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Women’s madness is an intelligible response to unliveable conditions in which other modes of response are blocked off

 Janet Wirth Cauchon [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Zoe Brigley, Into Eros, (Verve Poetry Press, 2021), p. 12] 













Stages of Grief


Each room is a clock – that twists the day inside itself – 

I have arrived here, out of choice. As they say. Therefore, 

I chose this madness. To live as a doll – inside rooms built 

from ticking expectations – the walls are papered with spring

flowers that tell lies. You will be well again. But 

there are peppered cries from other rooms inside this wooden 

house – always shrinking. I must answer. You
 
will be well again.















A Woodlouse on the Carpet


You crawl in armour along the basin of the carpet. 

Legs as needles sewing up the floor. Deliberate.

You have somewhere to be. 


If I were to touch you, you would curl inside yourself,

like butter on the knife. I will not touch you.

Has no one told you? 


You do not want to be inside.

It is too small here.







The First Five Numbers


It was a Tuesday, at least, it could have been. I was lying on the floor next to the sofa, my toddler feeding me air-tea from pink plastic cups. My memory of her is vague. She is a buzzing, determined orb around my head. The floor though, the floor I remember. The cool calm of its wood pressing against a scream. I had called them. They had come. They had gone.  I know it can’t have been long because they refused a cuppa, even the real kind and that is why for the next hour or so only the floor and I will converse. The orb will busy herself happily around my prostrate frame.

I am ill. I knew it months ago although I had ignored the body’s pleadings. I’m not sure what happened first, the familiar ripple of panic as I buckled a child into a seat, the thump of blood against the wrist. I had rung the hospital a few weeks back to tell them I felt myself getting worse. They had ignored me initially. Told me to go to my G.P. I quickly throw in a reference to my previous diagnosis and feel the ears of the health visitor on the other end of the phone prick up. The P word has this effect on most health professionals. I am always careful to use its stigma wisely. “We can arrange a visit in the next few weeks to do a questionnaire with you.”

This morning is the same as most. My husband leaves, shutting the front door and me in behind it, inside this strange space, where there are sofas and beds in nearly every room but never any rest. A place between daylight hours only myself and these flitting orbs will populate. These last few years, I have slipped through the cracks of a platform built by others and by myself. Its structure is adorned with placards that read, healing, healed, better, over it, triumph. I am laid out underneath them now, a silent raging contradiction.   

The nurse begins a tick sheet that I know well, the usual questions. How much do you enjoy the things you normally do? Circle 1-5 Are you suicidal? Circle 1-5 How often do you think about harming yourself? Circle 1-5. I wonder where I am now on this scale that encompasses just the first five numbers we learn as children. I am horribly good at masking. I hope these nurses will read that. They don’t. 

As they leave, they hand me leaflets about group sessions that I cannot bring a toddler too. I drop them into the recycling immediately on their exit. Find the floor quickly, before I find something else. How long have you been on the floor? Circle 1-5. How desperate are you? always, often, never? Circle 1-5. 


































A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction

Virginia Woolf[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Virginia Woolf, A Room Of One’s Own, (Penguin Books, 1993), p. 3] 















Julian Of Norwich


How she locked herself away. One hundred square feet – three windows – and all this bliss. How she encountered a God inside her unmarried mortar. A small hatch her only contact with the other world. Too small, far too small. How she could fit it in her hand on a full day. How she does this, repeatedly. Minces it, between her teeth. How they arrive from this minor globe to hear her wisdoms, as if climbing up again, out, from her own throat. How they then leave her all alone. How this is living.

Next door, a woman breathes in sliding whispers. One hundred square feet – three windows – in and out, in and out. How she, also, is mid conversation with a deity. No one will ask her of it. How she will not swallow but, tear, at her own thighs, her own skin, her own God – an idea set free on the bed. How she will speak prayers into screaming ears, and they will drink it. How she will be in two minds about living and not living. Dying and not dying. How they then leave her all alone.  














It’s difficult with the weight of the rifle.
Leave it—under the oak.
Leave it for the salvage bloke
Let it lie bruised for a monument
Dispense the authenticated fragments to the faithful. 

