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Water says: Who are you? 
Water says: Run.
I’m not the same as I was – 
am I mountain spring?

Water says: Run.
I can trace the river back to myself,
am I mountain spring,
a single drop of rain?

I can trace the river back to myself.
Water says: I am river –
Am I a single drop of rain
on the surface of now?

[bookmark: _Hlk189481462]Water says: I am river. 
		I carry sister, mother, daughter, lover 
		on the surface of now
[bookmark: _Hlk189481745]Climb onto my liquid back before you drown.

		I carry sister, mother, daughter, lover –
Water says: You carry too much weight,
climb onto my liquid back before you drown.
		Am I a trickle, a babble, a splash, a drip?

Water says: You carry too much weight.
Remember when you were buoyant?
[bookmark: _Hlk189485951]		Am I a trickle, a babble, a splash, a drip?
		Am I your reflection?

Remember when you were buoyant,
when you spread out your arms and floated like a starfish.
		I am your reflection!
I loved it when you were Mountain Spring

when you spread out your arms and floated like a starfish
dreaming only of today.
I loved it when you were Mountain Spring
I was a drop in your ocean

dreaming only of today.
Remember when I pooled in your lap?
You were a drop in my ocean,
a gigantic wave.

Water says: Yes, I remember when you pooled in my lap.
I held you then –
Gigantic Wave
you slipped through my fingers.

I held you then
[bookmark: _Hlk189561534]Mountain Spring
you slipped through my fingers.
Water says: We are meant to change,

let go, mountain spring.
		I’m not the same as I was.
Water says: We are meant to change.
Water says: Who are you?



Alys 
She said she would never move again, that she would never take on another building project, that this time she would stay put, lay down some roots, throw down her anchor. She did say that, yes, but that was then, and now—well, now she was five years older.
Alys carefully tucked the last of her bubble-wrapped possessions into a cardboard box and taped it closed. She lifted it in her arms, feeling the weight, turning sideways crablike through the narrow doorway and over the threshold. She blew a stray lock of hair out of her face, negotiating her way down the stone steps worn by years of feet, heaving the box through the open tailgate of her van. Over the years, she’d condensed her life to fit neatly into Bodger, her trusty old VW van. Correction: rusty old VW van. Bodger was not so trusty these days. She pushed the box in the gap next to the others and closed the rear door, pushing her shoulder into it. She didn’t want to leave a trail of breadcrumb belongings along the motorway.
Another project, this time in a Welsh valley, in a forest on the edge of a lake. It was an old Victorian hunting lodge that had been empty for some time. Rising damp, rats, slipped roof slates, a hawthorn growing out of the chimney stack; the locals wouldn’t touch it. But for all its faults, it had a private wooden jetty with a rowing boat left by the previous owner, and no one around for miles. Some would say it was too remote for a single fifty -year-old woman, others would say, ‘You lucky bugger.’ 
	Her phone buzzed in her pocket. 
	Gonna miss you, neighbour XXX
	
	Alys smiled, fingers tapping out a reply.
	I’ll miss you more, Sal. Visit soon?

	There was a brief silence before a reply.
Can’t wait. Drive carefully, precious woman… msg when you get there XXX
Alys sent a line of hearts and smiley faces, tucking the phone into her coat pocket as she walked back up the stone steps into the cottage for the last time. 
It’s funny, she thought, how a house can feel so different when it's empty. As if removing your things takes away a little of its beating heart. 
‘It’s nothing personal,’ Alys said, touching the pitch pine door.  ‘I just couldn’t settle here, you know?’ 
She walked through each empty room, recalling her excitement when she’d first arrived. Years of well-intentioned occupants had covered up its original charm, piece by piece, layer upon layer of chipboard and lino. Back then, she’d had no idea if any of the features would still be there. But sure enough, Alys had slowly revealed oak beams, quarry tiles in red and black, a rusty iron fireplace with a warming oven, she’d even found a child’s leather shoe in the chimney stack, and a cluster of old bottles in the garden with embossed messages including one that read: POISON, featuring a skull and crossbones. Every discovery had been worth all the dust and splinters. As the house unravelled, it became lighter, as if it were taking its first breath in years.
‘Don’t be sad. I’ll always love you,’ she said to the empty shell, her voice all echoey. 
Alys saw herself leaning on the fireplace beside a flickering flame in the grate, a glass of red wine in hand, as if she was peering through a spyglass through layers of time two years into the past. Joni Mitchel’s Blue Album filled the room, the smell of meatballs drifting in from the kitchen, the clanking of pots and a contented humming in lower tones. 
Oh, I wish I had a river I could skate away on… 
The table was set for two, a jasmine-scented candle burning down, wax spilling over the edge onto the dish like stalactites - or was it stalagmites?
I wish I had a river so long; I would teach my feet to fly…
Danny Anderson had breezed into the Cottage with a cute smile one cold January morning when the pipes had frozen and burst. He was warm and gentle, quite charming. He was younger than Alys by eight years but she still asked him out for a drink, and Danny Anderson didn’t hesitate to say yes. 
I wish I had a river I could skate away on…
The sleepovers rolled into weeks and months until one day, two whole years later, Alys realised Danny had moved in. He’d been like a steady trickle of water dripping so slowly into her life, Alys hadn’t noticed he now occupied every space, there were traces of him on every surface. She had been living at the bottom of his lake. Ghostly Alys wiped away a tear and drained her glass before disappearing into the kitchen. 
     I made my baby say goodbye.
Alys blinked away the memory. She closed the front door for the last time and posted the key through the letterbox.
















