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INTRODUCTION

‘Prior to a world of lockdowns and restrictions the creative writing 
group in Shine’s Dublin Resource Centre was among the most well 

attended. Having had the honour to facilitate this group on 
a number of occasions the power of creative writing and its role 
in recovery and wellbeing was highlighted by the participants. 

While mental ill-health may foster social isolation, the opportunity 
to engage in creative writing can bring people together. I am happy 

the competition was rolled out across the country and all those 
who benefit from Shine’s services were given the chance to enter. 

The intention behind Shine’s creative writing competition 
was to encourage and celebrate the bravery of the words those 

individuals commit to the page.’ 

Frank BLACK
Community Mental Health Worker

Shine Dublin Resource Centre
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Saoirse

LOVE
Social Isolation

A rustling of leaves, accompanied by loud distressed bird cries, disturbed the serenity of the 

suburban road. Leaves fell from the branches in a puddle on the path below. A blackbird flew in 

circles around the space of the disturbance. The unshaven man held out his handful of pebbles 

and aimed again at the bird, who fluttered faster and with even more panic.

“Missed.” he admitted and flung the remaining pebbles down. Instead he approached the house.

A rapping came on the window. Tap, tap, tap. It repeated. Tap. Tap. Tap. The clock over the 

door said it was late. She pulled the curtain tight and turned off her lamp. No doubt it was the 

narcissist. She checked her phone. 3 missed calls.

She apologised to the phone, for she felt it was her duty to respond when called, and she felt 

full of guilt. Anger and guilt mixed together.

It was day one. The day her world came to an abrupt stop. “At 6 pm...” the radio told her, “All 

schools will shut.”

Social isolation, the buzz words rang from the headlines, the radio, the TV. It was her duty to 

isolate herself from the world in order to save lives, her own included. Well, she couldn’t argue 

with that.

Social Isolation. She ruminated about the expression. To isolate socially. Isolation itself as the 

ultimate social behaviour, warranted now we were in the midst of a pandemic. The apparent 

incongruity of the two words together: “social” being participation in a community, “isolation”, 

the opposite.

Creative Writing First Place
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THE CONUNDRUM THAT WAS SOCIAL 
ISOLATION, SEEMED PERFECTLY AN ANALOGY 
OF THE CONFLICTS THROUGHOUT HER LIFE. 
AT ONCE THE DESIRE, THE NEED, FOR SOCIAL 
ACCEPTANCE THAT EVERY CHILD EXPERIENCES, 
AND IN CONFLICT, THE PAIN, THE HURT 
OF FAILING TO ACHIEVE THIS ACCEPTANCE.

OUTSIDE THE WINDOW. “CREE. CREE.”, 
SHE COULD HEAR SINGING FROM OUTSIDE. 
THE MOTHER BLACKBIRD WAS NESTING IN 
THE TREE OVERHANGING HER FRONT DOOR. 
SHE COULD BE OBSERVED AT THIS TIME OF 
DAY CAUTIOUSLY FORAGING FOR SCRAPS 
WHILE RETURNING FREQUENTLY TO CHECK 
ON HER NEST. SARAH REACHED INTO THE 
BREADBASKET AND GATHERED A HANDFUL 
OF CRUMBS. SHE SCATTERED ENOUGH 
FOR A MEAL FOR 6, FOR SHE KNEW THIS BIRD 
WAS NOT FEEDING ONLY HERSELF.

5
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Sarah became acutely aware of her                                     s o l i t u d e .
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Some days, time moved along as you would expect it to, one thing following another. Other 

days’ time obeyed no rules and a minute might drag on into eternity. There were tricks to 

passing through this extended time. Counting. Punctuating. Methodically repeating already 

finished tasks. Yet still, warped time would get the better of her. She could hear a pounding 

sound in her head. A long deep pounding, that repeated again and again through the long 

minutes. There was no way to stop it, to get it out of her head.

STUPID GIRL. Came the internal voice. STUPID AND WEAK. LETTING THE ISOLATION 

BEAT YOU.

NO. I’M NOT STUPID. I CAN DO THIS. said the inner voice. I AM BLOODY BRILLIANT FOR 

MANAGING SO WELL.

It was that droning noise again. Drowning out all thoughts. DO SOMETHING. Said the internal 

voice. ANYTHING. JUST DO SOMETHING.

So, she pulled on her thick latex gloves and glanced around. A heap of recycling remained to 

be put outside, for the most part, empty cans of coke. THEY WILL DO. She got out her good 

scissors and began to cut randomly into the metal. A metal bird shape took ten minutes. She 

continued until the can was used up. There was a large jar of safety pins nearby, and strong 

glue. In minutes she had fashioned several bird broaches, made from recycled coke cans. 

They were dead cute, and original too.

As the droning noise continued on, Sarah ignored it as she was engrossed in her coke bird 

figures. I WILL CALL THEM SOCIAL ISOLATION BIRDS, she thought.

At the end of a week she had made 200.

The narcissist rapped on the window. It was mid-day and there was no way to pretend she 

wasn’t home.

He entered and took over the space quickly. “Did you miss me?” with a grin he addressed her.

He proceeded with an elaborate and intricate story involving himself as hero, and he checked 

her face at intervals to make sure she was following.

Saoirse LOVE Social Isolation Saoirse LOVE Social Isolation
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“I’m sorry. I can’t concentrate.” she began to apologise. 

Then instead she retorted, “I just don’t want to hear it. I don’t care.”

There was silence. 

They were both shocked. Within minutes he opened the door and left, looking back 

to wonder what had happened to Sarah in a few months to change her so much. 

As he walked out, the blackbird swooped down and did a huge poo right on his head. 

AND DON’T COME BACK, Said the bird’s internal voice.

Saoirse LOVE Social Isolation

WORDPRESS. Build your own website. The computer told her. HOW HARD CAN IT BE?

SOCIAL ISOLATION BIRD BROACHES. The title read. She figured out how to get her title on 

Google’s current search engine.

“Phase four. The end of Lockdown.” Sang out the radio.

“Please continue social isolation where possible,” people were advised, “for the good of 

themselves and their country.”

THAT, she thought to herself, WILL NOT BE A PROBLEM. Sarah smiled on her way back from 

the bank. She had got a small business loan, and 4 crates of coke on the way home.

