug as its heat seeps into their skin. The hot tea hums with energy, its limbs giddily turning to vapour and escaping towards the mountain sky.

			Whilst my parents stand by the car layering up, I fly across the car park towards the water. My pyracantha-­berry-­red wellies sit obediently on their footplate. They weren’t chosen for practicality. I can wear whatever sequinned shoes capture my heart if they’ll keep my feet warm. Rather they looked lonely and neglected and deserved an outing. I’ve paired them with my Barbie-pink puffer coat and yellow floral dungarees. They clash with the neon-­green handbike clipped to my manual wheelchair.

			I’m hoping the bikers will disperse as I approach. They do not.

			They stare at me open-­mouthed. It doesn’t occur to me they may be staring because I look like I’ve crashed into the paint aisle of B&Q. I’m accustomed to people staring at my wheelchair and my skinny legs, so I continue hurtling towards them.

			A stone’s throw away from them I slam my brakes on, skidding on the frost. The bikers haven’t moved. Instead, they come closer, surrounding me. I can’t wheel away. Their eyes bore into me as they look me up and down.

			

			A giant in a gleaming black shell steps forwards. He’s the tallest and stockiest of these towering men. He nods at me.

			‘Nice wheels.’

			With that, I’m inducted into my new adoring biker gang. My neon-­green handbike and wheelchair become one of many treasured bikes on this hillside.

			‘Alright, butt. Want some tea?’ another asks.

			I politely decline. I’m more of a black coffee girl. I’m also impatient to see how far I can get on this path. I look back at my parents, willing them to hurry up. Today is momentous.

			The bikers push their bikes to the side and pick up their scattered helmets to reveal the lakeside path. I rev my handbike, its thick front wheel spinning on the frozen ground. One of the bikers gives the back of my wheelchair a quick push, we fist bump and I’m off, joyfully whizzing along the path and into the wind.

			 

			On Blorenge, the wind is never apart from the hill: it scrubs the rocks, feathers the heather and whips the water before scuttling down into the Usk Valley. The hill itself is defined by the wind’s presence; Blorenge is thought to come from the old Saxon blore, meaning ‘wind’. It’s always a different season up here compared to the town of Abergavenny below. Beyond Abergavenny rise the slopes of Mynydd Pen-­y-­fâl (Sugar Loaf) and Ysgyryd Fawr (the Skirrid). To the west, patchwork farmland stretches towards the Black Mountains and Bannau Brycheiniog (Brecon Beacons), quilted by fences and hedges marking boundaries. I look into the valley below as a red kite soars on the currents, scanning the grassland for prey.

			

			To the right, heather-­clad moorland reaches over the swooping hill. Blorenge is more scarred than my chronically ill body, its sides surgically cut away. Quarrying has carved it into a new form, to which it has adapted. Also like my chronically ill body, Blorenge narrowly escapes simple classification. It’s not a mountain, failing to be tall and steep enough to meet our trivial definition of what a mountain should be.

			I’m returning to Bannau Brycheiniog today in a new body to a place where my heart has always beaten in time with the landscapes. This hillside too has been reborn. Keeper’s Pond was carved into the hill in the early nineteenth century to provide water for a forge which closed in the 1860s. Today the pool cups the sky and the tips of hills, its surface only disturbed by the wind’s exhalations. A red kite rises triumphantly on the wind, red kites having recovered from near extinction. Soaring above the summit, its shadow shifts across the water. It wheels in the sky high above the lake.

			The tarmac path beside the lake runs out, turning into rugged rocks and a mud path carved into grass by thousands of hiking-­boot-­clad feet.

			I pull my red woollen scarf tighter around my neck and chin. After months stuck inside, I’ve forgotten how the cold burrows into your bones, plundering and bitter, whilst bringing your attention to where you still hold heat in your body. I watch my breaths curdle in the air before rising to soar with the buzzards above. Due to autonomic nervous system problems my body can no longer regulate its temperature and sitting still, powered by a battery rather than striding along the hillside, doesn’t help with keeping warm. I rub my hands together and twist my upper body from side to side. My wheelchair is reflected on the edge of the lake, its metal frame bending and dancing, its tyres arching their backs like a gorgeous, shimmering lake creature about to emerge.