The Lodge speaks:
I feel you under my roof. My brick-and-mortar, lime and cement, rafters, splinters, rusty nails, slate, stone, glass, lead, the pipes,                               the pipes – your memories stop me from crumbling to dust. We are bound together. Here, pheasants hang on twisted twine, limp necks, eyes open, frozen      in   gunshot silence.                                              Rabbits stripped naked on the kitchen block, all flesh and bone. Outside the hounds whine, pacing their kennels, itching to hunt.                                              Under         my            roof                she            weeps.          










        



The Jackdaw (Jac y do)
There was a familiar smell of damp in the lodge; Alys knew it well. Old houses always held onto smells—the smell of soot, open fires, dust, rotten beams, and earth—and they also held onto memories. 
Ever since she was a young girl, Alys could hear voices. At first, she thought they were ghosts, and maybe they were, but sometimes she would catch part of a conversation that had happened only moments before she entered a room, as if the voices were right there. She wondered if perhaps we leave invisible trails, like snails, or maybe particles of ourselves linger like perfume wherever we go. 

                     Why do we argue – here, of all places?
 		 there’s too much work to do             remember I’ll be late tonight	
          just feed it to the dogs           you broke it    look at this	           I’ll count to five         
just bloody skin them       off to bed, cariad         who are you?        they’re beautiful	
              wake up love           excuse me?        you can see your face in it
what?	       I can’t find my damn keys   
          get off me     I didn’t say anything     
                             pardon?
		 it      wasn’t 	
                              me                      

It was just noise, like a radio stuck between stations. She knew not to let it bother her; the voices had never caused her any harm.
The lodge was like something out of a fairytale, perched on the edge of a lake, nestled in the heart of a pine forest. It was currently being filled with the smell of coffee, a medium roast drifting from the kitchen through the hallway, splitting like a tributary stream one trail into the lounge exploring the inglenook chimney, the other branching off up the spiralling wooden staircase into the bathroom and the tiny attic bedroom, flowing over her mattress and the pile of untidy clothes that lay on the floor, lingering high up in the rafters. 
The coffee pot was the first thing she’d unpacked. It was the best tool she owned, a Mediterranean blue Bialetti, and while it bubbled and hissed away on the stove, Alys was in the lounge with a notebook and pen making a list of jobs in order of priority, one room at a time:
1. Sand beams
2. Knock off flaky walls – replaster 
3. Clean slate floor tiles – grout/seal – get advice! 
4. Box in pipes/ 3mm ply
5. Find someone to line the chimney (TOO BIG)

