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The theme for the Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival 2017 is 
‘reclaim’, an idea which has always been at the heart of everything 
we do. Over the years, we have witnessed countless examples of how 
the arts can help people reclaim their experiences, better understand 
them, and share them with others. We provide a platform for people 
with lived experience of mental ill health to explore their creativity, 
using it to develop new ways to express themselves and engage in 
public dialogue. In doing this, we aim for the festival to offer all its 
participants the opportunity to reclaim vital aspects of themselves 
and their communities, from spaces and objects to ideas, experiences 
and identities.

Writing, as an artform, is particularly valuable for doing all these things, 
but it also has an extensive history of enabling people to reclaim 
language itself. Through inventive use of prose and poetry, writers 
use their craft to affirm the language that best expresses who they 
are and where they come from, reinforcing the value of that identity. 
Postcolonial literature, for example, is renowned for its innovative and 
urgent use of language, which works to challenge the social structures 
that undermine them. Writing from the perspective of lived experience 
often comes from a similar position of marginalisation, where voices are 
frequently not heard to the extent that they deserve to be.

That’s one reason why we have hosted our writing  competition for 
several years now. In 2017, we received entries from 63 individual 
writers, and their submissions explore the theme of ‘reclaim’ in all 
its diversity. With short stories, poems, letters, diary entries and 
newspaper articles, there were examples of writing that set out 
to challenge and provoke, that made us laugh, that shed light on 
individual experiences, that sought to reframe the concepts of mental 
ill health and wellbeing – and indeed the idea of ‘reclaim’ itself. With 
such a range of voices being expressed, it was a challenge for myself 
and the other judges on the panel to pick out just ten entries to 
include in the shortlist. We believe they will all speak to many people – 
some directly, others more obliquely – but I hope you take the time to 
read them all.

Introduction



Barney’s Insignificant Other 

From the window in the distance I could see 
the mountains, shaped so such like a giant lying 
sleeping, that the locals have named part of it 
The Giant’s Foot, another, Napoleon’s Nose. At 
the opposite side of town stands Goliath, a 
huge crane belonging to the ship-building firm, 
which built the Titanic. 

In among these titans, a view of the city and its 
inhabitants, small and often insignificant, are 
spread, their grievances laid out like a board 
game, in opposing rows of red bricked houses, 
separated by the peace line. However, in Belfast’s 
main hospital sickness was a leveller: it did not 
discriminate, and within its wards, the ill were 
not separated by religion,  gender.

Even on bright, sunny days, while visiting the ward, 
I would sit overlooking this landscape, seeing it as 
somewhat grey and boring, which was how, I am 
ashamed to say, I had grown to feel about some of 
the patients.

Placed by the window was a jar of flowers - 
already a casualty of the heat. It was a feeble 
attempt at rallying the patients’ spirits, but by 
noon they too were flagging.  

There was a shortage of beds so, instead of 
being in a cardiac ward, my aunt found herself 
in a medical ward,  where frail-boned and often 
senile patients lay. My aunt was not enjoying this 
experience “not one bit,” and was upset of being 
deprived of a good night’s sleep by “her” across 
the ward, who had apparently rambled on talking 
“rubbish” all night.

The quiet order of the ward continued to be 
interrupted throughout lunch by this same old 
lady who, tucked away in a corner bed, would take 
it into her head every so often to raise herself 
from the pillow and, like a little cuckoo chirp, 
“Barney, Barney, “ as she stared toward the door 
waiting. She had no interest in lunch. No one coaxed.

A hint of beauty lingered in the fine bone 
structure of her face: the high cheekbones, the 
strong, wilful chin, and silver hair fastened tightly 
back, revealing eyes which were beautiful still. 
Her skin was very white, powdery, like delicately 
dusted Turkish delight and her face, had it 
belonged to say a fellow traveller on a bus or 
train, was capable of drawing one’s attention and 
holding it. 

One might possibly find oneself studying it to 
shorten the journey and, having done so, say 
that this was a proud face, a determined face, 

rebellious even. But, as it was, in this setting, 
belonging as it did now to this feeble person in 
the hospital ward, she seemed as limited as her 
surroundings and the small space that she was 
allowed to occupy.

The high pitched voice that emanated from 
her gained only the occasional annoyed raised 
eyebrow, embarrassed glance, or stifled giggle, and 
so it became a face to merely pity at best, but, 
more often, ignore.

The nurses could be heard from their observation 
post laughing about “Barney” and wondering 
where were Fred and Dino? The intermittent 
shouting went on for the whole of lunch, then she 
slept. No sooner had she done so, than in walked 
the man himself!

What could one say about Barney? He had a 
presence which would leave most men wanting. All 
eyes followed him as he made his way, surprisingly 
sprightly of foot - for he was somewhat rotund, 
and up in years - to “her” bedside.

She continued to sleep, oblivious to his tender 
hands, as they moved her head to a better 
position and smoothed her hair.

In Belfast, Barney would be considered something 
of a dandy: with his navy jacket and bright blue 
waistcoat, and bow-tie no less; he was a regular 
peacock! If you were ruthless you’d say he had 
a wire about himself, perhaps taking too much 
pride in his appearance - that’s considered a bit 
unmanly. On top of which he was babbling on 
sentimentally about “her “ in the bed - that totally 
breaks the man code,  and is almost a hanging 
offence, unless you’re speaking in the safety of a 
pub where you can recant later, blame it on the 
drink. “Has she had any other visitors? Did she 
eat anything at lunch?” When told no, the look 
of disappointment which cast a shadow over his 
face and dimmed the bright blue eyes was, as 
they say, crushing.

