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For all who fall




The kingdom of the sick is not a democracy.


Sinéad Gleeson 


To take up residence in my body again, I write.


Jacqueline Alnes
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Disclaimer


This book reflects the personal medical experiences and opinions of the author about her own medical treatment and should not be read in any way as medical advice or endorsement of any treatment or procedure.




I stand thigh-deep in the lake, eyes closed, arms extended a little from my sides, my fingertips just touching the still surface of the water. I am trying to capture the sun in my body. I think if I can draw enough of it into me now, I can last through the winter. I am trying to charge myself up, to store light in my bones. 


The lake is the last mouthful in the bottom of the bowl of the Vale of Grasmere. A blue eye – the wooded island a green iris at its centre. The fells form a kind of circle around it, like a super-sized henge, like a cupped palm. William Wordsworth described Grasmere as a ‘huge concave’, naming it a bower, a shelter, a nook, a recess, a temple, a harbour, a safe retreat, a hallowed spot.1 He wrote of feeling the guardianship of the cloud-capped hills, asked them to embrace him, to close him in.2 


Mid-October, and the first full day of sun this month. It has been an unusually mild month: unusually, aggressively wet, even for here. The Lake District is famous for its rain, for its unpredictable weather. Within its saturated bounds, the wettest inhabited valley in England lies only ten miles over the fells from my home in Grasmere. This summer, whilst most of England desiccated under drought conditions, we dissolved in rain. Daily the fells have been erased and reconstructed out of mist, as storms move over and through the vale. The persistent rain here feels as ominous as the drought elsewhere. This is weather pushed to the extremes of itself. 


Today though, the sun is dazzling – ludicrous in its unforecast intensity – the sky exquisitely blue.


I am trying to make the best of it, to take comfort where I find it. I am trying to not think too much of the future, of the coming winter, of everything beyond. 


Once my legs are numb, once I have sucked as much sun into my face and chest as I think I can carry, I launch softly into the water. I don’t want to disturb the brilliant mirror of its surface more than I need to. I breathe out as I push my arms forward like an arrow pointing towards the light. I breathe in as I draw my arms back to my sides. It is a kind of meditation, a spell against the shock of the cold. I swim fast, count strokes until my body has settled into the movement, the chill medium. 


I swim up the lake, parallel to the tree-lined shore, to keep the light as long as possible. At 4 p.m. the sun is already hanging low over Deerbolts Wood to the west, almost touching the tops of the trees. The wood is in shadow, casting the coming dark over the far side of the water, portentious.


By midwinter it will slide behind the screen of the fells before 11 a.m., peeking out briefly at noon as though the whole vale is a cosmic clock.


I count sixty strokes before my muscles begin to relax, my movements lengthen, and I can rest for a little while. 


I spread my arms out on the surface and rotate my legs, spinning my body round like a whirligig. The village is smudged into fields and woods, the long stony beach at the south, the thin line of the weir. The trees blur into streaks of amber and rust. I love to see Grasmere like this, from in the water, from what Roger Deakin called the frog’s-eye view. It is a different kind of knowing. I watch cars move up and down the wide U of Dunmail Raise, the route north out of the village, named for an ancient warrior king said to be buried beneath the pass. A buzzard circles over Helm Crag. In the bright low light all the fells are cut out in sharp relief.


Facing the raise I wiggle my feet under the shining surface, enjoying the patterns the light and water make on my skin. This may be the last swim of my year with bare legs, bare feet. I have to savour it whilst I can. Soon I will have to slither into a second skin of neoprene before I can swim comfortably, and swimming comfortably is my priority. 


I am not one of those outdoor swimmers who relishes the cold. Quite the opposite. The cold hurts. I get no thrill or relief from it. If I get too cold, I can’t warm up again. In the cold my body seizes up, muscle system by muscle system. It doesn’t take much of a drop in temperature for me to lose all remaining feeling in my hands, my feet, my nose. I do not swim for the cold, but despite it. I dread the cold and the coming of the cold. All winter, I long for summer. I swim in the lake all year because, when forced to choose, I prefer to be in water and cold than to be on land and warm. 


If I could, I would live in the water. To be a body in water, not a body on land. A body that can’t fall over. Accepting the cold is a part of my negotiation with the lake. I grit my teeth and breathe into it, and the lake keeps its side of the bargain, releases me from the weight of my own body for as long as I can stay in it. It bears me, if I can bear it.


The lake is in my favourite mood today – the surface still as a scrying glass, reflecting the fells, the trees, the sky – the sun gleaming on and through it. I swim breaststroke, mostly, and when I push my arms out, palms together, through the water, I feel I am swimming through the sky. Swimming through the fells. I am splitting forests apart with my arms. I am opening mountains and folding the sky into them. As I turn my palms and bring my arms back to my sides I am opening mountains and folding them into my body. It is the closest to flying I can get. 


I float, luxuriating in the touch of the sun even through the water. If I could only keep hold of this feeling. 


