PERSPECTIVES
The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival Writing Awards 2020

INTRODUCTION
The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival has
always represented a wide range of mental
health experiences. Our choice of theme this
year, ‘perspectives’, reflects that commitment
to self-expression and diversity.
This festival takes the form that it does – communityled, with events mostly programmed from the
grassroots up – because we believe that everyone’s
perspective is equally deserving of being heard.
We all lead very different lives, we all experience
the world from different perspectives, but mental
health affects everyone and concerns everyone. If
we listen to each other a bit more, and judge or
dismiss a bit less, we might all be a little healthier.
The shortlist for this year’s Writing Awards is an
opportunity to experience a vivid and powerful
collection of perspectives. The stories told here
include: a homeless woman attempting to rescue
a dying bird; refugees who have survived the most
traumatic of experiences finding a new life and
community in Scotland; an account of life with
endometriosis; a blind date that results in a woman
discovering she is autistic; a random encounter
with a stranger in a café that ends up preventing a
suicide; a recollection of childhood abuse; and a
man turning to magic in order to cope with his grief.
It’s worth noting that all of these short stories, poems,
and autobiographical accounts were written and
submitted before the Coronavirus lockdown. They
are postcards from a world that, only a few weeks
ago, seemed quite normal. The lockdown has, of
course, given us all time to reflect on what is and
isn’t ‘normal’, and how we might want the world to
look once we are able to re-enter it. Empathy with
other people’s perspectives is always a good place to
start. Here are ten perspectives for you to reflect on.

DEFUSED
Rehema Martin

I come to, in a haze, throat parched
like a cracked seabed. I need a tsunami
of water but I’m only given sips.
It’s cancelling plans with loved ones last
minute, because you can’t move
It’s not thinking clearly because of brain
fog, depression and mental drainage
Sharp pain in my abdomen. Don’t
move it’ll only make it worse.
It’s having to pause and sit on the stairs and
not being able to bend to tie your shoes
It’s not being believed by healthcare professionals
Lie still and hope it’ll pass...
maybe for good this time...
It’s using your dog as a heat pad so
you can finally fall asleep
It’s drinking wine & eating ice-cream
in a too hot, skin-scalding bath
Two nurses talking about down under. Under
my blanket, time to check my incisions. Under
the world, one is moving to Australia.
It’s the constant fear of feeling like this
forever, scared of every twinge and cramp
It’s colds and headaches lasting
longer than they should
Pain is mounting like a drove of stallions, chomping
at the bit, wanting to gallop into battle.
Morphine in my vein sates them for now.
It’s hips on fire, tendons snapping
and ankles crumbling
It’s unbelievable fatigue and running out of spoons

It’s hot flushes, strong nausea, bleeding gums,
bladder spasms and being unable to pee
It’s hiding in the laundry room at work for
a breather and a You-Can-Do-This!
Parts prodded, pinched and sliced, sterile
metal instruments wielded deftly inside.
It’s guilt at getting nothing done around the house
It’s shocking yourself with a TENs machine
and having a cupboard full of painkillers
More sips of water, I want an ocean’s
worth, minus the salt.
It’s deep rooted, persistent cramps and
breath-stealing lightning-bolt stabs
It’s feeling permanently broken
I want to succumb to the drugs in my system,
let them drag me back to blissful black.
It’s needing to sleep for far too long
It’s being filled with rage and grumpy
with those trying to help
I’m so cold, shivering at odds with the burning
in my throat and stampede behind my stitched
belly button. More morphine. The horses
are almost peaceful. Almost.
It’s feeling the support of loved ones and
finding strength amongst endo-sisters
It’s living in hope and near constant anxiety
The woman with gifted hands is here. Must pay
attention. Must remember what is said. Focus.
She got it all, she defused and dismantled
the bomb, scrapped it for parts.
This is endometriosis.

Different from the usual ever-present bomb
in my gut, primed to go off spontaneously
at the slightest movement, shockwaves ever-lasting.

WHERE DO YOU
GET OFF?
Jennifer Gray

The car slows beside me, and I feel that
familiar catch in the throat as my heart rate
lifts. It’s the shadow that slopes behind you
in a dark alleyway, the unexpected brush
of a hand in a crowded subway car, the
stranger waiting outside your apartment.
I’m walking through a tree-lined cemetery in
Stockholm, Sweden. There is so much space
to spare in Sweden that the graveyards are
huge and traffic can drive right through them.
The car slows and the window winds down.
I’m already considering my exits: I’m about
100 metres from the main road. There’s no
one else around and the sun is going down.
I know he’s going to ask me for directions,
before I even look in the car. I know it, just like
I know he’s a he before we lock eye contact.
My instinct first off is to apologise for not
speaking Swedish. So before he can attempt
to ask a question I can cut him off - it works
when people try to sell me broadband or ask
me to take surveys on the street. It turns out
this tactic is a mistake. What I give him is an
opener - of course, his English is perfect.
‘How long have you been in Sweden for?’ I notice
the seatbelt cutting a groove into his belly, an
empty coffee cup, the open glove compartment.
‘Just about a year,’ I manage, ’So if you want to
tell me where you’re trying to get to, I can prob-‘
‘You’re beautiful.’ He says, before I
can even try to offer the directions he
was never interested in taking.
‘Thanks.’ I say.
I’m British and unequipped to deal with open
conflict. More relevantly, I’m a woman alone in
a cemetery, at sundown, talking to a man I’ve
never met before. So, of course, I thank him. I

start to walk on, the car crawls beside me. Shit.
‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ He purrs.
I don’t have a boyfriend, as it happens. A string
of hapless Tinder dates and some sub-mediocre
life choices means I’ve been living life on the
shelf for some time. Less of a book, more of a
bookend. However, I wonder if the existence
of someone sitting at home, waiting for me,
might be enough to discourage this guy.
I’m hopeful - but I’m also not great at lying,
apparently not even to strange men who
ask me personal questions in graveyards.
There’s only a second to think about it.
And so I say, ‘Sort of.’
This time, when I answer, I walk, head
down, with purpose, away from the car.
He’s not happy with that response, and
frankly, neither am I. But the words are
out and I’m walking fast now.
‘Sort of! What the hell does that even
mean?’ The baffled echo of my reply
ricochets in the still summer air.
He doesn’t follow me, thank god.
I should take a moment to point out that in 90%
of sexual assault cases, women know their abuser.
And while the emphasis on stranger danger
might stop us from recognising risks closer to
home, the rush of blood in my ears was real.
I’m still angry at myself at work on Monday.
I tell my friend I got propositioned in a
graveyard. At least I can play this one for
laughs, I think. Although I feel the return of the
hot rush of anxiety in my chest like I was right
back there, bending to look into the car.
‘I hope you told him to fuck off!’ she says.