			

			My parents come bouncing along the path hand in hand. They share the walk of people who met back in their teens, bobbing up and down together upon the earth. My mum is wearing my coat that last fitted me at fourteen, pre my rapid growth spurts, with trousers covered in red roses, paint and mud splatters collected proudly over the years like badges. She’s like a glamorous womble, never wearing anything that doesn’t belong to others, or that she didn’t find in a charity shop. Her nose has flushed as red as her hair in this plundering wind. My dad, a quasi-­farmer, has dressed seriously for the occasion in hiking trousers, a beaten waxed jacket and a flat cap. You cannot take the sheep owner out of a man, even when he’s no longer responsible for any sheep. Both have the glowing skin of people who are always outside and whose smiles are as bright as gorse.

			‘I don’t think you’ll make that, Beth,’ says my dad, examining the forthcoming rock-­covered path cut into the heathland.

			I don’t think I will either. We start to turn back.

			‘Wait,’ interjects Mum. ‘I need to take Beth’s picture.’

			She’s not a natural photographer. She holds her phone at a strange angle, the top tilted forwards and the whole phone at forty-­five degrees so that all her subjects have massive heads and tiny bodies. Landscapes threaten to slip from the frame. A year ago, it wouldn’t have occurred to her to take a photo of me here. My presence in the hills wouldn’t have been a rarity. Her newfound love of taking wonky photos doesn’t extend to my dad or brother. I think it’s a desire to give me permanence. To document every day to prove to herself I’m still here. Still finding joy. I grab my dad and place an arm around his waist. He loops his arm over my shoulder, relishing the novelty of being taller than me. We smile into the wind.

			

			We retrace our steps along the tarmac path and back through my biker gang. They greet me with more respectful nods and fist bumps. My parents do not receive the same welcome, but they lack our wheels. It’s not a coincidence that pedestrian, someone who walks on foot, also means dull or lacking in inspiration. We make our way back through the Keeper’s Pond car park and up the road towards the Fox Hunter car park, long grasses growing to either side.

			From the other car park, we can see the path narrowing into a speck in front of us: a thread being pulled taut, cutting into the hillside. To either side, purple and red oil-­pastel smudges of heather and grassland blur into the horizon. Hikers scurry along the path like worker ants, large backpacks swinging from their shoulders.

			Being back in our favourite habitat is a poignant moment for my parents too. Whereas once they’d be hiking in the mountains most weekends, now they’re unable to leave me alone in their inaccessible home. We have been abandoned by our local authority due to underfunding and a temperamental and inexperienced Occupational Therapist. When the gates to the countryside swung shut, my parents were padlocked out with me.

			My parents and I stroll/push along the path until it drops away, large, jagged rocks rising to greet us. I attempt to slalom around each one but the bottom guard under my feet is catching on them, making a deep scraping sound. I flinch as if the rock is cutting my own flesh and not the metal. My wheelchair protests, threatening to tip me out.

			This terrain is not what either my wheelchair or my handbike attachment are designed for. NHS wheelchair services have no idea that I could exist outside of urban environments.

			

			My soul didn’t shatter when I became seriously ill or when I lost the use of my legs. It was more a gradual chipping away of the bedrock of belonging and freedom that I took for granted. Every loss of function, every night in hospital, every ableist comment, every moment without the right mobility equipment, every gate or stile barring my way, every second stuck inside was another chisel mark.

			Chips of my soul dispersed to every landscape I love, from here to the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean, to the Bannau Brycheiniog, to Eryri (Snowdonia), and to my local council-­run swimming pool.

			I roll slowly forwards, carefully scraping over each boulder. Wild horses come to inspect my power attachment with similar delight to the bikers. Their matted fur catches the winter light as if each strand of hair is made of icicles. They exhale sharply in curiosity before departing in mindful procession over the hills.