(From In Parenthesis by David Jones)[footnoteRef:3] [3: David Jones, In Parenthesis (Faber and Faber, 2018)] 


The Weight of The Rifle


The morning is damp. Across the room Mari inhales and then exhales. The long sweet breathes of a child floating in deep sleep. Even at this hour I can hear Gwen rustling downstairs. Her skirts scraping against the flagstone, the clunk of pots, the sharp intake of quiet breath when she catches her hand, her arm in the edge of the hearth. Even from upstairs I can see her purse her lips, examining the wound, carrying on. 

The mountain will roll over soon. The sun begins its climb bringing birdsong with it. My leg is aching, always worse on damp mornings. A dull ache that makes its way up through the upper leg and then into the groin. I struggle from the bed. My work will be slow today. Daniel said he will take the joinery at the higher levels. I can work from the floor. I know he is not skilled enough, not yet at least. I have no choice but to accept him, otherwise we will lose the Edwinsford and with it a good month’s wages. 

Reaching for my fathers stick, I lift myself up from the mattress and pain shoots up my calf. My shirt is pressed and waiting on the chair, along with trousers and boots I can just about still lase myself.

I attempt the stairs. 

“David Morgan, what have I told you!”

Gwen is immediately by my side. Her small frame, able to bear easily twice its own weight. Her right arm is around my back and grips the space under my shoulder blade. She guides me down the creaking staircase. Pulls out a chair with her free arm, seats me in it as she would a child. Straightens my jacket, dusts the shoulders. 

“Daniel better pull his weight today or I’ll have words with his mother.”

“He works hard Gwen. The boy is just 15.” 

“Well, if I hear you’ve been up a ladder I’ll have Mr Jones round here before you know it!” 

Her eyes are darting, fierce. But hidden behind them is genuine concern. Gwen is kind, but you would be a fool to cross her. For a nearly silent hour in the mornings, it is just the two of us. Children sleeping heavily upstairs. She is still the same young girl that could outrun any boy at school. The girl with a singing voice so beautiful even her humming can pierce a damp morning through. 
I glance down at my father’s mahogany stick leaning against the humble oak of the kitchen table. He was a man of sixty before he needed it. Here I am not yet thirty-five and hobbling like a pensioner.

“Self-pity will get you nowhere Mr Morgan.”

How does she do that, reading thoughts?

Placing a plate with oat bread and cheese on the table in front of me, she cups my face in her course and knowing hand just for a second, makes for the stairs. 

“Eat up. You best be off.”

Leave it under the oak.
Leave it for the salvage bloke.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Jones, In Parenthesis] 

 
`My leg is suddenly hot, the heat reaching up my thigh and into the groin. Trees about me are spinning, grabbing at men and boys as they run about like sheep let loose in panic, eyes wide with the horror of a lamb split from the ewe. I am on my back staring up at a sky that stretches towards all the places I cannot be. I am not sure when or how I got here. I am unsure if I still have my foot. I cannot feel it, only an ache that pulses louder by the minute. I must be bleeding. I could just stay here now. Allow the ground to swallow me, find rest. 
If you don’t move, you’re a dead man. If you don’t move, you’re a dead man. 










She will listen to wealthy women speak on a podcast about the importance of the first five years. 
Statistically more children become murderers. 
She will spend her last fiver on pads to catch her own blood. 
She will transfer money for harp lessons. She will remember how her mother told her the arts do not belong just to them. She will scrub a shower on a Tuesday. She will listen to a man explain the importance of a bill that will get women back to work. 
We will pay for childcare; it will boost the economy.
She will slice the onions for tea. She will wince at hands still stinging from the bleach.
She will sit up all night with a daughter who is worried. She will miss a shift on Wednesday
because she must drive her son.  She will miss a day’s pay. 
She will pay for petrol with the cash she made yesterday.
She will sleep in her coat. She will wipe down someone else’s kitchen on a Thursday. 
She will listen to a man suggest the solution is she get a second job. 
She will heat water in the kettle, pour it on a flannel, hold it to her pulsing breast. 
She will read somewhere about cabbage. 
She will wean the baby early. She will listen to the women on the podcast say that this is selfish. She will turn it off. She will slice more onions for a spagbol.
 It’s the onions. Don’t forget its harp tomorrow. Does it make your fingers sore? 
They will harden. Whilst cleaning a toilet on a Friday she will hear someone else’s baby crying from another room. She will feel her breasts begin to leak. 
She will think that if she ever wrote a book, she might call it –
 
an economy of skin. 



































