
All those months fighting to be normal, to grump conspiringly at the office 
water cooler, to sit with my friends on a Friday evening, to walk down a 
street without fear. Three years into the recovery, I had achieved all those 
aims and more, albeit with varying success. There were still relapses, 
times when I would have a cognitive lapse or just zone out and think of 
nothing for a few hours.

My friends and family had helped me to rebuild this normality, and 
pointed out when I achieved it. Life hadn’t bounced back to the way things 
were. I had expected that and had worked through the grief of lost oppor-
tunities and futures with counselling and therapy. But now that I had 
achieved my aims, I still wasn’t quite happy with this new normal. I began 
to see that parts of me had changed too.

August: Three years and f ive months after the 
incident

Email to Laurel

ME: No, I’m not having the freaky dreams at the moment. Thank you for 
reminding me. It’s good to have those prompts to show just how far 
I’ve come. I’ve even managed to fit in a day at the office and a party! 
Friday was Ash’s office summer party and plus-ones were invited 
along. No booze for me, I’m wary of mixing alcohol and the trippy 
pills after last time. It was a lovely evening, though I’m not sure how 
conversation turned to the topic of my brain injury. And I’m still not 
sure how I feel about sharing it with complete strangers. But come up 
it did and now I’m worried. I fear that they will judge me. I think that is 
what is making me unhappy now. I worry about how people will view 
me now that I am someone with a brain injury, a ‘brain injury survivor.’

Chapter 16

Brain injury survivor
Who am I now?
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I had come across that term several times by now. It was used by the 
charity I had contacted for advice and was widely used online and in social 
media. People would describe themselves as a ‘brain injury survivor’ or as 
caring for a ‘brain injury survivor.’ It was a new concept, this idea of defin-
ing someone by their impediment. It was in summer that I was first asked: 
‘And are you a brain injury survivor?’

I hesitated. Is that who I am now? The woman took my pause for shy-
ness and her smile broadened. ‘You are welcome, everyone here under-
stands what it is like.’

‘Here’ was my local branch of the brain injury charity, though the venue 
was still an hour away by public transport. The distance meant that I had 
been unable to fit their monthly meeting into the Fatigue Management 
Planner until now. The members included brain injury survivors and their 
families, as well as medical professionals and lawyers who were volun-
teering with the charity. It was reassuring to speak with those who could 
relate over the struggle with pathological fatigue or share strategies to 
cope with cognitive lapses.

It turned out that many families had received the ‘you have a small win-
dow of healing’ advice too. I’d read it was six months, others heard it was 
a year, still others were told ‘a few years.’

‘It’s not true.’ Dark eye’s flashed and a withered hand struck the top of 
a walking cane. The man’s speech had been blurred ever since an ABI 
years previously. Beside him, his wife and carer nodded firmly and took 
up the tale.

‘We were told that, and I despaired. Oh, how I worried! A year came 
and went and he still needed a wheelchair. Two years later he started 
harder physiotherapy, and didn’t he moan about it?!’

Her husband chuckled and they shared a smile before she continued. 
‘For his birthday that year, I bought him a cane. I said “You’ll use that soon. 
You will be out of the chair before your next birthday.” And he was.’

The man pointed at the cane resting on the back of his chair. ‘Nearly 
three years after the injury, I walked down the street again. So, don’t think 
about a “window of healing”, just keep trying a little every day.’

It was also a sobering experience. I met victims of assault and traffic 
collisions as well as those who had an ‘organic’ brain injury, where a 
stroke or heart attack had been the cause. Most attendees had been hospi-
talised for many months and were still struggling with the effects years 
later. The fact that I was able to work caused a stir and an interrogation of 
‘how do you cope?’ It was an interesting and exhausting evening.

The timing was serendipitous, my first visit to the local brain injury 
charity coincided with a national campaign to raise awareness about brain 
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injuries in football. While I had donated to the charity after their helpful 
advice, this was my first chance to volunteer my time, to give something 
back. Of course, I couldn’t do much in between the return to work and 
ongoing migraines but I was determined to participate.