I am a speck of dust in the blue eye of the vale. From here, the hill I live at the foot of looks as green as summer. But the sun is dipping behind the fells to the west, and shadow has crept from their feet to engulf the whole southern end of the lake. 


I am so thankful for the sun on my face, for the water holding me, for everything that means I can be here. For the ways I have been able to reconstruct my life to prioritise care for my body – a swim on a fine day, a rest on a bad one – and everyone and everything that has helped me to do that. All the people from whom I have learnt how to prioritise that care, and the people who taught me what care could look like. The patience and support of my partner, who reads quietly under a tree on the shore as I turn about and about in the water like a happy seal. That he could be here today, waiting to carry my kit, heavy with lake, home, to save me pain in my neck and shoulders. The conspiracy of circumstances that brought me to this village in the first place, sixteen years ago. The conspiracy of circumstances that meant we moved back together, and stayed. The luck of timing that meant there was a cottage to rent near to the lake when we most needed it. The painkillers that make the ten-minute walk from the cottage to the small wooded beach I swim from endurable.


There is a scattered flotilla of leaves on the water, their reflections making doubles of themselves. In the bright sun their rich colours catch and flare. The insignia of autumn. I swim towards a great brown oak leaf, curled into a shape that reminds me of an ancient ship – a tall bow curving into its body – like a trireme. It mirrors its hulk back at itself so perfectly in the still blue – the polished red timbers of a high hull. The veins of the leaf look like the sections of a sail. It brings a D. H. Lawrence poem into my mind, lines I thought I had forgotten, that I pored over as a student twenty years ago. Now it is autumn and the falling fruit / and the long journey towards oblivion.3 It is how I always feel at this time of year, that I can smell death on the air. I shudder to think the grim frost is at hand. Like the apples that fall in the poem and bruise themselves an exit from themselves, my body is always already fallen, bruised, badly bruised. In summer I can forget it for a little while, forget the fragility of my body. Every summer still I fool myself like a teenager – I am getting stronger in the sun, this winter will be easier. I swim most days, sometimes more than once, and sometimes I even have energy left to do other things. I walk home from the lake in the long gloaming, and the warmth melts the distance. I barely limp. I carry myself more lightly. It feels possible for a few weeks that I could be making energy as my limbs flash through the sparkling water, not sloughing it off. Autumn brings any lingering illusion crashing down like fruit from the trees. 


Treading water before the tiny ship of the oak leaf I ask it, the lake, the turning trees and the small birds, the one cloud in the sky, the black-headed gull that keeps circling me, my self – have you built your ship of death, O have you? I turn onto my back, skull away, mutter, O build your ship of death, for you will need it. 


The heron rises from trees on the west shore and swoops down the length of the wood. In the sunlit tops of the trees along the near shore a throng of long-tailed tits flits from branch to branch, rustling the gold-green leaves, their high-pitched trilling carrying across the water. 


A grey wagtail flies over my head as I glide into land and perches on a half-submerged rock by the beach, strutting and bobbing. Once a grey wagtail watched over my friend E and me as we swam in a waterfall in a tree-lined gorge. No soul about but the wagtail, pacing the perimeter of the deep red pool, and us, within it. Above us the river travelled under a bright blue sky before it tumbled down into the shade, carrying the sun within it. It felt as though when we’d stepped off the path we’d slipped out of our world and into hers, that she’d let us in. We named her the spirit of the swim, guardian of the foss. Small, ever-moving goddess of radiant water. Every time I see a grey wagtail I think of that afternoon, of how suddenly seams of magic can unfurl from a quite ordinary stand of trees, a well-trodden path. Their yellow bellies under thundercloud wings sing to me of light in winter, their presence of protection and companionship. Every wag of their tail says joy. Joy is still possible. 


In Lawrence’s poem the body has to go down into darkness, completely under, to come back out again. You have to go into oblivion, and through it, so the whole thing can start again. 


A tawny owl calls somewhere in the wood, as though to confirm that night is coming. I swim towards it, into the growing shadow. 


When I step out of the water, steadying myself as I learn to move upright again, it is into a kind of mountain twilight. The sun gone from the beach and the trees, a few final rays split over the lake. Mist rises off the surface like breath on a cold day. In the shallows, fat brown acorns and red and green leaves cover the grey stones. The leaves that still cling to the trees glow fluorescent in the dusk. I shiver as I change. 


On the way home we will turn off the main road and climb up through the woods to chase the last slivers of sun, but we will be losing a race with the earth’s rotation. We will walk the last quarter-mile with bats swooping over us down the gully of the old road, colour draining from the sky. The owls will follow us to our door, calling to each other, I am here, are you here too? All night it will seem they are sitting on our window ledge, inviting us into the dark. 




Fracture


Long before I knew I was sick, I knew I was breakable. My first break predates my first reliable memory by the amount of time it takes a toddler’s bones to knit back together, to form a callous around a fracture, to heal. 


There is a story we tell in our family, one of many we tell and have retold so many times that it has become what my mum, if someone else told it, would call a cheap laugh. It goes like this:


When I was eighteen months old, my brother ran me over. 


