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Notes from the Editors


When I was approached by Parthian to co-edit and contribute to an anthology of essays from so-called “marginalised voices”, I was excited to be involved in a project where the brief was sufficiently unconstrained that I felt confident the project would seek to capture as many voices as possible from a wide-ranging variety of backgrounds.



The concept was to facilitate these voices being heard on their own terms without prescribing too many parameters. Hence, the remit requested creative essays with no restrictions on style or content. The resultant collection therefore – we hoped – would contribute implicitly to challenge many of the tropes and assumptions that accompany definitions of under-represented writers in the literature.



In these pages then, the reader can discover the self-reflective creative essays that were finally selected, which are both sincere and authoritative – the very definition of authentic. They explore distinct and absorbing topics from an extensive array of compelling viewpoints such as self-identity, erasure of heritage, Welsh language and culture, the immigrant experience as well as problematic notions of the other by BAME, LGBTQ+, neurodivergent and disabled writers confronting heteronormative and neurotypical ideals.


Sometimes the stories that frame the essays begin in far away places like Uganda, Pakistan, Iraq or the Caribbean and have found their way to Wales in one fascinating way or another. There are essays that read like beguiling prose poetry, those that conform to a stricter notion of the form and almost everything else in between. However, all of them bring fresh perspectives and a wealth of thought-provoking insight from writers who have been given the space here to be heard and share their experiences.


 – Özgür Uyanık


While putting together the call out for this anthology we, the editors, were meticulous with our word choices. We wrestled with choosing a term that would properly specify the type of writers we were looking for: ‘Underrepresented’; ‘marginalised’; ‘unheard voices’ were all discussed at length. Eventually we agreed that the term needed to be expanded and, to avoid confusion, we listed the specific demographics we were targeting.


After the deadline had passed I approached several writers that I had hoped would submit but hadn’t. Alongside the usual reasons such as a busy workload or lack of inspiration to write, a few people had taken issue with the wording of the call out itself. For me, that experience reinforced how inadequate the terms listed above (including the definition we chose) really are. The breadth and scale of human emotion and experience captured in these pieces channels a spectrum so vast and beautifully unique it seems somehow disrespectful to even try pigeonholing them all under one heading.


As we began reading the pitch submissions it became clear that we had been gifted with a plethora of insightful perspectives not often afforded a platform. The process of editing was a collaboration between the writers and us editors to work out the best way of showcasing the voice and story of each essay. This meant that, for some pieces, it felt more appropriate for them to be structured like a traditional essay whereas others opted to explore themes and ideas via a more creative route.



The result is this vibrant collection of strong voices expressing themselves devoid of the burden to explain, conform, or pander to those that do not necessarily share their outlook. The Just So You Know writers are unapologetically commanding our attention and we would do well to sit up and take notice.



– Hanan Issa


Anthologies of creative non-fiction essays that seek to highlight underrepresented topics such as race, religion, LGBTQ+, and neurodiversity (to name a few) like this one does, often mention the current political and social context in which they are written. But more often than not, that current political and social context, while referring to the UK as a whole, isn’t quite inclusive of Wales and Welsh voices. Which is why, when approached to edit this anthology, I was excited from the beginning about its potential.


Through the callout we drew in a range of voices and experiences; learning to ride a bike and embracing who you are as a mixed-race, autistic, dyspraxic and dyslexic person, a portrayal of bi-polar disorder through fairy tale and Taoism, a parallel between Welsh and Kenyan mythologies and the depiction of violence and women in folk tales, a half-Filipino half-Pakistani woman exploring her ancestral connections through fabrics, an exploration of language as water as a multi-lingual Welsh speaker and so much more.


Each author’s individual journey is stoic, uplifting, nuanced and inspirational. Told through different writing styles, we’re fortunate to have an insight into each one of them. These are strong Welsh voices that are unapologetic and don’t pander to stereotypes of what a Welsh experience should look like to the outside eye. And what’s more is that this is just a sample of the stories that are out there. There is space and potential for each of these underrepresented topics to have an anthology of their own, written solely by Welsh authors. We can only hope that by creating this, others are encouraged to continue the conversation.


Because, just so you know, these voices exist.


– Durre Shahwar














I, Invisible Immigrant


Derwen Morfayel


I examine the word ‘marginalised’, trying to decide whether I interpret it as excluded or overlooked. The latter sounds unintentional, the way lifelong friends continue to mispronounce your name and at the same time love you very much. I consider what it means to be a margin. At its worst, it is empty space, and at its best, it is the frame of a text. I am sitting on a margin and from there I can better read the page. I can look into the pool of words as a whole.