Outside her house, there was another ruckus from the tree but this time the noise was from 5 

teenage birds as they played and pushed each other out of the nest. Mother blackbird took a back 

seat and watched. As did Sarah. After a couple of stop-starts, the first one succeeded and flew 

from the nest, up to the treetop, over the roof of Sarah’s house and off out of sight. The others 

soon followed suit. Sarah smiled broadly and she thought her friend the blackbird was smiling too.

A PERFECT DAY FOR NEW BEGINNINGS, they both thought.

Saoirse LOVE Social Isolation
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Lucie

KAVANAGH
If You’ve Never Been Heard

Creative Writing Second PlaceLucie KAVANAGH If You’ve Never Been Heard
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I can remember the frustration of not being able to talk. I knew what I wanted to say, 

but I could not get the words out, so I would just

Temple Grandin

SCREAM.
SCREAM.

SCREAM.
SCREAM.SCREAM.
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Lucie

KAVANAGH
If You’ve Never Been Heard

I worked for 20 years as a social care worker. Despite what people tactfully call my 

‘breakdown’ which led to losing that job, I loved it. I worked with adults who have learning 

disabilities, more specifically, adults who are classed as “severely disabled” and have no verbal 

communication, many with a diagnosis of autism. Most of these people are in their 50s now 

and were young children at a time when autism was not widely recognised or understood. 

Their parents’ choices were bleak do the best they could at home or send them across the 

country to residential schools or hospitals. In their rural communities they were treated kindly 

and with love. There was little support or information about how their brains functioned and 

how, despite not having verbal speech, they had other communication skills. These families 

found their own ways to adjust and to listen and be heard.

As I got to know them over many years their communication methods were every bit as real to 

me as speech. So too as was their frustration when they were not understood or responded to.  

We all have this innate need to communicate. What we communicate is individual but the need 

is in every cell that makes us.

In short, I supported people who needed help to make themselves understood, to put words 

to their experiences, and who, without a language that others could hear, sometimes had to 

express themselves through behaviour. This behaviour could be violent, shocking, dangerous, 

loud or plain annoying - it had to be. It was their last resort to be heard especially in cases of 

extreme need, physical pain, hurt, fear or rage.

I designed communication systems for each person. I didn’t see it as giving words to someone.  

The words were already in their minds. They just needed a medium to get them across to others.

Creative Writing Second Place
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One of the people I supported – let’s call her Anne-used to get horribly distressed when 

she wanted to go out and it wasn’t possible or wasn’t possible at that moment. Anne’s 

communication system involved a chart with photos of everything in her life. Putting them 

in order formed her timetable for the day. The photos allowed us to tell her when it wasn’t 

possible to go out, we would put up photos of an alternative activity, Anne would replace with 

her outing photograph and negotiations could commence. Without ever speaking a word in 

her life, Anne was having arguments. She could consent or disagree. She gained control over 

her life. Her frustration was still there but it became less, more irritation than anger or panic.  

Even when the answer was not the one she wanted, she was still being heard and she knew it.

Anne and other people I worked with have abilities that I do not. They can access and 

communicate their emotions. Their feelings, expressions and body language are always 

beautifully in sync. The rawness of their anger and distress can be painfully tangible but it 

is real. Their love is honest. Their pleasure is delightful. Everything is on the surface. Their 

frustration always clawed through me. Just as Anne treasured her link to the world of two-way 

communication, I drank in the depth of what they felt. Our relationship felt symbiotic.

A few years ago I met a new therapist who asked me what a difficult day for me might look 

like. I told him that it might start with comparing how I am now with a few years ago and 

having thoughts of “how did I get to this” and then to guilt about losing my job, anger at 

myself because it should be so easy to just pick up the pieces and get back to some semblance 

of normality. But something catches me and grips tight - fear, sadness, desperation? They are 

real, he assured me. That fear is real. Anxiety is real.

“Have you ever had the normality you describe?” he asked when I tried to talk about how a 

healthy mind might view socialising.

I was forced to admit that no, even at the “healthiest” times of my life there was always that 

shadowy something that had to be escaped by working hard or becoming immersed in some 

other obsession. It had never been possible to do the things that, it seemed, was natural to 

everyone else - making friends, forming bonds or falling in love.

“It’s not that I think there’s any danger in socialising,” I said, returning to the present, “but I feel 

like it’s only safe at home on my own.”

Lucie KAVANAGH If You’ve Never Been Heard
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The therapist then said something strangely comforting - that work had been an expression of 

myself. I had chosen a career where I needed to connect deeply with people. It served as a way 

to form relationships in a safe, structured way. I could experience the world in a way that felt 

ok. Without it, the world stopped feeling safe.

We talked about childhood and how, if you never had the freedom to be yourself, you learn 

to suppress your feelings. If you have to continually be who you are needed to be, your 

individuality is put away along with those feelings.

“If you’ve never been heard,” the therapist said, “if you’ve never been able to truly be yourself, 

the world must be a scary place indeed.”

I need to find Anne’s photos and chart for myself. I need to learn to bargain, to choose, to 

argue, to shout. But there’s a mountain to climb. There’s miles and miles of rocky paths - uphill, 

heavy and slow. 

Thanks to my work, I learned to trust the truth of emotions a long time ago. Even though they 

weren’t mine, they were always nothing short of painfully, truthfully and beautifully real.

Lucie KAVANAGH If You’ve Never Been HeardLucie KAVANAGH If You’ve Never Been Heard
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William

O’DONNELL
Social Isolation

Musings on the aforementioned topic:

Well! --------Well! ----------Well! The Theme is Social Isolation.

I know it only too well. The doctor said to me-----“I think you are a bit of a loner!” In any kind of 

relationship, I tend to come in last, an also -ran, the loser in the race! What can I say?

Looking back, I remember a time when the strait-jacket was still on the table and the male 

nurse had just left the room and was walking down the corridor. While that time is long gone, I 

still recall the feelings of despair, those days of despair which turned into nights and where my 

only companions were my own negative thoughts.

As I mused the past, the long, lonely night stretched ahead into a broken dawn and I knew 

there would be little sleep. I also knew that the early morning depression never seemed to live 

up to or to measure up to, the progress of the night before.