In snatched moments on my days off I emailed the clubs, leagues and 
football associations whom I had worked with over the years. Almost 
everyone was happy to help raise awareness of such an important issue 
and asked for more information. Each reply or re-tweet brought a broad 
smile and a sense of purpose. I wanted more.

Summary of emails with local brain injury charity

CO-ORDINATOR: Thanks so much for asking about the communications 
volunteering role. I’ll do my best to give you a full, detailed, descrip-
tion of what we do below so you can decide if there is something you’d 
like to help with. There are several channels of communication so of 
course you might want to think about helping with one or two that 
interest you.

ME: I’m happy to help with something for the next newsletter and it seems 
ideal to write about the writing class if that is ok? Tweet-wise, I’ve 
come across a few stories in connection with brain injury. Would you 
like me to email you links, or write complete tweets with mentions and 
hashtags so you can just re-tweet them?

September: Three years and six months after the 
incident

Tweet
Even after terrible incidents, pros with top medical care struggle to 
get brain injuries diagnosed & treated. Article ➔ ‘Rugby League: 
Lance Hohaia's nightmare head knocks.’ By Michael Burgess.

Summary of emails with parents

ME: I spent the morning searching the web for brain injury stories which 
might be relevant to the volunteer work I’m doing. One of the news 
feeds turned up a report on a professional rugby league player and the 
problem he had with a brain injury. He had been attacked in an ‘off 
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the ball’ incident and then punched again while lying unconscious on 
the pitch. It was a horrible incident, the game stopped immediately 
and the team doc was with him within seconds. The problems he had 
getting his brain injury recognised and treated despite having top level 
medical care from the first minute made me realise that there wasn’t 
anything different that might have happened with my injury. Even if I 
had been knocked out and hospitalised on the day, I could have easily 
had these problems. Sobering thought.

DAD: I was ruminating on your email while watching a rugby match here 
in New Zealand. One of the captains was knocked out cold. During the 
pause for medical attention, the band struck up to entertain the crowd 
while the commentators filled the time with ‘hope you are keeping 
warm during the delay’. It struck me then. That people have become so 
used to seeing these kinds of injuries; that it's just a matter of distract-
ing the crowd so they don’t get irritated by the delay.

ME: Is it just that we are more aware of knocks to the head now? I do 
remember that in the pre-professional era players weren’t lauded for 
stopping to give first aid to the opposition as they are now. It wasn’t 
exceptional, rather stopping to help an injured player or give first aid 
was just the right thing to do. Now players are expected to ignore the 
damage done to a teammate, focus on only the game and carry on. 
It’s horrible, and my experience with my former teammates shows the 
attitude is now being reflected at club level. Can we enjoy professional 
sports knowing how it contributes to terrible injuries?

October: Three years and seven months after the 
incident

Those thoughts were put into sharp perspective only a week or so later. I 
hadn’t managed to spend much time with River FC over the summer. The 
team were several games into the new season before I was able to see them 
play.

It was a gorgeous autumn day, another perfect afternoon for football. In 
a hard-fought game River FC made a break and our striker, Fern, raced 
towards the opposition’s penalty box. The final pass was just a little long 
and, despite a valiant chase, a defender got to the ball just before her. The 
centre-back thumped the ball hard, straight into Fern’s hand.

Suddenly, Fern was screaming in pain and clutching at her wrist. The 
ref blew the whistle but no one else seemed to react. I grabbed the first aid 
kit and sprinted onto the pitch. Though I reached Fern quickly, it wasn’t 
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immediately clear what was wrong. She was clutching her arm and stag-
gering around. ‘Fern, what is it? Where is the pain?’

She just moaned and shook her head at me. What do I do now? Fern 
bounced from foot to foot but I helped her to sit down. Once Fern reached 
the ground, she curled over her hands. I sank down beside her and finally 
managed to see her right wrist. Holy sh*t. There were far too many lumps 
on her wrist and the thumb was at an odd angle. Her left hand was clamped 
around her right forearm, just above the lumps. There was so much pain 
that Fern was trying to control how much she had to feel. Oh man, I’ve 
been there.

