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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.




Chapter Three


After four days in the high dependency unit, I’d been moved to the trauma ward. I should have been relieved to have my own room after the non-stop activity of Intensive Care. But all I felt was sadness. The move had hugely unsettled me, a small change with what seemed like a monumental psychological impact. I missed Natalia and all my nurses from HDU. I hated that they’d already moved on from me to look after someone else.


I shivered beneath the air vent above me, fighting fever, my forehead soaked with cold sweat. My stump was encased in a huge bandage. Yellowish brown discharge had leaked from the wound and spread across the plaster. An acrid smell of iodine and flesh buried itself in my nostrils. It revolted me. I pulled the blue hospital blanket up to my nose. The walls in this room were stark and cracked, soaked in the anguish of patients who’d lain here before me.


‘Hello, my little sunshine!’


Uma, one of the healthcare assistants, barged into the room and wrenched back the curtains without warning. I squinted and groaned in the sudden, piercing sunlight.


Uma raised her arms heavenwards. ‘Why you lay in dark? It is beautiful today!’


My mouth was dry and my leg was throbbing. My view from the twelfth floor looked out to the other side of the hospital, rows of curtained windows with fears and unknown futures beyond. I didn’t want the curtains open. I wanted to shut out the world.


‘Don’t,’ I protested. She ignored me.


‘What time is it?’ I asked. I had no concept of the days passing. Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered any more.


‘Visiting time!’ she chirruped. ‘And someone is here!’


‘What? No …’


I didn’t want to see anyone. Especially not today. If life had gone to plan, I’d be on my way to my audition right now, nerves fluttering in my stomach. It was set to be my biggest opportunity since I’d finished drama school three years ago. Everyone kept asking me when I’d ‘make it’, when I’d get my so-called ‘big break’. Jade had been signed to a top agency and had already done three TV adverts, with several more in the pipeline. Jonno was doing An Inspector Calls in Ealing, while Emily had landed a UK tour of Starlight Express and was currently travelling the length of the country – it helped that she could roller-skate. After countless futile auditions, I’d had a good feeling about this one. But now it had been ripped away; all the hard work and preparation falling into an ever-deepening pit of darkness.


‘It’s your sister!’ Uma announced. Her high-pitched cheerfulness was grating. ‘She outside! I get her …’


‘Uma, no, I don’t want …’ But she’d gone.


A few minutes later, Jenny appeared. Tall and deer-like, her head almost brushed the doorway as she came in. Hiding behind her was my five-year old niece, Evie. She wore her school summer dress and was clutching a cluster of Barbie dolls.


Jenny swept into my room, threw her bags and camel trench-coat on a plastic chair and planted a kiss on my head. She wrinkled her pointy nose.


‘Lord, have you showered today?’


I shook my head.


Jenny tutted and threw me my cosmetics bag from my bedside table. It landed with a thump on my stomach.


‘Well, at least use some body spray, will you? For my sake if nothing else.’ Reluctantly, I did as she asked. It was easier not to argue with Jenny.


‘Mummy, what is this for?’ Evie was pointing to the hand sanitiser by the door.


‘It’s for cleaning our hands, darling,’ Jenny answered. ‘We can have some when we go home.’ She turned back to me. ‘Sorry, Mark’s away at a conference and the after-school club’s off – Mrs Mayhew had to take her cat for emergency dental treatment. I had no choice – I had to bring her with me.’


She dumped a canvas tote on top of the sheets in front of me. ‘Now, I’ve brought you a few bits. Just little things that might be useful.’


‘Thanks, Jen.’


I rummaged in the bag. More face wipes, hand cream, some cooling skin spray, a cherry lip balm and several packets of tissues. I pulled out an adult colouring book and stared dubiously at the tiny geometric patterns. The black lines blurred. My head ached.


‘Good for mindfulness,’ Jenny said. She waved a hand demonstrably. The diamond of her engagement ring flashed in the light. ‘The latest wellness trend.’