I woke with a start---------a bad dream! It must have been that blasted Chicken Tikka Masala 

from the night before. Remind me not to eat take away food again. It is playing havoc with my 

digestive system, not to mention my diabetes. I knew it was going to be a Bad Day ahead.

I remembered the advice given by a member of SEE CHANGE. “Do not give interviews on days 

when you are not at your best”.

This was one of those days, so I rang my PA and asked her to cancel all my appointments 

for the day. You don’t have any appointments today, she said. So I thanked her and took my 

tablets for the day instead.

Creative Writing Third Place
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I could have been something or someone, I thought, if only the chips had fallen in my favour. 

Another broken dream, I mused. 

William O’DONNELL Social Isolation William O’DONNELL Social Isolation
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Another wasted 

NOWHERE!
Another wasted 

NOTHINGNESS! 
To complete a full circle of 

NIHILISM

Nowhere meets Nothingness on the way back!

Anyway, enough of this foolish meandering, I thought. It won’t get you nowhere, 

I chided myself and there were practical matters to which I needed to attend.
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After breakfast consisting of Weetabix with milk and some fruit and a Yogurt, I rang my PA 

again. This time she said she was not my PA, never was and never will be. If I didn’t get off the 

phone and stop stalking her, she said, she would call the guards. Later that morning, I had a 

visit from a nice lady from the Social who told me she had scheduled some “quiet time” for me 

in the local hospital during which I was not to be disturbed and all my phone calls would be 

taken for me.

The nice lady from the Social asked me if there was anybody who should be notified of my 

temporary absence. A friend or family member, perhaps. No I said, you see I am socially 

isolated. I have no close friends left who care about me and my one remaining family member 

is in an enclosed contemplative order of Nuns in Southern Patagonia and, of course, I didn’t

want her disturbed on my account.

I packed a few belongings into an overnight bag, pyjamas, toiletries, tablets and a few changes 

of clothes and a few of my beloved books. I knew I didn’t really want to go into hospital for 

a stint but I also knew I probably had little choice and I thought that it might do me good 

anyway to meet up with other people there. So I went without a fuss.

I spent about a week in the hospital. It was a bit of a disappointment. I had to stay on my 

own most of the time and could not go within 2 metres of anyone else. Most of the staff went 

around in PPE and masks and gloves. Other patients were also restricted and forced to wear 

masks and gloves to avoid the Covid 19 virus which was circulating.

I felt I had to get out of there. In there, I felt even more socially isolated than before and I 

feared that I might pick up the virus if I was there for much longer. Finally, one morning the 

doctor called into my room and told me I was being released. Great, I thought, I would be able 

to return to my humble apartment which, while lonely would still give me independence. The 

doctor also told me that the virus restrictions were to be eased shortly so I would have more 

freedom to go out and about and meet friends and acquaintances.

To celebrate, I rang Boutros Boutros, my best friend, to share the good news. Life is not so bad 

after all.

William O’DONNELL Social Isolation
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ANONYMOUS
Untitled

My journey with schizophrenia has been a rollercoaster. It starts off quite sad as I had to drop 

out of university in Dublin due to mental illness. I had deteriorated and I ended up living in 

hostels for over 2 years. People up in Dublin knew I was sick and avoided me. I spent a fortune 

on therapy. Physically I was thin and I suffered from paranoia, delusions of grandeur, fear of 

persecution and severe anger. I was so angry at having to leave university for personal reasons 

(including financial), I sent many angry emails. My family were so concerned they called the 

guards. The guards turned up at the hostel and they said I was not in trouble but I had to see 

a doctor. I was not arrested but the doctor at the station said I was ill and referred me to the 

psychiatric unit. The guards then left and I remember being brought to a room on my own 

so I could sleep. I do not recall going through A + E, however, my medical records said I was 

there. The following day the doctor was so shocked at my condition he had no choice but to 

section me under the mental health act. I spent a month in hospital and the nurses made sure 

I ate properly, took my tablets and at times snuck me cigarettes as at that time, there was 

a smoking area. The psychiatrists interviewed me regularly over the month I was there and 

they reached the diagnosis of schizophrenia. They revoked the order after 2 weeks as 

I was taking medication. I was allowed to leave the hospital for small amounts of time after 

a month as they felt I was safe with a family member. I had to take my medication and 

I agreed with them after I was discharged I would return to the hospital every month for 

an injection of anti psychotics. Yes they said I suffered a psychotic episode, however, being 

diagnosed with schizophrenia (same thing) meant I was entitled to disability. This was life 

changing as it meant I would be able to apply to a new university. Now, I had been to college 

before and graduated with a higher cert in applied social studies from Athlone IT in 2014. 

Creative Writing CommendedANONYMOUS Untitled
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Susi who give the grants told me I couldn’t go back to university until 2019 as I had to take the 

5 year break. It was the longest 5 years of my life. I was absolutely skint and if it wasn’t for my 

mum helping me out, I don’t know how I would have survived. I was renting a single room and 

the conditions were formidable. Mum bought my food and sometimes I had to budget for bills. 

Looking back I should have asked St Vincent de Paul for help, it just didn’t occur to me. I quit 

smoking in 2016 as I couldn’t afford it. It was starting to affect my health and turning my finger 

tips yellow. The other thing that was life changing for me was attending a creative writing 

group with other outpatients. I started blogging and now have a twitter following of more than 

1, 100. Having a mental illness can be isolating as there is a stigma for schizophrenia. I have 

been told often not to say it until someone knows me well. People assume you see things that 

aren’t there or hear voices. However, although this does happen to some people, there is a 

spectrum for schizophrenia. If I got sick again I would deteriorate. My injection costs the HSE 

500 euro a month and this doesn’t include the healthcare team that look after me. It is more 

expensive to keep me in hospital and as I am high functioning, I can mostly take care of myself. 

The good news is I started getting published in womans way and in the college newspaper 

at NUIG. I volunteered to work on a magazine radio show at NUIG. After sitting an entrance 

test for arts, I was accepted onto the journalism programme at NUIG. I got the only spot going. 

It was finally the end of social isolation for me, as I had spent 5 years on the dole, hardly seeing 

anybody or talking to anybody. All I had was my writing. Writing is my best friend. 