Listening to Barney was easy for he loved to talk 
and after each sentence he would check his 
listeners to see if he held their full attention. 
Content that he did, he would try to contain a 
smile that played upon his lips, sneak a glance at 
“her” and give a little nod, as if acknowledging 
some unheard applause, then talk on.

We discovered that at the age of seventy seven 
he was the “toy boy” of his wife of almost 40 
years who was eighty four. He had worshipped her 
from afar as a boy. They married late for country 



people, which they were, so had not known the 
joy of raising children. Both were from the same 
little Fermanagh town which Barney led you by 
the hand through, chatting at every door with the 
neighbours, stopping at every shop window to look 
and admire and remark on the changes which had 
taken place since his boyhood days.  There was 
the house in which he had been born, painted 
yellow now with blue shutters on the windows and 
boasting red geraniums in the newly painted window-
boxes. His father would be turning in his grave. 

Across the road was the pub where as a young 
man he would gather with friends on market 
days, after church on Sundays and after weddings 
or funerals. They’d stand outside come hail or 
shine, enjoying the banter and the country boys’ 
favourite hobby - “bird-watching.” In fact, it 
was here, on a warm summer evening,  he had 
first really noticed with growing excitement the 
comings and goings of “her” in the bed, as she 
made her way to and from the corner grocery 
shop that her family owned. He had loved the way 
she walked, that caught his eye first: her dainty 
feet, the quick, sure, confident air, made with 
neither a glance to the left or right, just straight 
ahead, purposeful. She was a catch!

When he finally plucked up the courage to ask her 
out he was taken aback by the fact that she had 
blushed, and was in fact quite shy. Barney gave a 
little laugh here, and rubbed his hands together, 
as if he’d made a terrific bargain, like he’d 
discovered a rare treasure in the car boot sale.

On their 30th wedding anniversary he had saved 
up and bought her an antique clock. She really 
treasured it, but it had only been three months 
in the house when he had over-wound it. It no 
longer ticked, or chimed, it did not work at all. 
She wasn’t angry. She simply said, “It’s no longer 
perfect, but I love it just the same.” 

We learnt as he spoke of their love of music - she 
played the flute, and piano, had taught music all 
her adult life. And quiz shows - she was real quick, 
had been great at the crosswords too. Art, they 
visited many galleries together. She once had 
a watercolour hung in the Royal College of Art, 
in London no less. He wasn’t as educated, or 
accomplished, and he was certainly punching 
above his weight in the looks department.  

And yet, little boasts he would make of himself too 
like: how he only needed to shave, every other day 
- such a baby face he had; how he cooked a stew, 
chose the best cut of meat, or found a bargain in 

the shops, most of which were skills he’d learnt 
after dementia had captured his wife and stolen 
their shared memories prematurely, but skills for 
which he could quite rightly take pride, for Barney 
was after all one of an army of unsung heroes who 
battle on each and every day on the front-line. 

As time moved on I found myself becoming 
strangely envious of this poor little creature in 
the bed: the way he spoke to her, the look, the 
touch. Here I was, already almost 40, a successful 
career woman, one who could be proud of her 
achievements, yet, though I thought long and 
hard about it, there was no one I could think of 
who would bestow those kid of loving looks on 
me even now, never mind if and when I would 
become old and incapable. The words. “significant 
other” used nowadays as a politically correct 
term came to mind as I watched him as he gave 
her loving looks, and thought just how differently 
those were to the looks of ridicule she had been 
subjected to in his absence under the careless 
gaze of strangers for whom she could never be 
the cherished figure which only Barney could 
see. He felt she might shine through again at 
any second, if only for a fleeting moment , but 
her brilliance remained eclipsed by dementia, 
a darkness greater than both of them could 
overcome. Perhaps it was better that she was 
unaware of her treatment, her lessened value to 
the rest of society.  I learnt that we are all small, 
we are all insignificant, without the enormous love 
and kindness of others to elevate us.

As the day went on it darkened and, as there was 
no sign of her wakening, so did Barney’s cheery 
disposition. He would have to go.  He would have 
to leave her in the care of others, others who 
could never really see her, not the way he saw 
her, they couldn’t even see the shadow of what 
she had been. To others she was broken, had lost 
her value in this world. Yes, she was no longer 
perfect  but he loved her just the same. I felt 
that by seeing her through Barney’s eyes, she had 
reclaimed some of her value, she was someone - 
a loved one. 

He stroked her head one more time and kissed 
her forehead farewell. “Goodnight, Annie darling,” 
he said, “I’ll be back in the morning.” And with 
that he had reclaimed “her”.  It was the first time 
all day anyone had given her a name. He made her a 
person again, and not an just some insignificant other. 

- Harriet Barbir



Chiaroscuro 

It wasn’t sadness. She found it hard to explain, words seemed too crass 
to describe how she felt, but she wasn’t sad. A famous man had once 
likened it to a black dog, but she didn’t feel that way. She saw it as an 
ocean, infinitely dark and endlessly deep. Immersed in the cold water, 
entangled in strands of black gossamer that kept her from surfacing.

The rising sun cast tendrils of light into the room, ushering out the 
night. She was always awake at this time, her mind falling into a troubled 
synchronicity with the natural rhythm of time. She knew the routine by 
heart, the liquorice sky fading to hues of amethyst and magenta as shafts 
of light gave life to motes of dust in the air above her.

She watched the dust, particles of pollen and human sand rising and falling 
as if on invisible strings. The display only existed for the briefest of periods, 
when the sunrise gave body to that which was otherwise unseen. She felt 
like that too, and found comfort in the unlikely kinship. Not sadness, she 
thought, but slightness. A feeling that she was fading, slowly becoming 
translucent. She’d never vanished before, but the fear was never far away.

