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Prologue


Blackbird


The blackbird perches on the topmost branch of the tree at the end of my garden. It’s spring. He trills and whistles, chirrups and flutes, slides up and down a scale of notes, singing out his place in the world.


It’s a stormy afternoon and low cloud and thunder roll up the valley towards my back door, where I sit on the step, flecks of rain blowing into the kitchen. I look out across my small garden and see two squabbling thrushes fly through the rain, jackdaws shelter in a weeping willow, hunched black shapes among dripping branches that sigh down to the ground, and wood pigeons perch, cooing down the chimney.


Another blackbird further down the street sings particularly loudly, and I set out in the rain to get a closer look. I reach the tall tree where he bobs and sings. I try to listen – really listen. His voice soars, pitches down, loops back around the same high phrase, speeds up, slows, and pauses, I imagine, to listen. Another blackbird across the road sings from another tree. The two birds take it in turns, sing and listen, call and respond. As my ears slowly attune and my hearing sharpens, I become aware that blackbirds are singing across the whole small town, and out in the field and woods at the back of my street. They sing unselfconsciously, and I feel mute by comparison – a dumb animal embarrassed by her voice, my words clumsy.


I am sheltering under a beech tree that overhangs the road. Droplets fall from the leaves on to my neck and roll down the inside of my jacket.


A woman steps out of her front door. ‘Can I help you? Are you lost?’


I’ve been wandering back and forth in front of her house, notebook open and pen scribbling, staring up at the rain. I smile, apologize; I must look strange. ‘I’m writing about blackbirds,’ I tell her, realizing just in that moment that this is what I’m doing.


‘Oh, my garden is full of them,’ she says. ‘The place is alive with them,’ and I think,Yes, how well put: it is alive with them. Their song is visceral, while my words seem linear and disembodied.


Behind this feeling of muteness looms the task I’ve set myself, of giving an account of my own experiences up in the sky, in the realm of the birds – experiences which are almost beyond language to me. In setting out to write this story, I feel like it is me who is perched precariously at the top of a waving tree in the middle of a thunderstorm, face lifted upwards, beak open, trying to find my voice. I’m daunted, feel bound to fail, or at best to fall far short. ‘Language does not express the dumb feelings of the mind,’ wrote Richard Jefferies, ‘any more than a flower can speak.’ And yet there’s something about survival in this searching for a voice, and something exhilarating about being on the edge of the expressible, so I have no choice but to make the attempt.









Part One


The Black Mountains, Wales
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Chapter One


Take Off


The ground falls away beneath me at seventy miles per hour and I am swallowed by the sky. The air howls and I glance down at a panel of dials with twitching needles. I don’t know what they mean, but I watch them anyway. I’m sitting in the front seat of a glider for the first time. The clear canopy, only inches from my head, is like a bubble over me; I have a 300-degree view and any sense of confinement inside the tiny cramped cockpit has melted away; I’m jutting out into the air, like a carved wooden figure on the prow of a ship pushing forward into the elements: I am right up against the sky. We are attached by a sixty-metre rope to a small plane that’s towing us up from the airfield in the Black Mountains of Wales. We are being towed up into the air because this aircraft has no engine, no internal source of power whatsoever. Bo, an experienced pilot and instructor, is flying the glider from a seat behind me.


I stare in astonishment at the shrinking ground below. Bo tells me he will release us from the towplane. I hear a clunk, feel a jolt, the towplane continues forward, but we slow down and tip to the right. The horizon is at thirty degrees in my view. The towplane disappears and we’re left here, suspended in the air, 1,500 feet above the ground, with no source of power.


But the nervousness that beat through my body ten minutes ago, before I stepped into this strange engineless plane, has fallen away with the ground. I left it down there. I feel calm, transfixed by what I can see and where I find myself. This hot spring day in late April, the sky is almost cloudless; it’s a big blue empty space, a nothingness above the ground.


The landscape below is clear and strange. Curved fields edged with hedges roll out in every direction from the base of the hills, spreading down valleys to meet rivers and roads that twist and wind as they move from one stony scribble of a village to another.


We move in wide circles, then head straight and level, then tip one way with a wing pointing down at the ground for a moment, then tip the other way. We climb and climb. The ground continues to shrink, and the human world has almost disappeared by the time we reach 6,000 feet. It’s as though we’ve moved back in time while climbing in altitude; I can’t see any cars moving through the landscape, there are no tractors ploughing fields, no telegraph poles or power lines.


The shape of the Black Mountains is clear now, and I get an aerial overview of this body of hills for the first time. I thought I knew them, but now I realize that my knowing was on one narrow scale; as soon as I’m above the ground, I’m lost.


In the distance, the dark silhouette of the larger Brecon Beacons looks like a painted backdrop in an old Western movie. The top of Pen y Fan, the highest peak of the Beacons, points up into the hazy sky.