This topic is significant in light of the settled Europeans who are right now in an inconclusive situation, sidelined during a crucial time that makes us question our place within our community. Distinctions regarding birthplace have been emphasised in people who were, until recently, comfortably immersed in their British lives.


Cultural identity is not limited to what your passport dictates. However, like any relationship, your commitment and connection to a culture can depend on how it treats you back.


In my fiction I often create characters that are in constant emotional transit with regards to identity, not unlike an immigrant. My own experience trails after me still, even in my creative writing.



For an immigrant who is lucky to have positive experiences that outweigh the bad, I find myself on this border temporarily, transiting to and from and beyond it at times when my British and Spanish identities are questioned by others or even myself. There was a particular line in the guidelines for this project that is relevant here because it invited writers who are born in, living in, or have a connection to Wales. It suffices to say this is not always the case in calls for writers within certain communities, and ‘writers from’ can sometimes exclusively refer to ‘writers born in’. It is almost as though what they really want to ask is ‘Is this the “land of your fathers” or not? With the UK going through significant changes, I have become more appreciative of publications that allow me to self-identify as Welsh or British.




Recent events have shone a light on the fact that, like most settled Europeans, I had no voice in a referendum that affects me in more ways than one. When the subject came up, I was met with surprise and appalment by people who believe it makes more sense to take part in all elections and referendums of the country you are a long-term resident in and directly affected by. It is a minor curse of the immigrant that others are unaware of the rights you do and don’t have. ‘What do you mean you can’t vote?’ Depending on the country you were born in, you might not be able to obtain dual nationality to resolve this. Furthermore, not everyone can afford to go through the entire process of changing their nationality – the cost being a common barrier for many working class people. Personally, I would say that full voting rights are the main social handicap I have experienced and therefore the essential motive for a citizen to do this but not everybody wants to for reasons ranging from practical to emotional. I can understand the two sides to this argument equally: that it makes sense for the residents of a country to elect in everything that affects them, and it makes sense for only citizens to vote in matters to do with the country they are nationalised in. The fact is that at times of division and of breaking ties, a familiar idea surfaces again: this place we are closest to is not letting us come any closer.




I am writing from the position of a person who did all their growing up outside their birth country. A passive immigrant if you will. That is to say, similarly to language acquisition, I did not learn this culture as an adult trying to piece out its logic; I assimilated it as a child and it was blended softly into my early years. My experience may ring bells for many immigrants with varying personal circumstances, who have been influenced by more than one culture in a significant way. The picture is more or less as follows: you reach a point where your current environment overrides the small portion you know about your country of origin. Your parents’ words, visits to the motherland if you are so lucky, foreign channels through which you learn of the macrocosm that is your foreign side. You do not forget but you clean out to make room for all your Britishness. After all, you understand the social references better, its humour and punctuated politeness, please and thank you. In my particular amalgamation of cultures, I knew not to kiss my British friends as often as I would my Spanish ones. I was quiet on buses and when people spoke too loudly, looked around me awkwardly. (I really miss the word ‘awkward’ in Spanish; incómodo/uncomfortable just doesn’t get the right feeling across. Awkward sounds like something you wedge in a door to overhear an inappropriate conversation.) I said sorry even when it was someone else who had bumped into me. I still do.



To belong to more than one place can mean never feeling at home in one more than the other. You are always missing something.


Nan is getting old.


Friends are confused about the skin colour you should tick on forms. Are you sure you’re white? Is it tanned or is it permanent?


Grandad is getting sick.


Your aunt had a baby.


Remember to read a bit in both languages to practise!


Your cousins grew up.


Why are you mixing English words? Uh, that’s just the way I think.


Sorry.


Your friends had the best time last summer while you were away catching up with your family after a year.


How are you doing with your Spanish grammar?


Nan died. Do we have time to get to the funeral? It’s tomorrow. Why is it so prompt over there? I don’t know.


Relationships become strained by distance and there are moments you feel you are shifting towards the margins again. Memories come to mind in a cold, practical manner, much like information acquired at school – of moments when you experienced a clash of cultures. Sometimes they happened to you, or you empathised with others.