Embarrassed, I confess that I thanked him and that,
worse, I engaged with him. I gave him fuel for his
indignation. Here lies the cliche: it was my fault.
Working out why I’m angry at myself is easy. I
know the safest thing to do is to avoid conflict
and get out of these situations as quickly as
possible. However, if we want to make the world
a better place for the next ones, we should fight
for our right to occupy spaces undisturbed. I let
him take up my space, I let him push me out.
I have many friends who would have done the
same as me. And I also have friends who would
have tackled it differently. But what’s notable
here is the fact that we have to deal with this
at all. That we even have opinions on whether
there is a right or a wrong way to approach this.
Why are we even having these conversations?
—
After that I started thinking a lot about men asking
women for directions and how we tend to deal
with it. After all, you can’t assume someone’s
motivations are malevolent when they approach
you with a map. I’ve lived in Edinburgh, I’d be
a nervous wreck during festival season…
A while later, on a visit to Paris, I went for
lunch with a family friend. We sat in the shade
of horse chestnut trees at a streetside cafe,
there was much catching up to do, and he
told me how he’d met his now ex-wife.
‘I was on the metro, and there was the
most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.’ He
recounted after a few glasses of red.
I leaned in, it had a ring of romantic nostalgia that
you just don’t get with swipes and likes. Old-time
dating stories are fascinating, like wind-up watches,
corked wine bottles, or disposable cameras.
‘I asked her directions to Notre
Dame.’ He smiled wryly.

‘Of course I knew exactly where I was going I’d lived there nine months already. But I let her
show me on the map. Afterwards, I asked her
to come to breakfast with me.’ He laughs.
Ten years on, now divorced, and
he’s still pleased with himself.
I laughed along, but something didn’t sit quite right.
The more I thought about it, the more I wondered,
when did he tell her he knew where he was going
all along? That evening? After they were married?
Perhaps she already knew. She’d probably had
worse openers... At least he hadn’t followed her
home, or groped her. At least. I can almost hear the
clink of metal as the bar of expectation is lowered.
—
With reflection, what I think I find most unsettling
about the directions tactic isn’t the outright
deviousness of it. Okay, so building romance
out of a lie isn’t great, but human beings lie all
the time. ‘I’m fine’ is a whopper of a lie we tell
each other every day, proof that we still have
a long way to go when it comes to losing the
stigma around talking about mental health.
It’s hugely unsettling, but in this case what I’ve
come to find so disturbing is the upset of power.
The lost are, by definition, adrift: helpless. I have
many a time had to ask for directions, hopeless
that I am at finding my way to where I should be.
And when I do this, I put good faith in the other
person to help me without ulterior motives. The
same goes when I give directions, it’s important
to be clear and concise. I am the person in
control - the one who knows which way is up.
However, when a person is asking for directions
with a different premise, the power balance is
upended. With a twist of dramatic irony, we,
the trusted navigators become the suckers being
led down the unfamiliar path. We find ourselves
arriving at a destination we were never intending
to reach. We attempt to charter our way through
this unmapped grey space, taking deep breaths
and flashing fake smiles. All the while that urgent
voice inside is whispering: how do I get home?

THE COMPANY OF
MAGIC
FJ Stirling

The first performance I remember was during
dinner. It was one of those dark evenings after
our home had become a quiet place. After the
cheering, yelping, wailing wonder of toddler
chaos had been replaced with nothing at all. I
was silently spooning out macaroni from an oven
dish when you pulled a goddamn coin out from
under the layers of melting cheese. Sure, it was
impressive, but as we started to eat all I could think
was how I couldn’t stand the taste of hot copper.
After that, it was all about magic. Our house
became your stage, and everything was vulnerable
to prop repurposing. I woke one day to find you
attempting to escape a locked wardrobe, my freshly
ironed clothes crumpled on the floor. During meals
you vanished each mouthful from my fork before it
reached my lips. When I got dressed in the morning
I often made it down the stairs only to find my socks
odd and my jumper inside out. Even sleeping you
had something up your sleeve – flowers, glitter,
a rainbow of tissues – anything to try and return
colour and sparkle to our lives. And it was fun at
first, these little surprises jolting me from the grief
that blanketed everything, just for a moment. I
remember one afternoon I’d been laying in the bath
for hours when you multiplied the bubbles and
rubber ducks until there was more of them than tiles
on the wall, forcing me to spill out into the hall wet
and naked and laughing. The laughter that filled my
ribs and throat brought a long absent air that felt
so foreign and so wrong in my body that I held my
breath. When it came back out of me it emerged
as a sob, then a choked cough that only subsided
when you lay down on the floor to hold me. As
we curled together in the hall amongst the burst
bubbles and lifeless ducks I traced my fingertips
across his bedroom door. Unspoken, it was out
of bounds. There could never be magic there.

Over time we began to leave the house more. The
problem was you brought your new habit with
you. What had been a playful beacon keeping
our heads above water appeared to become a
compulsion in every scenario. In restaurants
you horrified waiting staff by disintegrating large
notes into swathes of small coins to pay the bill.
You tipped extravagant amounts, only to reveal
the money back in your hand with a flourish. I
warned you to beware of the types of ‘magic’ staff
would start depositing in our meals if you kept
it up. During a cinema trip you floated popcorn
back and forth across the screen until other
cinemagoers complained to the manager. When he
asked us to leave you asked him to pick a card.
You started to change your appearance, growing a
full beard and wearing a long black coat resembling
a wizard’s robes. When I pulled out remnants
of matches and magicians’ flashpaper from the
pockets of all your jeans as I readied them for
the washing machine I tried hard to manage my
growing frustration. I understood you missed him,
and that somehow all this helped, but leaving
the house together had become so exhausting.
The stares and pointing as you – a grown man, a
wannabe Dumbledore - waved a wand in the street.
Now, here we are again, months of enchantment
every damn day and before you can even
shout ‘TA-DAH’ I’ve run out of patience.
‘I don’t believe in magic!’ I blurt, the words firing
out like five little bullets straight into your hope.
I watch as your face collapses in on itself, a
controlled demolition. I’m sad about that, I swear,
but I also can’t help but be relieved. Relieved that
you won’t try and trick me again anytime soon.