It was obvious there was little to be done except get her to hospital. 
Another River FC supporter had joined me and, with careful encourage-
ment, we helped Fern off the pitch. Her face was already alarmingly pale. 
As we walked slowly towards a nearby car, we could hear the game resume 
behind us. Though the journey through the city streets was quick, every 
bump in the road drew a soft, animal whimper from Fern. The driver 
dropped us off at the hospital and, once the A&E receptionist had signed 
us in, Fern and I were asked to take a seat and wait.

‘What about painkillers?’
The receptionist paused at the sight of Fern’s tight lips and white face. 

‘I’m sorry, I can’t provide any. But the doctor will see her soon.’
Fern lowered herself gingerly onto the plastic chair and sat bolt upright. 

The pain was so intense that she hadn’t spoken nor let go of her wrist since 
the injury. She was still rigid when pain relief showed up nearly an hour 
later. Eventually her name was called and we made our way into the depths 
of A&E. I knew it was a bad injury but an x-ray brought news which was 
worse than I’d imagined.

‘Looks like the impact thrust the hand back, forcing the arm bone over 
the bone on the top of the wrist. There was also force sideways, creating 
problems at the base of the thumb, possibly a dislocation and break there 
too. Wow. You say this was a football?’

Fern just nodded. The nurse raised her eyebrow at me. ‘Yeah, it was a 
centre-back clearance. Point blank range.’

‘Unlucky. That's how I broke my wrist years ago too.’
‘Umm, can she eat? We’ve not eaten for hours.’
‘I’m sorry no. I think we’ll need to manipulate the wrist back into posi-

tion under sedation.’
What the hell does that mean? As a daughter of medics, I consider 

myself a veteran of A&E but I’d never heard that before. Suddenly I was 
no longer hungry and felt weak and light headed. Get a grip, this isn’t 
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about you. I hadn’t thought it possible for Fern to turn paler, but I was 
wrong.

The nurse must have noticed too as she said it was time to get Fern onto 
a gurney. We followed her along another corridor and into a crowded 
room. Uh oh! This is the emergency resuscitation room. It was a really bad 
sign. Fern’s injury was complicated enough that they had us in with heart 
attacks and traffic collisions. Fern was staring around wide-eyed, I pulled 
the curtain across to block the room from sight.

At length, four health workers filed into the tight space. After the intro-
ductions and explanations, it was down to business of ‘manipulation under 
sedation’. Despite the phrase, Fern wasn’t actually asleep. The medical 
team administered heavy-duty pain killers, but Fern was alert the whole 
time. I’ll admit that the worst bit was the injections into the wrist, while 
I’m ok with needles, that depth and angle was a bit leg-shaking. Then four 
adults grunted and strained to manipulate Fern’s wrist back into shape. 
The local anaesthetic meant Fern had no pain but she could still feel the 
bones move around. It looked awful and I have no idea how it must have 
felt.

After all that, I became fatigued and a dizzy fog descended. I didn’t feel 
I could eat in front of Fern who still wasn’t allowed food or water. Fern 
had said a few times that I could head off, that she’d be fine without me. I 
had been tempted but the look on her face when they’d said ‘manipulation 
under sedation’ convinced me to stay. My mum would want someone to 
stay with me.

At 10pm, after three more manipulations and hours after the injury, the 
A&E staff were at last happy with the position of Fern’s wrist and set it in 
fast drying plaster. Before we could go, she was told to report the next day 
for an operation.

‘An operation?’ Fern’s face was pale again and her good hand clutched 
for mine.

‘Yes, the wrist is set ok for now. But we are concerned about the depth 
of the break into the joint.’

‘It won’t heal on its own?’
‘It will but, well, we are worried about future use. This is a deep frac-

ture in the wrist, if we leave it to heal on its own we suspect there will 
be limitations to future movement. An operation would reduce the risk 
but there will still likely be complications in later years, arthritis in 
particular.’

As the doctor spoke, I held Fern’s hand tightly. She is 23 and being 
told she will probably develop arthritis. At 23. A few minutes later, I 
piled a dejected Fern into a black cab with a promise to text me as soon 
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as she got home. I crawled onto a train, trying to ignore a nagging 
thought. Never mind professional sports, can I even enjoy local football 
anymore?