She circled the last two words; some jobs were out of her remit. For all its faults, the lodge was full of character: the stone floors, the stained-glass door, the beams, the old wooden staircase with fluted oak spindles. Alys knew it was better to focus on one room at a time – if she wanted to feel a sense of achievement. 
The coffee pot whistled. Alys put down her notepad and hurried back to the kitchen. At one end of the narrow room, a pair of glass French doors opened onto a wooden jetty beside the lake. It was a great feature in an otherwise drab room, with beige units that looked like they’d been fitted in the seventies; not pretty in the slightest, but solid and functional. She lifted the boiling pot from the stove, filled her mug with the medium roast, opened the French doors, and stepped out into the morning sun. 
There was a small wooden table and a weather-worn bench on the jetty where Alys sat and looked at the view. One could say the lake was idyllic – and it was: an island in the middle of the still water made up of branches that had travelled down the river, reeds and lilies, a family of ducks dipping their heads below the surface, bottoms in the air. The brood made high-pitched and slightly irritated sounds, like a game teacher repeatedly blowing a whistle. The morning light sparkled golden in the ripples. A heron crouched on the far shore; it was so well camouflaged for such a large bird, and there was something else big and black, perched in a dead tree by the island. The tree looked like a pair of antlers, and the bird Jurassic, as though it had been plucked from another time and placed here. In the distance, a pheasant sang a rusty song. Wings flapped in the trees - wood pigeons, perhaps:
 coo-COOO-coo-coo-coo, 
who-ARE-you-you-you
you-LOST-your-who-who
					
Alys took a sip from her mug and closed her eyes. With the warm sun on her skin, a smile crept over her face.
	‘It’s coming.’
The voice was so close to her ear that she could almost feel breath on her neck. Alys turned with such a jolt she spilled much of her coffee on her lap. She sprang to her feet, knocking over the table with a clatter. At that moment, the birds on the lake simultaneously took off in a flurry of wingbeats and cries. 
	‘Shit!’ She lifted the fabric of her work trousers away from her skin, ‘shit, shit – shit!’.
	‘Annwfn’s coming.’ 
	The voice, now hollow, came from inside the lodge. Alys stopped fussing. ‘Hello,’ she called, moving closer to the French doors, ‘anyone there?’ 
	She stepped over the threshold into the kitchen, through the hallway peering up the staircase, one hand on the smooth domed newel post that fit perfectly in her palm, a foot hovering over the first step.
She turned as a flapping noise sounded in the lounge like someone was flicking dust from a rug. Alys placed her foot back on the floor and edged towards the door. She gave it a gentle push; it opened into an empty room, save for a scattering of power tools. 
The sound echoed from the inglenook fireplace, which was large enough for her to step into. Alys riffled through her toolbox for a torch, then ducked under the wide oak beam. She crouched on the stone hearth underneath the dark hollow space that loomed above her. She could feel a pull of air and hear a rustling from somewhere in the darkness. Alys turned on her torch and aimed the beam into the void. A bright eye stared back at her.
‘A bird!’  she let out a sigh of relief. ‘Wait. Stop moving, I can help you…’
She reached an arm into the chimney, right up to her armpit, her fingertips touching something solid. Then she grabbed hold of it and pulled.  It moved a little, but not enough.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, giving it a few more sharp tugs, sprinkles of soot dusting her face. Finally, it dislodged. A bundle of twigs and feathers fell onto the hearth in a cloud of black soot. Alys fell to her knees and scooped up the limp body of the bird in her dirty hands. 
‘You poor thing,’ she said, dusting its feathers. The bird had a silver head, and its wings were covered in patches of white, as if it had been splashed with paint. It flashed a pale blue eye at her.
‘Oh, thank goodness, you’re alive!’ she breathed, backing out of the inglenook. 
‘What are you? Not a magpie or a crow?’ she pondered as she entered the kitchen. She looked around the room for a suitable container; she decided the wicker vegetable basket would do and tipped the small offerings onto the table. She lined the basket with a tea towel and placed the bird inside. 
‘There,’ she said, ‘you’ll be alright.’ 
She set it on the counter beside the sink and ran the tap. It coughed and spluttered. Airlock, she heard Danny's voice say.  She hated that he could still do that even though he wasn’t here, and hated even more knowing he would’ve fixed it in a fraction of the time it would take her. 
She washed her hands in the trickle of water, soot pooling around the plughole. Her eyes were on the bird, and its eyes were on her. 
‘You’re a jackdaw,’ she said. ‘A funny-looking one, but a jackdaw all the same. My name’s Alys, what’s yours?’
The jackdaw lay still and perfectly quiet. Alys cupped her hands, washed her face in the water, and turned off the tap. 
‘Was that you calling me from the chimney?’ she asked, patting her face dry on a towel. She leaned into the bird. ‘Are you Annwfn?’ 
The jackdaw ruffled its feathers and made a series of throaty sounds. It sprang to its feet, and with a ‘tchack, tchack’ it flew from the basket out of the open French doors. Alys ran to the doorway as it disappeared over the lake, 
‘You’re welcome!’ she shouted, then dusted down her trousers.
‘Right,’ she said. ‘Guess I’d better sweep that chimney.’ 

