You take off your obnoxiously long hat and reach
inside to coax out a concealed rabbit. As it shuffles
along your palm I spy a heart-shaped patch you’ve
shorn onto its little body. The bunny nuzzles at your
wrist and is rewarded with the corner of a tightly
tucked away handkerchief. It begins to nibble and
I wonder for how long the material stretches up
your sleeve, if it’s neatly folded in the coat lining or
wound along your arm; a friend with all your veins.
‘I thought it would be romantic,’ you sigh.
It’s good to have the silence broken. It has
been silent for so long and the living room was
starting to shrink without any sound, as if our
voices were the only thing holding the walls
up. I look at your face, scratched with cheap
black make-up around the eyes and lips. You’re
sort of beautiful like this. Marked up to a tribe
of your own. I keep having to remind myself of
this, of you. I have to remember that we both
lost something so precious and we’re just trying
find our way, whatever perspective that takes.
‘Yeah,’ I say.
Our tortoise, Nigel, has entered the room. We
bought him on a family day out not long before our
family changed from a triangle to two lines barely
staying parallel. He is a beautiful fossil of life with
our boy. When you started to involve Nigel in your
tricks I bedazzled his back so the light cracked off
him in a million directions. You couldn’t hide him
in your coat after that and I started wishing I could
bedazzle your sadness so you might stop hiding that
as well. With determination Nigel crawls into the
space between us. It’s as if he knows it’s a sinkhole
only growing bigger and he might somehow plug
it up with his tiny, shiny shell. I allow myself
to slip from the couch, a wet seal sliding to the
floor until my eyes are level with his. I whisper:
‘Thank you for being so brave, and too slow.’
You are talking again. I hear you but it’s awfully
faint, like I’m in another room instead of just below
you. I can see your stupid spotted shoes, laced too

tight and bulging with toes. They take turns tapping
with anxiety by my face. I’m holding my breath
so tight my ears fill with heartbeats and block
your sound out even more. I don’t need to listen.
I can guess what you’re saying - more magic shit.
About a month back you stopped going to work.
Over breakfast you announced your intent to resign
from the IT firm over creative differences. It was
only when I found the official termination letter
crammed into the recycling bin that I learned they
let you go for sawing office equipment in half.
The rabbit has bounced to the tortoise’s food
dish and Nigel begins to inch in that direction to
prevent his lettuce from disappearing. There is a
tiny click of nails as each foot hits the hardwood
floor. The love heart you etched on the bunny
is warping with each move of its body, twisting
into a dozen unloved and distorted shapes.
When I hear the eventual victorious crunch of
Nigel biting into his food I let myself smile.
You’re not talking anymore so I return to this
instant of us, glancing up to see you’ve knelt to
the floor by my side. You look into my eyes and
as I look back into yours I see every star you
ever pointed out to me in the night sky. With a
beautiful lightness you touch your palm to my
face and I lean into your hand despite the harsh
itch of your cheap white glove. I watch you begin
to speak, lips apart and tongue pausing on the
crest of the moment. I taste the pomegranate sun
of our first kiss and remember how sweet you can
be. My eyes rake in your entire face, pinpointing
each of the familiar features that our son has.
That our son had. I need you to say something
that will bring us together again. I need you.
‘Voila,’ you say, pulling out a gold
coin from behind my ear.
And I scream. I scream ‘Abracadabra’ from a pair
of hollow lungs. I scream it over and over and over
again until the screams fade into whispers, then
nothing at all. When I look up, you’ve vanished.
And I think it might just be your best trick yet.

SHIFTING POV
Abi Pirani

Mother’s yelling at me, I’m only three.
I swallow, upset, gulping back tears:
Acid gathers in my throat.
(Whisper
− I do not have a dirty mouth.)
Grandfather holds me so gently. He likes to touch me.
I go somewhere else in my head so I don’t feel ...
Nobody talks about it.
I’m swallowing silence.
(I do not have a dirty mouth.)
Dad and Mother shout.
I hold my brothers close: there is no space for us.
Dad leaves, Mother is forever angry.
I swallow pain.
(I do not have a dirty mouth.)
Aah the sweet scent of weed! Breathe in, disappear!
Smooth the edges, drown the tears,
Breathe out, I do not have ...
Chaotic on the inside, confused.
Do I have a dirty mouth?
Wordless.
Forced: how to say ‘no’.
Oral rape.... do not ...
... do not have ...
What is the shape of ‘no’ in a dirty mouth?
Wordless, speechless, each breath restricted, reined in.
Tongue thick, throat full - of fishing wire, of hair,
Choking, knotting, closing me.
Each gasp rusty with misuse Whisper: I do not have a dirty mouth.
Claw back, breathe, pull out the blocks of memory.
Open wide, stretch, gag,
Tongue, cheeks, lips, gaping wound, unmarked.
It’s all in my head.
Can I say it?
I
do not
have
a
dirty mouth.

THE WOLF WITH
WET PAWS
Catherine Wilson

There’s a wolf curled up on the doorstep
my boyfriend tells me to take him in
his wet feet are dampening the rug
and the way he looks at you through
an eye made of needles is
unnerving so
we let him in
I
try to cook him tomato soup
burn it on the stove
clumsily
slip the bowl to him
which he stares at unknowing
like
he’s never tasted comfort before
I
try to talk to him
ask where he came from
his eyes look old
in his dreamless shape
he settles for becoming my shadow
following
me on trips to LIDL,
nudging lemon cake into the trolley,
walking past the
park, queuing patiently in the post office
the wolf has nothing but time on his
paws
None
of my friends
comment on my wolf

I
think they’re too polite to say
anything
he’s
worn a patch under the dining room table
and
he keeps nudging me towards
all the right words to say
he
encourages me to curl up
and read for no reason
or sleep later than I planned
I’m
trying to listen to the wolf, I am
I promise
I’m just not sure what he’s
trying to say
One day I come home and the wolf
looks more like a bear
he gets up on two feet and holds
me for two seconds
too long
enough to communicate he could
crush me if he wants to
I
wake up the next morning
and he’s gone
I
don’t know if I’m lonelier now

THE CHARACTER OF
COLOUR
Clare Watson

I chose the small table in the corner by the
window, set down my cup and plate and sat
looking out into the cafe. I had never been here
before and it seemed to be very popular. Some
god awful jazz music was playing, thankfully
mostly drowned out by all the happy chatter.
There were crumbs on my table. Why is it that
people don’t clean properly these days? I got a
paper hanky from my handbag and swept up the
debris. I folded it carefully and put it to one side.
I had chosen a slice of the biggest, best looking
cake and a large cappuccino dusted with chocolate.
It was going to be my last so I intended to take
half an hour over it and savour every sip and every
bite. As I ate I took in the decor. It was a mixture
of 1970s style pine cladding, 1930s travel posters,
a messy magazine rack and an ornate French
patisserie counter. Not my style, in the least. As
a middle class professional I usually frequented
coffee houses and wine bars fitted out in steel, glass
and mirrors. The kind of place where you could
both spy on your neighbours and admire yourself
at the same time. Places with next to no character
of their own. Normally, that’s what I preferred
but today, being the last, was an exception.
I looked down to take a forkful of cake but was
disturbed by the door crashing open. I watched
the colourful young woman march up to the
counter. She was wearing a green suede coat and
a multi-orange knitted headband that kept her
halo of dark hair from her eyes. An orange skirt
hung down below her coat and her shoes were
green brogues. Now, THAT was CHARACTER.
I looked back at my forkful of cake and slipped it
into my mouth. Delicious. Probably. These days it
was often hard to really experience good things.
I took a sip of cappuccino and looked up to see
the young woman heading my way with a tray
full of cakes. She plonked it down on my table.
‘You don’t mind me joining you, do you?’
She was taking off her coat and hanging