I was an award winning poet at the age of 15 and I am ranked above 86% of my peers for verbal 

comprehension. My first book was started in the depths of winter. I sent two chapters 

to a London publisher and received a full manuscript request. Sadly my dad recently died from 

cancer of the blood but I know he was proud of me. He was so excited when I appeared in a 

Coronas music video in 2010. I moved back in with mum and finally I was no longer living in 

unsafe circumstances. I have a big double bed to myself and I live in a cosy house. I no longer 

live in fear or under the rules of the other housemates. Mum is my best friend and we look after 

each other. I would say to anyone who was in a similar situation to me to reach out to supports 

available. My psychiatric nurse and doctor have taken really good care of me and encouraged 

my writing and self care. I am on medication for the rest of my life however I think I got off 

lightly and appreciate my good mental health every day.

Gerard

BURNS
Social Isolation

Creative Writing CommendedANONYMOUS Untitled



18 19

Gerard

BURNS
Social Isolation

It’s such a strange time,

When people don’t go out,

Old people are Cocooning,

While Youths still hang about.

It is called a Pandemic,

And our Government make some rules,

We will deal with this in phases,

And will start by shutting schools.

But I have an illness,

And I’m really not that old,

But I’m one of the vulnerable,

Is what I’ve been told.

I’m on several different meds,

Which come in various varieties,

Designed to help me with Depression,

And my social anxieties.

This is what they say they do,

But not always is the case,

I get overwhelmed with fear and panic,

Which I find impossible to trace.

My confidence is dropping,

I have fear of fitting in,

Why go out tomorrow,

To face a battle I can’t win.

Because when I go to try each day,

All I feel is pain and hurt,

The comfort of my room is safe,

But I’m losing my self-worth.

But where are the people that really know,

And share that glimpse of hope,

To walk outside and smile and breath,

And show everyone I can cope.

Creative Writing Commended
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Gerard BURNS Social Isolation

For this Pandemic can make us think,

Of our services and how they rate,

For mental health is high on lists,

But the teachings are not great.

After all this reflection,

Will the system change its way,

With compassion for the vulnerable,

And respect what they have to say.

20
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Anne

DORAN
Is My Voice Relevant?

Surely this is a time to listen and not speak 

out;

I hear, from those who wish to share 

negativity and lies.

There are many of us, who are grieving, 

falling into deep chasm; 

And riding on a truly emotional and 

overwhelming rollercoaster.

Surely we need to accept the lessons 

and the blessings of our life journeys; 

We hear as echoes from the past - 

replaying like broken records.

Understandably many of us are angry, 

frustrated, afraid, isolated, cocooned and 

alone, upset and filled with fear.

Many of us are on our last nerve, hanging 

by a shoe string.

But one lesson has outshone the rest 

and has illuminated my existence, 

It’s the need to accept change on my journey.

Our world is filled with injustice - 

in all forms, physically, psychologically, 

emotionally and spiritually.

Now, it is time to speak out and to find our voice; 

In whatever form feels right for you.

To all our brothers and sisters, who are 

protectors of this planet, 

Through all our differences, we are 

truly the same.

To our planet, that has taken a deep breath,

And reminded us too to take that deep 

nourishing breath; 

That cleanses us and reminds us that 

we are enough.

That encourages us to slow down and to 

remember what is important in life,

Creative Writing Commended
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That shows us that productivity isn’t 

measured by monetary means, but by 

peace of mind.

I don’t have all the answers of my journey.

But I want to do more, to learn more, 

and to be more.

We are not alone!

We can support each other through all the 

challenges and changes that are pouring 

from us and through us.

From the power of one, be the change in 

your life. And let your soul rest in its healing 

and in its peace.

Knowing what you are doing right now is 

making a difference - to you!

Anne DORAN Is My Voice Relevant?

Angelín

FANNING
My Memorial Garden

Creative Writing Commended
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Anne DORAN Is My Voice Relevant?

Angelín

FANNING
My Memorial Garden

Dedicated in loving memory of my fantastic Father Seán Fanning:

To my surprise, I find the question of living and coping with social isolation when one has 

experienced mental illness is mind over matter. I believe and know that this is easier said than 

done. But personally I want to dismiss the perception that all social isolation is lonely and 

dull when cut off from family and friends for some considerable time and instead can be a 

moment of reflection where one can find for oneself when living daily in this time of social 

isolation. Due to a deadly virus disease known as Coronavirus or Covid-19 that can sadly kill 

man, woman, child or animal. I want to stand firm and tum all of my negativity into positivity. 

The answer of how to do the above strongly came to me - start to be cleverly creative and 

tum my creative precious time into a beautiful time of reflection on positive thoughts and 

images. My time to be me and be grateful for being me and what I hoId firm and believe in.

So, in early March, after much decision making, I chose to carefully build my memorial garden 

to celebrate the marvellous handiwork of my dear green fingered Dad. I wanted to live in the 

present moment and yet bring some precious times of yesterdays’ bygone days into today’s 

time. I researched thoroughly a space where I could stand back in time, at a future date to admire 

God’s beautiful blessed nature and notice the significant qualities of my Dad shining through.

I gathered Dad’s old garden tools together; some water, towels, anti rust paint and black garden 

weathershield paint and commenced working in our spacious garage. Delicately I washed each 

item in turn. I washed two old irons and their holders, kettles and skillet pots and carefully 

applied anti rust paint and afterwards black garden weathershield paint. I enjoyed listening to 

the exquisite singing of the blackbirds as I painted.

Creative Writing Commended
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Just then my faithful friend Anam Chara came to me and was curious in what detailed work 

I was doing. He looked tenderly at me and smiled affectionately.

I knew then in my moments of social isolation I was happy bringing Dad’s garden tools to life.

Then an inspiration jumped into my curious mind to bring colour into my garden in the different 

forms of unique shaped and coloured stones and trees, both deciduous and evergreen all 

having their own individual purposes. I set off on my travels to Killiney beach to collect sand and 

stones. I bought numerous trees and plants namely Geraniums. Red Roses and Begonias. When 

I returned home to my garden I built a red bricked wall to give height to my purchased plants 

and trees. I placed the speckled plants and trees amongst the dazzling white and grey stones.

Suddenly and unexpectedly, a Robin flew down from the blue sky and rested on my bare feet. 