The effort of existing often eluded her. Some days the bedroom was her 
only view, her body aching and burning but refusing to cooperate. She had 
a sole focus, that of fuelling her rampant thoughts. Her body remained 
still, but her mind relentlessly whirred, snarled and kicked. Her untamed 
thoughts travelled eons into the future and past, a thousand miles deep 
within herself. Her ability to comprehend the minuscule and the vast 
thrilled and sickened her.

Every day followed the same pattern. After the dust came the birdsong. 
The blackbird was always first, his rich aria playing counterpoint to the 
harsh chant of the magpie. She thought that this was a fitting allegory for 
her own torn psyche, and it gave her comfort. Nature was her anchor, an 
unbreakable link to the real world when hopelessness tried to consume her. 

She could see the tops of the trees from her bed, and knew the sounds 
of the wood by heart. She’d learned a new sound recently, the familiar 
‘chack-chack’ of the jackdaw followed by the harsh rasp of beak on 
terracotta. The uneven roof tiles of her cottage were brimming with insect 
life and the clever bastards knew it. She had to stop listening, empathy with 
the soft-bodied creatures tore at her. The extreme empathy that came 
with the darkness was impossible to ignore, and was the thing that kept her 
awake the most.

She knew it was temporary, knew that the darkness was artifice of her 
own creation. She’d been here twice before and each time the veil had 
slowly lifted, her body reclaiming motion as her mind dulled and her more 
extravagant synapses lay dormant. She didn’t know why it happened, but 
had made peace with the fact that it was part of her. ‘Chiaroscuro’, she 
liked that word. The dark ocean would always lap at her shores, but she 
wasn’t sad.

- Thomas Docker



Complaint

To the Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film 
Festival,

I’m writing to enter your competition, but I’m 
also writing to complain about it. I don’t know 
if there’s a process for this— you’ll have to read 
it, and decide what to do when you’re done. I’m 
sorry. I felt this was something important.

I don’t know the insides of your minds. I’ve 
heard people say that before they were 
mentally ill they didn’t understand it; how it 
corroded away the bones of what you are. After 
my mental illness, I saw things can be seen 
in more ways than I had supposed. So I can’t 
make any assumptions about why you chose 
“Reclaim” as the theme for this competition. 
And I’m sure you meant us to interrogate the 
word, to challenge it. But even then, a theme 
can bind what you can say. And in a contest 
about mental illness, it can stop us expressing 
the truth.

Because to me “Reclaim” is an argument, and 
it goes like this: mental illness is an abyss, but 
one that you fall into. You get ill and you don’t 
get better, but your illness is still a thing that’s 
apart from you. You’ll get out, you’ll go on, 
you’ll reclaim. It’s a good story— but sometimes 
depression isn’t a story. An abyss isn’t what our 
illness really is.

Because it’s not something that happens to 
you, depression. It’s something that consumes, 
and when it does you see you is a word that 
means more than you once thought. We see 
ourselves as logical people, looking out into an 
objective world. But really our brains are the 
only thing we see, because they filter our views 
of everything— the world is in our heads, and 
what’s in our heads is the world. And so when 
our heads stop working, everything else does, 
too: the breakage seeps through reality, colours 
everything we see. There’s no climbing out of 
the abyss, because the abyss is also you. You’re 
not just your body, or your sense of self. You are 
everything you see, and now it’s all gone wrong.

And I guess I you can’t reclaim that, because 
there’s nothing to reclaim. An ocean can’t 

reclaim itself from the sea. Depression is 
chemicals in your brain— but after having 
it, you know that so was everything else! 
Yes, we can reason with our worlds, but 
that reasoning filters through ourselves: the 
premises we consider are altered by our minds. 
And “Reclaim” implies that some filters are 
right, and some are wrong; that it’s never fine 
believing things are broken. But then I ate a 
minced dead pig today, and didn’t think about 
it; a raft of people drowned so I could live 
in relative luxury. The planet is warming and 
the people are getting angry; city-destroying 
missiles are aimed at us all right now. And I have 
friends who have lost lovers and loved ones, 
and who did not enter this competition because 
they couldn’t fit the theme. They are grieving 
and so are their worlds; they struggle and fight 
and they are never listened to. Their victory is in 
going on, and they do not reclaim.

I do not believe mental illness is a journey with 
happiness as a destination. I believe the world is 
more broken than we let ourselves say and that 
there is more suffering than we allow ourselves 
to listen to— and that we shut this out, when 
we say we should reclaim. We say the people 
who got better are somehow spirituality better, 
that if they saw the things that we had seen 
that they would not have broken like we did. 
Hope is good, and so too is recovery. But those 
of us who can’t do either are still worthwhile, 
too. Mental illness isn’t always a journey, and it 
isn’t always a story. Sometimes, there may be 
nothing to reclaim.

Except for this:

There are many ways to see the world, and 
many ways to endure it. Some of us will never 
stop being unwell. But we can reclaim the idea 
that this is still okay. In saying this, we assert 
our human experience— for we are human, and 
this is our experience, even when it is spoken or 
unseen. In saying this, we will not let our stories 
fool us. In saying this, we can start to reclaim.

Yours,      

Robert Ben Shepherd



Dear 17,

In the tranquil calm of his office, my therapist 
asks me what I would tell you now as a fully-
fledged adult. I immediately feel my throat 
close up and my eyes prick with tears.

I have often tried to distance myself from you, 
you see. You are a thorn in my side, the weak 
and wretched girl lurking in the shadows of 
every dark thought to remind me who I truly 
am in my lowest ebbs; the one I have done 
everything in my power to forget about. He 
firmly reminds me not to. To embrace you will 
help me heal. But it still hurts.