it on the back of the chair opposite.
‘I..’ was all I managed to say in the
short gap before she continued.
‘It’s just that I always sit at this table and I come
here every Wednesday. They normally keep it
free for me but I’m late today so perhaps they
thought I wasn’t coming. It’s okay, I don’t mind
sharing it. Actually, it’s really nice to talk with
someone. ‘Specially after the morning I’ve had.’
As she chattered on I watched, fascinated. She
folded her orange skirt under her as she sat down.
It sort of stuck out like taffeta and had three tiers.
Her lipstick was a pale, pinky orange as was her
silk blouse and she wore her green scarf tied in
a large bow by her right shoulder. She had six
pieces of cake arrayed on the tray in front of her.
‘First of all I couldn’t find the key. I had to
empty my bag onto the pavement. The whole
thing and, of course, the last thing to come out
was the key! Thank God it was dry. Next, the
heating wasn’t working and it can get really
cold in the shop as it’s on the dark side of the
street. So I had to call the plumber. Fortunately,
she was able to come straight away.’
‘She?’ That was very unusual.
‘Yes, she. Isn’t it spiffing?’
Did she really say spiffing? She was looking
at me with a rather mischievous smile.
‘I’m undertaking the resurrection of words. Not
all words. Definitely not. Arras, for instance,
has an uncomfortable feel in the mouth
but friendly, happy ones that make people
smile. Spiffing made you smile, didn’t it?’
Well, yes, it did and I’m sorry to say that I
can’t remember the last time I smiled like
that, spontaneously, rather than politely.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone usethat
word,’ I said, ‘Nor have I met someone using
the word she in relation to a plumber.’
The young woman laughed. ‘I have to admit I
relish saying it. She’s really a very good plumber.
She got the boiler working in next to no time, so
that sorted out the heating. Once it’s on the shop
warms up pretty quickly. But, have you noticed, that
if a day starts off badly it just doesn’t stop? Well,
the next thing was most of the gloves had been
eaten. Not the leather ones, the cotton ones in the
suitcase. All nibbled through by mice and I thought
I’d got rid of them all! They are genuine 1950s.
The gloves. Not the mice.’ She laughed again.
She carried on speaking and laughing while,
somehow, at the same time, managing to eat cake.
I listened very attentively, enjoying everything
about her. Her animated face framed by the
knitted headband, her rapidly disappearing lipstick
and a dimple in her left cheek. Her ability to
wear colour so brightly, so effortlessly. She was
such an expression of herself. I felt something
changing inside as I sat and let her wash over
me. It was like a creaking in the ice. Maybe,
dare I believe it, the beginning of a thaw?
She had placed her bag on the table and
was rummaging through. Incredibly, all six
pieces of cake were gone. She pulled out a
silvery compact and her lipstick. She then
applied it while continuing her chatter.
‘There.’ She snapped her bag shut (green, probably
1960s). ‘Thank you so much. I feel totally cleansed.
You are a wonderful listener. Will you be here
next Wednesday?’ She pulled on her coat.
Before I knew what I was doing I said yes and she
left with a swing of the door and a cheery wave. I
felt as though she had taken up my life and given
it a stir. Her stories about vintage clothing as
bright in my mind as the colours she was wearing.
I could see her carefully ironing dresses and the
burn mark she had made in one when a customer
had asked her a particularly awkward question.
It had all been so engaging even though I’d never
been interested in the subject before today.
I thought about my own attire. So classy, so
grey, so anonymous. I didn’t let my hair grow
in such an unruly fashion, easily held back
with a retro knit. I had it cut short and neat
with my tight curls slicked down close to my
scalp as though ashamed. Was I ashamed of my
ethnicity? She wore her mixed race like a jewel.

My big decision was shaken and clarity had left
the cafe along with my new friend. So I left too
and instead of walking towards the river I went in
the opposite direction along the high street, diving
into the first charity shop I came to. I needed to
find a colour. I riffled through the scarves and
came upon a red and white check with a black
border. I stood in front of a mirror and wrapped it
around my neck. My face changed immediately
and I felt another creaking of the ice. I decided
to give myself week and to wear the scarf.
When I got home I quickly retrieved the letter
I’d left on the table and put it in my handbag for
next Wednesday. I then spent a good ten minutes
tying and re-tying the scarf. The only decision I
made was that I definitely wasn’t a bow at the side
kind of woman. I felt restless and unsure what
to do but eventually found myself opening my
wardrobe. Inside was a neat line of smart suits in
varying degrees of grey and black. Turning to look
in the full length mirror I saw that I disappeared
inside them. There was no sign of me at all. When
I draped the scarf around my neck something
showed up but I couldn’t quite catch it.
I hadn’t planned on going back to work so it
proved exceptionally hard to get up the next
morning. I’d been partially conscious when
Martin stroked my cheek as he went off to catch
his plane. When the alarm went off I felt the
usual crushing weight of inevitability holding me
down in the bed. I lay there feeling paralysed, all
I could do was turn my head but it was enough
for me to see the scarf hung over the chair. The
red smiled and beckoned to me. I got out of bed
to pick it up and run it through my fingers.
That was how I got through that whole long
week with Martin away. I clutched onto the scarf
and thought about seeing the woman again on
Wednesday afternoon. Then I lived from week to
week meeting Julieta. Yes, that was her name. Her
parents had called her Juliet after Shakespeare’s
heroine and she’d added the extra letter because,
she said, if you are going to have a long name
you might as well really go for it. She always
arrived in a different outfit. We sat at the same
table every week and she ate her six cakes. I learnt
she had a sister who had gone away and it was
her shop she was looking after. Oddly, she didn’t
let me know where it was. I did ask but she just
waved her hand and said it wasn’t here. The shop
was closed on a Wednesday afternoon and she
escaped to this town for a few hours of sanity.