I could tell you about nasty little kids repeating to classmates words of misplaced frustration they hear at home. Like that time in primary school when I heard a white boy say to a black boy, ‘My dad’s taxes paid for your new trainers’. When I became aware of racial slurs, I initially thought they were mistaken and that in my case ‘Spani’ must be to Spaniard what ‘Paki’ was to Pakistani. Words charged with offence follow no particular logic because a thing that stems from anger makes no sense.


I could tell you about the time a colleague with very little English started to cry when asked about a robbery. ‘Did you see anything?’ they were asking, concerned too for her own belongings, but a moment of revolt, a clash of language and previous prejudice towards her nationality resulted in her feeling interrogated rather than tended to.


I could tell you about having to put up with prejudiced comments from other women about the lingering sexism in Spain and inside my head rockets are going off and I want to pass them the mic and ask, ‘How would you weigh this opinion against your tradition of changing your surname to your husband’s?’ I personally find changing such a defining part of your identity for a (male only) partner outdated and difficult to understand.



I can tell you stories from today such as headlines that give you the place of birth of criminals before you even get to the article. Now you’re in the world of those adults the schoolyard kids used to copy when they insulted each other, remember? And they talk about things like immigrant children getting free lunch at schools because they heard someone say so. Racial insults continue to slip so easily off the tongue when charged with anger. ‘But I am not racist, I just lost it,’ my friend, who had been an immigrant too, explained following an argument at work. ‘How would you have felt if your nationality was first on the list of insults? The very first thing that was picked up on?’ If you absolutely have to, I recommended, try something along the lines of F*** you which spits out your rage and is pretty much nonspecific. Of course, try not to.



A clash isn’t always negative. In fact, I think feeling strongly about something, even if against, can be the path to better understanding. It got your attention, after all, so it matters more to you than to a passive observer. It is necessary that we appreciate that a blend of cultures is not just about foreign people arriving and adapting to the British way of life but a conversation on both sides. There is much to be taken in from what people bring with them. We may be territorial animals when it comes to protecting our traditions, but I think you will find that when it comes to taking these traditions with us, we are more open to sharing. I am enormously lucky to have grown up in a multicultural area with a variety of places of worship and schools that celebrated all the different traditions, watching American shows featuring black families and white families, reading in more than one language and having friends who could think in different languages too.


Language is another vital component of our identity. We interpret the world according to our language. The idioms and phrases – and nowadays probably memes – that are embedded in our cultures determine how we describe and approach our everyday life. Because of this, multilingual people are likely to develop different ways of assessing information. In research, when you can’t find material in one of your languages, you search in the other. Sometimes this allows you to read the same text in new ways and even obtain more information. The world as we see it is almost cubist and our heads are full of macaronic verse.


I do not recall not knowing English. It seems to me that it was always there but now I realise I spent a little while speaking with a Spanish filter before it dissolved. I also started to speak a bit of gobbledegook when I was two or three, certain that everyone else was speaking as they liked so why shouldn’t I? ‘She made up a language,’ my mother explained at the grocery store a few months later. ‘No, she’s singing a Welsh song,’ said the shopkeeper.


Not every immigrant has arrived at the right linguistic point of their life to acquire English in the same way. Some people might also be opposed to using their second language whenever they do not need to. For emigrated families, this can be one of the many ways of protecting their heritage. Though it may seem drastic, it makes a great deal of sense particularly for children brought up speaking a language different to yours. We can all agree nobody wants to find that they are unable to communicate with their own grandparents. A lot of the time these homes are full of language teaching on both sides. Children teach their parents better pronunciation while the parents remind them of their mother tongue.



By the time I was in school, I spoke with a thick English accent on family videos, like that of my teacher at the time. And just like that, I was bilingual. Now I often find I have to remind myself of words in Spanish if they vary drastically from their English equivalents. It is natural to be convinced that the sounds of these words I am more familiar with better describe the terms I am referring to. Grillo sounds too soft for a cricket and encrespado makes it sound like my hair is crunchy rather than frizzy!