Below me, Llangorse Lake is a slate-grey curve. Every field is at an odd angle to another, and nothing is square or symmetrical or flat. Instead, everything sweeps up or down or sideways, though any idea of what is a ‘side’, a ‘front’ or a ‘back’ makes no sense from up here. Circling, tipping and weaving, the movement of the aircraft through the sky seems to mirror the rounded shapes of the undulating landscape below.


Looking straight ahead to the horizon, the sky is a watery colour, and, directly above, it’s a darker Prussian blue.


I’m shocked to suddenly notice that we’re flying directly over my home, the place where I grew up and where I recently returned to live. It’s a hill farm, tucked into a long, thin valley that snakes between two hills. I’ve never seen it like this before, all at once, and for the very first time I can look at its overall shape, its body. I trace the boundaries of the farm with my finger from inside the glider. I see how the land rises up and wraps around it on three sides, so it looks like it’s held in the cupped hand of the hill. Beyond the farm, I can see how it sits within the wider landscape, and I’ve a feeling of rediscovering my familiar world, but from a much larger perspective.


On the ground, I know this terrain almost better than I know my own body, but up here I find it hard to make sense of. I have to re-familiarize myself with it, scanning the land in search of the farmhouse, barns and yard, and the shapes of the road and river that cut down through the middle of the valley. It feels odd, like bumping into someone you know well in a completely unexpected context.


We descend a few thousand feet, and I’m able to make out the animal tracks that criss-cross the tops of the hills above the farm and which I’ve walked countless times. In ten minutes, we swoop over terrain that takes me six hours to hike. I’m smiling – a broad, natural smile – and I lean back on to the grey parachute I’m wearing, to look up into the blue. I feel on the edge of something.


We weave down to 1,000 feet above the ground, fields enlarge, familiar hills loom above us once again and we head back towards the airfield. My hands have rested on my thighs throughout the flight. Bo asked me if I would like to take the controls and have a go at flying, but I said no; thanks, but no.


We land, roll along the grass, stop still and tip on to the left wing. Bo opens the canopy and helps me out. I’m still grinning. The flight was about forty-five minutes, but it seemed much longer. Time has stretched and deepened. Gary, another pilot, comes to meet us on a quad bike to tow the glider back to the launch point. He looks at me and smiles. He knows what a first flight can be and there must be something in my face – I’m burning with a sense of uplift.


*


I made the decision to fly an unpowered aircraft at a time when I was sunk under the weight of grief. It was a giant stone in my chest, lying beneath the scar where the tumour was removed. In my mid-thirties, I was exactly one year out of a year of gruelling treatment for breast cancer. I’d lost four stone and my hair was still wiry from the chemotherapy. When I looked in the mirror, I was reminded of a cornered wild creature. I didn’t recognize myself. I was still reeling from the shock of the diagnosis and its appalling treatment. In a sense, the ground had already disappeared from beneath me.


The discovery of the lump and the diagnosis was quickly followed by six rounds of chemotherapy over five months, one every three weeks. Every round would leave me bedridden for a week, feeling like a dying animal trying to crawl forward into the opaque half-light at the edge of the living world, before being taken for the next round. The chemo pushed me to the brink of my endurance and far out beyond it. Bald, thin and exhausted, I then underwent invasive surgery and radiotherapy.


During the year of treatment, the rest of my life disintegrated. I separated from my partner, the brightest, kindest and funniest man, but, for reasons beyond our control, we couldn’t look after one another. I also left the rented house and the town where I had lived and worked for a decade. Most of my belongings were boxed up and in storage. A voracious reader and scribbler, I had stopped both reading and writing.


In the midst of this crisis, I moved back to the remote hill farm in the Black Mountains of the Brecon Beacons National Park in Wales, where, from the age of twelve, I had grown up, and where my parents still live. The farm is eighty acres of steep patchwork fields along one side of a horseshoe-shaped valley, with a river running down the middle of it. The old stone farmhouse, with its metre-thick walls and big fireplaces, is at the top of the valley. It’s essentially a rocky outcrop of the mountain above, and the wildlife happily inhabits it: swallows nest in the barn, bats roost under the eaves (and in the bathroom, if you leave the window open at night), bumble bees live in the wool fleeces used for insulation in the walls; wagtails, wrens, flycatchers and fiery bobtails nest in holes in the stonework, wasps nest in the roof and solitary bees creep from beneath the tiles. Several years ago, Mum woke one night to find a hedgehog under her bedside table. The front door is wide open most of the year round and the flagstones on the kitchen floor merge seamlessly with the stone front porch and the yard beyond; there’s no real boundary between the house interior and the valley outside. To return to the farm after almost ten years of town-living was to be immersed again in the natural world.


My life had unravelled and I had gone back to what felt like a place to begin again. My loving parents took me in and held me throughout my treatment. First, Mum accompanied me to the hairdressers to have my shoulder-length hair cut off in preparation for chemotherapy. She telephoned the hairdresser in advance to explain the situation and sat next to me as the young woman silently cut the long locks in rough chunks to get it over with quickly. There was no talk of holidays. Both Mum and Dad accompanied me to every chemotherapy session, sitting with hot drinks as the nurse injected litres of bright red liquid into my blood. Each time we left the chemotherapy room, Dad held the door open for Mum and me and thanked the nurse, as though we were leaving a restaurant.