I gradually, carefully, experimented with colour.
It was a painful process because I was watching
myself return to myself. So long had I been lost. It
was a joyful process too for the same reason but it
took me awhile to really feel joy. I even negotiated
my work hours down to thirty. It was three months
before I finally allowed myself to acknowledge
that the ice had truly begun to melt. Then I took
that three month old letter from my handbag and
ripped it into tiny pieces. Immediately after that
I bought myself a new handbag. Russet red. I got
some shoes too and a hat of the same colour. I put
them on with my new poncho wrap (It was black
and smart as I’d found I didn’t want to give that
up, not yet) and went to meet Julieta at the cafe.
I got there first and sat down with my coffee
and cake. It really was delicious. I finished
them both and she hadn’t arrived. I had no

contact for her so I ordered another coffee and
waited. I finished that and still she hadn’t come.
Eventually, I had to leave because they were
closing. It was very unusual but these things
happen. I’d just have to come back next week.
She didn’t turn up the next week either or the week
after that. I asked the cafe proprietor whether she’d
seen her at all. I described her and she said ‘You
mean the bulimic? No, I’ve not seen her for weeks.’
I turned away shocked by the way she described
Julieta as though she was a condition and not
a person. It was very hurtful. It made me angry.
Why, of all the things she could have said, did she
choose that? Julieta was so many things. She was
a colourful person of colour. She was a vintage
clothes wonder. She was a bright star. She was a
miracle worker and the person who saved my life.

BROKEN COVER
Kate Cross

12th June 2018
I park my car, pay, and walk towards the arts
centre. I am two minutes late already, and I
don’t like that. Being late is breaking a rule and
it gives me a tight feeling in my chest. And this
is a first date. I think that makes it worse.
I look at my phone as I walk. I texted Freya
when I was leaving my house to say I was
running late, and she has replied:
‘no problem :)’
And then another message, a couple of minutes ago:
‘I’m sitting outside up the stairs.’
I am relieved to see the smiley face. It reassures
me that she isn’t angry that I’m late. I think that
as well as the rule about not being late, there is
another rule, which is that if someone is only a little
bit late and they apologise, you’re not supposed
to be angry with them. But the bounds on this
rule are not clear to me. And sometimes people
say ‘no problem’ when they don’t really mean
it. But when people send a smiley face I think
it’s like adding a tone to their words. Freya has

chosen the words ‘no problem’ and, in addition
to this, she has chosen to send a smiley face, so I
think her intent is to tell me that it’s really OK.
I am glad she will be sitting outside. I don’t like
being inside cafés much because they tend to
be noisy. Sometimes the noises are sudden,
and I startle, and then people look at me.
I arrive at the café, and find her at a little table
with a teapot already on it. She is wearing
sunglasses, like I am, but I can see her smile.
I think she looks like she is happy to see me
and not annoyed that I am late. She stands
up, which I think means we will hug hello.
We do.
I order a pot of Earl Grey, the same as she has, and
we discuss how difficult it is to park in Dundee.
Even though I am still a bit flustered, I instinctively
like Freya. I start to feel at ease very quickly. This
happens sometimes, this instinctive liking of people,
but not often. Freya tells me that she is frequently
late despite hating lateness. I feel relieved, because
it sounds like she and I have similar experiences

in this regard, and that means I am fairly sure that
she is sympathetic. We talk about how hard it
is to be on time for things even though we want
to be. We talk about the tiny disruptions and
distractions that can make our plans go wrong,
and how hard it can be to get back on track.
Freya talks faster than I do, and she is talking
more than me. This usually happens when I meet
new people. I read somewhere that some people
have an ‘internal monologue’ – that they think
in words. I don’t think I think in words. I think I
think in thoughts. Turning my thoughts into words
takes effort for several reasons. First, my thoughts
have many connections between them, so I have
to carve through the web of them to excise a
piece of about the right size to make an utterance.
Next, there are many words to choose from,
none of which will express the piece of thought
perfectly; the translation is always inexact. Finally,
I need to remember that the best words from
my point of view might be wrong for the other
person. Sometimes people dislike long words.
Sometimes they are uninterested in the nuances
of what I think, and simply want a quick answer.
There are a lot of ways for me to go wrong.
Freya is waiting for me to speak. I appreciate
this. I need people to wait for me if I’m going
to speak to them. I often only need a fraction
of a second for simple things, but I need
much, much longer for anything complicated
like how I’m feeling. Freya has just asked me
how long I have known I am bisexual.
This is not a straightforward question. The
answer is a story, which I begin to tell her.
We are bonding a little, I think, because we
share an experience of not understanding our
sexualities until we were in our thirties. We
talk about how we have done things because
they were expected of us, rather than because
we wanted to. We talk about how it’s hard to
figure out what you want when you get lots of
conflicting messages about what you should
want. We talk about long, unhappy relationships
with men. We talk about the joy of discovering
new things about ourselves, and the sadness of
not doing so sooner. I think a lot of women –
especially queer women – have this experience.
Freya asks me about work and I tell her that
I’m on sick leave at the moment because of
depression. I don’t think I feel ashamed about
this, but I also don’t know how much detail is
appropriate for a first date. I tell her that I’ve been
having depressive episodes for as long as I can

remember, and that I think I might have dysthymia.
I don’t tell her about my fear that depression is
so much a part of who I am that I can’t ever be
without it, and that maybe my life will never
be good. I think that would be too much.
Instead, I tell Freya what I do for a living. I have
noticed that if I talk about my job, people are
content to blame this for my mental health troubles.
I tend not to tell people that the exhaustion I have
seems to stem from just being a person in the
world, not from having a lot of difficult work to
do. I don’t mention that every job I’ve ever had has
made me anxious and sick, and that school used
to do it too. I don’t mention that demands of any
kind make me panic. I don’t say that being in any
environment I haven’t chosen – even if it’s to do
fun things – makes me feel twitchy and irritable.
Freya tells me that she only managed to be on time
for our date today because she had an appointment
in Dundee earlier. Then she says, ‘I’m autistic.’
There is a tiny pause. I recognise this pause from
other times when people have told me something
personal about themselves. I think, when people
pause like this, they are looking for a sign that
it’s OK to continue speaking. I think Freya wants
to know that I am not judging her, but that I
am interested, and that I’m still listening.
I do a thing that I learned a long time ago. I
tilt my head slightly to one side and say ‘Oh?’
with a sort of intonation that is somewhere in
between mild surprise and a question: as if ‘Oh?’
means ‘Please tell me more.’ Sometimes people
laugh at me for doing this: they say it makes
me sound like a therapist. But I don’t mind very
much. It’s useful to be able to say ‘Oh?’ like
this. I have tried saying more unambiguously
helpful things like ‘Go on’ or ‘Would you like to
tell me more?’ or ‘I am listening’ but these have
always seemed clumsy somehow. Maybe that’s
why I never hear anyone else saying them.
I recall that autism is associated with difficulties in
processing subtext, so it strikes me that perhaps, on
this occasion, I should have used the more explicit
‘Would you like to tell me more?’ But it’s OK, the
‘Oh?’ seems to have served its function. Freya tells
me that she’s celebrating her one-year anniversary
of being diagnosed. She tells me that her diagnosis
has changed her life for the better because it made
sense of so many difficulties that she’d been having.
I wonder what difficulties she has – this woman
with the kind smile with whom I’ve felt an