This is the language that we use, that we speak when we put on the immersion, 

unpack our Christmas presents. This is the language that we use when sorting 

out the clothing on the line. This is the language that tells me what I have done 

wrong. This is the language hummed at night.

Nerys Williams[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Nerys Williams, Republic, (Seren Books, 2023), p. 10] 















Linguistic Bereavement.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Jack Pulman-Slater, Why Wales is Exporting People Full of Regret at Never Having Learnt Welsh (2019) https://nation.cymru/opinion/why-wales-is-exporting-people-full-of-regret-at-never-having-learnt-welsh/ [accessed 27 May 2023].] 



It is a wet Sunday afternoon. As we drive further into the heart of the country a mist begins to descend, or we rise into it, it is unclear which. I find myself imagining what it must have been like to farm here. To be always outside. My ancestors must have circumnavigated this complicated fog as I do my garden. No quad bikes, no google maps, just a man and his dog on foot. I wonder if my great grandfather’s shoes were comfortable. Did he have a decent coat? And, when did the work begin to override the hope?

My children are fighting in the back of the car over who gets the last Dairylea-Dunker. I’m brought back to the sounds of an engine attempting the climb. There is a small climb. Well, it is considered small in these parts, in a car at least and then a sudden drop. A drop nerve inducing, even for the confident driver in their confident modern car. 

We reach the chapel in the afternoon and the mist is suddenly clearing, this landscape is prone to changing its mind with immediate effect. We grab coats from the boot, knowing it could change it back again just as easily. 

I show the children the chapel which is edging its way ever more closely towards derelict. “1649 it was built guys”. They are more impressed by the gravestones upturned as if someone had recently made their exit. I lead us, a jumble of coats and Dariylea-Dunker’ed fingers, plodding unceremoniously down an overgrown path. 

Here he is. This is your great, great grandfather. And next to him his son, he died at the age of 11. And next to them, other relatives I know very little of. (I don’t say this last bit out loud.) My children stand with heads a little bowed as if aware the occasion requires it, then run off between the gravestones and trees. 

I stay put a little longer, studying the dishevelled headstone, then reach out and clear some of the long grass covering its inscription. I know he lost a child and a brother in quick succession. The farm had become difficult to run alone, the work building up in the absence of enough hands.

There is often a romantic picture painted of farming. We view the black and white photos of ancestors outside stone buildings, buildings that now sell for no small sum, through the lens of a modern Instagrammed identity. When I see those photos, the old ones, I tend to look closely at the individual’s shoes. They are masking less effectively than the faces.

My family’s farm is now holiday cottages, renamed with an English and more tourist friendly name. The land was sold off, I assume to neighbouring farms, the barns converted to more cottages. I wonder if the people who stay there are oblivious to the silent, historic desperation of the place? Perhaps there are those that sense it. The laughter that rang through the kitchen. The cries that howled through the yard when she found him.

My family would travel over the hill every Sunday on a horse and cart to attend chapel. It doesn’t feel accurate to call it a hill when looking up at it from the valley. The gradient is severe. This chapel is non-conformist. At the time my ancestors worshipped here it was illegal to gather and worship in Welsh, their native tongue. They did so anyway.

My daughter climbs an old stone mounting block built into the chapels wall and flings herself from it, a superhero arm stretched out in front of her. My son already a little bored and hungry, makes mention of crisps. 

I wonder if it had been raining the morning my grandmother descended the hill for the last time. My great-grandmother had loaded a cart with their belongings, her daughter sat beside her, then, left her home, along with her husband and son in the soil. The pony pulled them to Gorseinon where the next chapter of my father’s side of the family would write itself.  

I have no doubt the loss of the farm led to the loss of the language on that side of my family. A lack of options for Welsh speaking families of the time to better themselves, meant they often had to choose between a decent education for their children, and their native tongue. 