Or:


When I was a toddler my brother ran me over and broke my leg. 


Or:


My brother broke my leg when I was a toddler.


When I tell it, it is met by gasps. By disbelief or horror. Awkward laughter.


In my medical records it says closed fracture of tibia and fibula, distal. The long bones of the leg. This is another way to tell the story. 


*


I spent the weeks following the break with a full-length plaster cast on my leg. I learnt to move myself, awkwardly but effectively; I kept running. When I ran the bottom of the cast ragged for the nth time, and the hospital got tired of replastering it, my dad made me a plaster-protecting shoe from an old Velcro trainer. 


There are many photos of me at this time, comic, smiling, unbothered by the new physical status of my cumbersome, solid leg. Unremarkable family pictures of two boys with bowl cuts and a curly-haired toddler. Only, the toddler has one leg in plaster. 


I wear the same in-between expression in each photograph – half-smile, half-glazed – as though I have just been interrupted in the course of some intense thought or activity, and have looked up, only half-present, as my name was called.


In one, I am standing in front of a fitted wardrobe and drawers, wearing a pale blue babygro with clouds or sheep appliquéd onto the chest. The left leg of the babygro is missing. My thigh pokes out of the babygro and down into the plaster, both of which look oddly architectural, hovering aloof from my skin for that inch or two. The foot of the plaster is fuzzy, unravelling. I am facing the camera and half-smiling, one arm raised, with a look of movement interrupted. To my left and slightly in front of me stands my brother, the accused, his body half-turned towards me, looking over his left shoulder to face directly into the camera. He is dressed all in cricket whites – white shorts, white shirt and jumper, and white knee-high socks. He is standing closer to the camera than me, turned towards me, his arms reaching towards me, gesturing in display. There is something archetypal in our relative positions, like a scene in a Blake painting. In this version, he is the angel. The carpet is a thick pink-brown sludge. 


Another shows me sitting in the red chubby car that was passed down from one sibling to another. Good leg tucked in, pedalling, bad leg stretched out, resting on the side of the car, on a small red cushion, to save the plaster. I loved that cushion. It was small and round and made of soft red velvet. All through my childhood it was a favourite thing. When I mention it to my mum she tells me that her mum made it for me to help with the plaster. Something soft and lovely and especially mine that came out of the trouble. Something that brought me joy for many years. 


I remember almost nothing of this time. I don’t know how it felt to be in my body. To be that toddler in the photographs with her knee fixed ridged in a strange, half-bent position, for weeks and weeks and weeks. Such a large proportion of my life that far. I know nothing of what she felt, what she wanted. It is not my own story I remember, but other people’s. 


*


When my leg healed and the plaster was removed, I was no worse off than anyone should be. I grew up with this story as fact, but not as memory. I remember nothing of it, and nothing before it.


The story worked on my brother, too. He had a lifetime of being told he ran over me. Being introduced to other people as my brother who ran over me. 


The story was a secondary accident which did its own violence. The stories we tell about each other, and how we tell them, form us. Change what we can be. 


My family have big hearts, but they also have quick tongues. They enjoy their own cleverness and humour. They are what they would call pass-remarkable, though they don’t often apply this to themselves. They like to tell a story, and they like a reaction.


But no story is neutral.


Recently, I have started using the story of my first fracture as an example in writing workshops. I tell it as I have told it a million times, when I was eighteen months old, my brother ran me over and broke my leg. Then I ask, ‘What do you imagine when I tell you that?’ The workshop participants might mention a car. They will mention intention, agency. The running over of my small body as a positive action.


Then I might tell them some details that change the story, their understanding of it. My brother was not quite seven. He didn’t ‘run me down’ like it sounds. I was toddling across the garden and he was cycling across the garden, and we collided, that was all. What none of us knew, back then, was that my bones are less dense than most people’s. So, when we collided, my leg broke. 


I might tell them that we told this story, in my family, in this way, so many times that I didn’t realise until I was in my twenties the position it placed my brother in. How it was not a story but an accusation. How it was not the event itself but the telling of it in this way that conferred guilt on him.


I use this story now to show how we dramatise for effect, how we adjust a story for maximum impact, subconsciously, every time we repeat it, not realising with each tiny change – in word choice, in syntax, each time we leave out another detail that would place the event in context – that we alter the story’s fundamental meaning. The key detail missing from the story – the fragility of my bones – was something none of us knew for decades. We did not know at the time of the accident, we did not know in the years the story settled into its solid state, became history.


*


I knew I was breakable before I knew how to spell my own name. 


I may remember nothing of being that toddler with the broken leg, but she lives inside me all the same. I carry her with me everywhere I go. My sense of self is defined by falling, by breaking.


The world is dangerous and full of obstacles that will launch themselves at you from nowhere. The body is dangerous and full of tricks. It will throw itself down without warning. Neither the body nor the world are to be trusted. I have known this from as far back as my memories will take me. 