My bilingualism allows me to hide behind my English, quietly thinking foreign thoughts and choosing to speak up against prejudice when it is brought up around me. However, the difference is that I, invisible immigrant, can choose. I could make up a story about a great great grandmother with Mediterranean features who passed them down to me. I could swear I was born here. I can speak like you. I get your jokes. You do not look twice at the way I dress or concern yourself with me showing my hair or not. I have no faith to argue over. I am on that margin. It is a place where colleagues’ sharp eyes turn blunt when they show their xenophobia in your presence, as though to say ‘Oh, we don’t mean you’. They always mean another foreigner, one who dresses differently or has darker skin, a heavy accent. One they are sure is an immigrant while you were simply ‘born abroad’. There is a hierarchy of nationalities when it comes to foreigners, where certain nationalities are more tolerable, not unlike the preferential treatment British people are widely known to expect when abroad. You sense that their comfortableness is with how immersed you are. You are aware of the privilege of invisibility but the world looks ugly from this position too. Masks are removed just for you and inappropriateness is permitted in your presence.



I grew up entirely in Wales and I could not say I feel half one nationality and half another. I do not believe in the math in that. I never lost my Spanish accent and my environment at home made it easy to maintain even the Andalusian expressions, and to adopt the aspirated Ss. Does that mean my children will speak English like a Welsh person thanks to me, no matter where they are? Will I take my Welshness with me? Can I? I would like to and I really think that is my decision.



To feel that we belong to a culture follows no rules. Moulded by aspects of the different customs and people we know, our minds naturally create an individuality of cultural identity within us. As non-nationals, how ‘foreign’ we are perceived plays a part in how foreign we feel. But we are fortunately free to be more than one thing at once. Something you are is not something that can be taken from you so easily. A place that has at some point been home creates an unbreakable feeling inside us that no amount of distance or rejection can change. It is important to remember that we do not belong to any culture; cultures belong to us and are shaped by us.



















Everything I Will Give You


Kandace Siobhan Walker


This is a story about women and water, and it always starts with a man. He was a shepherd, he was a fisherman. He was a boy washing dishes on the Upper West Side. I was a girl who was no longer a girl. It was early summer, and I was in New York. I had taken an airplane and an overnight bus to get there. Everything was imaginable. I watched mid-century films every day in the air-conditioned guest room of my aunt’s triangular redbrick in Queens and I texted boys, girls. I went to galleries and cocktail bars. I watched fireworks over the dark neighbourhoods at night. The sound was like gunfire. Sometimes it was gunfire. I was in love with the city’s endless glass chambers, its dreamlike metal avenues. I walked the big park every day, after riding a bus and two trains into Manhattan. I’d wanted to swim in the reservoir at first sight. By the end of the season, my mind was made up to climb over the railing and let myself fall. Something in the water. I was heavy with grief’s small stones. I knew I would sink.


Everything felt like a movie. Safe like the black-and-white films that break up daytime television. A cinematic feeling would wash over you just walking down a pretty avenue at the right time of day. The city air blew off the manmade lake in the summer. When the wind lifted, your cheeks grew cool. It was 2015 and it was the third hottest August on record. Canadian air masses normally lower the temperature, but the red line in the glass thermometer on my aunt’s kitchen wall never ran below eighty.


Everywhere you went, people were sweating. We slept naked with the plug-in fans beating wind in our ears. In the sunlight, my skin glistened like I’d been swimming. I was charged by the heat. I had been walking everywhere, flying everywhere, travelling up and down the North American continent alone. Equal marriage was legalised across the country by a historic Supreme Court ruling. Next month, there would be water on Mars. The air had a sexy, desperate weight. I felt the city in my muscles, my saliva. I wanted to be changed. I wanted to be in love.



Women in love are mascots of self-sacrifice. Susan Sontag wrote about what she felt was the proportional relationship between the value of the self and that of love.1 She warned herself against the bad habit of measuring what her love was worth by what she was willing to sacrifice.2 Growing up a girl in the West, this was an idea I had deeply internalised. The belief that love was a self-destructive process ran deep. The evidence would be in how deeply the other person wanted to possess you, how much you were willing or able to give. At the end of my slow deconstruction, I thought I would find some great peace. I only wanted someone to take myself apart for. Marlon Brando screaming down a black-and-white street. Disney’s technicolour Ariel selling her legs for a voice. Hans Christian Andersen’s Little Mermaid, who must win the prince’s love to earn a human soul.




In some mythical and cultural traditions, love is power – or looks like it. To be loved is to be valuable, but value does not necessarily translate to power. Stephanie Goldensuggests that traditionally, love facilitates a gendered transference of power. Popular representations of romantic love fuel cultural narratives idealising self-sacrificial women, painting their sacrifice as a kind of empowerment, but self-subjugation is the opposite of power.3 




I wanted power, I wanted love. And there is a kind of power that will seek you out, and call itself love. It will ask you to give away pieces of yourself, small enough that you don’t realise until you’re on dry land, confused how you wandered so far from yourself, and wondering how to get back to the water. What is more like love than relinquishing parts of yourself?