My great-grandfather’s death by suicide would have been extraordinarily taboo, especially amongst a nonconformist family, in a time when suicide was still considered a crime. I don’t remember the first time I heard of it. These sorts of histories sit in the air like whispers, they are difficult to pin down or really understand as a child, but, they are very much there, at your shoulder. 

One Sunday as a child I attend a chapel near to my ancestor’s home, my father the visiting preacher. My brother leans over to me in our pew and whispers, “that’s the son of the man that cut him down”.  

I hear a shout from the direction of the chapel. “It’s open. The doors been kicked in!” My oldest is standing beside a wooden door, one panel of which is missing. “Let’s go in!” against probably my better judgment I comply and we each in turn squeeze through the space in the door frame. Inside is familiar to me. Despite never having been inside this building, I have sat in plenty like it as a child. A large wooden pulpit takes up the front space under a huge window. It is huge, but not ornate. The pews sit in a semi-circle with a small gallery above. There is still a bible open on the lectern that my daughter then pretends to preach from “we are gathered here today…”. 

I sit on the front row and try, amidst my family’s mayhem, to imagine her occupying this space. Singing hymns with gusto, sticking her tongue out at a friend across the aisle. We sing Calon Lan to pay our respects, then move out, in search of some sunlight, which is now appearing, and more food. 

Since moving back to this area with my children, I have repeated the phrase over and over, “it belongs to you. This is yours”, aware as English speakers they might feel outside sometimes of the words that roll around them. It is hard to explain what it feels like to be completely inside and completely outside something at the same time. 

On one occasion my son says of a school friend, “She is more Welsh than me. She speaks first language Welsh.” I am quick to correct him. We have spent nearly ten years before moving back to Carmarthenshire, in the south Wales valleys. I dare anyone to walk into a pub in Maesteg and claim that the people in it are “anglicised”. 

“It belongs to you, it belongs to you.”	

My daughter has learned Welsh extraordinarily quickly. She arrived back here a similar age to my grandmother when she left. Next week all three of my children will compete in the National Urdd Eisteddfod, taking place in my grandmother’s hometown. They will sing in the language she would have called out in, to her mother across the yard. The language she prayed in. The language she was forced to leave behind, on a hillside in Llandovery. 

The sun is now fully out, reaching right across the side of the hill, and I have located the crisps squashed under a bag of wellies in the boot. My oldest daughter appears from behind the far wall of the chapel, running across the forecourt towards me, her blonde hair bouncing at her shoulders. She is shouting something I can’t make out at first, until she gets a little closer.

“Gallwch fi cael Pepsi Mam?” 






Lost in Translation 


An American arrives in my living room.
A group wriggle and pluck in her wake.

“Is this the toilet block?”

My husband, on his laptop, a work call
looks on bemused. 

“I’ll call you back, there’s a woman in my house.”

She did not read the shoe mountain she has climbed to enter.
A roller skate discarded. The scooter that blocks the porch. 

“Does Rhoslyn mean bathroom?”
“No, it means Rose. We live here. This is our house.”

She and her dripping raincoat are reversing now. 
When you gotta go, you gotta go.






































Walking is how the body measures itself against the earth

Rebecca Solnit[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust – A History of Walking, (Granta, 2022), p. 31] 








The Dawn

I am awake.
It is 3.45am and the puppy is clawing at the door, a cute, Jurassic-kind of clawing. If I don’t move there will be no paint left in an hour, an hour and a half, possibly no door. So, I slide my body from the bed, sloth down the sock-strewn-stairs wearing a cookie monster jumper and my husband’s half eaten slippers. 
Shadow hugs the corners of the patio. I stand a while in an unjudgmental silence. This darkness is all encompassing. But, here I am, alive inside it. Breathing despite the carbon crusted facts, heart beating despite a lack of site. Hearts have eyes of their own after all.  
I am awake.
The mountain hasn’t risen yet and only cats and mice creep round the fringes of stone walls, bear testimony to the woman and her energetic dog, both dressed in reaching porch light. She is wearing a jumper that overwhelms and a stillness that will not last.
In an hour or so, the mountain will start turning in an ever-lighter stage of sleep. Birdsong will break in, forcing trees from their beds and when the sun has flung off the mountains covers, it will make for windows. Ready itself to jump at them, tap, tap, taping across the bedclothes, announcing to their resident the kettle-bubble of a brand-new day.
But for now, it is all dark. And, it is all ok.
I am not sleeping. I am awake. 