			On these slopes, I’m not disabled by being unable to walk. According to the social model of disability,2 I’m disabled by the man-­made barriers we’ve introduced, like my inadequate wheelchair, poorly maintained paths and the storm drains that gape in front of me. They run across the width of the path like hungry mouths. Thirty-­centimetre trenches which walkers can step over.

			

			My dad helps to lift my front wheel over and my mum pushes the back, ensuring my wheels don’t get trapped in the drain, tossing me out. We make it to the other side and do a happy dance.

			The next one is a hungrier mouth.

			My front wheel wedges in the trench and my chair begins to tip.

			My parents catch me.

			Walkers witness us fighting the storm drain and offer to help lift me like nobility in a regal litter. Ahead, dissecting every few metres of the path, are greedy storm drains, each one wider than the one before. If we continue to the next one and these walkers walk on, I’ll be left stranded.

			We decline their offer. We watch them easily walk away until they recede into the distance.

			 

			It isn’t my first time being shut out from our path network. Since I became paralysed and re-­emerged to the bodies of nature most important to me, from a marine lake to woodlands and meadows, I’ve encountered a lack of accessible public transport, exclusionary maps, steps, stiles, narrow paths, and gates that padlock me out. The barriers that halt my roaming are usually legal obstructions. Out of our 140,000 miles of public rights of way, only a few hundred are truly accessible to all. Misleadingly labelled public access legislation does not account for Disabled people. Yet we are not a small minority. We make up twenty-­four percent of the UK population. We are also not the only community excluded from nature. Physical and attitudinal barriers lead many marginalised communities to feel they do not belong in the outdoors. The wealthiest areas in England and Cymru, for example, have eighty percent more paths than the most deprived areas, whilst the most white areas have 144 percent more local paths than the most ethnically diverse areas. Inequality doesn’t just follow us out onto the paths but can determine who is and isn’t granted access.

			

			Meanwhile, illegal path obstructions shut us all out. Paths that communities have enjoyed for centuries are blocked by padlocked gates and barbed wire, and by visual barriers such as misleading signs suggesting rights of way are private lanes or drives. There are 32,000 of these illegally blocked paths across England and Cymru.

			Being shut out from paths, inaccessible housing and the health and social care I need causes me more grief than my life-­changing medical conditions do. I could live in fear: of falls, declining health, of strangers’ attitudes and of being denied access to many of the paths that run through me like veins.

			Instead, I choose to find joy. Setting out on a journey of rediscovery post-­paralysis, I reconnect with the bodies of nature that comprise the bedrock of who I am. I learn to celebrate a new type of freedom. Freedom is not only about an individual’s access and requirements, but about ensuring every species, every person within our ecosystem has both the right to live and the right to thrive. Freedom is about community and biodiversity; none of us are free until we protect all within the ecosystems we inhabit.

			We are one of an estimated 8.7 million interconnected species.3 People’s varied experiences contribute to biodiversity, alongside the immense variety of plants, animals, protists and fungi. Biodiversity means looking at who and what inhabits our world: at how we are connected and how we must protect each other.

			Slowing down in the outdoors I discover unparalleled joy. Birds seem to sing louder than they did in my old life, for now I listen. There’s more biodiversity in the tiny meadows of the verges, for now I think to look. Relearning to sit up, wash and move, I learn that joy is a journey, but one conditional on access and interdependence.

			

			We all have these moments of slowness and rediscovery. Following ruptures in our own lives, whether through illness, stress or loss, we all become strangers in our familial landscapes. In the disorientation, we witness anew.

			Moving more slowly through landscapes, my wheels accumulating seeds, I recognise that the strength of my own Disabled body mirrors the perseverance of the natural world around me – disabled through negligence, inequalities and a refusal to assign value to marginalised lives. We are all living in a polycrisis, a system of overlapping crises with cascading impacts, of which biodiversity is the first casualty. We’re seeing the mass disablement of species, with extinction rates now occurring between 1,000 and 10,000 times faster than if humans weren’t around. Global wildlife populations have declined by seventy-­three percent on average since 1970. It is a threat to life also experienced by the Disabled community. The United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities reported that the UK had committed ‘grave and systematic violations of the human rights’ of Disabled people, which have been linked to deaths. Whilst other species are going extinct at terrifying rates, Disabled lives are threatened by a cruel and dehumanising welfare system, the high cost of living and inadequate health and social care. We are also endangered by poor access to green and blue spaces, without which we are deprived of joy and wellbeing and can become isolated, from our communities and the natural world around us.