‘OK …’ I snapped the book shut and placed it on my bedside table along with the set of sparkly gel pens. When it came to art, I had limited patience at the best of times. In school textiles lessons, I’d once bought a T-shirt, cut the label out and tie-dyed it. Amazingly, I’d got an A – but then our teacher, Miss Grayson, had been distracted due to her not-so-secret fling with Mr Single (real name) from Woodwork.


‘Well, do you like your gifts, Heidi?’ Jenny asked as if speaking to Evie. I nodded wordlessly. My bones ached with exhaustion. She cast a glance at my niece, now cross-legged with her Barbies on the floor. ‘We chose them together, didn’t we? Evie?’ No response.


‘Jenny, it’s OK, she doesn’t have to …’


‘Evie,’ Jenny said again, sterner now. I recognised her Teacher Voice coming out. ‘Come over here and say hello to Auntie Heidi.’


Evie stood up and crept slowly closer, Barbies held out like a weapon. She looked dishevelled, as she always did after a day at school, her meticulously tied pigtails now loose and drooping, one of her knee-length school socks halfway down her leg. Unlike Jenny and Mark, she was a dreamer, the sort of little girl who sat for hours surrounded by toys and imagin­ation, who didn’t fold her clothes before PE and who frequently misplaced her possessions, much to Jenny’s annoyance.


‘Hi, Evie,’ I said.


At first, she didn’t look at me. Her eyes darted nervously around the room, taking in the clinical surroundings; the sticky plastic chairs, the wires and tubes, the yellow hazardous waste bin. But then she noticed my leg. I saw the moment she clocked it; her little face pale, her expression more uncertain than ever. She poked out her bottom lip and stepped quickly backwards. Watching her reaction, a new and awful pain stabbed at my heart.


‘Evie … it’s OK,’ I said, as gently as I could. ‘It’s only me.’ But my niece had scooted back towards Jenny. She clamoured at my big sister, wide-eyed with fear.


‘Mummy, I don’t like it,’ she said. It was a whisper, but I heard. The tremor in her voice ripped through me. I was a monster.


‘Don’t be silly, darling.’ Jenny said in a singsong tone. ‘Auntie Heidi had a very bad accident. Remember what I told you? We need to be kind.’


‘But I don’t like this place.’ A pale pink blush had spread across her cheeks. She looked like she was going to cry. ‘It smells funny. I want to go home.’


Jenny cast me a concerned glance, her businesslike demeanour now vanished. My fingers gripped the sheets, knuckles turning white as I tried to control my own tears.


‘She doesn’t mean it, Heidi,’ she said quietly. ‘She doesn’t understand.’


‘I know,’ I said, though it felt like my world was broken. ‘I don’t like it either.’


The door was flung open and Uma came in.


‘Your tablets,’ she announced.


The tiny paper pot rattled as she set it down beside me. She eyed my lunch left untouched on the tray; two bites taken out of my tuna sandwich, a bruised banana still in its skin.


‘You must eat,’ she said.


‘I don’t feel like it.’


‘Oh, come on, my sunshine.’ Uma fixed Jenny with an enormous smile. ‘This is your sister?’


‘Hi, I’m Jenny,’ she said.


‘Well, hello! So nice to meet you. You tell your sister, she needs to eat, OK?’


‘She’s right, Heidi.’ Jenny’s face was creased with sincerity. ‘You need to look after yourself.’ Uma nodded, satisfied at the backup.


‘You listen to your sister, darling,’ she said. ‘And cheer up, OK?’


Cheer up? Seriously? When my entire life was in tatters? I wanted to punch the insensitive cow. My fingers gripped the sheets even harder, balling them up into fists.


‘Heidi …’ Jenny warned. I knew she’d picked up on my mood. As little girls, I was the hot-headed one, the one most likely to brawl in the playground or turn a bickering session into a full-on fight. Over the years, I’d got better at controlling it. But now it flared inside me, white hot and dangerous. I exhaled deeply through my nose, counting to ten in my head like Dad had always taught me. It was only Evie, cowering behind Jenny, who stopped me from letting rip completely.