I knew I felt happy and gazed above high into the sky, contemplating, was this beautiful brown 

Robin with his splendid redbreast Heavenly sent from my dear Dad who I know was watching 

over me.

Carefully I placed Dad’s laminated picture at the foot of my evergreen pine tree. This reminded 

me that my Dad’s memory will live on forever in my heart.

I stood back and admired my memorial garden created for my special friend, my Dad. Before my 

green twinkling eyes lay a wonderful beautiful lovely creative spread of glorious colours and nature 

at its best. Gardener’s poem “The kiss of the sun” by Dorothy Frances Gurney sprung to my mind.

“The kiss of the sun for pardon, the song of the birds for mirth, One is nearer God’s Heart in 

a garden, then anywhere else on earth.”

The blue skies above with its magnificent warm sunshine and the blackbirds singing amongst my 

flowers, trees and stones each reminded me and contributed greatly to my quick mental health 

recovery in a period of social isolation. I had conquered success and turned any negative images, 

feelings and faces of gloom and sorrow into everlasting light. I dispelled darkness into God’s 

glorious, glowing radiating light. I had created space both internally and externally by developing 

a lovely memorial garden for a great man whom, I was blest to have known and be his daughter.

Ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam.

 Angelín FANNING My Memorial Garden Angelín FANNING My Memorial Garden
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The light was there but how to find it,

Through the grey mist it shimmered blindingly,

But somehow it seemed so far,

In a previous existence mountains were conquered,

Beneath his ragged, paltry feet,

That carried his soulless lonely carcass, as

Crashing depression swept over him like a cyclone,

Whipping him up into a turbulent mass,

Stumbling about streets of an earthly apocalypse,

That doom had laden it’s imprint upon,

But a fireball loomed upon the top of the towers,

Within his cascading self his eyes soared high,

A home was his penchant in his desperate disposition,

Security no ambiguity about that,

The light above mirrored his sweetened soul,

A man who could not face reality, but had the character for it,

As shards of bright came toppling down,

He felt his dishevelled self soothe comprehensively,

The solitary avenues drift into the spatial dimension,

That he could reach with a tender feeling,
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Nervously he fiddled with his tobacco,

As he contemplated the day ahead,

He had not always lived up to his mighty potential,

But his potential was always within a firm grasp,

He wandered through the alley in Stephens Green,

Till his sodden feet came to a stop,

And he saw the opening of an array of branches,

That same light had grown lilies upon,

As his night became a broadening of day,

He cast his eyes up to the mirrored heavens,

And a host of amiable clouds dissipated,

No rain or hail to mystify,

The lengths his feet had solely embarked,

His shoes now with bolts of tender fulsome steel,

As he travelled far from the folded lineage,

That had poured within a barren whim,

Now his stoop grew with a high head,

As a swell came before his grey misty eyes, 

He knew then the world would come to redeem,

As his heart was worth a pot of gold and more,

“The more you give, the more you get,” was his mother’s words,

Swirling dark thoughts floundered him,

As he ruminated on the untruth of those words,

Cynical? Or the very world it seemed keeping him from his pinnacle?

His eyelids fluttered, damn the pharmaceuticals he muttered,

So many opportunities had passed before them,

Loneliness clung to him as a shroud,

That deluded man that company flirted yet eluded,
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Nervously he fiddled with his tobacco,

As he contemplated the day ahead,

He had not always lived up to his mighty potential,

But his potential was always within a firm grasp,

He wandered through the alley in Stephens Green,

Till his sodden feet came to a stop,

And he saw the opening of an array of branches,

That same light had grown lilies upon,

As his night became a broadening of day,

He cast his eyes up to the mirrored heavens,

And a host of amiable clouds dissipated,

No rain or hail to mystify,

The lengths his feet had solely embarked,

His shoes now with bolts of tender fulsome steel,

As he travelled far from the folded lineage,

That had poured within a barren whim,

Now his stoop grew with a high head,

As a swell came before his grey misty eyes, 

He knew then the world would come to redeem,

As his heart was worth a pot of gold and more,

“The more you give, the more you get,” was his mother’s words,

Swirling dark thoughts floundered him,

As he ruminated on the untruth of those words,

Cynical? Or the very world it seemed keeping him from his pinnacle?

His eyelids fluttered, damn the pharmaceuticals he muttered,

So many opportunities had passed before them,

Loneliness clung to him as a shroud,

That deluded man that company flirted yet eluded,

A dog in a bowler hat doffed its hat in false modesty,

The hypocrisy of modern life enveloped him,

As he searched for answers with no questions in his mind,

The selfishness of the elite no trickle-down pity came his way,

He had to build a life from scratch,

With not the resources to do so,

Always at square one or below,

Hello? Was he the underclass of society he asked himself?

His mind was as a body with one limb,

He had fought all his life and would fight again,

A gentleman who shared all he had,

When would he win?

A smile from a stranger lit his heart afire,

Ignorance or insight spurred him on,

Bloody cobbled boots slapped against his feet,

Two flaps like frogs did meet

“Faint heart never won fair lady” he muttered,

“Your lips are like cherries” he smacked his chapped lips,

Her smile shrank from her oval face,

The foam from his lips would never pass to her, she resolved,

His russet hair caught the wind,

As he felt the wrath of those who hate,

When, if ever, would bad luck dissipate,

Forever a grit in the eye of society,

Unrequited love was the only love he knew,

Forlorn he touched his muddied photograph,

Besmirched as much as his reputation,

Bemoaning the loss of the beauty in the still image he slightly held,
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His fractured mentality was a loss to himself,

Brutality brood in his soul, but was never accepted,

For those who looked in scorn,

He always neglected,

It’s passed over they said, why don’t you change?

His ways had become entwined with cluttered thought,

A complicated man, his very life a Rubik’s cube,

Blame, hurt and deception laid at his door, he had the shoulders for it,

The cogs in his mind got stuck at times,

Awkward situations and many hesitations,

A sign of a twice or thrice loser,

An underdog who had one bark left,

He fought life through the epitome of charm,

Fighting not with his fists, but with his words,

His smile could clear his stormiest critic into his sunniest ally,

Melting the shallowest of hearts like lemon sorbet,

This is for the underdog, who is taking care of business,

Not their way his own individual streak,

No regrets, the photo flung aside,

A new life for me and happiness he sighed.
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Melting the shallowest of hearts like lemon sorbet,

This is for the underdog, who is taking care of business,

Not their way his own individual streak,

No regrets, the photo flung aside,

A new life for me and happiness he sighed.
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One, hideous room.