Back at home, Dad managed lambing alone for the first time, leaving Mum free to commit herself utterly to supporting me through my treatment, barely leaving my side throughout the year of hospital appointments. She made endless squash soups, porridge and anything else soft I could eat. She boiled our untreated spring water for me to drink the regulation two litres a day, took my temperature twice a day, keeping an eye out for infections while I had no immune system, and, her greatest achievement, she hid her own pain from me, patiently getting through the long hours in hospital waiting rooms filling in crossword puzzles, as her only child fought to stay alive. After my operation, surfacing from the anaesthetic and afloat on morphine, my immediate thought was that the first person I wanted to see was Mum, so I kept my eyes closed as I was wheeled back to the ward until I heard her voice and knew she was sitting next to me.


At home, when I fell asleep upstairs in my room above the kitchen, I listened to the reassuring voices of Mum and Dad below, muffled through the floorboards and my pillow, and I was sent spinning right back to childhood. The cadences of their voices created a comfortable cave of sound in which to fall asleep. I was so relieved to be back at home, in a place that was precious to me, and where I hoped I could recover.


*


During that first flight, I thought I’d never seen the farm from the perspective of the sky, but later I recall that I have – in a photograph. Throughout my late childhood and adolescence, a photograph, taken from the air, of the farm and the hills surrounding it, was pinned to the noticeboard next to the telephone. It was an old phone, with a yellow spiralling cord, and you had to stand within a few feet of the noticeboard to use it. I spent many hours talking on that phone, often resting my eyes distractedly on that strange image. So, in many ways, this view of my world from above was always just in the corner of my eye. I vaguely knew that Dad had had a few flying lessons locally. He said something about it at the time, but I didn’t grasp properly what it was he was talking about and I certainly had no idea he had flown without an engine; I couldn’t have imagined how that was possible.


This photograph of the green valley, hills and blue sky, taken at a slight angle 1,000 feet or so above the hilltops, the altitude that soaring buzzards fly, held its position in our lives over many years, slowly bleaching in the light from the window. I don’t know what it meant to Dad. A moment lifted out of the sometimes gruelling business of life on the farm, perhaps. Then, a few years ago, it disappeared from the noticeboard. Mum treasures the photographic archive of our lives and has, over the years, organized all the loose photographs into labelled subsections kept in a huge drawer. I think I have no hope of finding the photograph again, but I look through the drawer and, amazed, I find it under a section entitled ‘Nature & Oddities’. There’s no evidence of the glider in the picture – no wing tip or canopy is in view. Dad must have stuck the camera lens out of the small air vent in the side of the canopy. But, all those years it was pinned to the noticeboard, I half believed, in the way you can hold a daft idea at the back of your mind, that it was taken by a buzzard.


I must have expressed an interest in the photograph because, on my eighteenth birthday, a blue card with a drawing of a glider on the front and the word Voucher appeared. I could go to the gliding centre and exchange it for a trip into the sky. I held it in my hand, stared at it and knew for certain that I wouldn’t use it.


As a child, I hadn’t been afraid of flying, but as I approached adulthood I slowly became more and more fearful. There was always something emotionally raw and heightened about flying for me; perhaps it was some association I made after, 30,000 feet above the Pyrenees in a commercial jet, aged twelve, travelling to Spain on holiday, I discovered the first spots of blood in my knickers while visiting the loo. This shock of redness was so completely at odds with the white plastic washroom – a stark animal secret that must be kept hidden amongst all the technology. Thereafter, my periods, I noticed, would often come on during a flight. Perhaps it was the air pressure (commercial jets can only pressurize to the equivalent of around 8,000 feet, hence swollen feet and the threat of deep vein thrombosis).


For me, flying always had something akin to the hormonal sensitivity of menstruation, and my fear of flying dug deeper until each trip abroad became an ordeal. My palms would drip with sweat, leaving damp patches on my thighs, as I imagined that crucial bolt in the engine working its way loose. Flying over the Atlantic, especially if it was a night flight, I’d think about the sea beneath us, the freezing choppy waters, and the giant squid and devilfish waiting for us to plummet into the icy depths. If it was turbulent, images of crashing would fly through my mind as fast as the plane was travelling, and I’d imagine a horror show of melodramatic and gruesome scenes: women screaming in their seats, men falling to their knees in prayer in the aisle as we dived into the sea. In the end, I resorted to taking anti-anxiety medication.


But I couldn’t bring myself to throw out the faded blue flying voucher. It remained in my underwear drawer in my bedroom on the farm for many years. On visits back home, after I’d left, I’d open the drawer to rifle around for a clean pair of knickers and there the voucher would be.


