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Foreword  
We are very proud of the hard work, bravery and determination of the 

women who came together, over many weeks, to write the pieces that 

make up this book.  The final product shows a great deal of talent, pain, 

love and emotion.  We are indebted to the women who trusted in the  

process and staff from NIACRO and the Prison Arts Foundation.  We are 

thankful also to Community Foundation for Northern Ireland whose                   

Tampon Tax Fund, awarded to NIACRO in 2019 has made this venture  

possible.  

Through skilful facilitation, women were supported to recognise (perhaps 

for the first time) the skills, personal resolve, resilience and character with 

which they faced adversity, and to recognise the lies that often gave way 

to shame, guilt or low self-worth.  

As NIACRO has done in the past, and through the medium of creative 

arts, women were encouraged to build on their experience, to ‘Speak 

Out!’ and to consolidate the skills they have discovered, and                         

confidence gained.  

In particular, we wanted to encourage and support women to make                

lasting connections. 

We hope that the women who took part in this project; 

 Feel a sense of achievement gained from doing so 

 Discover how the honest sharing of their ‘stories’ helps to remove fear 

and shame which fosters secrecy and isolation 

 Grow confidence and increased appreciation of their self-worth 

 Forge new friendships and connections, helping to overcome lives                

often lived in isolation and fear. 

For women who are still in abusive relationships, we hope that ‘Speak Out!’ 

will give them the confidence needed to seek professional help to live 

lives free of abuse. 

Geraldine McGuigan 



Introduction  
In our groups, we had many conversations by, for and with, the blank 

page. Our mantra became that the blank page would never argue back, 

that it would be there for us any time we chose to lift a pen – when we 

were alone in the night, when we were feeling   frightened, angry,                    

despairing, unheard, as well as to trap those moments of joy and                                 

contentedness, so we could hold them to us and stop them slipping past 

unnoticed.   

Almost all of the participants were new to creative writing.  Putting pen to 

paper can be daunting and fraught with old and uncomfortable                           

experiences that people carry with them,  like wounds and hurts that have 

been inflicted such as old and unfinished experiences of being punished 

in school, fears of not getting it ‘right’, as well as feelings of powerlessness 

and injustice regarding what had been written and recorded about them 

– by the media, or in court reports, by probation staff and social workers, 

or by social services or at the interface with the benefits system.  Words are 

powerful and have the potential to hurt and to heal.   

This book is some first steps in redress – it charts the way, and records, in 

the words of the women themselves, their thoughts and feelings, their lived 

experiences of the world.    

The process of writing is in itself a process of taking back agency, a                               

reinforcement of self-determination and self-awareness at the very same 

moment that we are also learning new tools and new skills for life, and the 

daring to look for what it is we need, in some of the more unlikely places, 

such as poetry. 

For poems are not just words after all;                                                                                      

But fires for the cold,                                                                                                                                   

Ropes let down for the lost,                                                                                                                           

Something as necessary as bread, in the pockets of the hungry.                                         

- Mary Oliver 

It has been my great privilege to work with these unforgettable and                             

courageous women. 

Maria McManus  





 

9  

What if? 

 

What if I lost everything? 

What if I gave up? 

What if I failed? 

What if I am sick? 

What if I die? 

What if things go wrong? 

What if it hurts? 

What if I am in trouble? 

What if I am trapped? 

What if? 

What if? 

What if it didn’t? 

What if there was just this? This moment, and another? 

What if I stopped being frightened – stopped the doubt? 

What if there was nothing to worry about?  

And what if I believed it? 

What if I liked it? 

What if I got used to not worrying? 

What if I was alright? 

What if?      



 

10  

Moon 
 

I 

The moon shines bright, is magical, shows light. 

The moon has a powerful effect on tides and sea-life. 

Artemis is the goddess of the moon. 

The moon is romantic & sets the scene.    

 

II 

As if you were on fire from within, 

the moon lives in the lining of your skin. 

 

III 

The moon is there in the sky to shed light on darkness.  It feels like it infiltrates 

your mood, your temperament, your feelings.  If you tried you could set your 

emotions to the moon, just like you can tell the time with the sun.  The moon is 

so close to us, but what does it say?  No life there but giving light in our lives to 

us.  The moon has such a strong presence and an effect on the world, but               

although we have explored it, we might never understand it.  It is an enigma, 

but you don’t always have to understand everything – sometimes it just ‘is’. 

 

IV 

Someone told me September moon is the harvest moon.  Well now this is all 

making sense.  I guess it is a reason – I was born on just a golden September 

morning and all was written in the stars for me – to grow apples of mine.  A fruit 

of my branches, I ripened, never giving up on my promise to the harvest moon. 

 

V 

The moon shines bright, 

the moon shines bold 

the moon has a hold on my soul. 