I am trapped in one, hideous room.

I have no reckoning of how long I have been here, for time is meaningless, the voices giving 

me nothing to count by, but by the filth of the floor I must have been here a while.

Days, maybe, maybe weeks. Maybe hours.

The voices give me nothing.

Are they even voices?

They seem so real, whispering, mumbling.

Screaming.

The walls are changing, glowing. Even light seems…

Different.

Laced with threat, like the voices live in it.

Messages.

There is a way out of here, if I could just decipher the messages, but they are confused, 

like the voices.

Except one.
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The most revealing one.

The repetition is like the slow pounding of a hammer in my head, reinforcing itself over 

and over again as it calmly tells me where I am.

As if I could ever be anywhere else.

This room, this one, hideous room is all I know.

If God is gracious, why has He left me alone for so long?

I pace.

I lie on the filthy bed.

I listen.

All is silent, but for the voices. 

‘You’re here forever,’ one says. Female.

‘You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave,’ sings another. Male.

I just listen. Is there anything else I can do?

Horrid fascination has overtaken me, too tired to resist, too hopeful that this isn’t real, 

and so I close my eyes, and accept.

Finally, dreamless sleep takes me, registered as nothing more than a moment of blackness.

Birdsong. Outside my window. I hadn’t noticed it before.

My bed feels clean, and soft. Comfortable. I look to the door. Was it there before? 

Maybe it was hidden from me.

A voice. A soft, female voice. I dare not hope that it is real.

I leap from my bed, pull on my clothes, and open the door, drinking in the sight of her like 

I have never seen her before. She stands there, smiling, radiating the joy of our reunion.

God is truly Gracious.
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As a teenager, during times of social pressure, a feeling would swell up, like a balloon inflating 

beneath my chest. I would feel my blood flooding my extremities and my pulse accelerating. 

The urges to move and feel would surge inside. My bedroom would shrink to a cell, until I could 

not breathe. I felt the raw call of the wild reach out to me. I needed to lose myself in something 

utterly wild and unbound. I needed space.

I would walk until the vibrant green pushed suburbia back to a distant memory on the silver-

thin horizon. I walked as if my life depended on it. I sensed that if I just moved fast enough 

I could take flight and leave this meaningless existence behind. Then, I could cast my wings 

about, in that wide, fathomless sky. Finally out of the reach of society.

I didn’t know the reason behind this desire. All I knew was that I craved that feeling of raw 

energy, my heart hammering, as if it, too, would escape. The anger and restlessness inside 

fuelled me. I walked to outstrip the feelings of inadequacy and resignation. I walked to escape 

something that tried to pen me in, label me and grind me down into insignificance.

Walking released an all-consuming rage and bitterness that threatened to tear me apart. 

I yearned to howl into the verdant hills. To convince myself that I was here; I existed, despite 

everything. However, propriety prevented me. 

And so my pace quickened; fury imbued in every step. I had the urge to shred everything 

that bound me, to push my body beyond its limits. My breath expelled raggedly, my muscles 

screamed for respite. I needed to feel alive with raw emotion. It was easier to embrace anger, 

rather than submit to the deeper truth. So I let anger eclipse the pain. 
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Seeing the sea was like taking the first life-sustaining breath. That first flash of silver-blue. 

I tore off my shoes and ran across the warm tawny sands. I felt cocooned in the safe nostalgia 

of happier times. I was a child again, free and unburdened. Learning to live again, by living for 

this very moment.

Then, that miserable adolescent reappeared, spent from anger. It had felt good before, but it 

was a double-edged blade. Anger obscured the truth. However, it was the only coping method 

I had at seventeen. In years to come, I would discover that truth and what a cesspit it would be. 

I am uncertain I would have been ready to delve there. 

Solitude was no desire of mine. It was decided by the people around me, who spurned my 

friendship. However, when seeking solitude in nature, it was my choice. I felt lonelier in a room full 

of people, than I ever felt wandering the countryside. Out in the wild, life was simpler, straight-

forward. Nature was a fresh canvas, where expressing the simple act of living was enough. 

Whenever I escaped into the natural world, the fetters of society fell away. All those detestable 

social vices faded from my mind. Then, a silenced part emerged, and anger burst forth. Anger 

gave me that feeling of strength; of authority over my own destiny. But for all its benefits, it 

provided neither advice nor solution. It was little more than a plaster.

Now, years later, I understand my motivation to escape. It was an act of desperation, when 

every other outlet was closed to me. A small, pure part of me sensed how close my spirit was 

to breaking point. I fled to a place that offered respite from the wrongness that was slowly 

infecting my life. I sought escape from those cold, indifferent eyes at school. I ran from my 

parents who did not want to understand or know me. 

I wasn’t enough, even for me, by the end. And so, I reduced myself, trait by trait, until anger 

was the only thing left. I donned it because it made me feel strong. I changed into the person 

I thought I needed to be, in order to survive. That is my biggest regret.

The person I became was a shell of her former glory. She had nothing except anger and hate. 

Negativity replaced optimism. Distrust suppressed vulnerability. Her strength arose from 

conflict. Self-loathing and depression became steadfast companions. She began to regard her 

suffering as a sacred thing; a badge of honour. After all, it was easier to pretend she had a say 

in all of this. The alternative was to admit she had always been a victim.
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It has taken me a long time to demolish those barriers and discover who I am, underneath that 

protective carapace. Beneath layers of anger, I found a young child. Forgotten and forsaken. 

Her heart was still feather-light. Its beat had remained strong, despite all these years. The heart 

was without fear or caution, and filled with wonder. The child waited in the darkness for the 

other half of her whole. The love still brimmed in her heart. It had bound them long ago. Now, 

the child wished to encircle her old friend and echo the words: ‘You are perfect as you are’. 

That was the beginning of my life. For that child within, held every key. She was the inner 

compass that had guided me, unfalteringly, throughout my life. She had been the voice of 

purpose, self-worth, peace, and identity. Without her, there could be no capacity for wholeness.