*


Since the end of the treatment, I’ve been slowly walking myself well. Two hiker friends, Nick and Polly, who know every inch of these hills, have been guiding me through ever longer, steeper walks. At the beginning of the year of recovery, I could barely walk a mile on the flat; now, we hike all day.


During these walks, our conversations wind and meander, unlocked by our steady pace. On one particular hike, Nick told me about his skydiving experiences back in the late 1970s, and about the strange obsession that overtook him then and led to him leaving his job to work at the parachute club, even sleeping under the parachute packing table sometimes. He said it was exhilarating to throw himself at the ground from 12,500 feet and miss, to indulge a suicidal urge, but then dodge it and survive.


‘Time alters during a jump,’ he told me.‘It slows down and expands. A few seconds in free fall feels like the equivalent of several minutes on the ground.’ When you reach terminal velocity in free fall, about 120 miles per hour, he recalled, you no longer have any sensation of falling; you feel like you’re being held up by the air, like you’re flying. You can twist and move your body about. But, once you reach 3,000 feet, the ‘ground rush’ begins; the earth hurtles towards you fast and there’s an acute sense of urgency to pull the cord to open the parachute.


Hearing Nick talk about his skydiving brought me back to the faded aerial photograph by the telephone and the unused flying voucher. By then, my relationship with fear and risk had totally altered: cancer had stripped away any delusion of safety on the ground. Suddenly, I wanted to face fear head on – to choose it, move towards it, become intimate with it – and, in this choosing, I hoped I might find some freedom from it. I knew I had to find some way of getting into the sky; I had a felt sense that shivered through my body. And so, after the hike, I drove with Nick and Polly up to the Black Mountains Gliding Club, just a few miles from the farm, and bought a voucher to fly – one I knew I would use. The following week, I took that first flight.


*


The day after my first glider flight, I find myself climbing a steep hill that overlooks the airfield, and my mind is drawn back to the sky. Today, it is full of glory: an indescribable blue with pockets of fluffy cumulus clouds. Beneath them will be spiralling invisible thermals, reaching up through the sun’s warmth – staircases in the sky. Walking on this hill makes me feel as though I am under the sky, and I realize that I felt at home during yesterday’s flight, more comfortable in the unknown than in the known. What am I doing on the ground when I could be up there again? I rush back down the hill, skidding on stones, almost tripping, and head straight to the flying club. My timing is good; I put on an orange parachute, step into the glider and take my seat in the front. I am in the same sky-blue fleece and child’s cloth sun-hat as the day before, and I am still in my mud-covered hiking boots; I’ll be taking a clod of the earth up into the sky. Bo and I take off, tow up and release. I see the shadow of the glider crawling over the ground as we fly in circles over the hills and up to 3,000 feet.


Bo asks me if I want to fly and, this time, I say, ‘Yes, OK,’ a little tentatively. He talks me through it. My legs are stretched out in front of me and my feet meet two rudder pedals. I’m to place one foot on each. With my right hand, I take the stick, which is between my knees. Bo explains that the pedals control the rudder at the rear of the glider. Moved forward and back, the stick controls the elevator, also at the rear, which in turn moves the nose up or down, altering the speed. Moved from side to side, the stick controls the ailerons – long, thin flaps that stretch across the trailing edge of each wing. When one aileron is lifted, the opposite one dips. This makes the glider raise one wing and lower the other to ‘bank’ – to tip, in other words – and allow the glider to turn. Bo tells me to move my hands and feet in unison when I bank. Stick to the left, press left rudder pedal, and vice versa.


I must look out for any other aircraft at all times. I move my head in circles, scanning the sky above, below and around. I hold the stick in place to maintain speed, or ‘attitude’ as it’s called.


‘Look far, far away,’ says Bo. ‘Look to the horizon and maintain your attitude, the angle of the nose against the horizon.’


I’m amazed once again at the shapes of the ground from above. But this time I’m concentrating on the inside of the cockpit and I’ve less time to take in my surroundings.


Intending to bank to the right, I move the stick in that direction and notice the temptation to push hard with my right foot on the rudder pedal. The muscle memory in my right leg wants to push us forward with my foot, as I would by pressing down on the accelerator pedal of a car. So Bo decides to show me in visceral detail the profound difference between flying an unpowered aircraft and driving.


He tells me to come off all the controls. I take my feet off the rudder pedals and reluctantly let go of the stick. I clench my thighs. ‘Relax,’ says Bo, though I don’t know how he can tell I’m tense from where he sits in the back. ‘Clap your hands,’ he says. I clap and then hear him clapping too. He stamps his feet and I stamp mine, muddy hiking boots clomping on the floor of the fuselage. Neither of us, nobody, is in control. We don’t suddenly begin to fall out of the sky or veer off in an odd direction. We continue to fly forward at the same speed. The glider can fly itself. My job, Bo explains, isn’t so much to control the glider as to correct its position in the sky.


