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Introduction

There is no one way to introduce an anthology of queer poetry, just as there is no one way to be queer. But there are simply so few queer-specific poetry anthologies out there in the world. What He, She, They, Us offers is an exciting and eclectic introduction into queer poetry both old and new, from well-known writers to newly discovered voices. It is an anthology for any queer person to read at any point in their journey, taking us through some of the experiences that shape us into who we are today. It is an inclusive collection that is welcoming of everyone, showcasing a set of universal experiences that we can all identify with. From crushes, to exciting ventures, to that feeling of not ever being good enough for the world – I hope this book provides whatever it is you need from it: whether it be an antidote or relief from current stresses, an exercise in visibility, or a joyous way to pass the time. It has certainly been a joy collecting these poems for you.

When I first started compiling this anthology, it was a combination of returning to my favourite poems, scouring the internet for new voices, and approaching writers I adore and requesting they feature in this work. It is very much a labour of love, from me to you. But there were, of course, a few names I knew I would turn to: Thom Gunn, Wilfred Owen, Robert Graves, Charlotte Mew, Oscar Wilde, W. H. Auden – so many poets I first discovered as a child and whose words cemented themselves into my consciousness; whether or not I knew of their queerness at the time is, in some ways, irrelevant – they speak a universal language that anyone, no matter how they identify, can understand. But returning to them with the understanding that they might have, in one way or another, felt this very thing that I might be feeling has shifted an appreciation for their words and reshaped my understanding of a poem I once thought might have been, simply, about one kind of love. And that sits at the very heart of this collection; that there is no one way to be, to identify, to exist or to love. For me, there is power in looking at those who came before us, for wisdom and for guidance. It reminds us where we come from, of those who paved the way for us to become the ‘us’ we are today. That there is a history of battles won.

There is also a power that comes in reading the words being written and spoken now, with an understanding of what it means to be queer in the twenty-first century. Some poems show that there is still some way to go. Poems like ‘Elegy’, written by Harry Josephine Giles in the aftermath of Brianna Ghey’s murder, remind us that the world can still be a hostile or even dangerous environment for some of our community. But poetry can help us to process loss and heartache, and to overcome, heal and give meaning to the pivotal moments that define our community. However, there is also so much joy to be found in the world; and the majority of this book is dedicated to celebrating us. Swathes of poems in the sections We Are Strong and Queer Joy tell the world that we are happy, we are strong – and stronger together – and will overcome any difficulties thrown our way.

So go forth, fiercely and queerly.

Charlie Castelletti, 2024




Moments

There are times in our lives that define us, that show us who we are. In this section, you will find poems that speak to those unexpected moments that set our hearts aflutter – or break them. Whether the sparky moment of first holding your crush’s hand, the first time you spotted them across the football field, or the times you couldn’t stop thinking about them, these poets beautifully express those feelings of hope, desire, excitement, separation and what it means to linger on moments that stay with us long after they have happened.




Episode of Hands

The unexpected interest made him flush.

Suddenly he seemed to forget the pain,—

Consented,—and held out

One finger from the others.

The gash was bleeding, and a shaft of sun

That glittered in and out among the wheels,

Fell lightly, warmly, down into the wound.

And as the fingers of the factory owner’s son,

That knew a grip for books and tennis

As well as one for iron and leather,—

As his taut, spare fingers wound the gauze

Around the thick bed of the wound,

His own hands seemed to him

Like wings of butterflies

Flickering in sunlight over summer fields.

The knots and notches,—many in the wide

Deep hand that lay in his,—seemed beautiful.

They were like the marks of wild ponies’ play,—

Bunches of new green breaking a hard turf.

And factory sounds and factory thoughts

Were banished from him by that larger, quieter hand

That lay in his with the sun upon it.

And as the bandage knot was tightened

The two men smiled into each other’s eyes.

Hart Crane




We Two Boys together Clinging

We two boys together clinging,

One the other never leaving,

Up and down the roads going, North and South excursions 
making,

Power enjoying, elbows stretching, fingers clutching,

Arm’d and fearless, eating, drinking, sleeping, loving,

No law less than ourselves owning, sailing, soldiering, thieving, 
threatening,

Misers, menials, priests alarming, air breathing, water drinking, on 
the turf or the sea-beach dancing,

Cities wrenching, ease scorning, statutes mocking, feebleness 
chasing,

Fulfilling our foray.

Walt Whitman




A Football Player

If I could paint you, friend, as you stand there,

Guard of the goal, defensive, open-eyed,

Watching the tortured bladder slide and glide

Under the twinkling feet; arms bare, head bare,

The breeze a-tremble through crow-tufts of hair;

Red-brown in face, and ruddier having spied

A wily foeman breaking from the side,

Aware of him, – of all else unaware:

If I could limn you, as you leap and fling

Your weight against his passage, like a wall;

Clutch him and collar him, and rudely cling

For one brief moment till he falls – you fall:

My sketch would have what Art can never give,

Sinew and breath and body; it would live.

Edward Cracroft Lefroy




A Room of Firsts

No bus comes this way. No train track touches this village.

You have to get here by flooded backroads, around diversions.

Look for the window with thin violet curtains drawn at all hours.

Find a brown door on a side street, knock twice, up the stairs

across the uncarpeted landing, open the flaking white door,

and you’ll find Chloe sitting on a creaking black office chair,

the yellow cushion showing through. She was the first person

I told. Beside rows of Polaroids on the wall, the first pride flag

I saw, the first time I felt the colours under my fingertips.