This gives a snapshot of my struggle with mental ill-health, which began during my youth. I 

reacted the only way I could, as I did not have the tools. Understanding the motives behind 

my behaviour was important, as was the ability to understand and accept myself. This meant; 

looking at my past hardships, inner-demons, behaviours and compulsions. Without this 

understanding, I would never have had the power to change my destructive patterns and 

embrace healing. However, more importantly, in coming to terms with who I am, I paved my 

path to inner peace.
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“Sure, we will blame it all on the Virus.  

A person cannot be lonely, so alone. Soon 

there will be brighter days. Time is a great 

healer. Relax. Pay attention. I am always 

here, if you ever need me”.

‘Thanks Doctor. Take the medication as you 

ordered, Doctor’.

“Exactly! No psychosis. See you in 6 months”.

After, he said thanks, he wondered, is this 

another pep talk, another kicked can down 

the road, not dealing with the challenge?  

But doctors cannot know what it is like to be 

down and out? They are busy, busy always 

busy. Too hard working perhaps to care or 

have time for the blues. And so intelligent 

too, the 10% of the population most gifted. 

They score high on the social status.

As he leaves the outpatient department, 

he lights a cigarette. These fecken things 

cost me half my social. He angrily smokes 

the addictive substances deep down his 

lungs. And the bad health it is causing? He 

remembered an old friend who died. This 

friend was the first service user to treat him 

as equal. This friend’s health failed three 

years before his passing. From a healthy, 

devil may care bummer of cigarettes to a 

poor old frail old man. Gerry suffered, these 

fecken cigs caused it.

He wonders about his friend Gerry as he 

realises that he has only one cig left. Was 

Gerry a friend or a pest? All those times, 

Gerry was wheeling and dealing – was this 

really a way to go on with things? Was it, 

Gerry’s way of saying, I am your friend?  

Men cannot talk the same way as women –

Shoulder to shoulder – Goodness, Gerry was 

such a pest - never repaying loans, grasping 

for money money and he must spend spend.  

But Gerry was lonely too. He would never 

admit it. ‘Light up a cig, – there, clear the air. 

Cigarettes will kill me; I am not afraid to die’.
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Sometimes when he gave Gerry sweets to 

avoid cigs begging, Gerry would say ‘thanks 

– you must realize I am only a pauper. You 

have money, why don’t you spend it – you 

cannot bring it with you’. As he chewed the 

sweets, taking his teeth out, as the caramel 

stuck on his bare gums. He could hear 

Gerry’s noise with the spittle mix, dribbling- 

it was awful’.

Nag, nag! Stop! Gerry Stop! I miss you now.  

At the funeral only a hand full of people 

attended (pre-Covid 19). Gerry would have 

liked a big funeral – he liked to show off his 

spending power – to buy friends. Bye Gerry, 

God love you!

Families have it hard also. They suffer 

too. Social isolation happens – ‘this is the 

mad one in the family’. ‘Ah Ah Ah’– as 

the cheeky young girl passes him by on 

the street shouting, laughing to her friends.  

The Families go from shock, to outrage 

to indifferences. ‘Better say nothing, do 

nothing, – nothing, we can do will help the 

situation – we accept but we feel hurt that 

our son went that way. He will not improve, 

it’s permanent’.

And now with this Virus – there are so many 

new people according to the media news 

are socially isolated. They have been indoors 

and cannot even hug their grandchildren, 

children, husband or wife. They predict 

there will be an avalanche of mental health 

challenges from the general public. Please, 

give it, a rest – will you: Most service users 

don’t have the luxury of interested families 

or caring families.

‘So, what am I going to do? Blame this social 

isolation on the Virus. Nonsense. The general 

public will have it mild. Will I go home and 

talk to the walls? Look at T.V. – damn repeats, 

saw them ten times already. What on earth 

is this world coming to – giving this public 

rubbish out and you expect the young lads 

not to revolt? A society should be judged the 

way it treats its most vulnerable people in 

that society. Mouthing cool phrases. All that 

vomit talk. If only someone would talk to me 

and listen to me’.

He goes into a café. €3.50 for a large coffee, 

alone. I can afford it – only just. 

He heard people talking about him recently. 

‘He drinks alone. He is odd’. ‘Sure, 

I cannot afford buying rounds – Should 

I be like Gerry, spending money and then 

bumming? Sick’.

Yes! He tried to go the route of the 

employed. Although he was a diligent worker 

his employers hated him for smoking – 

‘They will be the death of you – 

mark my words’. It was only a minor job – 
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no great thought involved or qualifications. 

Sure, an illiterate could do this job. And 

anyway, the job was paying only a little 

over the social. What is the point doing a 

job if nobody respects you, nobody is your 

friend – ‘do the work, fool, - get real - no 

favours here’!

‘Ah, yes, there is love between a man and 

woman or gay or whatever. You will find 

your lover – listen to the songs. Since the 

sixties there has been a plethora of common 

tunes on love. The reality is, a woman has to 

be very careful, extremely choosy and fussy 

of whom she picks to live her future life 

with. Not, a no hoper, with no job, money or 

friends. A mentally ill patient – you cannot 

be serious!’

‘Recovery! Recovery! Recovery from mental 

health, the new mental health policy and 

guide. You can have all the knowledge you 

need, but, if you do not have friends - what 

is the point’?

‘These cigs will have to go! With the money, 

I will join a Gym! I believe they are a friendly 

bunch, those Body-builders’ freaks. Nowadays 

you are either fat or fit – no in - between. 

If you give up cigs you will be fat. A fact’.  

‘But! The cigarettes are my only friend – 

I am begging you’. 

‘Cop-on’.

‘So, it is addiction against Social acceptance’! 

‘Get Real, Simply, do it’!

‘I will have one more cigarette – one more’. 
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They stare out of the Window

And they know there’s little hope left

And they treat every day

As just another step.

A step into the Corridors 

Where fellow patients say “Hi”

And yet to say “Goodbye”

Would be the essence of a lie.

Or would it be the Confusion 

Of a Schizophrenic Delusion

Where this complex state of mind

Can be so very bemusing.

Yet nobody comes to visit them

And they cry and wonder why

Are they right in their perception 

That they are left here until they die.