			

			When I am discharged from hospital with nowhere accessible to live, my struggle recalls the hermit crab forced to adopt plastic for its shell, as humans have ‘cleared up’ the wrack line of the beach, taking shells home.

			When I am refused health and social care, leaving me with permanent impairments that, if treated, would have been avoidable, I see the River Wye becoming more and more polluted, the banks becoming sparser and more deprived of plant life, until one year there are hardly any cygnets born.

			As the benefits system and all who are entitled to its support are threatened, my dad spots a cow farmer under the cover of dusk inspecting a badger sett.

			As I grow stronger, so too does the meadow beside our home. I am just one member of a Disabled planet. Wheeling beside the red kite, I learn that grief and joy can co-­exist.

			 

			Travel beside me like the wild horses on Blorenge as, over two years, I attempt to return to the familial landscapes that forged me. Explore what equality should look like in the outdoors. Inclusively celebrate nature in all its forms – from indoor swimming pools to forests, from nature in the home to our mountain peaks, inner city parks and meadows. Our bodies are equal, whether they belong to Disabled or non-­disabled people, rare invertebrates living on colliery spoil sites, or willows trailing their branches in polluted rivers. Each chapter explores a different landscape, or body of nature, and the inequalities and joy that we discover within it.

			We are living in a polycrisis where the survival of entire ecosystems depends on rethinking access to nature for all. Taking biodiversity as a politics of inclusion, who and what is currently able to access our landscapes without barriers? Why do we legalise the barriers to green and blue spaces that shut many people out? Why do we not see ourselves as interdependent members of the natural world, relatives to the rivers, mountains, fungi and oaks?

			

			 

			Why does access for every body remain radical?

			

			
				
						2 The social model of disability argues that the barriers such as storm drains and people’s attitudes are what create disability, not an individual’s impairment. In contrast, the Equality Act 2010’s legal definition of disability is impairments that have ‘substantial and long-­term adverse effects on your ability to carry out normal day-­to-­day activities’. This is a medical view of disability, placing responsibility for gaining access and support on Disabled people, rather than identifying ways to build equality for everyone.


						3 The real figure of global biodiversity could be closer to 100 million species.


				

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Hospital Fields

		

	
		
			

			Did Birds Sing More Loudly, or Did We Stop to Listen?

			‘i am trying to learn

			from the quietest.’

			– Khairani Barokka, ‘an ecostory’, 

			Gathering: Women of Colour on Nature

			As I sit on the peak of Cader Idris in northwest Cymru looking down at the hip of the hill, I do not know that this is to be my last hike.

			There’s none of the adrenaline rush that I usually feel after a quick scramble to a summit. I grew up living close to Bannau Brycheiniog and scurrying up slopes was as familiar to my body as breathing.

			Later, I will try to recall the feeling of ankle joints rolling in their sockets, of muscles flexing around knees bending and extending as I moved each foot over stones and earth.

			I will attempt to summon the feeling of burning calves as I ascended or the whispering of a jagged stone against the sole of my hiking boots whilst hurrying through an imagined landscape.

			

			 

			I begin to unlace my beloved hiking boots. They are soon to gather dust.

			I loosen the laces through makeshift holes I’ve made with a knife. The metal hooks have slowly fallen off on paths scattered around the world. I peel off my socks and empty out the pebbles that have hitched a ride in my boots like Idris, the giant who is said to have sat where I sit now, emptying stones from his shoes which became the discarded boulders at the bottom of the mountain.

			Below, the autumn world has turned to metal. The lake glints like mercury, and the surrounding slopes have rusted where they’re touched by the sun.