I cringe deeply when I recall you. The 
deliberately messy, bleached hair, brittle and 
snapping off at the ends, the chubby face, the 
garish, bright colours and clothes that belied 
my broken soul and hid my body. The spectre 
of an eating disorder still haunted my teenage 
years and heartbreak seared through my body 
from a poisonous relationship I had to end. 

I had been discharged from my therapist in 
2007 – I was pounds above the weight to be 
classified as “anorexic” – but I examined myself 
in the mirror with forensic scrutiny many nights 
since then and wept at what I had become. 
Binge-eating punctuated with bouts of failed 
bulimic episodes. ‘Where has your willpower 
gone,’ I would ask. ‘You used to be thin, dainty 
and doll-like. Now you don’t even have the guts 
to throw up. You’re fat and pathetic.’

My self-worth languished in the gutter and 
I hated myself. My younger sister was the 
beautiful, sensible, popular one; I was the 
rebellious, tough-acting mess who got into 
trouble at parties – a growing disappointment 
to my frustrated parents. I fought back the pain 
by binge-drinking at weekends and acting out 
for attention. To reclaim the misfit label as my 
own was empowering – or so I believed.

I would never be the prettiest or most graceful 
girl. Boys would look at my friend Maxine, coy 
and lady-like, with her raven curls decorated 
with flowers and a bright smile. She sipped her 
drinks slowly, dancing languidly like a dream. 
Boys liked that. Meanwhile I would crowdsurf 
at metal shows and scream lyrics at the top of 
my lungs to hide the agony of feeling worthless. 

My weary mother told me I would “never find 
a husband” acting the way I did. I pretended I 
didn’t care.

My therapist gently tells me to walk over the 
string of memories in my mind and look at 
teenage me. Does Christina look happy? Sad? 
Ashamed? Go down and speak to her. Tell her 
everything will be alright. Let go of the anger, 
the resentment, the pain. She cannot hold you 
back anymore.

In my mind’s eye I look at her and I try to 
remember the fun times – and there were 
many. The friends I had – a motley crew of 
artistic weirdos. The relentless, giddy laughter in 
school. Loud music. The creativity bursting from 
my veins when I painted a picture. Dancing until 
my feet ached at parties.

With a deep breath, I tell her what it will be 
like in the future. Yes, the anxiety will always be 
there in some shape or form, but you will learn 
to cope. There will be darker, desolate times 
which will drive you to the brink, but you will 
power through carrying the hope of a better 
tomorrow. No, you won’t always feel like the 
belle of the ball, but you’ll take care of yourself, 
lifting weights and getting strong instead of 
starving yourself. You’ll smile at your reflection 
and walk out the door to work with a spring in 
your step. Men will hurt you, but you will meet 
someone who will love you for who you are. You 
will find a job you are passionate about, friends 
who adore you and you’ll eventually learn to 
love yourself. You will be okay.

And to my future daughter. It is fine to not be 
the most beautiful in the room – you are worth 
more than your appearance. You do not have to 
be elegant to be valued. Take up as much space 
as you need. Never be afraid to be bold and 
outgoing. Come armed with a mind. Let people 
hear your voice. Scream at concerts and dance 
like no one is watching. Eat delicious food and 
savour every bite. Embrace each flaw and every 
inch of your skin. And in the times you can’t 
love yourself, I will. After all, I have been there 
before.

- Christina O’Neill



Kindling 

I collect kindling in the winter.

Wind torn branches, dumped

on wooded floor I claim

as mine, flame for my fire.

I wander with rooks above 

my half-hidden company. Twigs

snap under foot, rough my hand

as I break each one to size.

 

Winds whip me cold but I’m lit up

with a fierce joy. Nothing is more

basic than this, the earth turns

and I fall with it.

- Maxine Rose Munro



Grapefruits 

Things you aren’t supposed to put on your 
dating profile: 6”1 in kitten heels, dishonorably 
discharged from the tenth floor of Centenary 
Hospital’s psychiatric wing, hates dogs but 
carries around a pint-sized, hot pink anxiety 
raccoon from a distant ex-boyfriend; after the 
messy breakup (quite literally – the vintage store 
wouldn’t even buy his stuff off me), painted a 
life-size portrait of said racoon and hung it in 
the foyer of my apartment, much to the dismay 
of my part-time friend, full-time roommate; 
lactose intolerant but will deny it profusely 
when offered ice cream; lithium-dependent 
and looking for love.

He chooses the restaurant based on Yelp 
reviews and I wear my second most low-cut 
dress (the first was in the wash). His name 
is Chris but he looks like a Bruce, in one of 
those nondescript polos that could have come 
from Armani or Old Navy, and it wouldn’t have 
mattered much. I pack a tiny clutch to seem 
low-maintenance and grip it tightly to find the 
comforting edges of my pillbox, containing exactly 
one Ativan and two Midol. No room for my anxiety 
raccoon. I won’t be getting laid tonight. 

A long-distance call from my mother in 
Canmore prepped me for the evening. “You 
don’t have to mention the hospital in the first 
five minutes. In fact, you don’t have to mention 
it at all! It’s none of his business, really. It’s 
a first date, not an interview. Try to enjoy 
yourself.” Rereading my profile before I left – 
in case I forgot who I was supposed to be – I 
wanted to call her back and tell her that anyone 
who wanted to handle my lady business should 
be willing to handle my crazy business, but then 
realized this would be a conversation about my 
vagina with my mother, so I locked the door and left.