They are known as the Forgotten

And some can’t remember their own name

And every day they wonder 

Why are they left to suffer in shame?
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Sol 428, 17.25 UST, October 12 2075 AD

Annelise gazed out of the window of the spacecraft, looking down on the huge mass of the 

planet Jupiter. The cloud patterns on the giant planet – swirling, multi-coloured, psychedelic 

almost - hues of reds, browns, creams and, in places dark greys were mesmerising in their 

intensity and they changed from moment to moment. She was all alone up here on the Sirius 

orbiter, manning the orbiter craft to relay messages and data being gathered on the surfaces 

of the moons Ganymede and Callisto by the exploration crew. 

She hadn’t even been the first choice for data specialist on the Jove 3 mission. That position 

had been reserved for Paul Blalock, a cheery and likeable guy who was part of the manifest 

of the crew of eleven astronauts. Only two weeks prior to launch, however, his wife had been 

diagnosed with a rare and aggressive degenerative prion disease which was attacking 

her brain and nervous system. Paul and his wife – a popular couple amongst the NASA mission 

specialists - had two young daughters and although his wife urged him to go on the mission, 

the knowledge that he would be away from Earth and his family for at least three years without 

even knowing if his wife would survive the disease meant that he chose to remain on terra 

firma. So Annelise Simmons, part of the backup crew, was selected in his place. Now here she 

was, nearly a year and a half and 780 million kilometres later, staring out of the window and 

pondering if she’d made the right choice.

She never told anyone about her struggles with anxiety and self-doubt. There would be no 

way the mission doctors and psychology team would have allowed her to fly if she had done 

so. So she kept it bottled up inside. It started in her school years - aboard a light aircraft on 

Creative Writing CommendedPatrick SHIELS Far From Home



46 47

Patrick SHIELS Far From Home

a trip to the Alps of Austria. The craft had temporarily lost power and the pilot told her and her 

brother to prepare for an emergency landing on a snowfield. A thrilling and exhilarating flight 

over the jagged and snow-girdled peaks of the mountains had suddenly turned into a living 

nightmare. Three minutes of absolute terror. Three minutes that seemed to last an eternity.

But the engines restarted, the pilot regained full control and they landed safely. Annelise was 

scarred emotionally since that day, the week after her 16th birthday. Recurring nightmares of 

being trapped, being helpless and crying out, screaming in silence and no-one to come to her 

aid. A gaping void of darkness, of doom. A portent of oblivion. Waking up in a cold sweat, 

gasping for breath, telling herself “it was only a bad dream.”

Not long after the nightmares had started, Annelise began to have the panic attacks. A tingling 

sensation in her head, like pins and needles would wash over her upper body and her chest 

would tighten. Feelings of dread would wash over her in wave after fearsome wave. Feeling 

unable to breathe, dizzy and about to collapse. A trip to the doctor left more questions than 

answers about her plight. He had prescribed anti-anxiety medication which helped a little, 

helped to take the edge off. But the meds didn’t address the root of her anxiety. 

She was adept at wearing masks to conceal her inner turmoil. Annelise would force herself 

to go out and do things, to get involved. A high-flyer academically and good at athletics 

in school, she went on to excel at university in communications engineering. A postgrad at 

Princeton ended with her attaining a PhD. Her parents were so very proud of her and her 

achievements. But she kept the secrets of her inner demons guarded well. A teaching position 

at Arizona State University in long-range communications put bread on the table, and a few 

relationships with men who came and went – men she loved, but could never achieve real 

intimacy with, lest she let her guard down. 

The Jove manned missions to the outer planet Jupiter were getting underway at the end of 

the 2060s, a century after the historic Apollo 11 manned moon landing and Annelise, urged 

by colleagues and friends, applied to NASA. Four panel interviews and a series of gruelling 

physicals later, she was offered a place on the Jove 4 mission. Two orbital missions on the 

space station Hidalgo followed and then a stint on the lunar far side deep space observatory 

developing an interferometry programme to boost its data transmission capabilities to Earth.
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That night, she slept in her module, cocooned in her bed in artificial gravity. Annelise was 

aware of the sound of waves breaking, crashing on the shore. But she was floating, flying even 

– through a cornucopia of coloured clouds. Giant storms heaved in the distance, huge masses 

of swirling vortices punctuated by flashes of fork lightning. Her head felt heavy with racing 

thoughts, of happy childhood memories at her summer home at the beach. Running in the 

sand, picking up rocks and studying the various coloured shells. The serenity of the seaside 

contrasted sharply with the intrusive thoughts in her mind that were threatening to overwhelm 

her senses, feeling like a series of knives lacerating the landscape scene of her calm.

She was soaring high through the Jovian clouds again, unable to find her bearings. Then a 

light appeared ahead of her, and suddenly all around her. A sense of calm and joy descended 

on Annelise. She no longer felt afraid. The next thing she saw was the photograph of Bess, her 

beloved dog back home - and the sound of David Bowie’s Space Oddity in her headphones.

Here she was, in splendid isolation. Three quarters of a billion kilometres away from her life 

back on Earth. But although utterly alone in the vast scheme of things, Annelise felt at peace 

and at ease. She would be alright – her memories would serve as her companions of calm. 
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small part of the beauty they encounter in their daily lives. Just as creative writing gifts us the 

chance to share another’s perspective and imagination, so too, do these photographs allow us 

to see the world through another’s eyes.

Thank you to Malachi Mc Coy (Coordinator of Shine Dublin Resource Centre) for supporting 

his team in this project, and to Bernie Byrne, Lorraine Mc Cormac, Karolyn Ward and Patricia 

Mc Keever for ongoing background support, and to all staff in Shine who promoted and 

supported this competition and encouraged budding writers to enter. 

Finally, thank you to Bothwell and Vogel Graphic Designers for putting together this book. 

We would like to acknowledge the sad passing of Cora Lawless, who contributed a photograph 

to this book. Ar dheis Dé go raibh a anam. 
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ACCOMPANYING PHOTOGRAPHS 

Photo 1, 2, 8, 13 – Patrick SHIELS

Photo 3, 12 – June CLONAN

Photo 4, 5, 9 – Barry SMITH

Photo 6 – Rita RIORDAN

Photo 7, 10 – Angelín FANNING

Photo 11 – Cora LAWLESS
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