Water Speaks: 

Water says, ‘Run.’
It says, ‘Climb onto my liquid back and let me carry you.’
[bookmark: _Hlk190180053]It says, ‘Remember when you were fluid when you pooled in my lap.’
It says, ‘drip, 
     drip,
           drip.’
Water says, ‘You are no longer solid.’
It says, ‘Do not fight the current.’
It says, ‘Roll onto your back, spread out your arms like a starfish
and you will not drown.’
Water says, ‘We are meant to change.’










Waterfall (Rhaeadr)
Alys ran, one foot after the other, Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This) playing through her headphones. She wore the moss-green beanie hat her neighbour Sal had knitted her last Christmas. Sal was always working on a garment of some kind, usually for someone else. She saw it as a tool of resistance to keep herself grounded. 
The morning was grey, a misty dampness hung over the woodland, making everything smell fresh. After Danny had left, she’d started the Couch to 5k challenge. It was a gentle way of introducing a physical routine into her life. Although she’d instigated the breakup, Alys still grieved the loss. It was like a tide receding, dragging the sand into an endless ocean. The ground, once firm, now caught her off balance. She had to adjust to a different-shaped landscape. This new routine had been perfect, starting with a one-minute walk, followed by a one-and-a-half-minute run. After two months, she could run for 30 minutes straight without batting an eyelid.
Growing older had taken her by surprise, which is daft because she knew that every second of every day inevitably leads us all closer to old age. But one day, Alys noticed the worry lines on her forehead didn’t fade when her face was resting, the skin on her hands had become thinner, and how easy it was to pull a muscle just by putting her damn shoes on. That’s when she realised she was closer to sixty than she was to fourty, and this temple, the body she called home, would never be as supple as it used to be. No matter what she did, Grandmother Time was waiting in the shadows, clicking her fingers and checking her watch.	Comment by bean sawyer: 
	So, Alys ran every morning through the pine forest, where all the trees grew in neat rows. She wasn’t planning on ever running a marathon, collecting trophies, or becoming a superhero. ‘Just do what you can’, she told herself, ‘And if you can’t, well, no one’s watching’. It suited her that way. Inevitably, she was her harshest critic anyway. 
	The loop she took led her down a steep, narrow path to a waterfall. You could hear and feel the waterfall before you could see it. The ground rumbled as the river tipped over the ledge, flowing through the small secluded gorge, pooling into what could easily be mistaken for a hidden cove with crystal-clear water that shimmered emerald green and golden stones below the surface that shone like treasure. The trees were different here, too; the tall pines still dominated, but if you looked through their slender lines, there was an oak forest wild and tangled, rooted to rocks, alive with ferns, lichen, moss, and ivy that rambled over every available surface. It was just how Alys would imagine a fairy glen to be. 
The waterfall split in two, with one continuous fall at the end of the pool, the other cascading down a stepped gorge wall, its flow dependent on the amount of rain that had fallen. On the rocks between the two falls grew a rowan tree, its roots thick and gnarly, clinging onto the stone like a living monument. The water continued to flow from the pool, white foam spiralling on the surface, turning into a river that disappeared into the forest towards the lake by the lodge, carrying broken branches, fallen debris, and leaves along with it. 
This was a popular spot for families to gather, the bravest of them jumping from the cliff into the deep pool. Alys didn’t fancy jumping herself, but she enjoyed counting the seconds it took for their heads to bob back up to the surface. She didn’t have any children of her own. She didn’t even have a family anymore. 
Like every morning at this hour, the gorge was deserted.  Today, a lingering mist masked everything beyond the waterfall. It felt even more secluded than normal, like the rest of the world had ceased to exist in this moment.
Alys was hot and panting, her legs fizzing from the run. The water looked so cool, so inviting. She leaned against a fallen tree trunk that spanned the river. It was like a spiny backbone from a sleek, weathered beast rising from the shale. She unlaced her trainers and slipped them off one at a time, stuffing her socks inside. She looked around once more, she was alone. Alys unzipped her hoodie and hung it on the trunk. She then took her joggers, knickers, t-shirt, and bra off and placed them in a neat pile next to her hoodie. 
She stood at the water’s edge, naked as a nymph, save for a knitted beanie hat. Perhaps this was another side effect of growing older, she thought, not giving a shit, like howling at the moon, talking to random strangers or not following a map. It was like being in a thin place on the edge of acceptability. The boundary line was fading.  She was well versed with the symptoms of perimenopause: brain fog, night sweats, insomnia, mood swings, weight gain, migraines, palpitations; but one thing she hadn’t been prepared for, was the desire to cleanse her life, to let go of people and places, to ditch old thoughts and patterns that clearly hadn’t been working in her favour and clear channels for new ways of thinking. It was like being given a second chance to start all over again.