A glider is always descending unless it finds air rising faster than it naturally glides downwards. Beside the rising air, a sort of downdraft occurs, where the air is being sucked under. This is the trick to soaring: finding air that’s going up and then riding on it, surfing the sky. The skill is to manoeuvre inside the sky to find the lift – the energy that’s already there in abundance, if you can only locate it. The challenge is being able to read the sky, to work out where the lift is and place the glider in it at the right speed to extract the most energy to stay aloft and soar like an eagle. This is what the buzzards I watch soaring over our valley are doing, I begin to realize: circling in rising air, which means they don’t need to flap their wings to stay up.


‘The whole sky is your engine,’ says Bo.


I look out at the sky, full of bulbous cumulus clouds, and begin to see it differently. Perhaps it’s not an empty space, a vaporous, gassy nothingness, but it takes an act of imagination to see it as a mighty force, a powerful engine.


‘Go on,’ says Bo, ‘clap your hands. Clappety-clap.’ We both clap and stamp our feet, and I feel as though we’re applauding the very heavens.


I take the stick once again, rest my feet back on the rudder pedals and look ahead at the far horizon, where the hazy sky and hills blur together. I’ve the curious feeling of taking control and letting go at the same time.


Bo flies us in to land. According to the flight log, we were up for one hour and two minutes, but my sense of time was strange again; the flight seemed to go on for much longer.


On stepping out of the glider, I make a decision that clicks crisp and loud in my head. I want to learn to fly. I can sort of afford it. I have some savings and, for a few hundred pounds, I can join the club scheme, whereby I pay for the aerotows, but nothing for glider hire or instruction. I can fly only Monday to Friday, but that suits me; I am a self-employed writer not doing any writing. Bo is the weekday instructor, so most of my lessons will be with him. Everything in me calls out to do this. I have a deep sense that flying might become part of my recovery, a way for me to escape the grief of my illness and treatment. How to talk about the experience of cancer? I have been needing to find a language, a context, through which my suffering can speak, to make sense of what happened. Suddenly, in the sky, I have found a space for myself, a place to feel uplifted, so perhaps I will find my language in flying.


I fill in the forms and am given a flight logbook. Legally, I must keep a record of every flight I take, no matter how long or short.


As I walk out of the briefing room, later that afternoon, I have a new sense of direction all of a sudden – and it’s up.









Chapter Two


Falling Upwards


My new-found desire to fly was shaped by a new relationship with the sky and its birdlife, which developed during my cancer treatment. In the several weeks after the diagnosis, as I floated in the limbo between delivery of the Bad News and the start of the dreaded Treatment, awaiting phone calls that would announce further test results and dates for hospital appointments, I left my rented home in Oxford to return to the farm. It was July, and I spent a lot of time lying on a sun-lounger cushion, on the grass in the field behind the farmhouse, looking up at the sky. I watched the birds and listened to the chattering of the swallows as they swooped overhead, catching insects.


With this diagnosis, it was as though I was suddenly thrown violently back into nature, reminded of my body, and it was to nature that I looked for help. As I lay on the grass, I was reminded of a Sylvia Plath poem, ‘I Am Vertical’. Plath writes, ‘But I would rather be horizontal’, and goes on to say:




It is more natural to me, lying down.


Then the sky and I are in open conversation.





This is what it felt like to lie in the field, staring up into the blue. This catastrophic diagnosis was a call to begin a conversation with myself. I knew my outer public voice was already becoming silent, speechless. But, falling upwards, into the unchartered sky above me, a new voice began to whisper. ‘I will hold you,’ it said. ‘I am afraid,’ it said. ‘You can collapse, fall apart, but you will remain.’ I pictured the tattooed hands of an old sea dog with hold and fast written across his knuckles.


I desperately needed inner resources to cope with the ordeal that lay ahead, and the sky was a space into which I could fall upwards, where I could breathe. I pushed my mind as far up into the sky as possible and gathered its spaciousness down into me. Keep breathing, I told myself. One breath at a time.


*


My new focus upwards triggered a powerful dream that described my situation in perfect and subtle detail, as dreams can do sometimes. I’ve never been one to pore over my dreams, looking for significance; much of the time I can’t remember them or they just seem to be surreal nonsense. But illness reached right into my subconscious, where dreams become vivid and meaningful. I was discovering that disease may manifest in the body, but it’s a profoundly psychological, emotionally charged experience that shakes you right down to the bedrock. My imagination was starting to tell me stories about myself.


In this dream, it was night-time, and I was walking along the crowded seafront of a large city, the street busy with jostling people. The dark sky was lit by neon signs in garish colours – oranges, pinks, light blues. I was with friends and we were laughing. The seafront had a funfair atmosphere; games were being played somewhere and it was hot, sticky and tropical. Suddenly, an elongated creature, a sort of beast made of ectoplasm, grabbed me by my arm and yanked me into the night sky, rocketing me upwards like a firework. The creature pulled me into a dark-blue space between the stars, above, and the sparkling neon lights, below. We stopped there, suspended. The thing holding me up was energetic, mischievous and anarchic – a trickster; part Caliban, part Ariel. Together, we hung in the dark, moonless sky, and everything was still and silent. I was stuck, unhooked from the ground, my legs dangling in space. It was beautiful up there – cool, quiet and spacious – but I didn’t know how to get back down to earth.