Without the moon 

there’d be no light in the night 

so, let love in your heart — shine bright. 
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Dear Mum 

 

Dear Mum 

I have wanted to speak to you for so many years. I have found it almost like a 

liberty when my problems are so small.  

Right now, my problems are BIG!  I don’t know how to get through them.  All I 

know is that I am your daughter and I have to trust the people around me.  I 

have to trust myself.  Every time I think of you my heart hurts.  It is your birthday 

tomorrow.  Where are you?  What are you doing?  I hope you’re happy and 

proud – just give me time to make you proud.  I love you Mum and I am sorry I 

made the wrong choices.  I always knew I had a good brain, was artistic, was 

caring, but lately these things have slipped away.  I will get them back. 

 

      



 

12  

Rest. Tired? We all are. 

 

Rest. Tired?  We all are.  Music is beautiful; its healing makes someone happy. 

Make someone strong with the music you play; you can bring healing, joy, 

happiness.  

Make someone happy, make someone strong with music.  

You will make someone happy, somebody strong by the music, the words               

uplifting.  

Tiredness will go when you make someone happy – make someone strong by 

your words of joy, love, peace – you make someone strong. 
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Artemis - the Goddess of the Moon 
 

I am Artemis 

I am amazing 

I am brave 

I am bold 

I am me 

I will be 

I will banish 

I will vanish 

Then, reappear 

Then take my spear and put it in your heart, like a dart and the world will be at 

peace once more.  No more war.  No room, only for the brightness of the 

moon. 
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Dad 

 

I know that you were so wise.  You tried to advise and guide me as I grew up.           

I knew you were always looking after my best interests and wanted me to have 

a good life. 

 

I wish I had listened to you.  You said not to get involved with that man.                    

You said life would not be what it seemed.  You could see the control and the                   

influence he had on my life.  I regret not being mature, and so headstrong.               

If only I had listened to your wise words. 

 

I am grateful for all the love you showed me.  Despite your feelings of                  

frustration about my choice of partner, you always welcomed me into your 

arms, and tried to offer me words of comfort and guidance, but I was on a       

mission to prove that I was going to change him, and life was going to be             

better. 

 

Dad, I hope you are at peace and you can see that I am in a better place.               

I have found a place where I am respected and supported.  I want you to 

know that I live everyday as best I can, and I strive to be a good person.  I think 

of you every day and recall so many happy childhood memories. 
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The Sun 

 

Lying on the sofa, cuddling, in the house, the blinds just aren’t shut right — 

open just a crack — the sun is on my elbow, heating up my arm. 

 

The light from me it burns so strong, it’s getting brighter because I’m moving on.  



 

17  

Light 
 

I 

The morning brightness makes me feel cheerful and to look forward to nothing 

in particular – just the brightness makes things look nicer, gives a feeling of 

hope, of joy, of what the day is going to bring. 

 

The sunshine is so strong, bright, lovely, warm, yet we look for shade from it.  The 

bright so strong you can’t look up at it, it’s so bright, warm and full of healing – 

the heat takes away the physical pain that is going on in your body, but it 

leaves you – you can’t feel it when its dull – it’s gone.  It will come back and 

the warmth will be there again. 

 

I feel the light from me can reach others.  They feel the energy going to them.  

I feel I can light up a room when I have this power of love generating from me 

to others, as it’s my choice to share it, to let others feel it.  Give with it to others 

with love. 

 

II 

The light from me can bring a smile; I sit on the bus – a stranger wants to chat.   

I stand in a queue; people are polite – they say hello and bid me good day. 

 

The light from me, makes my children want to spend time with me.  They don’t 

feel my burdens or worries – they see a happy mummy – the person that I want 

to be. 
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Hungering 

 

I am hungering for a new home, 

somewhere to put my head down 

somewhere safe, comfortable, warm, 

somewhere I can get bathed and showered safely – I can run around naked, 

knowing I am safe from harm. 

Somewhere I can make a house 

into a safe home. 

Somewhere I can close the door  

on harmful things. 

Somewhere my children and grandchildren can be safe. 

Somewhere I can live happily. 

Somewhere for my animals, 

somewhere safe for everyone in my life, 

to live safe, happy  

and have only worries about outside, 

and not what people can do to me when I am alone. 

Somewhere no one can touch me 

where I don’t want to be touched; 

only being touched with love and trust. 

Somewhere where only the truth matters. 

Somewhere where no one else forgets 

how hurtful the truth is –   

I would rather be hurt with one truth  

than with a hundred lies. 

Somewhere I can leave my doors and windows open  

knowing everything and everyone is safe from the harm  

of jealousy. 

Somewhere my children can grow their plants  

and talk to them knowing no one can destroy them; 

somewhere safe to grow.     
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If You Think About It 

 

Life is full of little gifts if you think about it all.  My life took a turn for the worst 

which put me to a place that I never thought I would get out of.  But, with the 

help of good people, they helped me a lot, so their gift meant a lot to me.        