You are love
 You are 
You
Picking her way carefully over the stones underfoot, she waded into the clear shallows, catching her breath as the cold water lapped around her ankles, deeper over her shins, knees, thighs, buttocks, stomach, belly button, ribs, and breasts. She felt an involuntary laugh burst out of her mouth like she had been holding onto it for months; it ricocheted around the gorge. She inched into the water, her cheeks puffing in and out while her body adjusted to the temperature as it wrapped itself around every piece of her, lifting her off her feet. Then she was floating, swimming breaststroke towards the waterfall straight into the deafening noise that bounced off the cliffs in the ravine. It was a powerful rumble thundering in stereo around her, like she was swimming in the belly of a beast. 
That section of the waterfall was deep, blackness looming beneath her feet. She noticed a small flicker, a tiny blue bird flitting in between the waterfall and the rocks, collecting moss in its beak. Alys watched the bird while treading water, but she couldn’t identify it. She lay back even though she knew her hat would get wet, feeling the cold water tickle her neck and ears. She stretched out her arms and floated like a starfish as the water caressed her torso, lapping over her ribcage, tracing her breasts like a lover, the cold air pinching at her skin. The water held her body afloat, intimate and sensual.
	‘It’s coming.’
   	The voice poured out of the stone like liquid washing over her head. Alys inhaled a sharp cold breath her body spinning back upright, feet kicking, wrists circling. She looked up the cliff and to the deserted water’s edge where her clothes were still piled on the tree. 
	‘Annwfn is here.’
	The liquid voice drenched her, like she was being pounded by the force of the waterfall. In a beat, there were wings on her face. A flash of black and white feathers before her eyes. Instinctively, Alys lifted her arms out of the water, her head dipping below the surface. She came back up gasping, filling her lungs with air. The bird flew into her face once more, its claws scratching her face. Her head ducked beneath the water, then she was sinking, falling deeper and deeper into the dark. She opened her eyes and tried to make out the shapes. Jagged rocks like faces, roots like fingers, and darkness, just darkness below. Pitch black like a cave, so deep where there are no cracks to let the light in. 
Water says, ‘You carry too much weight.’
It says, ‘you will sink like a stone.’
Water says, ‘Let go.’
Alys felt something wrap around her waist, like roots tightening. She tried to rip it off but it was persistent in clinging to her, lifting her back to the surface, dragging her into the shallows, laying her down on the shore. Alys felt lips press against her lips, the weight of a body bearing down on hers, squeezing her ribs. She resisted, and it retreated. Alys rolled over and coughed up water, vomiting liquid, a long string of mucus hanging from her nose. 
	‘Fucking hell, I’m sorry, I don’t know what I’m doing,’ a panicked voice. ‘Oh, shit – your hat!’ 
	Alys lay half in and half out of the water. She watched through blurred eyes as a person waded back in and fished out her beanie, then knelt beside her, asking, ‘Are you okay?’ 
Alys’s vision started to clear, her eyes focusing on a slender man dressed in a red check flannel shirt and black jeans, both now dripping wet. He had a ring through the septum in his nose, the edges of a tattoo poking out from the collar of his shirt, and cropped dark hair flecked with blue and silver.
	Alys nodded, shivering uncontrollably.
‘I’m Starling.’
‘Alys,’ Alys said through chattering teeth while Starling helped her to her feet. ‘I don’t know what happened. I was just swimming and…’ she suddenly remembered she was naked and covered her breasts with her arm.
Starling responded, gathering Alys’s clothes from the tree trunk. ‘Here, let me help you.’
Alys allowed Starling to dress her, all dignity lost, not bothering with her knickers or bra, negotiating arms and legs through the appropriate holes. She instantly felt the warmth of the material against her prickled skin. 
‘Your cheek is bleeding, Starling said, pulling a cotton handkerchief from a pocket, ‘Here – it’s clean.’ Starling folded it into a wad. ‘It’s a nasty cut. Can I?’ 
Alys nodded, focused on the concentration of Starling’s face, placing the handkerchief tenderly against the wound. He smelt zesty, she thought, like freshly turned soil, geranium leaves, or perhaps it was air, or the smell of spring arriving in bursts of blossom, or the first nettles of the year, rich, alive and tingly.
‘Put your finger here,’ Starling said, catching Alys’s gaze.
Alys held the handkerchief against her cheek and quickly looked away. She noticed the morning mist had cleared to a bright day, entirely different from before she waded into the water, as if she had tumbled into another world. The rowan tree between the two falls was covered in bright red berries. It was a glorious sight – strange, she thought, how she hadn’t noticed it before. 
‘Deep breaths,’ Starling said, leading the way by inhaling deeply. 
‘You’re a woman,’ Alys said, almost in a trance, ‘of course you are. I’m so sorry, I…’
Starling slowly exhaled, looking directly at Alys and smirked a dimpled smile.  
Alys broke the brief silence that followed. ‘Look at you, you’re soaked through,’ she said. ‘I live in the lodge by the lake. I think we could both do with a hot drink.’