The dream had a raw, liquid, slippery truth about it. My imagination had conjured a little story full of images that expressed where I found myself and it stewed at the back of my mind while I waited for the treatment to begin. Meanwhile, I continued to look upward to the sky and birds for solace.


While I lay in the back field, on the cushion, watching the clouds grow and pass away, one of the five dogs we have on the farm would often trot past purposefully into the next field to pursue his private obsession. In a fever of excitement and frustration, he’d spend hours chasing swallows, running through the field with his head turned awkwardly skyward. He’d bark and howl at the birds as he ran, and they would tease him. They’d dip and weave, dive-bombing him, flitting just past his nose and behind his back to feast on the tiny white moths thrown up by his paws. Their agile flying easily outmanoeuvred his loud, clumsy leaps into the air.


Swallows return from their long migrations to Africa to the very barn in which they were born. Over the ten seasons of this dog’s life, the sum total of his swallow catch was zero, and ten generations of swallows had learned this fruitful game. Later, when I faced the long, plastic tunnel of the M.R.I. scanner for the first of many times, this scene became a resource. Inside the dark tunnel, I began to feel constricted and enclosed, my mind started to fall inwards and then, suddenly, I saw the dog chasing swallows again. I watched him as he howled and leapt as black arrows dived and swept over him. Then I saw the blue sky above the dog and the swallows, and a sense of spaciousness opened up.


As my treatment progressed, and the swallows left for Africa, other birds became an important psychological resource, especially during the fiercely cold winter I spent enduring the deep horrors of chemotherapy.


The farm is surrounded by birds and perhaps that is because ours must be the only farm in Wales without a cat. We’ve had plenty in the past, but since the last one died, several years ago, we haven’t replaced her. Dad refuses to have a cat on the farm any more because, each time one of them brought in a dead bird, especially a swallow, which is a holy creature to him, his heart would clench.


During that unusually cold winter of my treatment, we became snowed in on the farm for several weeks. Reduced to a wraithlike state, I was almost bedridden, so Dad put up a bird feeder outside my bedroom window. He made it in his workshop and then stood outside in the snow and blistering wind, in wellington boots and a blue hat, to set it up for me. I leaned on the windowsill from my bed, in my pyjamas, and gesticulated from behind the glass. This way a bit; no, back a bit; yes, there; right in my view; thumbs up. He knocked the bird feeder into the frozen ground with a sledgehammer and sprinkled birdseed on to it.


Dad replenished the birdfeeder almost daily, and overwintering birds – such as nuthatches, jays, wrens, coal, blue and great tits, yellowhammers, robins, chaffinches and house sparrows – came to feed. Other birds that didn’t come to the bird table were visible in the woods behind the house or flying past my window and sitting in the apple trees. Ravens cronked as they flew overhead, buzzards pew-pewed as they circled over the yard and owls hooted in the woods at night. We’re on the migration route for redwings and fieldfares as they fly south. They stopped for a few days to feed on the ‘Laxton’s Superb’ tree – a strange apple tree that keeps its fruit into the winter, long after all its leaves have gone.


One night, a fox, starving, scratched at the icy ground beneath the feeder for seeds that had fallen; we could clearly see her russet fur against the bright moonlit snow.


Propped up on pillows, bald and wearing two woolly hats, I watched these creatures pouring themselves into the task of surviving the brutal winter. I was determined to do the same, and I was grateful that we had no cat to undo the birds’ labour of staying alive with a casual swipe of a paw.


On the farm, my family has to face death almost daily. And my dad knows how to use death well. Twenty years ago, he started replanting the orchard behind the farmhouse. Each lambing season, whenever a lamb died unexpectedly, as many do, he’d bury it in the orchard and plant a fruit tree on top of it. Some people put dry bone and blood compost on their gardens, so he figured that a dead lamb would be as good; he wastes nothing. One of the dogs would occasionally sniff out the lamb corpse and dig up the sapling to get to it, so we had to keep an eye on him for the first days after Dad had carried out one of his burial plantings. Now, many years later, as different fruits appear, I think of them as altered offal: plum-livers, apple-hearts, pear-kidneys. If you could take an X-ray of the orchard to capture the archaeology of the ground beneath the surface, an odd picture would reveal twisted tree roots fed through eye sockets, gripping young, toothless jawbones.


But my relationship with the dead on the farm became uneasy during my illness. I no longer felt a solid barrier between me and death: it felt too close, too possible. I noticed this when we found the fox. Shortly after my chemotherapy ended, when I was able to walk a little further again, we were collecting wood halfway down the farm and went to check the stream at the edge of the trees, near the top of a field. There, in a grassy opening, lay a fox. It was young and perfect, its thick shiny coat a flush of russet, with a big bushy tail. It looked as though it was asleep. It hadn’t a scratch on it. I found the tranquil scene intensely disturbing, like a sign. I could barely look at it, but Dad was determined to have it stuffed.