immediate kinship. The things we’ve talked about
so far – the difficulties with concentration, the
not understanding our own wants and needs,
the depression that we’ve both had for decades
– just seem like life as a person, or maybe life
as a woman in some cases, to me. So I ask.
‘What… what sort of things…’
I am looking directly up at the corner of the
building because I can either look at someone else’s
face or I can formulate a tricky sentence. Not both.
‘What effect would you say being
autistic has on you?’
And then Freya changes my life. She tells me that
everything I’ve learned about autism – everything
that most people have learned about autism –
applies to boys who also have learning disabilities.
Autistic girls without learning disabilities –
particularly those who grew up some time ago –
have been stumbling into adulthood undiagnosed
and without support in their tens of thousands,
because they mask their autism so effectively.
She tells me about girls who suspect they’re not
normal, and who deal with this by watching the
people around them and copying them until they
fit in well enough to ‘pass’. She tells me about girls
being told how they should behave and how they
should feel, so that when their emotions aren’t
what other people expect, they simply bury them.
I have a sudden flashback to the day my mother
explained to me about hyperbole. I remember
saying it was wrong for people to say things
they didn’t mean – and being told it was the
way of the world and I had to get used to it. I
remember learning, by painful trial-and-error,
the particular face and voice combination that
signalled sarcasm in early 90s Northwest England.
And I remember that I can’t spot sarcasm that
comes without it. I remember scoring rather
highly on a checklist of autistic traits once but
knowing that I couldn’t possibly be autistic
because I was so unlike my autistic sister.
I think I might be staring at Freya.
20th December 2019:
Amber has been my friend since we were in
primary school. Sometimes we lose touch for
years on end, but that’s OK. She still lives in
the town where we grew up, so when I visit
family there, we meet for a coffee and a chat.

I’m telling her that I’ve recently been
assessed by a clinical psychologist who
is confident that I am autistic.
Amber looks up at the ceiling and says:
‘You don’t… I mean, there’s a very stereotypical
view of autism, right? Is that all just bullshit?’
‘Not bullshit,’ I say. ‘Just very incomplete.’
I tell her everything that Freya told me on our
first date: about girls who mask; about copying
to fit in; about learning the unspoken rules of
normality by observation and not by instinct.
And I’m telling her how freeing this discovery has
been; I’m not a poor facsimile of normal, I’m simply
a neurodivergent woman in a neurotypical world.
I’m telling her how I’ve given myself permission to
find things difficult in a way I never did before. I’m
telling her what a relief it is to see myself – and be
seen – not as a collection of failings but as someone
who’s had the impossible demanded of her since
day one and survived anyway. I’m telling her how
grateful I am that my ex-girlfriend Freya (don’t
worry – we’re still very good friends) showed me
the part of myself that was hidden even from me.
Amber seems to be looking intently past
me and at the wall of the coffee shop.
It is a few weeks later that I find
out I have changed her life.
This is as accurate a representation of
events as my memory and writing skills
permit. Names have been changed.

FLY, SISSY
Linda Duncan McLaughlin

Alright, Sissy’s on the streets, yeah? But she’s got a
tent – groundsheet, flysheet, everything, not just
some skanky old tarp. Got a bed with loads of
layers, even a yoga mat someone chucked, boxes
for her stuff. Everybody knows it’s her gaff, nobody
touches it. It’s nice. She keeps it nice.
But she’s well pissed off: Social’ve been round,
haven’t they, say she’s gotta move into a hostel, say
it’s unsafe, say it attracts problem behaviour. Nah.
Worse than the streets, they can be, she’s heard
stories… Sissy’s not going in no hostel.
Cause it doesn’t attract behaviour, not if you don’t
let it. Okay, sometimes, when you’re rattling... and
kids, they think it’s funny to threaten to ram you,
eh? Throw stuff – bricks, mud, worse things, even,
you don’t wanna know... Sissy takes the baseball
bat out, waves it about a bit, gives them an earful.
Nah, she’d never use it - but you’ve gotta show them
you’re not scared. Hyenas some of them. They
can smell fear. She’s seen skippers trashed, people
standing in the rubble. Lost. Broken. Destroyed,
just like their gaffs.
So when something hits the tent-roof she’s straight
out with the bat, isn’t she, ready to bash the little
buggers – but there’s no-one, no hyenas, just a bird,
lying there. They do that, birds, specially when the
dark starts to come down, fly into what they think’s
clear sky it’s just a window. Bang! Break their necks,
usually, silly buggers – but this one’s still alive, beak
opening and shutting, feathers quivering, grabbing
for air. For life.

Sissy doesn’t know what to do, she doesn’t like
touching live things, not even people’s hands, hates
it when they linger over giving you money, wanna
give you the human touch. She’d rather not, thank
you very much. They might be buying things she
needs, but they’re not buying her.
But this bird. Can’t just leave it there, abandoned,
might tumble off, that’d be it – stray’ll get it, rat,
maybe, even, plenty of them around here. So, she
takes it into the tent. Give it a chance, eh?
Sissy doesn’t have much time, much space for tears.
What’s the good of tears? No use crying over spilt
milk, or spoiled lives, or busted hearts – doesn’t
mend them, does it? Doesn’t mend nothing. But
this thing’s so fragile, so easy to break – breaks her,
a bit. It was just trying to get home, to be safe. So
she keeps it safe, much as she can, beds it down for
the night in one of her boxes. And in the morning,
she’s gonna take it out and let it go and watch it fly
free.
Doesn’t make it though, does it? Sissy’s angry at
first, try to help it and it goes and dies on you.
Not the bird’s fault, though, she knows that really.
Things conspire.
So. She takes it down the river, lets it go, watches it
spiral down like a dark flag, float away on the tide,
wings outspread like it’s flying. Like it’s free.
Better, she thinks. Better than just pushed into
some dump where a rat can get you. Much better.