I went through a long phase, from the age of nine or ten through my teens, of not tripping but collapsing forward onto my knees. Almost as though pushed. As though someone cut my wires, and I just dropped. Forward, with force. Smacking onto my knees. Thinking about the pain even now makes me feel a little sick. In those pre-teen years, there were permanent stains on my knee pads from antiseptic. Soon there were permanent scars, so overlaid I thought for a long time that everyone’s knees had a kind of stucco gravel pattern embossed on them. 


Falling was just what we did in our family. We would joke that certain of us could trip over nothing. It’s not our fault: the ground does it to us. That you mustn’t leave a bag on the floor, because we’d fall over it. That some of us have injured ourselves by trapping one foot in an empty plastic bag and falling into it. That some of us just fall. Once, years back, in a London life that seems like someone else’s, I was walking down the street with friends. We were walking fast, together, to the Princess Louise to meet more friends, to go dancing. It was cold, and I had shorts, sparkly tights, and little silver shoes on. J was telling a story about another, absent friend, about her great capacity to fall: ‘You know M, she falls down all the time, she just falls down!’ J kept walking, and I was no longer by her side. I had fallen down a drain. The fall is all about the timing. 


It is this capacity to fall that made all my childhood accidents seem inevitable rather than pathological. We did not know then we were all pathological.


I have carried that toddler with a broken leg around for over forty years now, but I am still only beginning to understand a little more about her, about us, how we came to be us. I am trying to carry her more lightly, to bear less of her pain, and more of her casual, blithe resilience. I am trying to listen. 


*


There is a walk I take from the cottage I live in with my partner W and the cat who chose us, up the old road that leads to the south, up away from the straggly fringes of the village and into the woods. 


Our cottage was once home to agricultural labourers. It belonged to a farm, and the dead-end lane that leads to our front door is all that remains of an ancient droving road. Sometimes we look out of our living room window and see sheep trotting past, following a course they have handed down generation to generation. 


The cottage squats below the old road, tired but stalwart. Its slate walls are two foot thick, and speak of its antiquity. We have seen a map that shows it standing as long ago as 1646. It may be much older. I find it hard to picture how different the village would have looked when it was just farms and cottages skirting the slopes, and the church in the valley centre, like an island in the floodplain. 


The old road is lined by moss-topped drystone walls, so it feels like a ravine, but a field gate gives a glimmer of lake, to show its weather. 


Depending on my mood, the mood of the skies, my pain and fatigue, I walk clockwise or anticlockwise on a circuit of the high craggy common that bridges the vales of Grasmere and Rydal. 


The common leads to nowhere but itself, but will never lead you quite the same way twice. I love it because it is always surprising, but I also love it because I trust it. I know which paths are safe in which weather. I know how to go there and not hurt myself. I know if I trust it, it will always show me something: a view I haven’t seen before, a red stag backlit by low winter sun, an ocean of bluebells moving in waves, a bird that is said not to live here any more.


I can lose whole afternoons there amongst the oaks and rowans, the rustling silver birches, hovering above the village like a kestrel. 


The lime-washed tower of St Oswald’s church shines through the trees, distinct amidst the slate grey. Once it stood alone on the banks of the Rothay, built on a site where Oswald preached. 


Oswald had an incorruptible right hand, because Aidan blessed it. I picture him waving his perfect right hand as he talks, whilst his left hand aged and withered, and wonder what that blessing is standing in for, explaining over. Was Oswald sick, disabled? Oswald was a warrior king, ruler of the vast kingdom of Northumbria. He died in battle, and his head and limbs were cut off. A raven carried off one of his severed arms, and touched it to an ash tree that thereafter healed the sick with its leaves and even with its shade. The raven dropped the arm, and a healing well sprung up from the ground. Oswald’s head, gathered a year after his death, is said to have thrown up a pillar of light into the sky from its wild grave to mark its place.


Years later, travellers would stumble onto the place of his death and find healing. It became a site of cures. People came to the site of his death and took pieces of it away with them. So much earth was removed over time that there was a hole as deep as a human, standing. 


Any part of his body was supposed to have healing powers, but so was anything he had touched when he lived, including the ground of Grasmere, the water of Grasmere. The river, the lake and the rock.


*


The first winter I lived in Grasmere I got lost on the common in the snow. I followed a route I have followed hundreds of times since, up the old road towards the coffin path, along the last strip of tarmac to the end of the tarn, then turning off by the bridleway, following a thin indentation round the back of the crag and up onto the common. In the snow the path was as clear as a river, but when it turned the corner and reached a plateau it vanished into untrodden ambiguity, as so many paths do. It went everywhere, or nowhere. I was less than a mile from home. But I knew my limits: my aptitude for falling and for breaking. The tiny, flickering store of energy I had to carry me back. I thought of Lucy Gray, the girl who dissolves into snow in William Wordsworth’s poem. I thought of the people I knew on call for mountain rescue. I turned back, retraced my steps. I hated to retrace my steps. Back then I thought to return the same way I went out was a kind of failure. I had so much to learn. The common helped teach me. 