I wasn’t alone, I had two sisters. Circa 1382. The historical record is not reliable. History folds back on itself until analogous events are happening simultaneously, across centuries and continents. I can’t tell you who came first.


All I know is: on the beaches of a great lake in Kenya, in a small village named Nyandiwa, there was a luckless fisherman whose traps were empty every morning. And in Wales’ green hills, above a small village called Myddfai, there was a lonely shepherd who watched over wild sheep and cattle grazing near a mountain lake. Each man lived by the grace of his lake. Each man met, one day, the lake’s daughter. My sisters, they must’ve wanted what I wanted – to be changed – to walk out of the water like that. Their shapeless figures reflecting ribbons of light, sloughing off water like skin. I don’t know what they were before they broke the surface.



The woman of water is familiar. It’s so easy to see how one becomes her, the path is so cleanly laid out. A Kenyan goddess.4 A Welsh fairy.5 William Shakespeare’s Ophelia. Alfred Tennyson’s Lady of Shalott. King Arthur’s Lady of the Lake. The mermaids. Sirens and selkies. Rusalka. Naiads. Even Nessie. Even the brook horse is a mare.



It starts like this: she walks out of the water. Wait, no: it starts with a man without property, without position. The way he draws up an empty net, returns to barren fish traps day after day, he begins to think he is cursed. The way he talks to the animals. All you need to summon a wife from the water is a lonely and unlucky man.



We call the fisherman’s lake Victoria, after an English queen. But when he pulled his future wife out of its waters, caught in the cut of his net, he would’ve called it Nam Lolwe. Meaning: endless water. It is almost a sea. It is a lake larger than Wales. Llyn y Fan Fach, the shepherd’s lake, is much smaller. Its name translates to lake of the small hill. Names vary however, depending on who you ask. Here are two: the Kenyan fisherman was Nyamgondho, the Welsh shepherd we’ll call Rhiwallon.



Rhiwallon sees her first. She isn’t aware, for a moment that she’s being watched. Or maybe she lets him watch her, and he is the one who is unaware. That is what they will say. Meanwhile, Nyamgondho drags her sister up like an anchor, an ancient, naked crone. He wants to throw her back. She must’ve seen the light piercing the holes in his net under the water. She swam into its grasp willingly. That’s what they’ll say. Had she clocked him, the skin-and-bone man who could barely catch enough to eat, let alone sell? Did she choose him?


She is nameless in Dholuo, nameless in Welsh. Sometimes she is known by a name that she did not choose. But she is always beautiful.


Take me home, says the lady to the fisherman, to the shepherd. Marry me, and I will make you rich. Some details are always the same: the lake, the beauty, her anonymity. The promise she makes, the promise he makes. What she asks of him, her fisherman, her shepherd, seems so small. But he is a man and she is a woman and we’re telling a story. Something will have to break.


What the women of the water ask weighs heavy on their own shoulders, and so lightly on the men they ask it of. The lady of the lake asks Nyamgondho: never speak of where you found me. And, according to who you ask, never abuse me. The lady of the lake asks Rhiwallon: never raise your hand against me. Never touch me without kindness. It is an easy ask, an easy promise to make.


The ladies of the lakes bear fruit. Land and luxury. Cows and crops and children. The fairy of Llyn y Fan Fach has three sons. They will become doctors: the physicians of Myddfai. The oldest is named for his father. The crone of Nam Lolwe is the first wife. Her husband Nyamgondho takes two more. The second and third wives bear him children too. This is how the fisherman and the shepherd become big men. Do they know that their words are designed to break? No one realises, in the present, that these are things we will not keep.



The details shift depending on who’s writing it down, and when. You will find Nyamgondho in some texts,6 and in others you will find Mai, husband of Nyarmigodho.7 Sometimes his name is Gwyn and sometimes the lady is given a name too: Nelferch.8 Sometimes she asks him to bring her bread, but it is first too hard and then too moist. Then, sometimes, he must choose from her sisters. The lake is Llyn y Fan Fach in the Beacons or Llyn y Forwyn in the Rhondda.9 Names are variable, but the key elements remain the same: a poor man, a body of water, a woman.
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