November: Three years and eight months after the 
incident

Summary of emails with Hazel

ME: I won’t lie, I found the time in hospital with Fern exhausting, and 
sobering. Kept thinking about how similar a situation it had been to 
my injury, two players competing for the ball. As I showed at our last 
training session, I will never be able to join in a drill or kick-about 
without being competitive and so will always be at risk of another 
injury. Think you can see where my thoughts are going. I’ve decided 
it's time to step back from football and contact sports in general. That 
means giving up the Assistant Coach role. It has been a pleasure to 
help out and to get River FC off the ground. I’m sure there are great 
things to come!

HAZEL: Am gutted and you will be sorely missed. But I do understand 
where you’re coming from. Before you disappear, I’d really appreci-
ate one last bit of advice please. I have had an email from Fuchsia who 
has been out of the team for much of the summer with concussion. 
She wants to join again but hasn’t been able to get a doctor's note to 
confirm she is fit to play. I'm not comfortable with this at all. We both 
know how serious concussion is!

ME: My two cents’ worth would be to definitely stick to your guns and 
insist on a clearance to play. The risk is too high for the club. Head 
injuries differ from one to the other but that just makes it more 
difficult for doctors. To my mind, the most likely scenario would 
be that the GP doesn’t feel comfortable giving Fuchsia a clearance 
to play. Even professional sports teams are still trying to work out 
how to deal with concussions. So, Fuchsia may not be able to get 
a simple yes or no from her doctor at all. Having said that, I think 
you are doing the right thing to protect her and the team. Stick to 
your guns!

It had been a long road, but my experience with brain injury was showing 
me how prevalent brain injury is, and it was also helping to shape the way 
people reacted to such injuries. Perhaps I could do more?
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December: Three years and nine months after the 
incident

Summary of emails with neurology PhD researcher

ME: If you are still looking for lay members for your study steering com-
mittee, I would be interested in joining. I received an ABI which 
resulted in a brain bleed and vestibular migraines which were eventu-
ally treated through the NHS. I’m keen to give back so please let me 
know if you still need people.

RESEARCHER: Thanks for your email – yes, we are still looking for mem-
bers! We have some government funded money to run a small trial 
investigating different treatments for dizziness following TBI. The 
purpose of the steering group is to ensure that when we write the pro-
tocol for the trial, we have input from a variety of people – including 
patients and/or career. This will help ensure the design and outcomes 
of the trial are relevant to patients and NHS services.

Email to psychology student at a research university

Please find attached the scanned survey on ‘Coping Strategies following 
ABI’ which you spoke about on Thursday at our brain injury writing 
group. I hope this file comes through ok, but do let me know if there are 
any problems.

Email to parents

The visit from the psychology student had been an interesting break from 
our writing collaboration exercises. Basically, it gave us a chance to help 
with data on how people recover after brain injury and what support could 
be put in place to help them. It led to interesting discussions of all our 
injuries. All our brain injuries are different, but they do have similarities. 
Despite my initial reservations, the other adult students and I have turned 
into decent companions fairly quickly. It is true that we are all bonded by 
our experiences, and our teacher’s obvious enthusiasm has meant our cre-
ative output has grown exponentially. I’m exhausted after each class; it is 
like my brain has been busy filing through events or sorting out how I feel 
about things. Writing means that my creative side has had a bit more of a 
run out of late. As I write, my brain feels like it wakes up a little more and 
the act of writing helps me to put thoughts in order and work through my 
feelings. That has been much needed, especially as work has become 
stressful again.
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It was that time of year again. Time for the annual project which had 
caused high levels of stress and disrupted my recovery last year. Despite 
the Event department receiving weekly updates on my progress, they 
decided to bring up their ‘concerns over my work’ in a meeting with the 
CEO.

‘It is Friday, we needed those items from you this week.’ Three expect-
ant faces turned to me.

‘The deadline you gave me for these items was the end of the year.’ 
They nodded, still expectant. ‘I’m on track to hand over these items in the 
last week of December.’