I carry a note in my purse that my daughter wrote me as a gift, and I love it so 

much, I will never throw it away. 
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Second-hand Gloves 

 

When I was young, you did not fit, 

so, in a box you did sit, 

to wait until the day 

when on my hands you went – 

and a second life. 

 

I often wondered if you could say – 

Did you share many happy days? 

Did someone wear you with pride? 

Or, in their pockets, did you hide? 

 

Gloves, you kept me warm 

safe from harm 

you listened to me laugh 

and wiped my tears when I cried. 

 

My mum and family called me Second-hand Rose 

as I often wore second-hand clothes, 

but I wore you, special gloves 

we took care of each other, with love. 

 

      



 

22  

My Old Self 
 

The need for new love is faithfulness to the old 

 

Including memories of stories untold, 

loving yourself for the first time again, 

not relying on others to re-live the pain, 

stepping back and having a look, 

at my old self, like a picture book. 

 

The need for new love is starting anew, 

faithfulness to the old is something I won’t do. 
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Wait (after Galway Kinnell) 
 

New love is faithfulness to the old. 

Wait. 

Don’t go too early; you’re tired of 

some old story, 

time and time again; 

your personal life turned upside down, 

no matter what you do, 

you can’t do right for doing wrong. 

Your clothes old and torn, 

your hair like straw, 

your mind a mess, 

your skin all dirty 

everything seems to be going wrong 

day, after day, 

month after month. 

The feeling of emptiness, 

you’re in a dark place, you think 

you’re stuck. 

 

Wait. 

Don’t go too early. You’re tired. 

Trust the hours you have, 

 

 

    

 

Sit back and look around you, 

sit back and listen, 

your pain will soon disappear, 

the sound of music will lighten your day, 

your pain will soon turn to love 

and you can trust. 

 

Be ready to listen and learn, 

be ready to change and you’ll like it 

better, 

be ready to heal for the better 

and you’ll find love, full of fruit, 

dancing with the sound of music.  
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Dear Mr. Magpie 

 

Dear Mr. Magpie, 

I would like to say hello.  How you fly, right through the sky, I’d like to know.  The 

way you stare, without a care through my window.  One for sorrow, two for joy. 

I wonder if you’re a girl or a boy.  To my delight, you’re such a sight when you 

put on a show – cheeping and chirping through the day – all you do is play.  

But on your own, you go back home, when day turns into night, and back 

again though in the rain, to find the love of your life.  I wish you luck, on your 

treasure hunt.  Keep those feathers out of muck, find your dear, and do stay 

near. 

Your neighbour – first in the row! 
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The Gift of You 
 

I didn’t give you the gift of life, 

but in my heart 

I know, the love I feel  

is deep and real 

as if it had been so. 

 

For us to have each other 

is like a dream come true, 

no – I didn’t give you  

the gift of life, 

life gave me 

the gift of you. 
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Authority 
 

My place in the family of things 

Is not always clear, 

and feeling out of place, feeling alone, 

fills me with persistent fear. 

 

I can look around my life 

and take note of all the clues 

that will one day lead me to myself 

and cure my constant blues. 

 

It’s easy to get confused 

trying to piece together the mystery 

of exactly where I fit in 

and how other people see me. 

 

I do my best to be helpful, 

useful, 

but in doing so, I become a commodity, 

something to be used. 

 

One day, I’ll find a balance 

I’ll sort out my priorities 

I’ll break away from expectations 

and become my own authority. 

 

Because my place in the family of things 

is completely up to me. 

I will make my own choices, 

follow my own path, 

and grow. 
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I’m Not a Bird 
 

I’m not a bird 

I don’t have wings 

I’m just a girl, not a thing. 

So, where shall my place be 

in the family of things? 

I don’t know, nor do I care, 

I’m just going out and I’ll lay myself bare – 

I cannot choose my place to be; 

I’ll get it hand-picked from God 

for me. 
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Sister 
 

Sister, you are like my angel.  You are one of the greatest gifts my heart will             

ever know.  My feelings and my heart are always OK with you and I never have 

to put a guard up because I know you’ll keep my heart safe.  I look up to you 

more than you will ever know.  You are fearless, caring, loving, loyal, helpful, 

and honest to a fault.  I wish I could be half the woman you are, and I would 

be content with that. 

 

They say, God gives you different forms of soul mates, not just the people you 

date or marry, but in the people you love.  If anything, you are my soulmate 

throughout this life. 
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A High Note 
 

You’re hitting a very high note here wee girl! 

Is that alright? 

 

Lily blushed but you could see a wee proud moment in her eyes and a sense of                          

achievement.  She was so shy but at the same time she felt like she had just 

climbed to the top of Everest. 