			An absolute sense of peace settles over my mind and body, like mist rolling down the slopes of Cader Idris to rest on the lake.

			This rare sunny day will be imprinted in my brain. Watchful buzzards soaring above me, and the shifting shadows of rock faces as the mountain changes her expressions, will resurface in my dreams.

			I have just turned twenty-­two. I have lived for years with chronic illnesses and for a lifetime with a visual impairment, but they have been manageable if I pace myself. I’ve happily charged up mountains and swum in rivers; I just have to rest afterwards. I know my body is more fragile than most people’s at my age. However, like many twenty-­somethings, I haven’t had to question my own mortality. I don’t know further limits can be placed on my freedom.

			Sitting on Cader Idris, I belong. I do not question my right to sit here. My dust-­covered, muscular legs poke out of my shorts, merging with the parched skin of the peak. My life feels poised on a precipice, as if deep down my body knows that every truth, every stepping stone of stability, is about to be hurled down the mountain. I stretch my long legs in front of me, place my backpack behind me and curl up to sleep.

			

			Legend has it that those who sleep on Cader Idris awake mad, awake as poets or do not awake at all.

			Fortunately, I awake a poet, but that night I will lie unconscious on the cold tiles of a kitchen floor. My life will never be the same again.

			 

			Over a year later, I wake with a headache, feeling more tired than normal. Outside the window it’s bleak late winter, and my energy has fled with the migrating swifts. I’ve had over a year of rapidly declining mobility and passing out, causing frequent concussions. I’ve become accustomed to my legs feeling like they’re being dragged through water and waking up on the kitchen floor or on the high street not knowing how long I’ve been unconscious for. I’ve been using a wheelchair to leave the house to prevent faints, fatigue and pain. But this feels different.

			I hibernate in bed drinking lemon and ginger tea and eating oranges, believing this to be the cure. As the day goes on, it feels like jagged rocks press against my spine. The rude light peeking through my blackout blinds is intolerable. I’m gripped by nausea.

			In town, on orders to stock up on magic oranges, my mum bumps into a doctor friend who tells her to rush me to hospital.

			I lie in the back of my parents’ car on the way to A & E fading in and out of consciousness. Soon I have lost the ability to sit up.

			Later I will realise I cannot feel my legs.

			 

			I’m transferred to another hospital by ambulance. In morphine-­fuelled dreams, I am in the hull of a creaking ship. If the door of the ambulance opens, an ocean’s worth of water will gush in. I’ll wash out onto the tarmac between the cars.

			

			 

			Once admitted to hospital, you lose your sense of day and night, days of the week and your place in the seasons.

			I dream of being back in Bannau Brycheiniog or surfing at Porthcawl in south Cymru, instead of being reduced to a body stripped of agency, lying in rough hospital sheets that smell of pine disinfectant and boiled food and are stained with someone else’s blood.

			You cannot choose what time you wake, where you may rest or your company.

			I crave the natural world around me, not the hospital. Reliant on strangers moving and washing my body, I become dependent on the hospital staff. It is hard to see how I’ll ever be connected to the outdoors again. On top of my chronic illnesses, I now have no movement or sensation from the hips down.

			I lose track of where the borders of my body start and end. Where the white hospital sheets finish and I begin. The health care assistants and nurses move and prod my legs, but I can’t feel it, so I divorce them. They no longer belong to me. Limbs I cannot bend or flex, that cannot march me to the top of Pen y Fan, are not my legs.

			Each day I must inspect my skin for cuts and bruises, for clues to what they should have felt. I study every centimetre of my skin, but I’m not really here. I’m back bracken-­tunnelling in the fields by the house where I grew up, the forest heavy in my nostrils.

			In the sterility of the hospital, washed with NHS-­issued body wash by a health care assistant wielding paper towels and a cardboard basin, I am stripped in more ways than one. Of my clothes, my humanity, my habitat and my community. I’m not at home in my body. My mum remains by my bedside like a lioness, telling anyone who will listen that that’s her daughter in that bed; I’m not just 4a.