‘No, the end of the year means the first week of December not the last.’
‘What? In who’s world is that true?’
With both of the Event team maintaining that their deadline wasn’t con-

fusing, there was nothing I could do without looking churlish. Of course, 
no one would rely on the opinion of someone with a TBI.

After the meeting, ambush, my department went to bat for me. 
Essentially there had been a mistake with the timeline and I made a handy 
fall guy. A few colleagues came up to say they agreed with my interpreta-
tion of an ‘end of the year’ deadline. But it was never said publicly and 
everyone was too busy to help. The Event manager had managed to pin the 
blame on someone outside her department. Pick on the weak. Perhaps she 
didn’t stop to consider the doubt and damage that gaslighting someone on 
a graded return from brain injury would cause? Would she have foreseen 
the fear, the attributions? Is this my fault? Will I always be the scapegoat 
now?

These thoughts bounced around my head but I wasn’t able to work 
through them as I was stuck in a project from hell. My three days of work 
bled at the edges. Food and cognitive breaks were missed, as I worked 
from dawn till dusk, fighting off dizziness and the grey fatigue that built 
inexorably. My alleged days off were spent logging in to the office servers 
from home. I managed snatches of work between hastily gulped down 
painkillers.

The meticulously detailed Fatigue Management Planner had gone out 
the window. Migraines grew and merged into a horrible contestant roar. 
Life outside the office stopped at the most social time of year. Finally, it 
was over and I sent the final documents with a weary sigh. The thanks I 
received for undermining my health again was ‘At last, she delivers.’ I 
found myself sitting alone at the office Christmas party feeling grey, 
stretched and thin. I don’t want to be here next year.

Most of the bright spots that month were found in the snatched moments 
of rest. The migraines, fatigue and sheer volume of work meant that I 



164 2017 and 2018: Pacing

missed many parties or catch-ups. However, I had been enjoying my time 
volunteering for the brain injury charity so was determined to make their 
Christmas party. I was exhausted so half-heatedly offered to help and 
ended up being the DJ. That was a bit of a poisoned chalice as the organis-
ers wanted a big singalong, but a lot of background noise isn’t the best 
thing in a brain injury meeting. In end it, it was a fun evening, with carols, 
food and bingo. I paid the price for my enthusiasm as I was very unwell 
for a few days. The world was spinning and I was nauseous and exhausted. 
I’ve not felt this awful for a long time. Too much work and not enough fun 
this year.

Diary entry

‘We are not now that strength which in old days
Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;
One equal temper of heroic hearts,
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.’

 It is true that I am not now that strength which I used to be. I feel I 
am still coming to terms with the new reality of restrictions imposed 
on body and brain by the events of the last few years. I have been 
dwelling on my mortality a great deal. This is driven by the flashes 
of childhood memories which continue to return in my third year of 
recovery. They bring with them a deep yearning for what has passed. 
A homesickness made more melancholy in the knowledge that those 
happy times of childhood in the idyllic New Zealand countryside will 
never come again. Even were I to move back to that farmstead, so 
much has changed. Not least my perception of a wider world.
 Recently, mum told us of their struggle through an economic crash 

in New Zealand. When she and dad just needed to get their heads down 
and get through it. None of that taints my memories. I was blissfully 
unaware as I charged around the paddocks and bush with my brother 

NEW YEAR’S EVE 2017: Despite putting the diary away earlier this year, 
I feel the need to mark the end of another year with another diary 
entry. Poetry has been a dalliance in my life rather than a constant 
love. I seem to have returned to it thanks to Judi Dench’s rendi-
tion of Tennyson’s Ulysses in the movie Skyfall which I watched 
yesterday.



Brain injury survivor 165

and sister. It is that which I miss most, that sense of happiness and 
innocence of the world as I know that can never come again.
 When I said this to Ash, he reminded me that I’m not even half way 

through my expected life span. That news seemed wearisome at first, 
‘you mean there is more?!’ But my turn to the Tennyson poem gives 
me the answer. I have not struggled through the helpless, hopeless and 
despairing times of the last few years only to dread the next few!
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