 

She loves her music.  It’s a religion to her.  This girl used to stand at the back of 

the room hiding behind everyone’s backs but today she’s standing right in 

front of everyone, filling a microphone with her sounds, holding on to life.  She’s 

even wearing her best outfit from her closet today because today is the day 

she gets to sing from her heart, after years of shame and pain and regrets. 

 

Everyone starts clapping and shouting, ‘Bravo, Lily. You stole the show today.’  

She knew this anyway because now she is hungry to do this.  She prepared              

herself for this for a very long time.  Today is the day. 
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I Count 
 

Whether I am large or small, I count.  No matter if I breathe oxygen through air 

or water, I count.  They say life is no laughing matter – then what matters?              

We all do, and we all fit together in this wonderful, colourful jigsaw of life.             

Maybe you haven’t found your space on the board yet, but it is there, waiting 

for you – what was is now, what’s now, was.  Nurture your family and it will               

always look after you, bedding you in and watering your existence and 

growth.  For to acknowledge and be able to laugh and cry with our life and 

family, is our strength. 
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A Moment  
 

For one moment yesterday 

not knowing why, 

two deer stopped and stared 

wild geese passed in flight 

grasshoppers hushed 

the sea was still.     
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Other Hands 
 

The need for other hands to hold and comfort you 

and tell you everything is OK. 

The need for other hands 

to help from day to day. 

The need for other hands to chase away the creatures 

that my cat loves to give me. 

The need for other hands to hold my hands 

and tell me I am the best that I can be. 

The need for other hands  

to talk to the deaf. 

The need for other hands  

to help cook the dinner and leave me the mess! 

The need for other hands,  

is not credited enough. 

The need for other hands 

is always there when things get tough. 
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The Garden 
 

My lovely, lovely garden, I love you.  

 

When we first saw you, you were a piece of grass with muddy edges, two      

apples trees and a pear tree that ‘didn’t work.’ 

 

What you became was amazing, so beautiful, so stunning, and when anyone 

came around, tours were given.  

 

This all came from you Mum, your amazing creativity, your nurturing, your               

inspiration.  Every essence of you, put into that earth; the soil you made rich 

and the flowers you grew with love.  That garden, when we used to have our 

chats between the trees… Daddy’s shed where you used to seethe when he 

was out there for hours, making beautiful furniture… I love that garden and 

that is why when you died twenty-eight years ago, I got a peony, a sweet-pea 

and a honeysuckle flower onto your grave.  That is the names you gave us, 

and I will never forget our garden.  The love that was grown there.  The end of 

it all.  It grows on as your legacy. 
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First Steps 

 

The first steps are the hardest, 

no matter what they’re towards 

and everything in life boils down 

to walking towards a door. 

 

The door could lead to anywhere –  

everyone gets their own, 

and everybody needs to go through 

some of their doors alone. 

 

What’s on the other side  

could be bitter 

could be sweet 

but even getting to it 

is a struggle we all meet. 

 

And even when we get through our doors 

even when they close 

even when there’s different ones 

we wish we could have to choose, 

a new path lies before us 

and again, we do the hardest thing, 

 

we take those first few steps. 
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Becoming Interesting 
 

Music of pain, I love listening to music  

when I am in a place of hurt and pain – it helps me a lot. 

 

Buds that open out of season will become interesting –  

it is as if I am that bud that opens up again. 

 

Hair will become interesting again –  

because new hair will always grow 

and the old will grow out. 

 

Play itself into total exhaustion – 

By keeping busy you will sleep quicker, and so you don’t sit and think. 
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The Gift 
 

The gift I received wasn’t handed straight over – I’d to work for the gift I’d              

given myself.  It was such a long road to get there, but now I get my gift daily – 

peace, in each and every way of the word.  Peace of not hating myself. 

Peace of not needing drugs to get out of my bed.  Peace of not having to put 

on a front.  Now at the end of this very long road, the best gift, I’ve been given 

is the gift of freedom of myself. 
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The Void 
 

That enormous emptiness 

carved out of such tiny beings as we are 

asks to be filled, 

but with what? 

It begs and pleads with us 

without telling us what it needs; 

all it screams is sorrow, 

all it knows is fear. 

 

When the void was born, 

we were small 

but as we grew, it grew with us, 

threatening to swallow us whole –  

like a black hole it sucks the life-force from us, 

and leaves us empty. 

We try to fill it up with everything we have, 

but everything we have is hollow – 

it only feeds the darkness, and helps it grow. 

And on it goes, the vicious cycle  

that is life. 
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My Place 
 

My place in the family of things is being a mother, grandmother, carer,               

cleaner, dinner lady and listener.  When I was in prison, my family didn’t realise 

the impact it had on them and now they respect me more, so in reality I am 

the trunk of the tree that carries the branches.  I wouldn’t have it any other 

way.     