“So how long were you in Alaska?” Bruce/Chris 
asks, politely stirring his iced tea. I could tell 
he wanted a beer but was thrown off by my 
relatively firm dismissal of the drinks menu. 
When people ask why I don’t drink, I tell them it 
gives me seizures. That shuts them up quick.

“Not long enough,” I purr, leaving out the 
part where the sun made me so manic that I 
sometimes forgot to breathe. That’s how I got to 
floor ten, behind the door of no return. That’s 
how I got here, feeling like a car lease without 
the fine print. “I can’t wait to go back.”

“I’ve never been,” he says, “But I’ve been 
reading about this elephant sanctuary in 
Thailand and I’m thinking that’s next on my list.” 

The funny thing is that I made an actual list 
like that – I mean, we all did. If you want to 
know how people kill time between group 
therapy, dog therapy, and timed showers, it’s 
by dreaming. My real roommate (and I make the 
distinction because it’s important, and we were 
fighters), she wanted to work at Dynamite when 
she got out, dress people up like dolls. The 
pretty girls in my high school all worked there, 
and they’d buy clothes in my size with their 
discount, and then we’d head off to someone’s 
backyard with six Bacardi Breezers and cut-
off shorts. Lila – that’s her name – had bipolar 
like me, except she’d get herself into these 
catatonic states whenever things got loud. Just 
sat there quietly (didn’t rock or anything; that’s 
for movies, if you ask me) and waited for us 
to notice her (we always did). I wonder if my 
friends could have helped get her a job. She 
had a nice smile.

My list looked a little different than everyone 
else’s. I had already worked at the mall and was 

Grapefruits

Things you aren’t supposed to put on your 
dating profile: 6”1 in kitten heels, dishonorably
discharged from the tenth floor of Centenary
Hospital’s psychiatric wing, hates dogs but
carries around a pint-sized, hot pink anxiety
raccoon from a distant ex-boyfriend; after the 
messy breakup (quite literally – the vintage store
wouldn’t even buy his stuff off me), painted a 
life-size portrait of said racoon and hung it in
the foyer of my apartment, much to the dismay
of my part-time friend, full-time roommate;
lactose intolerant but will deny it profusely 
when offered ice cream; lithium-dependent
and looking for love.

He chooses the restaurant based on Yelp
reviews and I wear my second most low-cut
dress (the first was in the wash). His name
is Chris but he looks like a Bruce, in one of
those nondescript polos that could have come 
from Armani or Old Navy, and it wouldn’t have 
mattered much. I pack a tiny clutch to seem 
low-maintenance and grip it tightly to find the 
comforting edges of my pillbox, containing exactly
one Ativan and two Midol. No room for my anxiety
raccoon. I won’t be getting laid tonight. 

A long-distance call from my mother in 
Canmore prepped me for the evening. “You 
don’t have to mention the hospital in the first
five minutes. In fact, you don’t have to mention
it at all! It’s none of his business, really. It’s
a first date, not an interview. Try to enjoy
yourself.” Rereading my profile before I left – 
in case I forgot who I was supposed to be – I
wanted to call her back and tell her that anyone
who wanted to handle my lady business should 
be willing to handle my crazy business, but then 
realized this would be a conversation about my
vagina with my mother, so I locked the door and left.

“So how long were you in Alaska?” Bruce/Chris
asks, politely stirring his iced tea. I could tell
he wanted a beer but was thrown off by my 
relatively firm dismissal of the drinks menu. 
When people ask why I don’t drink, I tell them it 
gives me seizures. That shuts them up quick.

“Not long enough,” I purr, leaving out the 
part where the sun made me so manic that I 
sometimes forgot to breathe. That’s how I got to 
floor ten, behind the door of no return. That’s
how I got here, feeling like a car lease without 
the fine print. “I can’t wait to go back.”

“I’ve never been,” he says, “But I’ve been 
reading about this elephant sanctuary in 
Thailand and I’m thinking that’s next on my list.” 

The funny thing is that I made an actual list 
like that – I mean, we all did. If you want to
know how people kill time between group
therapy, dog therapy, and timed showers, it’s
by dreaming. My real roommate (and I make the 
distinction because it’s important, and we were
fighters), she wanted to work at Dynamite when
she got out, dress people up like dolls. The 
pretty girls in my high school all worked there,
and they’d buy clothes in my size with their 
discount, and then we’d head off to someone’s 
backyard with six Bacardi Breezers and cut-
off shorts. Lila – that’s her name – had bipolar 
like me, except she’d get herself into these 
catatonic states whenever things got loud. Just 
sat there quietly (didn’t rock or anything; that’s 
for movies, if you ask me) and waited for us
to notice her (we always did). I wonder if my 
friends could have helped get her a job. She
had a nice smile.

My list looked a little different than everyone 
else’s. I had already worked at the mall and was 



heading off to university. Lila thought I was a 
nurse when I got there, maybe sent to spy on 
the others or something. It wasn’t until she saw 
me cry that she knew that we were the same – a 
heaving, ugly cry where the whole word feels 
like a chalkboard and there’s no colour left on 
your hands. Not many people have seen me cry 
like that, but maybe they should. Maybe that’s 
what’s missing from my dating profile.

I make it through the whole dinner without 
mentioning my medication, my psychiatrist, day 
treatment or even Lila. When he asks me what 
I do, I tell him I’m a writer. And it’s the truth – I 
have a journal that I write in every day, and at 
the bottom of the page, I take my pen and fill 
the water level on a cartoon glass. Today it’s 
only half empty. 

He’s got it all together, I can tell you that much. 
Teacher with an actual teaching job, plays 
football with the kids at recess – I wonder 
what he’s like when he’s sad. It’s that wonder 
that makes me say yes when he asks to me to 
come home with him, that and the need to have 
something good to tell my mother in the morning. 