The second time I took that path it was late spring. The foxgloves were out. It was raining, heavily. I didn’t want to go far from home. I thought the path would become clear to me, that the way through would be easy, but I had not accounted for how growth changes everything. Paths that seemed confusingly various in the snow had vanished completely into waist-high bracken. I got turned around again. I turned around again. I gave up. 


Both times I only took that path because of bad weather. I didn’t know the name of the place then, or its history. I would not know for many years the range of the common, the vastness of it, how many small and various worlds it encompasses. I had only wanted to walk out but stay close to home. The path sent me home, but not the way I planned.


In 2015 W and I move into this cottage, tucked in next to the house I lived in when I got lost on the common eight years before. I am returning to old ground. Our living room faces its kitchen. The attic that was my first home in Grasmere looks down, with its raised eyebrow, on our bedroom window. I used to sit in its little open eye and gaze out on a square of fell top. My bed was tucked under the eaves – it felt like sleeping in an upturned ship, sailing in the sky. Our new house sits so low tucked beneath the old road it feels half underground. I call it the cave house. I call it our burrow. We are so much lower here. We live part of the year in shadow. 


The first autumn in the cottage I watch day by day as light leaves the little garden I was so grateful for in the summer. I go uphill, seeking light. In the time between the attic and the cave house I have got iller, the distance I can walk shorter. I remember the little path that confounded me all those years before, in the snow and rain. In the sharp autumn air I find a wonderland of moss and amber treelight, with views so spectacular but achievable I feel ridiculous for missing them before. 


For a long time after I begin to walk there I only go so far, and turn back. Years pass in which I only know this one small corner of the common, the first one I found in the snow. I don’t dare go further, not knowing where the paths lead, not knowing how much energy I might lose on a trail that trickles out into nothingness again. When the ground feels uncertain, I retrace the path I know. I keep safe. I am no longer ashamed to go back on myself. I am not afraid of returning the same way any more, but of running out of fuel to return at all. It is the common who taught me this. I have to respect the lesson. Little by little I gain ground, turn corners, find new views, new safe routes.


Though I’m sure there is a way to cross the common from the tarn back down to the old road, I can’t find it. One winter day I think I have it, following a wall which I know meets the road, but I lose the way in the undergrowth, the overgrowth spilling out from the garden of the big house over the wall. The big house is empty most of the year – its garden belongs to the birds and the animals – roe and red deer, red squirrels, tawny owls. The ground is saturated, slipping out from under my boots. I am afraid of falling, and turn back. So many times I turn back. 


It is a deer who shows me the way. A roe deer, whom I meet on the old road one late November afternoon in 2018, the light already fading. I watch where she goes, how she turns to look back at me before disappearing behind a wall. I wait until I can’t see her any more, and I follow her hoofprints in the wet earth. 


This is how I learn the circle, how to go through. This is how I learn how long it takes to learn.


*


There is another story about the first break. Mum knew I had broken a bone, but when the X-rays came back, the young doctor on duty couldn’t see a fracture, wanted to send me home. I have heard this story so many times I have furnished the scene with props from rooms I came to know later: the beige windowless walls; the X-ray film pinned up on the light box on the wall. There are four actors: the doctor, the mother, the ward sister and the crying baby. 


My mum, who used to work as a radiographer, could see the break. She also knew her baby. She knew her baby was broken. The sister – with decades of experience behind her – could see the break. Neither woman could admit to seeing the break when the doctor didn’t. The agreement between them was tacit. The way my mum tells it, the sister just turned to the doctor and said, ‘I’ll be ringing the plaster room for you, then.’ 


This story is about how patients, particularly women, can’t be seen to know more than the doctor in charge. Subordinate staff, particularly women, can’t be seen to know more than the doctor in charge. To share your knowledge, you must make it look like the superior thought of it. That this is the only way it will be accepted, understood. What I learnt from this story is that doctors can be wrong, but also that you mustn’t tell them that, not outright. 


*


If I could send myself back in time and watch the accident as it unfolded, I’d position myself somewhere with a good overview – the upstairs window next door, or behind a tree, or somewhere else entirely watching through a hidden camera. I know my time-travel narratives well enough to know two things: I must not try to stop what happens and I must not let my younger self see myself now.


I would not want to undo anything, anyway. I’d just want to understand. To know exactly what happened. As though this is the beginning of everything and if I understand this I would understand my entire life. But there is no knowing. I could go back a million times and I would only know what I know now: it happened, no one was to blame, it was the first in a long chain of things that happened for which no one was to blame, but which changed me, inside and out. 


Because I cannot time travel, I ask my parents what they remember. Even after I’ve realised the only way to know more about it is to ask them, the adults who were there, it takes me months to slip it into conversation. I call them from Grasmere, sitting at the drop-leaf table by the window where I work, and tell them I need to ask them some questions about that day, about what followed. They know I have been writing about my life, my illness, our illness. Over the last few years I’ve asked them other questions about my childhood, about their families, as I try to understand my own history better. It is September 2019. I’m almost the age now that my mum would have been when it happened, and I try to imagine how I would feel if our roles were reversed. I don’t know why I keep putting off talking about it. I don’t know why it is frightening, to ask about something that happened long ago, has always been only a fact in your life. What is it you don’t want to know? What is it you think might change everything?