AN EGG AND
TEN OLIVES
Shirley Gillan

The Damascus Café. Thick cardamom coffee in tiny
tinkling cups. Last night’s shisha lingering, scent
muted by time. Bubbled smoke earlier exhaled
weaves round Arabic notes emerging from speakers.
Spotlights glint in shadowed corners, mirrored
tables bounce sunrays on gold-rimmed tea glasses.
Reflections.
Habib slumps on the couch. I meet his hollow
gaze, jaw etched by sunken cheek bones,
eyes carved by nightmare-bruised skin.
He starts to speak and the stories I’ve listened to
for years, in mountains and deserts, in courtrooms,
camps and clinics, segue together: Somali,
Nepali, Shona, a Pentecost of words. Abnormal
experience made normal by persistence.
I need to write this down. Get it out. But how do
I express another’s story when it has crashed into
mine? Simmering insistently, at times dissipating in
new air but then reforming with an image, a word.
And my gut is slammed and my thoughts displaced
and I’m back in Nepal, Kenya, Zimbabwe; back
with folks lying bruised and broken on a bloody
feculent floor, dampness clawing fractured bones.
And I’m silenced. Thinking not only of my
ineptitude in finding the words, getting
them out of my dislocated mind and onto
the page, but of the impact of them.
Is this a story I can ask you to read?
So although stories don’t do this – and surely they
should? – I’ll start with a rating and leave it up to
you: this story is an 18, containing as it does scenes
of torture which some readers may find distressing.
It also, however, contains scenes of solidarity,
resilience and love. Amidst the brokenness,
wholeness; amidst the darkness, slivers – dazzlings
– of light. Glowing humanity in the midst of
glaring inhumanity, if you can but see it; but
it can be hard to absorb the light when you’re
distracted by the dark. You feel guilty if you

experience good, when the awful is still going on,
somewhere, to someone. What right is happiness
in the midst of that? So you may, as I have for so
long, get so stuck in the horror you miss the joy.
I give you the choice whether to continue to read,
knowing that a line may stick with you in a way
that haunts your days and infects your nights;
in a way that dims your ability to notice the sun
catch a blade of grass or the impishness behind
your grandson’s smile. I let you decide, as many
cannot, that this is not for you. And I respect
your choice, because I’ve been disturbed enough
and if you have too, then stop. Take yourself on
another journey and be grateful that you can.
But if you want to travel this over-busy road, then
let us join hands and be with each other as we
go, mitigating the isolation that agony brings.
Shall we?
We begin in Nepal, land of the highest mountain
flanked by pretty poverty: watery turquoise terraces
winking in the sun, more calories burned to dig
them than will ever be returned in rice. Ever-white
mountains grazing unblemished sky, while on
earth, women are bent double under the weight
of maintaining a family. Tourists walk the wellworn paths, Sherpas’ flip-flops paving the way
to summit and victory, while undernourished
villagers toil the picture-perfect land.
Meanwhile, in police stations and army barracks
and shuttered schools, crimes are being admitted to
by shackled, pulped villagers, who, once wounds
are healed, are paraded in court; tiny back rooms
where judges preside over bewildered innocents
cuffed in Made-in-Britain metal. Sentenced
and promptly forgotten, apart from by their
womenfolk, struggling alone in distant fields.
I sat beside Prem in court. A leather worker,
he was already on the fringe of Hindu society,
doing what was considered unclean work.
Not permitted in higher caste homes, forced to
use different water taps, able to bring a whole

house into disrepute simply by his presence.
Yet the bags he handstitched were in
demand in Kathmandu boutiques and
graced the arm of many an expat.
The police neither knew this, nor cared. They
needed to convict someone for a murder
and the real suspect was high-caste, with
money he was prepared to share. So they
hauled Prem and his neighbours into a local
station and set to work to prove a theory.
Squashed together on a rickety bench in the
airless courtroom, despite what the police had
done to him, Prem grinned at me as he gestured
at his handcuffs, made where I come from, but
‘more comfortable than the Nepali ones, Didi.’
He was one of 15 carted off by police covering
up a crime by creating a conspiracy, thinking
that no-one would make a fuss about such
scraps of humanity. Except we did, initiating
a campaign with a human rights organisation
to highlight their case. We failed for two, who
bore the brunt and carried the sentence. The
others were released, to a life tarnished by the
crime none of them had committed; leather
tainted and stained. But they stuck by the jailwidowed wives and prison-orphaned children,
knowing how fickle life is and how they could
just as easily be the ones still behind bars.

arms. The other he hobbles to, his one arm
clenching a crutch, his one leg a balancing
act. Adjusting daily to his out-of-kilter body.
This has haunted me since I heard it in a dusty
clinic in a desert refugee camp. I could pass it
to no-one. So if you’re here and don’t want a
haunting, shut your eyes and I will guide you
passed it. But maybe you’ve already guessed
what happened, as for Somalis, losing limbs was
commonplace; limbs taken with a casualness brutal
beyond the speaking. But for the trunk these limbs
were taken from this was anything but casual.
Shoulder dislocated as a body pulled back, terror
yanking an arm out its socket before it was taken
altogether. Everyone else in the queue witnessing
what they themselves were about to experience.
Abject fear causing collapse of body and bowel.
When I first met Amir, with a Somali counsellor,
he was hiding behind a tree, fearful of being
found, the crutch rammed under his one arm
providing scant replacement for what had been
taken. We invited him to our clinic, sending our
car to collect him from the tattered shelter he was
terrified to leave, and he’d emerge from his hiding
place once a week and hide instead with us.
Until one day, after the group, he got up
and announced he was going out for a
walk. And he went. Out our gate. Into the
open. No longer fearful. Whole again.

Ah, you’re still here. The view would have been
remarkable, once we got out the fetid courtroom,
away from the stench of injustice and dank latrines.

And now I can walk with him. Having dared to utter
it, I can move from the bloody horror of the fear he
described and was drowning in, and follow him.

Your hand is clammy in mine. Wipe it, sip
some water, and, if you want to continue, let’s
leave the lushness we didn’t notice behind,
and head to the eye-shredding glare of the
desert. Got sunglasses? Good, put them on.
They’ll dim the sharpness. Temper the vision.

I’d left myself in the drowning. But he has
taken me to dry land, land that has beauty as
well as terror; land where breath flows.