Religion


There is a Holy line, that holds the middle of this bed. 

A shrine to sleep. Its liturgy is space. Small hours 

that rise and fall on this same side. A body of habit. 

Children have been known to mount a revolution, 

fold their song like prayers inside its cotton. Lovers 

commit sins on its borders, relay their dance to memory.

A foam cathedral, that chimes its penance as the faithful wake.  

















Apology


These bones are landscaped – to spell out words.

Chapel. Slut. Mother.


Inside a house constructed of less brittle things – I break them. 

Kill an angel hiding in the marrow. The proverbs wife runs

screaming from the boundary. Her hair, a thin

line of apology, tendrils coiling in this gentle fog. 

Sorry, sorry, sorry. Fog clearing – I am not sorry at all. 


How shall I cast them now? These bones – in stone? In soil? 

With petals – painted across a mouth that has made peace 

with its own tongue. 
































But this freedom is only the beginning; the room is your own, but it is still bare. It has to be furnished; it has to be decorated; it has to be shared. How are you going to furnish it? How are you going to decorate it? With whom are you going to share it and upon what terms?

Virginia Woolf[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Virginia Woolf, Killing The Angel In The House, (Penguin Books, 1995), p. 9] 


























Reflective Essay

Language is like a road, it cannot be perceived all at once because it unfolds in time, whether heard or read. This narrative or temporal element has made writing and walking resemble each other. 

Rebecca Solnit[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust – A History of Walking, (Granta, 2022), p. 268] 

 
This portfolio begins, as an exploration of what it means to be trapped in a particular place and context, both literally and creatively. How the one often instigates the other and how this sort of imprisonment, is largely exclusive to women. I am either well placed or, very badly placed to walk with you on this particular literary journey. 

My daughter underwent an operation a week ago and, as such, she and I are confined to the house for two weeks during her recovery. The hours I would normally steal during the school day, to visit the library or go for a walk, are not available for the last two weeks of this module. It is I suppose an opportunity to engage with qualitative research. Writing will need to become the journey itself. 

I invite you then to join me in trapsing a landscape in much the same way we might a coastal path or a mountain walk with the dog. Though this portfolio journey is linear, the derive of the pieces is diverse, interconnected as if on this path headed in one direction, the walker had suddenly stopped, noticed a particularly beautiful tree, or seen movement in the undergrowth.  

The words of other writer’s head both the portfolio and essay. They act as a gate or stile, allowing us to cross over into the next field of thought. Adra, translated into English is Home. Many of the pieces in this work relate to home, domestic spaces as both prisons and sanctuaries. What does it mean to belong to a geographical place and at the same time, feel a sense of disconnect from it.  

It is well documented that “One of the limitations of situationist psychogeography is its grounding in the male gaze…, men have had privileged access to and time to participate in such activities”[footnoteRef:10]. I arrive with the aim of taking a less worn path. That of the psychogeography of domestic spaces with particular emphasis on maternal mental illness. We may wander from illness to health, from shame to acceptance, we may discover these things are one and the same.   [10:  Bridger, A. J. ‘Psychogeography and feminist methodology’ Feminism & Psychology, 23(3), (2013). 285–298. <https://doi.org/10.1177/0959353513481783> [Accessed 26 May 2023]
] 

 
You may notice there are five gates we must pass through, five places we meet with a friend. The piece, “The First Five Numbers” is split into five stanzas, bringing greater emphasis to its theme. As we traverse through these gates, I hope we will arrive in a space wide open, no longer limited by “this scale that encompasses just the first five numbers we learn as children”.  
 



Women’s madness is an intelligible response to unliveable conditions in which other modes of response are blocked off. 
 
[bookmark: _Hlk136092681] Janet Wirth Cauchon[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Zoe Brigley, Into Eros, (Verve Poetry Press, 2021), p. 12] 

 
Our first gate is not the easiest we will encounter. The route appears steep and untenable, we may be forced to take separate paths or to walk at a distance from each other. Motherhood with its sleep deprivation, loneliness and constant requirement to disregard the self, is often a key factor in triggering diagnosable mental breakdown.   