 

Cormorant (Mulfran)

She perched with outstretched wings, as if her shape 
would fit inside my pelvis. Her reptilian face 
and snake-long neck, black as black. 
Her name is Sea Raven, Darter,
Water Eagle, Shapeshifter. 
She rockets into deepest dark, darkest deep,
into other worlds, through oviducts and cilia river-weed
into almond-shaped ovaries to my one precious ovum. 
She takes it in her hooked beak, 
swallows my last egg, 
lands flightless in my womb.

What is it you crave? She asks. 








Starling (Drudwen)
Starling's parents were from the original hippy stock back in the sixties. They’d arrived in Pembrokeshire in an old bus and never left. The carcass lay rusting in the field, tangled in brambles, a monument of a long-gone era.
‘My folks bought a farmhouse with land for next to nothing and started a commune. It fell apart after a while, and everyone left. Mum died seven years ago, and dad’s eighty-four; he still potters about, growing organic veg and a bit of weed, plays his guitar – badly.’ 
Starling smirked again. It was contagious; Alys found herself smiling too, touching the dressing Starling had put on the wound. Alys always kept a well-stocked first aid kit, including sterile strips for deep cuts; it wasn’t the first time she’d needed to use them. She sat on the bench, the large white patch covering most of her cheek, while Starling perched on the edge of the jetty, legs dangling over the side, bare feet not quite touching the surface of the water. Alys had found Starling a spare pair of jogging bottoms and a sweatshirt while their clothes hung on the line, dripping onto the grass, DM’s drying upside down in the sun. The sun was intensely bright, light sparkling on the lake like a mirror ball. 
They both gripped mugs of hot chocolate with a dash of rum.
‘What brought you here?’ Starling asked. 
‘I honestly don’t know,’ Alys answered, and she honestly didn’t know, but she’d been repeating the same pattern for years. Fight or flight, just like our ancestors in the face of danger, even though there were no sabre-toothed tigers anymore and Alys was no fighter. When life got difficult, Alys kept on moving. She wondered how many versions of herself she could create and how many more she would have to escape. 
‘I don’t know what I’m doing anymore,’ Alys announced, a little dreamily, staring into her mug, swirling around the contents. ‘I don’t know who I am.’
Starling looked over at Alys. Her shoulders were hunched, her head bent like she was trying to fold herself up to fit inside the mug.
‘I’m genderfluid,’ Starling said, ‘in case you're wondering. My pronouns are they/them, she/her, he/him. I was lost too, then I found myself reflected on a boggy mountain spring, just after my mum died.’ 
Alys slowly started to unfurl, looking over at Starling with interest. Starling continued.
‘The Teifi pools are a collection of glacial lakes in the Cambrian mountains: Llyn Hir, Llyn Gorlan, Llyn Egnant, and Llyn Teifi, which happens to be the source of Afon Teifi, the longest river in Wales that runs from source to sea. It runs right through here,’ Starling gestured at the lake, ‘along with Afon Dulas.
The lakes are so deep they’re considered unfathomable. That’s such a good word, don’t you think? Fathoms are units of six feet, so to be unfathomable means the depth is immeasurable – like an abyss. 
When I saw myself reflected in that unfathomable, immeasurable abyss, I knew I wasn’t just this body. I was this body and that body. I was both in the abyss and out of it at the same time. At the start of the river's journey, the water is still, it’s just one big fuck off mirror. Then we get pulled this way and that, we tumble and amble, so focused on our getting to the sea we forget that once we were cloud, we were murmuration, we were blood-red sunset and golden sunrise, full moon and raindrops. We were once snow and ice, and I was more than the woman who stared back at me. Admitting you don’t know is the first step of the journey.’ 