‘Now, temperature and blood pressure time!’ Uma sang.


She squeaked across the room in her regulation shoes. She raised the thermometer aloft.


‘Mummy, what is that lady doing?’ Evie asked quietly. I saw Jenny look to me, then back to her frightened daughter. A brief nod of understanding passed between us.


‘Evie, why don’t we go and get a snack from the café?’ she said. ‘We’ll come back a bit later.’ Evie’s expression brightened immediately.


‘Is there chocolate?’ she asked hopefully.


‘Probably.’


‘OK!’ Evie jumped up and skipped towards the door. She didn’t look back at me.


Once they’d gone, Uma jammed the thermometer into my ear. I winced, but the pain was nothing compared to my emotional torment. I couldn’t get Evie’s terrified expression out of my head.


‘Is good,’ Uma said approvingly. ‘Now, we do blood pressure.’


She turned on the machine and it woke up with its usual series of five staccato beeps, the sound of them now imprinted on my mind. Robotically, I held out my arm, feeling the Velcro cuff tighten as the measurement was taken.


‘Oh,’ Uma took a clipboard from the end of the bed and scribbled furiously. ‘Blood pressure is low. You need to drink more.’


‘Of course it is. I’ve been lying down.’ I couldn’t hide my frustration.


‘You drink big glass of water, yes sunshine?’ Uma said, unperturbed. Her enthusiasm was having the opposite effect on me. I was tired of being nice to infuriating healthcare staff. I was tired of everything.


‘Please,’ I said as calmly as I could. Rage boiled within me. The woman was infuriating. ‘Please go.’


‘What?’


‘Get out of my room.’ I took a breath and lowered my voice. ‘Please. I want to be alone.’


‘OK …’ Uma retreated uncertainly, her hands held high. ‘I pray for you.’


The door closed. I pulled the sheets over my head. The air beneath smelt stale and tangy, a tomb of my own making. My whole body was quivering. Encased in futility, smothered by fear, I began to sob.




Chapter Four


From the moment Dougie walked in, I could tell Jenny had told him about my outburst. His soft voice had an unfamiliar lilt; a tone of forced positivity, his smile just a little too wide.


‘There she is,’ he said.


He stooped to give me a hug. He smelt like Issey Miyake and coffee. At six foot six, he seemed to fill the room, a hulk of a man with broad shoulders, large features and long dreadlocks tied back in a low ponytail. The top two buttons of his shirt were undone and he’d rolled his sleeves up as he always did at the end of a working day. A royal blue tie poked out from his pocket. An IT consultant for a financial services company in Canary Wharf, he had to dress smartly, although he’d live in his extensive array of active wear if he had the chance; branded vests and T-shirts and fitted tracksuit bottoms. I glanced over to the window – was it evening already? Sure enough, dusk had descended outside, the sky a moody shade of orange. I blinked, recalibrating. The stark hospital lighting hurt my eyes.


‘Jenny called you, didn’t she?’ I sighed. My run-in with Uma and subsequent breakdown had left me utterly exhausted. I felt like my tear ducts had dried up.


‘Well, yeah.’ Dougie eyed me sheepishly. ‘I was planning on coming anyway. But she wanted to warn me you’d had a bad day. She’s only being protective.’


‘Dougie, every day here is a bad day.’


‘I know.’ His black-brown eyes were wide and earnest. ‘What happened to you is just … well, it’s the worst thing, H. It’s shit, it’s unfair, and to be honest, you’re entitled to react however you bloody well want.’


‘Thanks, Dougie.’ I took in the creases on his shirt, the deep shadows under his eyes. He looked as shattered as I felt.


‘I brought you something,’ he said. He passed me a large carrier bag. ‘Sorry it’s not wrapped. I meant to buy wrapping paper, but time just kind of disappeared …’


‘It’s fine.’