Both Stages of Grief and A Woodlouse on the Carpet, are claustrophobic in their use of imagery and language. The writer is detached from self in the same way they are detached from their surroundings, she lives, “as a doll – inside rooms built from ticking expectation.” 

When zooming in on the small world of a woodlouse, a sense of claustrophobia is created in the writer’s advice to their visitor, “You do not want to be inside. It is too small here”. This path is narrow and menacing. We can only wait for the weather to turn.   

“The First Five Numbers”, is a direct comment on the lack of mental health provision for Mothers. It communicates this sense of imprisonment not only in a physical space but inside a construct of measurement used to distinguish need. The intense anguish and desperation of the piece’s content is boxed inside just five stanzas.  
 
[bookmark: _Hlk136092744]A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction. 

Virginia Woolf [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Virginia Woolf, A Room Of One’s Own, (Penguin Books, 1993), p. 3] 


Virginia Woolf provides an important counterbalance to an exclusively male psychogeographic theory. She tells us, “Killing the Angel in the House was part of the occupation of a woman writer.”[footnoteRef:13] If I am to complete this walk at all, it will have to be mine. “Woolf used the streets as research. What she saw there prompted her to wonder about people and their lives”[footnoteRef:14]. We will be required for a little while, to do the same, but in reverse. To wander through Woolf’s writing so that her research, becomes our street.  [13:  Virginia Woolf, Killing The Angel In The House, (Penguin Books, 1995), p. 5]  [14:  Lauren Elkin, ‘A tribute to female flâneurs: the women who reclaimed our city streets’, The Guardian, 29 July 2016, <https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/jul/29/female-flaneur-women-reclaim-streets> [Accessed 26 May 2023]] 


We then recall something about another woman who journeyed inside a room. Julian of Norwich is afforded the title of “the first woman to write a book in English”[footnoteRef:15] and did so by confining herself to a small room with only three windows as anchoress.   [15:  Julian of Norwich, Revelations Of Divine Love, (Penguin Books, 1998), p. vii] 


In the poem bearing her name, her experiences are intermingled with the wider context of religion and its expectations of women. The first stanza is about Julian, the second about a woman giving birth next door, occupying a space more expected of females but perhaps no less suffocating and enlightening. “How she also – is mid conversation with a deity.” 

Yvonne Reddick when writing about a collection of nature essays written by women, explains that Helen McDonald as an “epidemiologist seeking asylum” says that “literature can teach us the qualitative texture of the world…and we need it to. We need to communicate the value of things, so that more of us might save them”.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Yvonne Reddick, ‘Dawn Chorus, Vesper Flights’, New Welsh Reader, 132 (2023), 57-66 (p. 57)] 


I am no epidemiologist, but I am aware that my writing journey could help to map out the story of the mentally ill mother, the hidden traumas of women confined. Others may be invited to walk with me. We could kill “the angel hiding in the marrow” together.  

The concept of what it means to belong, and how our own internal and changing landscape may be affected by and may affect the geographic space we occupy, is a theme of utmost importance when we study why women create and why we don’t.  

It would be rude of course to meet with Woolf and not attempt a little fiction. Tasked as part of the module with rewriting a space I know well, from an entirely different perspective; I chose my home for my fictional piece and made my character a man. During this interval we meet David Morgan, displaced geographically and physically by war.   

In my research I was able to find out that my home was previously occupied by a carpenter and his family during the early 1900’s.[footnoteRef:17] We had recently stripped the stone walls of their 70’s Artex plaster and found beneath it, old lintels and floating doorways. I placed David, who has returned from the front lines of the Somme, injured and with limited mobility, at the centre of this space I know well.  [17:   David Lewis, A History Of The Edwinsford And Clovelly Communities: The Williams, Drummond, Cary, Hamlyn, Fane, Manners, Asquith And Rous Family Owners, (David TR Lewis, 2017)] 


For a little while we take a detour. My discovery of the history of Mametz Wood was entirely accidental. Driving through France on holiday with my husband and children, we happened upon a village displaying, to our confusion, a lot of Welsh flags. This was no obvious tourist destination, but a normal village of just private houses. 