He collected it, brought it back to the yard, wrapped it in a plastic sack and put it in the chest freezer in the stable. I thought of it, stiff and icy, lying on top of shoulders of our lamb and pork. Dad found a taxidermist in Ireland and sent the fox off in the post, and I thought of it, boxed up somewhere amid letters and parcels, slowly melting and beginning to smell. But the fox made it to the taxidermist and returned to us, months later, standing upright, one front paw raised, dead glass eyes and a dry scaly nose.


*


My internal sense of being suspended in the darkness, which had begun with the trickster dream, only grew as my treatment progressed, as all my hair fell out and I lost kilo after kilo, becoming so weak I could hardly climb the stairs. Inside, I felt exiled, stuck up on the edge of space, looking down longingly at the earth.


The Apollo moon missions have always fascinated me, and, as the treatment continued, I became fixated on the Apollo 13 mission, in particular. It seemed to perfectly express my predicament. In 1970, three astronauts – James Lovell, Fred Haise and John Swigert – became stranded 200,000 miles from Earth, on their way to the moon, after an oxygen tank exploded. They were stuck in space for four days as NASA tried desperately to find a way to get them back. Images of the men trapped in their tiny ship would flash through my mind, making me wince in recognition. I was stranded, too, shot into space and in danger of never getting home, the hospital and Mum and Dad my ‘ground control’.


At the peak of my Apollo 13 fixation, I discovered a pair of thick white socks in amongst the clean washing. They had Apollo 13 and Failure is not an option printed on them. I didn’t know where they had come from and they frightened me – a strange messenger, appearing from nowhere.


The most powerful part of the Apollo 13 story is how they finally returned. In order to get back, the astronauts first had to fly around the dark side of the moon, to get a slingshot effect from the moon’s gravity to gain enough momentum to fly home to Earth. They had to go to the furthest, darkest, most remote place humans have ever been in order to find the energy necessary to return. In the worst moments of my treatment, when it felt almost impossible to endure it, a tiny part of me hoped that this darkness was the far side of my moon – a black place that contained a hidden energy source, if I could only work out how to use it to slingshot myself back to Earth.









Chapter Three


The Sky’s Shadows




‘You haven’t seen a tree until you’ve seen its shadow from the sky.’


Amelia Earhart





Driving the eight miles from the farm to the club most mornings, a blur of bright colours rushes past me. It’s May and the banks have become long strips of multicoloured wildflower meadow, of white lacy cow parsley, purple bluebells, violet bush vetch, dark pink-throated red campion, white nodding mouse-ears, bright pink herb Robert, golden buttercups and blue forget-me-nots, all highlighted by a backdrop of dark-green ferns. There’s one patch in the bank that’s thick with yellow cowslips, which flail back and forth as I rush past them. I blow through this mass of colour in a borrowed old farm vehicle, playing David Bowie’s ‘Let’s Dance’ over and over again. I drive too fast along the narrow, single-track lanes, the cow parsley and ferns leaning over to obscure the view around bends which already have little visibility.


The Black Mountains Gliding Club was formed in 1978, after a chance meeting between a local farmer and gliding enthusiast, called Derrick Eckley, and John Bally, a pilot and entrepreneur. Derrick and John worked tirelessly for several years to get planning permission for the club from the Brecon Beacons National Park. Derrick gave over a couple of high, flattish fields for the airfield, and removed some hedgerows and fences. Situated at the top of a valley, below the long ridge of the Black Mountains from Hay Bluff to Mynydd Llangorse, the airfield has spectacular views across Powys into Herefordshire and Shropshire, and over to the Beacons.


Soon after its opening, the club became renowned in Britain for having the longest national average flight time because of the ideal flying conditions here. Unpowered soaring flight happens best in hilly and mountainous regions because mountains shape the air around them and create invisible mountain ranges of moving air in the skies above. Pilots come from across the U.K. to fly, bringing de-rigged gliders flat-packed in long trailers that struggle through the narrow lanes to find the airfield, which is tucked away behind hedges, an old chapel and fields of sheep.


My flying lessons are between twenty minutes and two hours long, and most of them are with Bo. Born in Sweden, Bo spends six months of the year in Wales, teaching flying in the Black Mountains, and six months teaching in New Zealand. He hasn’t experienced a winter for twelve years, which is a relief, he says, after Sweden.


As we speed at sixty knots along the ridge of the Black Mountains, Bo explains the basics of free flight. There are essentially four kinds of lift we can use to soar, and all are the result of moving air, heated by the sun. Once you’ve been towed up, soaring is solar powered.


The first is ridge lift, where air meeting a hill or mountain moves up and over it to create an upward flow that can be ridden. That’s what the buzzards that fly straight along the edge of the hill above the farmhouse are doing, I realize – riding the ridge lift. The mountains sculpt, mould, bully and funnel the air around and above them, much as a river bed, its rocks, curves and tree roots, works river water.