I managed a smile. Dougie Oyinola was one of the most scatterbrained people I’d ever met. He’d lost more wallets, phones and sets of keys than I could count. In fact, we often joked that his disorganised nature was how we’d become friends. On our very first day at primary school, he was distraught to discover that he’d left his new pencil case in his mum’s car. Seeing him upset, I’d lent him my crayons, and we’d spent the afternoon drawing together. We’d made a pact then and there to become best friends. Amazingly, we’d stuck to it. We separated to go to different secondary schools and universities, but we’d been in contact every day, both eventually gravitating towards the twinkling lights of London, where we’d decided to move in together. He was the brother I’d never had. And despite his job in IT, he still had a passion for art.


‘I hope you like it,’ he said. Despite his imposing physique, he’d always been a gentle giant; shy, sensitive and thoughtful.


I reached into the bag and pulled out a large grey throw. My fingers ran across the soft fur, the sensation instantly reassuring.


‘Dougie, it’s perfect.’


‘Hal tried to convince me to buy one of those fancy hand-woven Moroccan ones, but well, I thought you needed something a bit more comforting.’


‘Course he did.’


Hal was Dougie’s partner. Ten years older and a manager at the same company, they’d met just over six months ago when Dougie had been summoned from IT’s basement lair to fix Hal’s computer. As it turned out, there was nothing wrong with it – Hal had unplugged several wires in a ruse to ask Dougie for a drink. In fact, that pretty much summed up Hal Wesley-Fogg; confident to the point of ridiculous. He would do anything to get what he wanted, a trait I personally found very off-putting. But Dougie had agreed to move in with him after just six months together – he owned a flat in Canary Wharf which he shared with his ragdoll house cat, Princess Diana. Even before this, I’d hated the idea of Dougie leaving our cosy if chaotic rented flat. Now, the thought struck terror in my heart. What if he left me alone?


‘Glad you like it,’ Dougie said of the blanket.


I managed a weak smile in return.


‘Definitely nicer than those hideous blue things, anyway.’ He gestured at the bobbly hospital blanket draped across my bed. ‘I just thought, well, anything I can do to make this whole experience a little bit more bearable, y’know? It must be hell staring at these same four walls every day.’ He surveyed the sparse space. The only sign of personalisation were my ‘get well’ cards that Mum had lined up along the windowsill, which grew in number every day. The nurses always knocked them over. They didn’t always pick them up. Dougie let out a low whistle.


‘Wow, someone’s popular.’ He pointed at the largest card which displayed a sad cartoon puppy and the words Sorry to hear you’re feeling ruff. Definitely not an appropriate choice, Jenny and I had agreed.


‘Who’s that big one from?’


‘The bar gang.’


I’d worked at Bar Conscience for over two years now. It had started as a stopgap to bring in some cash while I awaited my big acting break. It had since become near enough full-time. I hadn’t found fame – but I had found a great group of friends. In fact, they’d taken over from my drama school pals, who were largely too busy seeking their respective fortunes to even try and stay in touch. Though the staff turnover was high and a few of them had moved on, we always stayed in touch, meeting up for drink-fuelled birthdays and raucous celebrations.


They’d all scrawled over-the-top and inappropriate messages in the card. ‘Can’t wait to do shots again soon,’ party-girl Ally had written. ‘You’re beautiful and strong – and I cry every time I think about what happened,’ sensitive Laura added. ‘Get the fuck back here now,’ tough-as-nails Caitlin had kindly contributed. My heart skipped when I spotted Ben Grady’s loopy scrawl in the corner.


‘Chin up, Jackson,’ he’d written, with a winking smile. ‘B.’ There were two kisses beneath the letter. Ben was an Australian cocktail expert with chiselled cheekbones and a glint in his eye. We’d been sleeping together for about three months on and off, a very casual arrangement that Dougie wholly disapproved of. Ben was a famed womaniser full of two-dimensional charm, and I knew that too. I just kept coming back because I didn’t have anything else going on in my love life. It didn’t help that he was gorgeous.