‘The first time, we were in the garden, at Davies Road,’ my mum starts.


I interrupt her to ask who was there, were we all there? 


‘Dad wa—,’ Mum starts, and he interrupts her, ‘I wasn’t,’ but she carries on. ‘I thought you were there, you were there, you were at the far side of the garden. A was on his bike, I was out there, and we were on the lawn, I don’t know where T was but you started off to run’ – she means me now, not Dad, I started off to run – ‘and A set off on his bike at the same time, and it was inevitable, none of us could stop it.’ 


They put me down to sleep. When I woke, I couldn’t stand up in my cot. ‘You couldn’t weight-bear,’ Mum says, using the words she used at the hospital to show them she knew a bit of what she was talking about. ‘Your leg went down from under you.’ 


So they took me to the hospital, not the big one I remember from so many later visits, but the old Children’s Hospital, off Mapperley Road. My parents interrupt themselves to argue a bit about where exactly the Children’s Hospital was. This is like all our memories, not quite mappable onto each other. ‘Anyway, that doesn’t matter,’ Mum says in the end, but by then Dad has started asking about where he was born, if that was the same place, and if my mum remembers what his mum would have told her, because he doesn’t, and we get lost for a moment in things none of us really knows any more. 


Dad asks how old I was then, and we try to work it out, calculating that I was younger than my littlest niece is when we are having this conversation. It was summer, we all repeat, yes, it was summer, though later I check my records and it wasn’t, it was April, just a nice day in April when we were all in the garden together.


They are telling me this, taking turns, and I am listening like it is a story about someone else entirely, making sympathetic noises in the right places, as though it is not my leg they are talking about.


When Mum continues, she is working through events carefully not to miss anything out. Meanwhile Dad has started looking on his computer for the old home movies he digitised a few years ago, and he finds the right year. He turns the screen around to show me. There I am, in the back garden at Davies Road, with my stiff white leg, pushing a plastic walker shaped like a truck across the patio until I meet A in his go-cart and I have to turn around. There we are, sitting on a blanket on the patio – Mum, T and me. I am propped up on a beanbag but like a beetle I keep getting stuck on my back. I watch myself repeatedly tumbling over, and using my upper body to swing myself back upright. In another clip we are all in a field. I am in a pushchair, waving my stiff white leg in the air with my arms to point towards the boys, who are driving mini-motorbikes around a track made of hay bales. T is going so slowly they take him off the bike in the end because he is making the brakes smoke. A goes so quickly he crashes into the one same corner every time he tries to turn it. And then we are all in the paddling pool, and the plaster is off.


‘So I took you up there, and the guy insisted on X-raying your knee, and I felt it wasn’t your knee, it was your ankle. So we got the X-rays done, and he said, there’s nothing wrong with her, it’s alright, just give her some Calpol and put her to bed. And the sister took me to one side – she was a wise old bird, the sister – and she took me to one side and said, if you have any trouble, Mrs Atkin, you come right back.’ 


We all make a little noise then that says that we all know what that meant, that the sister knew what the doctor didn’t: that Calpol wouldn’t make it right, that he had missed the problem. 


They took me home. They gave me Calpol. I slept. In the morning I tried to stand up in my cot, and my leg went down from under me. 


Mum drove me back up to the hospital, and they did another X-ray, a bigger one this time. ‘I said, I don’t think you X-rayed the right part,’ Mum says. I’m surprised at her forthrightness, knowing the next bit, and the next bit is as I remember. 


‘The films came back, and I could see the break, and the sister could see the break, and this young man was saying, there’s no break there, and I looked at the sister, and I was going to say something, but before, the sister said, “Oh look, doctor, I’ll just ring the plaster room shall I?”’


I remembered the punchline – the part where the two women work around the doctor who won’t see what’s in front of him – but I forgot, or never knew, that it happened twice. That I was sent away with a broken leg. That a doctor looked at me, and looked at clear evidence of brokenness, and refused to see it. My life with hospitals begins like this, and this is how it carries on. 


*


At the time of the first break everyone assumed it was just a normal accident. It wasn’t thought to be a sign of anything. To collide with a bicycle is a fair reason to break a bone. There was no reason to suspect anything more. 


Back then, in 1982, I was just an ordinary enough toddler, who had had an ordinary enough accident in the course of ordinary play. 


Meaning is accumulative. One event cannot be understood as anything but itself, but a series of events clusters meaning together into pattern, into a narrative from which conclusions can be drawn. 


There is a version of my life story that can be told entirely through breaks, or breaks and not-quite-breaks, through sprains and dislocations. 