We stopped at the garden of one such house, which had its own dragon billowing in the wind, to ask the woman outside it what the flags meant? We pointed to my children’s bucket hats and tried to converse in broken French, she pointed to a sign saying war memorial.  

We found the memorial up on a sun swept hill, overlooking the woods themselves. With the help of Google and surprisingly good signal, pieced together the history of one of the bloodiest and most controversial battles of World War One. Four thousand Welsh men died on the soil that we were now standing on in our flip flops. One young man’s home address is given as our next-door neighbour’s house. 

I am joined now, in the memory of that hilltop, by the translated words of the poet SAID, “The place I die, I shall not belong”[footnoteRef:18]. My character though is one of the few lucky ones. He has returned, but must now navigate a familiar landscape through the lens of disability and injury, both physical and mental. He must find home again though his context is altered forever,  [18:  Said, The Place I Die I Shall Not Belong, (Belfast Lapwing, 2006), p. 1] 


“an economy of skin” is an exit from the insides of the room and its claustrophobia, not to a hill in France but to the unequal and complicated landscape of capitalism and the working mother. Though she is now outside, the environment is no less stifling. Lines are delivered as a list, at pace, as the protagonist manoeuvres through unseen difficulty. The final line packing a punch, what she might say if she had the space to say it.  
  
This is the language that we use, that we speak when we put on the immersion, unpack our Christmas presents. This is the language that we use when sorting out the clothing on the line. This is the language that tells me what I have done wrong. This is the language hummed at night.

Nerys Williams[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Nerys Williams, Republic, (Seren Books, 2023), p. 10] 

 
When we arrive at the next gate we converse mainly in English. Though, I feel awkward about it. This is the study of language and how it defines us. Geography and identity. Homescapes, the people in them and the sort of words they speak. 

The auto fictional piece Linguistic Bereavement is the story of my family’s return to the geographical location of my ancestors, and the rebirth of my native tongue in our home. Placing my children into a building once occupied by my family, was a real occurrence but also proved a powerful literary technique to connect the past and the present. “Memory is the fourth dimension to any landscape”.[footnoteRef:20]    [20:  Margaret Wappler, ‘Suffering From Writerly Guilt? Janet Fitch Has Some Ideas…’, Los Angeles Times, 26 April 2009, < http://www.latimes.com/archives/blogs/jacket-copy/story/2009-04-26/suffering-from-writerly-guilt-janet-fitch-has-some-ideas> [accessed 26 May 2023]] 


The tongue in cheek piece Lost in Translation that follows, may seem a trivial one sitting next to its prose neighbour. Although it is comical, addressing the real event of an American tourist bursting into our house, it also whispers at a side wind of the important notion of colonialism and its impact on indigenous communities.   
  
Walking is how the body measures itself against the earth.

Rebecca Solnit[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Solnit, Wanderlust, p. 31] 


This walk has felt long, my feet are hurting a little, up ahead though we see a gate, this one a little wider than the others. Its latch is easier to open having been greased with hope.  The Dawn is a prose poem infused with a hopeful narrative, “it is dark and, it is all ok.” Just as the writer journeys down the stairs and into, the outside, the piece itself represents an escape from the squeezing of earlier poems. “Religion”, although inside the house, is more light-hearted, indicative of a freedom found. Its use of religious language is tongue in cheek juxtaposed against the everyday topic matter, but also looks to elevate the importance of these spaces with its grandiose description of them, “There is a holy line”.  

The most difficult section is over. We are out now into the wider spaces of thought, along the way we have conquered the bog our feet were stuck in, picked up the pebbles of a family’s geography to see them restored, and arrived here, at an Apology, or more accurately a lack of one.  

The bones are broken, and, in their wake lie opportunities, “How shall I cast them now?”. The chance to be at home in the self. We have one final gate to walk through, beyond it, just open space.  

 But this freedom is only the beginning; the room is your own, but it is still bare. It has to be furnished; it has to be decorated; it has to be shared. How are you going to furnish it? How are you going to decorate it? With whom are you going to share it and upon what terms? 

Virginia Woolf[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Woolf, Killing The Angel In the House, p. 9] 
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