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About the Book

From the clash between striking miners and police to the delicate conflicts in personal relationships, Helen Mort’s stunning debut is marked by distance and division. Named for a street in Sheffield, this is a collection that cherishes specificity: the particularity of names; the reflections the world throws back at us; the precise moment of a realisation. Distinctive and assured, these poems show how, at the site of conflict, a moment of reconciliation can be born.


About the Author

Helen Mort was born in Sheffield in 1985, and grew up in nearby Chesterfield. Five-times-winner of the Foyle Young Poets Award, she received an Eric Gregory Award in 2007 and won the Manchester Young Writer Prize in 2008. In 2010, she was Poet in Residence at the Wordsworth Trust, Grasmere. She lives in Derbyshire.
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For Les and Jan


‘I stood already committed to a profound duplicity of life . . . both sides of me were in dead earnest.’

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde


The French for Death

I trampled ants on the quay at Dieppe, dawdling

by the desk where they wouldn’t take yes for an answer;

yes, it was our name and spelled just so –

Dad repeated it in Oldham’s finest guttural,

we shook our heads at Moor and Maud and Morden.

Rope swung from the captain’s fist

and lashed the water. I saw him shudder,

troubled by a vision of our crossing:

glower of thunder, the lurch and buckle

of the ferry. I looked him in the eye

and popped my bubblegum. Child

from the underworld in red sandals

and a Disney T-shirt, not yet ashamed

by that curt syllable, not yet the girl

who takes the worst route home, pauses

at the mouths of alleyways, or kisses

strangers on the nameless pier; eyes open,

staring out to sea, as if, in the distance

there’s the spindle of a shipwreck,

prow angled to a far country.


Twenty-Two Words for Snow

The lawn was freezing over

but the air stayed empty,

and I wondered how the Inuit

would name this waiting –

our radio playing to itself in the bathroom,

the sound from the street

of ice-cream vans out of season

in this town where we don’t have

twenty-two words for anything,

where I learned the name

for artificial hills, the bridge

where a man was felled by bricks

in the strike. From the window,

I watch the sky as it starts to fill.

In the kitchen, dad sifts flour,

still panning for something.


Deer

The deer my mother swears to God we never saw,

the ones that stepped between the trees

on pound-coin-coloured hooves,

I’d bring them up each teatime in the holidays

and they were brighter every time I did;

more supple than the otters we waited for

at Ullapool, more graceful than the kingfisher

that darned the river south of Rannoch Moor.

Five years on, in that same house, I rose

for water in the middle of the night and watched

my mother at the window, looking out

to where the forest lapped the garden’s edge.

From where she stood, I saw them stealing

through the pines and they must have been closer

than before, because I had no memory

of those fish-bone ribs, that ragged fur,

their eyes, like hers, that flickered back

towards whatever followed them.


The Judgement of Solomon

They pressed the knife

into my parting

and I cleaved

like orange-flesh.

My kind were never

whole:

one blue eye

for each lover

and a hand

for each to take,

my lips

twin promises,

and in its cage,

the heart,

a cloven hoof.


Take Notes

You shut the door, drove me to the all-night shops.

I was three weeks late. The air was damp and hot.

Our pale reflections on the black windscreen,

the local radio DJ playing Dancing Queen

and the checkout girl in the superstore

who didn’t look at me, just what I bought.

You pointed out each lit window in town.

Take notes, you said, one day you’ll write this down.

It’s true. Most days, I plunder what I see,

play deaf unless a poem answers me.

When I nod absently at what you’ve said,

I’m thinking of that night instead –

me in the bathroom, long before time,

already squinting for the telltale line.
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