He’s in the bathroom when I take my pills – 
three pink lithium, one round Wellbutrin – and 
I hope he doesn’t mind that I’ll be fast asleep 
when he gets back. Like I said, I’m not getting 
laid tonight. I just want the warmth for a little bit. 

In the morning, he slices a grapefruit in the 
kitchen and I burst into tears. He asks me what’s 
wrong, and his eyes are the fluorescent lights of 
the ward hallways – my real home, the mortgage 
I’ll never fully pay off. I press my hands against 
the cold tile floor and I tell him that I can’t eat 
grapefruit for the same reason I can’t drink, 

can’t return to Alaska and can’t sleep with him.  
He wraps me in his arms and presses his lips into 
my scalp. I don’t see him again, but it’s enough.

The day I left the hospital, I wrote down Lila’s 
phone number in my blue notebook and 
promised to call, knowing that I wouldn’t 
but hoping that one day I could beat her at 
Scrabble.  This guy, I could take – all the words 
he knows are pretty and clean, and sometimes 
that isn’t enough to tell a story. Mine are gaunt 
and haggard, sinking back into their paper 
wasteland home. 

I call my mom when I get in and tell her I think 
he’s the one, then hang up and stare at the 
raccoon on my wall, remind myself I don’t need 
it. Next time, I don’t think I’ll try honesty, but I’ll 
try hope – mad hope – and maybe I’ll make it 
through breakfast whole.

-Leanne Simpson
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Illumination 

Essentially, at forty-two

She was rebelling

For the first time.

Revelling in a new-found freedom:

Grasping choice with certainty.

Long-gone torn teen years,

Thick with vicious words,

Shards of promises, powerlessness.

Detached, distorted days

And nights pain-filled.

Teenage bride, and mother,

Battered by a life half-lived.

Engulfed by muffling mists,

Memories concealed:

A netted trap.

Older, without wisdom still,

Another man, again childbirth,

This time, life threatened.

Shocked, raw, newborn

And remembering.

On her path, patch-worked,

She turns, struggles back,

Unravelling puzzling blanks,

Exploring scarred shrouds:

Signposts she left herself.

These shared, known, common things,

Broken mirrors of therapy, of depression,

A clearing trail revealed.

Self-harm, survival and sorrow:

Enduring shields.

Into this powerful sunlit pause,

Look around, embracing life’s journey,

Commit an act of recognition,

Acknowledgment and acceptance:

Heartfelt celebration.

Tattoo needle stitching in the skin,

Stained glass in this cathedral wall,

Ancient home to a strong spirit.

Reclaim, at last, this body:

Rejoice.

- Abi Pirani





Sirens 

Cariad
Late summer. By the coast, I walk through damp 
green tunnels. The trees are greedy, they suck the 
air from my lungs. The sea sounding far below, grey 
clouds breathing warm and heavy, pushing down, 
down, down.

 I used to touch my head when the bad thoughts 
came. It stopped them from coming true. Three 
fingers on the right temple for one second, no 
more, no less. The touch was a prayer and a 
penance. 
I am the guardian at a terrible gate and I cannot 
let the thoughts come through. But the touch was 
too hard to hide, too frequent. Now I repeat. I 
barricade myself with words, build walls of them in 
threes and sixes and nines. I repeat in my dreams. 
Repeating is silent and can be hidden. Repeating 
silences me. I hide inside my own skin, and inside the 
noise never stops.

Repeat with the rhythm of my footsteps. Bad 
thoughts don’t make bad things happen. Happen. 
Happen. Her surgeries have gone well. Don’t worry, 
I do not stop. I build and rebuild the walls that keep 
them safe.

I have begun to burn myself to get through work, 
the pain providing a bright point of clarity- a kind 
of peace. Dropped by the counsellor, when I told 
her about the images that come when I hear sirens. 
That come like convulsions, when I pass a funeral. 
I’m on another waiting list, with a crisis number 
to call, but they will only tell me, breathe. I move 
through the world, so vigilant, and I try to hang 
on- to my job, to my life. What do you do, when you 
know the answer to the question- what’s the worst 
that can happen?

I am so tired. I am obsessed with their frailty, their 
human-ness. This love terrifies me.
If I had been so vigilant, for you?
I am waiting for the sirens.

Cariad
I bought some time. I have gone north.

The tourists watch the city through screens. I 
wonder again about all the lost moments of you, 
hidden in the frames of their photographs. I know 
that I would prize these, just as I value anything that 
captured you unselfconscious, the way you tipped 
your head back to laugh. I think of you held, in 
fragments, all over the world. 

Cariad
Hostel. Lights out. Clutching the necklace he made 
me, like an amulet. no response don’t worry he’s fine he’s 
just had a long day but what if he’s gone for a walk and 
someone’s come up behind and REPEAT what if he’s fallen 
at home and he’s IMAGE lying there and REPEAT how would 
I know who knows to look for him they would miss him at 
work and REPEAT REPEAT if I’d just called REPEAT what if he 
IMAGE REPEAT REPEAT I’m too far away to

he’s fine you know he’s fine you can picture him can’t you 
watching tv reading in bed he’s he’s he’s IMAGE wake up 
WAKE UP WAKE UP REPEAT REPEAT REPEAT he’s fine picture 
him laughing feel how it feels to kiss his cheek living skin 
breathing IMAGE REPEAT REPEAT REPEAT he’s fine focus on 
your breathing he’s breathing he’s breathing hush hush hush 

Cariad

The sun never really sets- this high, this far.
In the wide light, I lift my forearms to the level of 
my eyes and examine the marks. The burns have 
scarred, pale white tissue. Tiny hieroglyphs; a 
language only I understand. 