			

			‘Do you know Beth’s a poet?’ she asks anyone dressed in scrubs who pauses by my bedside. Even before I fell asleep on Cader Idris, I think. ‘And she made those pyjamas,’ Mum adds.

			A few weeks later I am moved to a hospital bed by a window. Previously, my only clue as to the time of day was the nurse coming to administer my medication. There are no months of the year, days of the week or hours in hospital. Time is measured by the frequency of drops in the drip. The med rounds. A clock, painted brightly with a sun and clouds, opposite my bed.

			Studies have found that images of nature in hospitals can reduce stress in waiting rooms, as well as anxiety, pain and blood pressure in patient rooms, and can lead to less sedation being required during painful procedures, especially if the nature images are accompanied by audio. If an image can be so powerful, imagine how it feels to see artefacts from the world beyond, such as a plant, or better still, to emerge to the world outside after a lengthy hospital admission. Mum brings me an aloe vera plant and places it on the windowsill so we can all appreciate its vivid life force.

			In my new ward, there are two women in their late eighties and one woman in her nineties. They all have heart failure and fluid on the lungs. They wear oxygen masks all day and night, their breath crackling, yet can shout at nurses with surprising ferocity. We all find our own ways to retain agency when stripped of our dignity. Their disgruntled protests frustrate in the early days but over the long, disorientating days grow endearing.

			Through the worst few days of our lives we become meadows, sending hope and energy to sister trees through a network of roots, wind-­dispersed seeds and fungi. The creaking of our IV pumps is a tree stretching in the wind. The constant alarms from our monitors, drips and beds are shrieking little owls. Our crackling, air-­circulating pressure mattresses are the rustling grasses. We may be living in a timeless, sterile room with our skin hosting needles and tubes, but we remain bodies of nature.

			

			Our ward becomes a cae ysbyty, or hospital field, a traditional wildflower-­rich meadow beside a farm for sick animals. Grazing animals know which plants to seek out to make them better, including the anti-­inflammatory meadowsweet. Give them a choice and they’ll opt for hay from traditional meadow rather than from less diverse grassland. The soil too promotes health. Soil is a habitat for twenty-­five percent of global biodiversity, provides nearly ninety-­nine percent of human food, regulates pathogens and is the source of around forty percent of our medicines, such as antibiotics. It connects us, creating ‘one health’, comprised of ‘soil-­plant-­animal-­human-­planetary health’. Each of us lying in our hospital beds in this bay is probably having a soil-­derived drug pumped into our veins via a drip. We cannot live our lives in isolation from the soil beneath us, even in hospitals or cities.

			In our hospital field, or ward, a nurse comes to do my obs towards the end of her shift, taking my blood pressure, heart rate and temperature. She witnesses me trying to drag a brush through my greasy, dry-­shampoo-­smothered hair. I’m barely able to raise my arms. She reappears at my bedside at the end of her shift, offering to plait it for me. Sitting to the side of my bed, she tugs a brush through it and braids it into two neat French plaits whilst her husband waits in the car outside. I begin to return to my body.

			

			The next week, Rikki, my real-­life fairy godmother and ex-­neighbour, who’s been a constant in my life since I was born, comes to visit me with a bursting tote bag. She unpacks a brand-­new pair of pyjamas with a miniature palm tree design, lavender body wash, shampoo and conditioner. Rikki helps me to transfer from my bed to a shower chair, helping me sit up so I don’t slump forwards. She wheels me to a shower and helps me wash. The water runs down my thin, pale body, which I stare at without recognition. I breathe in the sweet smell of lavender, willing the water to never stop falling. I sit until I can face it no longer, growing dizzier as my heart rate climbs. Rikki wraps a towel around my long, wet hair and rubs it dry. I start to greet my body again.

			From my new hospital bed, I can see the flat concrete roof of another hospital building. I watch water evaporate from puddles on the concrete. Once, that water may have flowed down my familial River Wye. It may have roared against the shore at Porthcawl as walling, breaking waves, falling then retreating wearily back to the depths. It may have fallen into the cupped leaves of
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