The second, thermal lift, is what creates cumulus, the lowest clouds – the kind that children like to draw, which look like fluffy cauliflower heads. These clouds are the result of warm, moist air rising from the ground. Unlike ridge lift, where you’re chained to the hill over which the air moves, you can use thermals as stepping stones to travel across the sky, circling beneath one cloud, on the rising thermal of air that is forming it, to gain altitude and then travelling forward to the next cloud, and so on.


‘The sky is powerful. Clouds must be respected,’ says Bo.


I’ve often stood in the farmyard and looked through binoculars at swallows flying high above and wondered what they’re doing up there, but I see now that insects get sucked up in these rising thermals, and the swallows follow them up to feast. My observations of the birds around the farm suddenly start to make more sense and my understanding of their relationship with the element they move in, the sky, begins to deepen.


The third type of lift is convergence lift, created where two air masses, gigantic or small, meet, and one will have to push upwards over the other. There are many different kinds of convergence lift.


Mountain wave, the fourth kind of lift, forms when air falls on the lee side of mountains and rebounds upwards, creating layers of invisible rising waves that reach high up into the sky.


So it’s only possible to soar by having faith in something that’s invisible: the air. You can feel the air you’re surfing on, but you cannot see it. You can only see the air from its effects, and sometimes you can’t see even those.


I begin to learn how to manoeuvre the glider in the sky by varying my speed – nose up to slow down, nose down to speed up – and banking and turning to stay in lift by moving the rudder and stick in unison. At first, I’m overusing the controls, jabbing at the stick, moving it too far this way and that, and pressing the rudder pedals too hard. Beginners often move the controls too much, Bo reassures me, like actors in a 1950s studio movie, pretending to drive a car.


Our glider is a K13, a steel cage in the shape of a canoe, covered with a canvas-like material called Ceconite. You could easily punch a ballpoint pen straight through it. The boundary between me and the sky outside is little more than the thickness of a jacket with a skeleton of steel supporting it, and I feel every bump and lift of this old sky boat.


Two giant eight-metre wood and fabric wings jut out from either side of the fuselage. Steel wires connect the ailerons, rudder and elevator with the rudder pedals and stick. Bo says it’s ‘a big old bus of a thing’, but it’s a good learning glider. The trainee pilot sits at the front, the instructor behind. There are dual controls and instruments, so either one of us can fly at any moment. In the front seat, my head is well above the body of the glider, sticking right up into the sky, and I feel it all around me.


The steel fuselage of a glider without its covering looks like the inside of a bird’s bone: hollow, but cross-hatched with interior struts. Defying gravity is all about having strength without weight. The wings of the K13 are made of a central spruce spar and spruce ‘ribs’, so they’re also mostly hollow. Spruce wood is often used in small aircraft because it’s lightweight, flexible and strong. There’s so little mechanics at work in a K13 that I can hardly bring myself to call it a machine, but the key is in the design, which is sophisticated. It’s beautifully simple.


Because of its design, the K13 can act as a Faraday cage. A decade ago, Bo was struck by lightning while in the air. He was winch launching at another gliding club on a stormy day, teaching an architect to fly (a winch launch is when a glider is pulled up on a long cable by a winch on the ground, rather like a kite might be). At around 900 feet, Bo recalls a flash that seemed somehow to come from inside the cockpit. He felt a tingling sensation in the fingertips of his left hand, which was just touching the winch cable release knob. There was a faint, acrid smell of burning or of pure electricity. ‘It’s hard to describe,’ he says. He realized immediately what had happened, released the glider from the winch and landed. Observers rushed over and said they saw the flash of lightning and heard a tremendous bang. Curiously, Bo doesn’t recall any sound. The steel structure of the fuselage had acted as a Faraday cage, circulating the white-hot lightning around the two men and carrying it safely away from them, down the winch cable, into the ground.


*


Every morning at ten o’clock, Bo rings an old bell that hangs outside the clubhouse door to summon us all for the morning briefing, and we traipse into a small room beside the hangar to discuss the weather and schedule the flying lessons for the day ahead.


When I’m not flying, I help out at the club, as all club members are expected to do, towing gliders from the hangar to the launch point with a quad bike, helping to launch gliders by running the wing (holding and running with one wing tip as the glider moves off the launch point and picks up speed), and keeping the daily flight log.


Many people come to the club with vouchers for a single trip into the sky, and I often ask what motivated them to want to try it. Some say it’s a birthday gift or some other celebration. One woman said her husband constantly has dreams about flying and this was the nearest thing she could think of to bring him closer to his dream-life.


The strangeness of being up in the air without the roar of an engine to act as a barrier between you releases conversation, even between strangers; it unlocks intimacy, vulnerability. I quickly notice how, with Bo behind me, our conversation is often unusual. And apparently it’s not just me.
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