Outside there is still snow. The pines reach high, 
graceful and companionable. The sky is enormous. I 
am clear and still. 

Cariad
Another summer. It’s been two months since I last 
repeated. 

I know you want a happy ending. Everyone wants a 
tidy story, a transformative journey. And I thought I 
had one: there, in the light. I came back and it was 
better for a while. And then it was a lot worse; but 
not quite as bad as before. And then a little better 
than that. Slow work.

They tell us to reach deep inside ourselves, we have 
all the answers. To find our strength alone, while we 
hide our experience to spare their awkwardness. 
They call us mad, ill, irrational.

They never say, it is the world that is mad. They 
never say: you deserve support, community and 
understanding- and it’s quite rational to be scared.

I don’t know what I will do when the sirens come. 
For now, I move day by day. I hold my life gently.

- Hana Wilde

 





Our Friend - Ann Xiety 

I’ve got this friend Ann Xiety, she’s such a bloody pain.

She sees the worst in everything, she’s driving me insane.

I try and sneak away from her, she always tracks me down.

If I ask her what the matter is, she really goes to town.

Cos every cold is cancer and she’s got a fatal rash.

She daren’t go on holiday because the plane might crash.

She keeps an eye on everything, she’s ready for attack.

If she loves you then take care, because she’s scared you won’t come back.

Climate change and prejudice, poverty and war.

A limping dog, a dying wasp - they cut her to the core.

She cares too much, she scares too much, she wants to close her eyes.

But imagination hurts as well, so what do you advise,

When she hates to be alone, but she struggles in a crowd

She wants to see the world, but it’s too strange, too bright, too loud.

Afraid to live, afraid to die, afraid to try things out.

To take them on or let them go, her head is full of doubt.

She can’t make a decision just in case she gets it wrong

She can’t remember normal, she’s been feeling this so long

Relaxation, Meditation, Counselling and Pills

She’s always trying something but her mind just won’t stay still

There’s nothing you can do for her; you have to let her go

She’s stealing all your happy thoughts, cos fear is all she knows.

But life just isn’t like that if you look for better days.

There’s sunshine, music, laughter - you just have to give them space

If Ann Xiety has befriended you, and moved into your head

It’s time to say goodbye to her; get better friends instead.

If not, she’ll use your energy; you’ll have nothing left to give.

So just tell her to ‘Skedaddle’, cos you’ve got a life to live.

- Karen Riddick



Waiting for Spring 

“That looks fine. All healthy,” the nurse says.

Healthy.
She wipes my stomach, leaving the skin feeling 
chilled in the sterile air of the scan room. “You can 
get dressed now.”
“Okay, thanks,” I reply. Thanks for having a crappy 
bedside manner. I stop myself. It can’t be an easy job.
 
I shuffle through to the adjoining toilet. My pants 
and jeans rub roughly when I pull them up and my 
coat stifles me in the small space. I walk out alone 
into the chilly winter air. Two weeks ago, I’d swept 
out of the room and grabbed my wee boy, holding 
him to me, my husband following quietly after.

I’ve had a fortnight to steady myself, to prepare 
myself. But at the first scan, when the nurse said 
“Oh, you’ve had a lot of bleeding, haven’t you?” I 
knew then. 

Nobody tells you how long a miscarriage takes. You 
bleed for days. You cramp. You cry. You go for a scan 
and cry some more. You don’t want to go to bed 
because when you wake up, you wake up to another 
day of feeling like you’ve failed that innocent drop 
of life that was inside you. You don’t want to wake 
up to another day of pretending you’re okay, when 
you’re not alright inside, not at all. No matter what a 
scan says.

I open the car, and sit down gingerly. Slam the door 
behind me and press my hands to my face. 

I’ve hid my grief. Cried in the shower. Crying in front of 
Matt felt selfish. He had enough to deal with. 

His mum lost her ovaries the week after I 
miscarried. They turned on themselves. Stopped 
producing eggs and started growing tumours 
instead. When she was in hospital, he offered every 
night to stay at home instead of going to visit. I told 
him to go. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” I cried when he was 
gone, in privacy, away from the questions I can’t 
answer. 

“What’s wrong?” “What can I do?” “What do you 
want to do?”  “Nothing.” “Nothing.” “Nothing.” 
It’s not something that can be fixed. “Time. It’ll just 
take time.”

It was bitterly cold, walking into hospital to that first 
scan. I didn’t want anyone to see my face. I wanted 
to wear something that covered the redness of my 
eyes and the raw, dry, pale skin exposed between 
my hairline and scarf. I wanted to wear a hood and 

be smuggled in. To be wheeled into a private room 
and tipped out a back door on a chute afterwards. I 
wanted blinkers, black like horses once wore in a line 
of mourners, to hide me from the eyes of women 
with growing babies. I didn’t want to cloud their 
happiness. Didn’t want their pity, well-meaning, 
even while they try not to wince away. My grief 
threw their happiness into brittle relief, and their 
happiness threw me into deeper shadow. 

The next morning, drying myself from the shower, I 
had milk. A single tiny seed pearl bead. I started the 
shower up again. 

Better phone Matt, let him know I’m okay. I tap 
through the phone menu and press the image of Matt 
with Logan. It only rings once before he picks up.

 “Hi.” He waits.
“I’m fine. It’s over. I’m fine though.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah.” Silence.  
“Okay.” Silence. “What now then?”
“I don’t know.” I hear Logan gabbling away happily in 
the background. “I’ll talk to you later on while he’s 
napping?”