There’s a queue. Two queues. But for Amir, this
diminutive man we now see, they merge into one
as he shakily straddles both. This one reminds him
of the other, and the breath catches in his throat
each time he must join the end of it. To wait. Again.
One queue left behind but never forgotten,
throbbing pain a daily reminder, disturbed
dreams a nightly prod. One he was forced
to join by men draped in guns. The other he
is forced to join by hunger and the need to
collect his rations. One he had two legs to be
dragged to, and a final few moments with both

I see you are still with me. Keep him in
mind as I will now, not in the queue,
but walking straight and steady.
Let’s make one more trip, this time to Harare.
Look, there, in the rural outskirts. Can you see
her? That tall, elegant woman, standing gracefully
in the circle of people? That’s Mudiwa, bringing
healing workshops to villagers ravaged by
trauma, taking this group of survivors through
a soothing ritual of tai chi, gently loosening
limbs taut with pain, unravelling minds tangled
by fear. Enabling individuals, lost to a club
or machete, to find themselves again.
Mudiwa was held in a basement, mould

oozing off walls and taking root in her lungs.
The women in her political group knew they
were going to be picked up, and had put rotten
meat inside their sacred selves, to protect their
dignity, hold their marriages together and deter
the soldiers from splitting their bodies and their
lives. When she told me this she broke down.
‘Instead they used our mouths. Which was worse. I
can’t eat without remembering. Without gagging.’
Mudiwa took part in a group like the one
she is now leading and, with the support and
solidarity of other women, put the memories
that infringed her waking, shocked her dreams
and prevented her from eating into a place
where they could be recalled without horror.
Gathered round shared plates of sadza and goat
meat, she learned again to taste the goodness
of the food; to swallow without retching.
Those women now share their hope with those
still hopeless. Let’s go and join them for a
moment, move our bodies with theirs, stand
amidst the vibrant clothes defying darkness;
patterned cloth embracing brokenness and
resilience. Let’s stand together in the Zimbabwean
sun, warmed by the people around us.
Are you glad you stayed? I am. And
look: the light has touched you.
So now I invite you for a coffee
in the Damascus café.
It’s got crowded since we left. Prem is here, and his
companions. Amir also – and look, he’s brought the
wife he met in the camp and their children. Mudiwa
has sashayed in with her women’s group, and
Habib’s family has finally been allowed to join him.
It’s a party.
Coffees are brought, sharp aroma tinged with
spice. Baklava is munched, syrup escaping
pastry to drip through sticky fingers.
A bowl of olives is handed round.
Habib lifts it up, and talks, gently
and matter of factly.
‘When I was released from prison in Syria I
was 45kg. I didn’t know if I was conscious or
unconscious. I spent seven days in hospital. While
detained, all we had to eat each day was an egg and
ten olives. We worked out ways to make them last,

but for how long can ten olives sustain a man?’
He takes one, examines it, and
passes the bowl to Amir.
There’s a silence, an acknowledgment and a
shift. People start talking about what they’re
going to cook for dinner, what they love to eat,
who should eat at whose house tonight. Country
favourites are compared, contrasted and critiqued.
The talk rises as people laugh, yesterday’s
memories as harmless as last night’s smoke.
We drift out together, comforted
by companionship. A weak sun
filters through torn clouds.
The Damascus Café. Not in war-blasted Syria but
on the Vicky Road. Where fruit and vegetables
tumble vibrantly onto a Glasgow pavement and
accents, dialects and languages flow unfettered.
Where people greet each other on street
corners and feet walk free. Where an egg and
ten olives is a snack, not a daily allowance.
Where life, in all its fullness, thrives.

A WEEK ONE SUMMER
Angie Wright

I wake, feeling anxious. I go to the dining area, a
silent, half-lit place. I try not to look at the night
staff watching me through the office window, but
I approach a gentle nurse, because I need some
sort of comfort. I want to keep myself apart though
I know this is impossible. We patients here are
all objects of study. I resent this. The nurse gives
me the option of taking a tablet to help me settle.
I consider it, and decide that it will help rest my
mind and body. In the coming days, I have to show
by my demeanour that I am stable; that the Section
should be lifted. I know about these delicate
deliberations. I know about being voiceless here.
The dining room holds an anguished fascination
for me, as patients come and go. Some eat
ravenously, some sit and stare. All these women.
All us women. I am overwhelmed. I have Weetabix
and toast for breakfast. These simple things. I note
people’s names. Barbara sits for a long long time,
with one piece of food, or she stands perfectly
still for hours. She is a haunted presence; piercing
eyes, an angry look. There is taciturn, wise Alice,
eating her three Weetabix. I know she is lonely,
and exhausted. She wears coats and carries
heavy bags everywhere. One day she offers me
her winter coat, in this stifling August heat.
I am devastated to be in hospital. I try not to wander
round aimlessly too much, though I know that’s
what all the broken people do. The nurses have
moved me from a single room to a shared room.
The other woman disturbs me. I insist that I need
to be on my own, and I am relieved when I move
my few belongings back to my sanctuary. Days
pass. The women’s ward is busy and suffocating.
There is too much coming and going, and I
seek out quiet places. I try the TV room, which
is empty. Sally comes in. I have watched her
upset others. She is prickly. Her conversation is
combative and racist. She drains me, and I leave.
Outside in the courtyard, it is hot and blindingly
bright. I rest my eyes against the dazzling, lifegiving sun. Ironic, I suppose, to be withering here
in a community of agonised people. I practise
yoga out here because it is helping me. The
courtyard separates the female from the male
ward. I find this curious. A young man sits alone
at a table. His name is David. He sits for hours,
gazing out. It is as if he is building up strength

to move. He is tense and heartbroken. I sit with
him for a while. We understand each other,
sharing wry humour in staccato conversation.
I discover that the woman with whom I had briefly
shared bedroom space is called Dorothy. Though
I find her physicality repellant, she intrigues
me. I wonder if she is an imposter. She seems
to find, or seek, a connection with me, and I
wait with her. She has a sonorous voice which
emerges in meaningful grunts. Her incessant
smoking and chesty cough make me feel sick. As
I listen, I feel I am breaking a code, and I begin
to understand. She is a wise soul in an obese
body, and she offers me tips for survival in here.
In the bedroom next to mine is Charlotte, a
woman of about twenty. She is a nervous, skittish
creature, difficult to approach. My instincts tell
me to keep emotional distance, but we make a
spurious connection. She is beautiful and openly
promiscuous; she plays games. But she is sad,
and I am sorry for her broken young mind. Her
long black hair is wild and matted. She lets
me into her room, where she sits on a upright
chair whilst I brush it, gently untangling the
knots. She asks nothing of me as we share these
intimate moments, and I am grateful for this.
For myself, I know instinctively to breathe
deeply and move; to be quiet. Something about
retrieving balance, and protecting myself from
falling deeper into empathy. It is too easy for
me. I put on an armour of silence and so avoid
contamination from other women’s distress.
Perhaps there is more anger than distress. I feel
unsafe around some of them; I cannot relax. Some
women are chronically unwell. They have been
held here for too long, and will find no peace.
In these long days of waiting, I look for external
anchors: the chapel, a yoga class, pottery. I am
restless, and none of these things really helps.
I crave time outside in sunlit spaces, and after
some days I am allowed to venture further
afield in the grounds of the hospital. I drink in
the summer fragrances; let the sun’s radiance
seep into my body. I wander for a long time. I
remember how it feels to be whole again.
Names have been changed