All through my childhood we kept a folder of X-rays in the cupboard where all the important papers lived. Big wobbly charcoal-coloured sheets in brown or grey card envelopes. The file in our cupboard grew and grew. It wasn’t just limbs, but teeth. Teeth growing wrong, teeth doubled up, the gaps where teeth had been removed. You could take the X-rays out and look at them, hold them up to the light and see your own insides, fixed in a moment in time. Your insides broken, or sometimes not broken after all. 


*


The second break happened when I was four. 


I fell parking my tricycle. It was early May. I know this because Patient Access tells me so. It says 9 May 1984, though I remember it only as summerish. It is always summerish in the childhood where you break your leg. 


I had been pedalling around the L-shaped drive of the house we were soon to move into. I was reversing my tricycle into a space under the kitchen window, by the open front door. I could hear grown-ups talking: my mum and some friends. The dining room was being replastered, and I remember the Germolene look of the damp, salmony walls when I was carried in screaming. 


I am not sure how I fell. In my mind, in my memory, I am always parking lamby bike. Lamby bike had a powder blue seat with a lamb face on it, white handles, and white wheels with splashes of red around the spokes. I was really too big for it by then but refused to give it up. I felt safe with it. It was a kind of comfort. Stable and reliable. But really I had been parking the large red Raleigh tricycle I had recently inherited from another family, whose boy had outgrown it. It was big, and timeless looking, with wide handlebars and – its best feature – a huge square boot attached to the back, a big metal box you could store anything in. Later, once we’d moved into the house and discovered the garden filled up with frogs, my brothers would goad me into loading the boot with them and cycling around with them in there, then tricking Mum into opening it so they all leapt out.


Mum remembers being on the drive when I fell, and hearing me cry out that I’d hurt my foot, though in my version they are always already inside, and rush out when they hear me. 


This time the break was low, just above my ankle, and the cast on my leg only came halfway up, like a chunky knee-high sock. This time Dad was prepared with his cut-up trainer, and the plaster lasted the full term, without amendment. Perhaps it had already begun, by then, to seem inevitable that we would soon be back at A&E, back at X-ray, back at the plaster room. 


Still, it was an accident. Normal enough. The following year I spent a week off school with the mumps at the same time as my dad was off work with a broken foot. He had dropped a crate of bricks on it. It was late in the school year and, although I missed a longed-for trip to the zoo, I got to spend long light days drawing and playing outside in the company of my dad. None of this was unexpected. We were an accident-prone family. 


Accidents were normal in our home, in our lives. We fell a lot. We tripped over things. We fell out of trees. We fell down holes. We stepped the wrong way and fell into streams or over cliffs. We dropped things on our feet. We dropped ourselves. There was no reason to think of it as pathological. There was no reason to think of it as the meaningful basis of a narrative for any one of us.


*


The second time I broke my leg, I remembered the first time. Not the break itself, not the accident, which was fable already, but a snippet of a moment: being rolled down a subterranean corridor with a vaulted ceiling to the plaster room. I remembered a rotary saw that split the plaster open. I remembered it whirring towards me. 


I remembered this the second time – not in the pain of the break or the direct aftermath, not in the long weeks of discomfort and awkwardness – but at the end. The memory came through repetition. As I was being delivered to the room where the plaster that encased my leg would be removed, I remembered: this had happened before. I remembered being rolled down a basement corridor, looking up at the ceiling, the vague sense of dull green light. I remembered the rotary saw whirring towards me, remembered that this was not something to fear, because it would not cut my skin, although it looked like it wanted to. This was the first time I felt sure I knew that time was layered, that it stacked moments on top of one another, so that the present could also be the past, and the past be the present, that they were not separate things. They were all one thing together. Time was a long strip wrapped around itself and stuck on top of itself, hardened in particular spots, becoming solid only where it re-met itself and bonded with itself, like the plaster on my leg. 


Only later could I make sense of it, the layers of corridor, the layers of memory. When I could stand back and unpeel the present, like bandages released from their binding by soaking for a long time. But I was old enough then to understand how memories will project themselves onto the uneven surface of a present moment. At one point I had thought it was a dream I was remembering, and maybe it had been a dream as well, an unconscious echo of the event itself.


*


For a long time, I thought bicycles were to blame for my breakages. One ran me over; one threw me off. Aged eight I fell off another and hurt my thumb badly, badly enough for a trip to A&E, but didn’t break it. I thought this was progress. 


In the final year of junior school a rope on the swing in our garden snapped and flung me through the air and to the ground, and though I screamed and couldn’t stand, I did not break my leg. I only ripped all the ligaments down one side of it. I had a backcast put on: a plaster that covered three-quarters of my leg and was held at the front by bandages to give space for the swelling to grow and subside. It took the same time to heal as a break would have, but drew astonishing colours on my skin as the bruising evolved from purple-black through greens and blues and yellows. 


Children have accidents. It was an acceptable consequence of play and action. There was always someone in my class with their arm in a cast. Sometimes I managed whole years with just bruises and mild sprains. We kept Tubigrips of various sizes in the bathroom drawer, became adept at wrapping bandages. I thought this was something everyone did. 


