
Escapism 



Sometimes, I need to get out of my house. It happens most days. All the things in my life become encroaching. The lists and calendars that are so essential to the running of my household. The piles of laundry crying out to be folded and the never-ending dishes. Appointments to attend and book, children to taxi around, meals to plan. Shopping to shop and lists to write and remember.
Escapism comes in many shapes. As a teenager, I used to run away when I was hurt. First, from home to be with a boy, and then from a boy to be at my home. Escapism now is less dramatic but just as effective. It could be watching the birds flitting on the feeders or walking out the door and down the road to the river that snakes through the wide-open fields. If I need more distance, I get in my car and drive to the top of town, where I can walk in the pine forest and breathe the highly concentrated oxygen that smells of moss and mulch. 
Today, when my mind crowded and my blessings felt like burdens, I knew where I needed to go. It amazes me that in just a half-hour drive, I can be by the lakes in the Cambrian mountains. The first time I went up there was in October when a friend took me and my sister for a swim. She had decided to take us to her secret lake. As we drove up through mountains, higher and higher, the world stretched out in front of us. Pools of glistening water surrounded by green and gold moorland rose and fell into the distance. How had I never known that I lived so close to some of the longest-distance views in Wales?[footnoteRef:1] That day was mild and still. We swam in the cool silken water for an hour and made lude jokes about its intimate caresses. My friend told us that she rarely sees a soul at that lake. For that reason, we must keep its location to ourselves. Perhaps her desire for secrecy is because, like me, she loves solitude or perhaps because she swims naked and enjoys privacy. [1:  Laura Morris, ‘NLCA21 Cambrian Mountains’.] 

Today, as I got in my car and began driving away, my head was crowded. I tried to think about the lake, but my thoughts would not allow space for imagination. I put an audio story on, but I couldn’t focus on the words. While I drove, I tried to order next week’s commitments and even stopped the car to write in my diary. 
Once I finally started to ascend the mountain, I noticed my surroundings. Gradually, the cars, houses, and farms grew fewer, and the land began to drop away around me. Taking with it the clench of my jaw. I drove past the last house and followed a red kite as it seemingly led me up and over a cattle grid. Heather, gorse, and grasses clung to the rocky landscape like a duvet over the undulating limbs of the earth beneath. With each mile, the landscape grew, the valleys dipped deeper, and the vastness of the sleeping form beneath the green and yellow blanket left me in awe. Some find this naked landscape a desolate, sad place. In his book Feral, George Monbiot says, “I find it dismal, dismaying”.[footnoteRef:2] Monbiot craves regrowth of the once-rich forests that covered the landscape before deforestation began in the early prehistoric period.[footnoteRef:3] I am all for the return of the trees, but that does not hold me back from admiring the stark beauty of the exposed landscape that was carved out more than 12,000 years ago by glacial erosion.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  George Monbiot, Feral: Rewilding the Land, the Sea, and Human Life (University of Chicago Press, 2014).Page 63. All future references will be Monbiot followed by page number. ]  [3:  ‘Archaeology and History’, Cambrian Mountains Society <https://www.cambrian-mountains.co.uk/public-home/cambrians-overview/archaeology/> [accessed 9 February 2024].]  [4:  ‘Archaeology and History’.] 

The world is big up there, and there is so much room to breathe. As I drove higher, I expected to see the scattered peaks and their water-filled dips stretch out in front of me—the ultimate awe-inspiring view to put my little thoughts in their place.
 Instead, I found myself driving into a cloud with little to see but rain and fog. I parked by the road and fought with the wind as I tried to zip up my coat, eventually being victorious. The wide path to the lake was partially protected on both sides by sweeping craggy moorland, but still, I had to brace myself for the elements and push forward into the oncoming gusts. When I finally reached the lake, The wind was whipping around the mountain, carrying swirling plumes of foggy rain. As I walked, I unbraced and leaned into the gale. I spread my arms and my weight lifted. Ahead of me, the vast lake ebbed and flowed, offering itself up to the wind in foaming ripples. The wind gratefully accepted the sacrifice as it seized the spray and carried it off. I lifted my face to the sky and offered my overcrowded mind. The wind accepted, and as it washed me with cold lake spray, it seized my burdens and carried them away. 
I could not see the shape of the wind, but I could feel it swirling around me—shape formed by the curves of the disrobed landscape, its basins, pools, and peaks.
I stood beside the water, looking down at the old slate slabs that had long ago been dug into the bank to form steps into the depths. Who lifted or dragged them into place? How many people have since used them to take a drink or enter the lake? 
Before I left, I ritually ascended to wash my face and quench my thirst.   
On my return home, I found new shapes in my mind. Where there was once a tangle of mess and disdain, there is now an exposed landscape of clarity and gratitude. My burdens have been swept away, and in their place, I find my blessings.    
   