However, despite these messages in the card, not one of my colleagues had asked to visit. I was disappointed in them, but I was also a tiny bit glad. I didn’t want anyone to see me so vulnerable, least of all Ben. I wasn’t strong enough to cope with their ‘banter.’


‘Look, H,’ Dougie said, ‘I had an idea on my way here. How do you feel about a trip to the café downstairs?’


‘What?’ While I’d been disconnected from the drain and catheter, I was still reliant on occasional morphine to soften the pain. I stared at the tubes in my wrist. The idea of being so far away from potential relief sparked panic in my gut. ‘Like, now?’


‘No time like the present.’


I hesitated.


‘I don’t think I can.’ I’d only transferred to the wheelchair a few times – on each occasion with two nurses and a physio on hand. They’d shown me how to manoeuvre myself to the toilet, but the furthest I’d wheeled myself was to the end of the ward and back. I wasn’t ready for this. I felt a tightening in my chest. This room was safe. Outside, there was only fear.


‘It might do you good.’ Dougie lent forward and put his big hand on my arm. It was warm and reassuring against my pale, goosebumped skin.


‘But what if people stare? I couldn’t bear it, Dougie. I don’t want to be a freak show.’


‘I won’t let them.’ He raised a three-finger salute to his forehead. ‘Scout’s honour.’


‘You hated Scouts.’ He grinned at me then, a flash of mischief twinkling through the worry.


‘I know. And I still can’t tie a reef knot. So, are we going then?’


I nodded, defeated. I didn’t want to. But as with so many aspects of life since the accident, it seemed like I didn’t have a choice.


‘Excellent.’ He handed me the men’s oversized Nike sweatshirt that hung from the back of the chair. ‘I don’t mean to sound like Jenny, but pop this on. You might get chilly. Wait, hang on a second, isn’t this mine?’


‘Maybe.’ I pulled it over my pyjamas. ‘It’s been in my room for ages. And anyway, you packed the clothes bag for me. You could have taken it back, but you put it in there …’ I was gabbling now, compensating for the extreme, irrational nerves that flowed and pulsed through my body. Dougie rolled his eyes in faux-annoyance.


‘Bloody cheek. Honestly.’


Next to my bed, the wheelchair was waiting. Dougie put his hands beneath my armpits and I slowly rose, shuffling to the edge of the bed the way I’d been shown a few days before by the physios. Pain followed my every movement. I felt fragile, like paper. I placed my left foot on the ground and he helped me to stand, my toes clenching as my hospital-issue slipper socks gripped the floor. I wobbled dramatically. My muscles tensed. I felt like I was on a tightrope.


‘That’s it, almost there,’ Dougie said.


Using him for balance, I pivoted on one foot, performing a half turn before toppling inelegantly into the wheelchair. The cushion sighed. I’d made it. Slowly and cautiously, I lifted my amputated leg up and onto the stump board that was attached to the front of the chair. I hated the way it poked out in front of me, like the leg was screaming for unwanted attention.


‘Can you pass my blanket?’


‘Course.’


He tossed it over and I spread it across my legs, grateful for the cover. I unclipped my brakes, ready for the off. I could do this, I told myself. There was no need to feel panicked. But the tight feeling in my chest continued.


‘Shotgun driver!’ Dougie said.


‘What the …?’


But before I could finish my sentence, he jerked the ancient wheelchair into motion. It gave a loud creak of surprise as we turned sharply from the room. Out in the corridor, he started to jog. I gripped the arms of the chair so hard that my knuckles turned white.


‘Dougie!’ I screeched.


All at once, I was powerless, totally in his control. It was terrifying flying so fast along the corridor. But it was also weirdly exhilarating.


‘Freedom!’ he yelled. ‘Escaped patient on the loose!’