*


The third break was secondary, a side effect of a different kind of falling apart, that began to mean everything. 


It was early November 1997. I was revising for exams. My parents had gone out for the day. They wanted to make a commitment to being healthier. They had signed up at a new gym that had opened down the road and had gone for induction. This was out of character. I was alone in the house and I did not know when they would be back.


I was sitting at the kitchen table with the TV on low, copying out my own notes. I remember things by writing. I was bored of myself. I leafed through the pile of CDs next to the stereo, clicked Ella Fitzgerald in and the lid down. I sang and danced across the kitchen to the fridge, looking for something to occupy my restless body. I remember this moment very clearly now, though I could not have told you about it a week ago, a day ago, if you had asked specifically. I remember it mostly for the guilt I felt at making something to eat when I was bored and not hungry. Anxious and not hungry. 


I was dancing across the kitchen with – I’m sure – a plate in my hand – although I don’t remember it falling – singing along with Ella – when somehow I was no longer dancing. I was on the floor and the pain was articulate, and my leg was all wrong, and I knew what my boredom had cost me. 


The kitchen tiles were cold, which helped soothe the sweat I’d broken into. I knew my kneecap was out, and I knew it was bad. 


Over the previous five years, I had slipped one or other of my kneecaps out of their sockets many times. Sometimes one would just slip out mid-movement and then slip itself back in before I had a chance to act or falter, or I would catch it in my hand as though it was a mouse on the run, and ease it back to where I wanted it to be. They always ran to the outside of my leg, away from me, as though they wanted to escape completely. Later I found out this was because they sit off-centre even when they are in place, as do my mother’s. But we didn’t know this then. We didn’t know anything then. 


I was stuck on the cold tiles of the kitchen floor. My right arm was starting to feel strange, tingly. From where I sat, between two rows of kitchen units, I could see the phone. It was impossibly far away, hooked on its base unit halfway up a full-height cabinet. I don’t know how long I sat there. I don’t remember if I cried. When I did pull myself up – clawing at the cut-out patterns on the underside of the units – hauling section by section – using my good leg as a kind of wedge – my kneecap grated back into dock. A kind of soundless clunk, felt not heard. Sickening. I balanced myself there, leaning on the kitchen surface. There was no point now in calling an ambulance, which I had thought I was planning to do. I reached a shaky hand for the phone, and pressed the speed dial button for my dad’s mobile. It went straight to answerphone. I left a message, voice shaky. I called my mum’s mobile. The same. I thought I ought to get myself ready for the hospital. I tested movement, using the parallel surfaces as a kind of crutch. I got almost to the back door this way, making it the last bit to the coat rack by rolling myself against the wall and bracing through the door frame. I put on my coat, and scarf, and shoes. I manoeuvred myself back around the kitchen, and managed to reach a chair. I stared out the window. I rang the neighbours. No answer. I rang my boyfriend. No answer. I rang my best friend. No answer. Neither of my parents had called back. Half an hour passed, then an hour. No one called. I spent a good amount of time shuffling myself down the growing corridor to the downstairs loo. I was finding it hard to move my right arm by this time, and struggled to do up the button fly on my favourite jeans. The effort made my eyes leak a bit at the corners. I shunted back up to the kitchen, and waited. 


*


At the hospital everyone was so focused on my knee it took a while before anyone thought to check my arm. Because I had replaced my own kneecap by standing, I arrived at A&E non-urgent. Hours ticked by whilst I waited to be seen, in pain but not in danger. It was past midnight by the time they X-rayed my arm and found a fracture where the bones of my forearm met the elbow. It was a simple crack of the radial head, a break typical from falling with an arm outstretched. It only showed because there was blood in the joint. 


It wasn’t until this third break that we would begin to understand my breakability as part of a longer narrative, that all these breaks added up to make a narrative of their own. It would be another half-life again before we would understand why. But it was the point we began to understand me as sick, as unwell in some way that was more than transitory, although we still all believed it would go away, that I would get better.


I had been ill for over a year. Not seriously ill, but ailing mysteriously. I felt exhausted all the time – so far beyond tired the word had become meaningless – as though someone were siphoning my energy out of me like petrol from a car. I was listless and increasingly weak. I was so cold, all the time, I felt like my bones had been extracted and replaced with ice. I had taken to wearing two coats outdoors and one coat indoors. I felt sick constantly, whether I ate or didn’t eat. I got thinner and thinner. I had, wherefore I know not, lost all mirth. I kept getting tonsillitis, over and over. 


After the accident, it got worse. My body forgot how to sleep. Sleep was an instruction I had lost. I was given pills to help me remember, which made me feel so distanced from my own body that I could stare for hours at my own sleepless hand. I had trouble moving my limbs. I would stand up and fall back down. So cold all the time. I felt mostly dead. Sometimes I wished I was.


It was a frightening time. There were so many tests, so many weeks of waiting for terrible words to be written in or out of my story, possible causes being eliminated, slowly, one at a time. 
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