“You sure?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. You okay with the wee man just now? 
I’ve got shopping to do.”
“Of course. Take your time,” he says.
“Will do. Love you.”
“Love you too.” 
Deep breath. Time to go. I start up the car engine. 

I’m lucky, I have a wee boy. Logan’s sturdy. I didn’t 
realise how sturdy. He was my cloak against the 
cold. He played in the hospital corridor, twinkled at 
me, came over now and then into the waiting room. 
Though I didn’t want to lift him onto my lap, I leaned 
over and cuddled him. He frowned at another mum, 
young, there with her mother. She smiled, and I 
laughed quietly, “He plays hard to get.” But he was 
easy, so easy, compared to this. Another mum, there 
with her partner and a quiet pram, didn’t look up. Didn’t 
meet anyone’s eyes. 

My whole body was sore from clenching, trying to 
hold on. But she slipped away. I wanted to put her 
in my garden under a tree. But there was nothing 
left of her to place anywhere. She was gone before I 
knew her.

Is it more difficult, losing a baby when you know 
what you’re losing? Or is it more difficult when you 
don’t know the joy – and the hell - of motherhood? 
Choosing to be a mother means choosing something 
you can’t understand. I didn’t know love until I was a 



mother. A love that binds you harder than any chains. 

I didn’t know fear. The kind of fear that turns a 
woman to stone in the middle of the night at the 
thought of all you might lose. That fear, though, is 
just a part of being a mother. I know that now, and 
accept it. The precariousness of loving something 
so precious and fragile. Of loving someone so much 
more than yourself that you’d burn yourself slowly to 
charcoal from the soles of your feet up, just to hold 
them out of a fire’s reach. The fear of accidents, of 
SIDS, of disease, of animals that might steal them 
away. And as they get older, the fear that they’ll hate 
you, or that others won’t love them as you do, as 
they’re meant to be loved. 

But there’s joy too. The joy when they lean into you, 
knowing you’re their safety. 

I wasn’t safe for her though. Wasn’t safe enough.

For days, my hair was itchy, every follicle on my legs 
my arms, even my eyelids, they all burned. I wanted 
to rip it all out. Everything that was implanted. Leave 
me smooth and bare, a scorched land lying fallow, a 
winter landscape waiting, ready to grow from again.

Babies everywhere. Their laughter and squeals 
and squalls echo around the shopping centre. 
Older brothers and sisters play and squabble with 
wee ones. I make sure to smile. I feel better as I 
tick each thing from my list, feel productive and 
organised and back in control. Then I see tiny pink 
baby clothes and falter for a step because suddenly, 
for a moment, I feel empty. 

The bell above the door of my favourite coffee-shop 
dings in welcome when I walk in. Cakes sit ready 
and inviting under shining glass domes. I order a 
huge slice of red velvet. I sit down at the window. 
Condensation collects at the corners and drips. 
People hurry past outside, shoulders hunched, 
holding their coats tight against the cold. I wonder 
what they’re going through. You never know. 
You say hi in passing to people you barely know, 
make small-talk with acquaintances, even friends, 
without knowing what’s really going on in their lives. 
Because suffering, depression, miscarriage, they’re 
not topics for polite conversation. What would 
someone see now, looking at me? Probably just see 
a thoughtful woman, staring into space. 

 My phone rings, while I sip at my coffee, Lucy. The 
cake lies half-eaten in front of me, red sponge vivid 
against the cream cheese icing. Lucy’s daughter’s 
just had a baby. When I ask how things are, she says 
“Oh, you know how it is, that first few weeks. All 
that happiness.” The cake goes dry in my mouth. I 

gulp down bitterness and scald my tongue. When we 
hang up, I stare out of the window again. 

All that happiness.

I never knew it. Post-natal depression stole even its 
possibility. I didn’t feel joy when Logan arrived. I just 
felt exhaustion. My patience stretched and thinned 
and went brittle around the edges. I worried that 
sooner or later, I’d freeze over like a loch in winter 
and I’d walk across it and it would shatter under me 
and I’d drift away, cold and lost. 

And here I am on that ice again. 

My body’s become a battleground. Two armies of 
hormones are fighting it out, sending conflicting 
messages in my blood. It’s post-natal depression 
again but this time without a baby to show for it. 
Without that clean, soft newborn warmth, without 
that double cream and icing sugar smell to breathe in. 

I know what’s ahead of me. I’ll go on and off meds 
and become a kite in the wind, swirling with ideas, 
inspiration and enthusiasm, the verve of it all 
keeping me alight in the heady heights. Matt will 
hold on, trying to make sure I don’t fly away, and 
all he’ll be able to do is watch as I fly and pull away. 
Then when the wind dies down, I’ll dip and crash 
back down to earth, limp and cracked. He’ll hold me 
as I pull myself together.

The burbling whoosh of the coffee machine and 
clink of spoons against cups bring me back to the 
present. I sigh and heft the shopping bags. They bite 
into the pale skin of my hands. I leave the table, coffee 
and red velvet cake behind me. Time to go home.

One thing that might tempt me to motherhood again 
is the hope that I might feel what I missed the first 
time round, what depression robbed me of. I hope it 
might be what it should have been. 

At least I can spot depression now as it lurks. I watch 
it as it raises its hackles. I know how to take better 
care of myself: writing and exercise, meditation and 
medication. Because life’s too precious not to enjoy. 
As I tuck in Logan into his cot in the peace of night, 
I wonder, how can someone not be greedy for more 
of this? I became a mother again, for a while at 
least. And I’m grateful.  

One day, I might be ready to reclaim that chance 
to be a mother again. For now though, I’m waiting. 
Waiting for Spring.

- Laura Turnbull Fyfe