He ran faster. With chipped maroon paint and rusting wheels, the wheelchair was unused to such breakneck speed. It squealed and groaned in protest. It reminded me of all the times we’d taken our bikes to the woods as children. Dougie was the one who’d egged me on to freewheel down the steepest muddy slopes, or to try tricks and wheelies across ditches, much to Jenny’s irritation. We’d returned home with dirt covered knees and leaves in our hair, while Jenny and her bike remained pristine.


Several nurses tutted as we careered past. My heart was in my mouth. At the lifts, Dougie came to a sudden stop. He swept a hand across his shining brow. He was panting.


‘How was that?’


‘Bloody terrifying.’


He began to laugh. Seeing the light returning to his eyes sparked something within me. For the first time since the accident, I realised I was laughing too. It felt so good to release it, hiccupping convulsions as powerful as sobs. Once I’d started, I couldn’t stop. It was almost manic. I breathed deeply, struggling to regain my composure.


‘It’s good to see you smile, H,’ Dougie said. ‘And now I know how to make it happen, well, there are plenty more high thrill rides where that came from.’


‘You better not.’


Yet to my surprise, I didn’t actually mind. Over the past few days, everyone had approached me like I was a china doll; delicate, fragile, breakable. Granted, I was all of those things, but I was also still me, still the same person I was before. Dougie was the first of my family and friends to recognise that. He was the first to treat me normally. And no one but me could fully understand just how important that was.


Peak post-work visiting time, and the hospital café was buzzing. Families and friends huddled around cappuccinos and mochas, deep in conversation. It was easy to distinguish the visitors from the patients, the patients with their dressing gowns and machinery, or else in their own clothes, looking too pale for the time of year. A long queue snaked from the counter, surgical staff in blue scrubs and brightly coloured crocs waiting patiently behind anxious relatives, too stressed to decide what to drink. Floor-to-ceiling windows bathed the foyer in a garish glow that made me blink. My head was still pounding. I realised it was the first time I’d seen real sunlight in almost two weeks.


Dougie bought us cappuccinos and wheeled me over to a table in the far corner, parking me facing the window. Outside the main entrance to the hospital, I could see a gang of incredibly sick looking patients, all smoking. One of them had an oxygen tank. Dougie saw me looking.


‘Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’ he said.


I looked around, taking in my surroundings. I wasn’t the only one in a wheelchair. In fact, there were loads of us. The world hadn’t collapsed when I left my room. And no one was staring at me.


‘It was the audition today,’ I told Dougie, shivering but emboldened. ‘The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time. The only West End audition I’ve ever had.’


‘Oh man.’ His eyes filled with pity. ‘That’s rough. You’ll get back to it though. I know you will.’


‘I’m not sure.’ The idea of standing on a stage, all eyes on me, was currently too much to bear. ‘I can’t really think about it right now.’


‘Completely understandable.’


I stared beyond him, out of the window, where a steady stream of people flowed to and fro. A middle-aged woman helped her elderly mother into a taxi. A teenage boy hopped towards the entrance on crutches. Two hospital transport drivers in dark green uniforms sat on a low wall, sharing a large bag of crisps.


‘You OK there, buddy?’ Dougie asked. I blinked, turning my focus back to him.


‘Yeah … Sorry. I was miles away.’


‘Do you think about it much?’ he asked. ‘The accident, I mean.’


I looked down at what was left of my leg, my stump blotched with scars and blue and purple bruises. It was a horrible word, stump. So harsh, so hard; so final. I pulled my blanket closer.


‘It’s all I think about,’ I said quietly. ‘Even when I try not to, it’s there.’


‘Course it is.’ His expression was tortured. ‘Honestly, H, it kills me to imagine you lying there.’


‘Oh, Dougie!’ I reached across the table and placed my hand on top of his. It was like of a game we used to play at school, piling our hands up and pulling the bottom one out as quickly as we could.


‘Thank God someone found you. You could have been there for hours.’


‘It felt like I was.’ I still had no idea how long I’d been on the path. My memory had veiled the incident, casting shadows of uncertainty over timescales and order. ‘Dougie, the guy who was with me when it happened, Alexander. I’d just asked him out when I fell.’
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