Starling took a sip of the warm, rich chocolate. They both sat in comfortable silence for a moment, cradling their drinks, watching the ducks dip their heads below the surface of the lake one at a time like clockwork toys. Alys noticed the Cormorant perched beside the island like a shadow, or maybe it was the grim reaper, death’s messenger, her inky black plumage worn like a hooded cloak. 
‘I almost died today,’ Alys blurted out as much to herself as to Starling, as if the reality of the situation had only just caught up with her. Starling turned, and the two of them shared a look that said: we know we walk a thin line between life and death. We know we cannot have one without the other. We know they are eternally entwined. 
‘Thank you for saving me.’ 
‘Sometimes we have to die a little to live,’ Starling said, getting up and moving towards the bench where Alys sat with another contagious smile. They placed a light hand on her arm. ‘Just be careful in there from now on, okay? It's very deep.  I should get going. Thanks for the drink.’ Starling turned towards the French doors.
	‘Do you know what Annwfn means?’ Alys asked.
	Starling stopped and turned back to Alys. ‘Annwfn? Where did you hear that word?’
	Alys wanted to say the Jackdaw in the chimney and the voice in the waterfall, but Starling didn’t wait for her to answer the question. 
‘It means “the very deep” in Welsh. I guess you could call it the otherworld or the underworld, like a mirror image of this one. A portal you could accidentally fall into or find hidden at the edges of the land, or a lake on the top of a mountain. But,’ Starling moved closer to Alys, ‘to some people, Annwfn represents the deepest parts of ourselves. Like a place that’s not quite a place, but more like a deep state of existence we find at our source, our Awen: our inspiration, our poetry. “It is Awen I sing, from the deep I bring it.”’ Starling’s pupils were dark and wide, as though they were staring straight through her.
‘We’re always on the threshold of Annwfn.’ Starling’s face was so close to Alys’s she could almost taste the chocolate on their breath. ‘It all depends how deep you are prepared to go, Alys.’
Their eyes were locked together as if they were holding hands. Alys liked the sound of her name spoken from Starling's mouth, like a fresh water spring erupting through cracked, dry soil. She looked away.
‘I’m sorry,’ Starling whispered, ‘I have to go.’ 
Starling hurried off barefoot, wet clothes still dripping on the washing line.



Water Speaks:
‘Release me,’ it says.





















The Jay (Sgrech y coed)
Alys was late. A whole month late. It was the first time she’d ever missed a period. Her cycles had always been textbook twenty-eight days long. They were manageable, a heavy bleed for the first two days, gradually easing to nothing by day seven. The past few years, they’d ranged from being short and intense to barely being there at all. The last one, however, had been like a river, a bloody blood bath of a river, with sticky clots and so much bright red blood. 
	And that was it. Perhaps that was the parting gift, the final farewell of menstruation, it was difficult to tell and more impossible to believe. Menopause is a single date, an anniversary of a whole year without blood. Alys remembered Sal telling her she’d been without a period for eleven months, and just as she was ready to celebrate the dawn of a new era, she woke up in a red wet patch.  Overnight, just like a game of snakes and ladders, she’d slid right back to square one. 
Alys wriggled out from underneath the kitchen counter. She’d been squeezed into the confined space tracking the water pipe back from the sink. The manual said to loosen the nut and release any trapped air. She wasn’t convinced she’d done it efficiently, but she suddenly needed to get out of that awkward space and stretch. She stepped onto the jetty and lifted her arms, breathing fresh air into her lungs. She could feel her back lengthen. She lightly touched the raised cut on her cheek. It was healing quickly, but just like her womb, it ached – a deep ache. 
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