The first queer person I knew. The first person to say gay

and not mean filth, abomination, sin, hush. The first to say

queer and mean home, ease, bliss, laughing till you snort.

In her wardrobe mirror, fairy lights coiled round the frame,

I heard my name for the first time, I saw a full face that fit me.

I took off boyhood like a knock-off leather jacket, too tight

round my broad shoulders. I slipped my lanky, scarred body

into a peach sundress, into empire lines, mermaids’ tails,

pinafores, cinched silk, halters, kaftans, lace, fit and flares.

The beaming girl in my reflection pointed at a high shelf,

the shining rows of lipstick: Bountiful Blush, Chunky Cherry,

Rose Muse, Kiss Me Coral, Dangerous Crimson, Soft Vienna.

Sitting on the edge of her New York skyline duvet, a skyscraper

underneath my stretch-marked thighs, she shows me what to do.

Smacking lips, a gentle pop. Her thumb, straightening a smudge.

The bristles of the mascara wand, Chloe’s warm fingers pushing

my head side to side. Me blinking hard, the image coming clear.

The purple starry bottle of Lavender Pillow Mist from Boots

on her desk, flecks of dark roots in her ponytailed red hair.

My hands too shaky for the stubby brush, she paints me.

Smokey winged eyeliner with a touch of glitter, glinting

in the corners of my almost watering greenish hazel eyes.

Her calm breath, blowing on my candy pink nails when I tell her

who I fancied. Bradley Stannard, who sat behind me in History.

I ask her the time. Dad’s coming to pick me up in an hour.

He is driving past marshland, empty harvesters, ditch bluebells.

She passes me a half-empty beige pack of sensitive makeup wipes.

Scrubbing till I’m rhubarb red, and my grey eye bags surface.

I use more than I need, ask if I got it all. I start chipping away

at my nails. I rinse the scarlet lipstick stains off my buck teeth.

Binning a mound of crumpled wipes, the smears of sparkle,

blotches of foundation and Velveteen Strawberry in my palm.

Karl Knights




Mark1 the Second2

1 Some early November mornings ago on Tinder, he on his mountain bike, I in my jogging shoes, both of us in cycling shorts and face masks, distanced by a diversion road and a police checkpoint that divide his side of the city from mine. What I remember is his smile, innocently adoring, almost goes from ear to ear. His hands, too. Dear reader, this is no scientific basis, only a lived experience, but it is possible to fall in love with a person’s hands. Synecdoche, I remember from high school English, is a figure of speech. Sometimes, the body remembers the parts, not the whole. There is no undoing of it, no, none.

2 There is no Mark the First, I have to insist. I can no longer remember his face and will not dwell on absence.

Alton Melvar M Dapanas




Romance

To clasp you now and feel your head close-pressed,

Scented and warm against my beating breast;

To whisper soft and quivering your name,

And drink the passion burning in your frame;

To lie at full length, taut, with cheek to cheek,

And tease your mouth with kisses till you speak

Love words, mad words, dream words, sweet senseless words,

Melodious like notes of mating birds;

To hear you ask if I shall love always,

And myself answer: Till the end of days;

To feel your easeful sigh of happiness

When on your trembling lips I murmur: Yes;

It is so sweet. We know it is not true.

What matters it? The night must shed her dew.

We know it is not true, but it is sweet—

The poem with this music is complete.

Claude McKay




Reminiscence

Just once we met.

It seems so long ago.

So long . . . and yet

Men would not think it so

Who count their time by years.

Just once we met . . .

And now we never meet,

Is it regret

(I lost a friend so sweet)

That stings my heart to tears?

I clasped your hand,

But scarcely said a word!

We stood as children stand

Whose souls are stirred

To great shy love they cannot comprehend.

I clasped your hand . . .

And looked into your eyes,

My spirit spanned

Your spirit’s mysteries,

But feared to call you ‘friend’.

Olive Custance




Demonstration

We practise anatomy

in the sweat of your single bed,

wanting to know every part of a person.

Ulna, patella, phalanges,

frenulum, philtrum, lunula;

language so sharp I can press it in you like a pin.

Here – this here

is a place I can love.

Jack Cooper




Rain Kiss

I miss the touch of lip to lip

Resuscitation, rejuvenation, that spiritual reincarnation

Of kissing in the rain – how insane am I to miss her?

Or maybe simply craving that sensation,

The dizzy miracle of knowing someone loves you –

Or, at least, of thinking that they do.

They say it’s like hypnosis when the pink psychosis

Hits you like a fresh, new drug to the lungs.

Photosynthesis from sun to skin and

When their fingers sink into you like butter –

And make your sleeping spirit flutter

Like a butterfly, pleasant as a windchime,

As a hand in mine, as a gentle breeze kisses my cheeks

Like muttering wind in country summertime.

These are all the things I felt when she was mine –

Orange, so much orange in the sky

That I could eat it, heat it, curl it up and keep it

In the space between her nose and upper lip –

Stroke it down the curve of both her hips or

Let it crackle, electric static bubble, between our fingertips.

Touching, so much touching, I could giggle

From every nervous wriggle, struggle to ever feel

We had touched enough – and so much love,

Like dripping nectarines, pomegranate seeds, so red and

Succulent, hazy and hallucinogenic, giddy and magnetic

Between my temples where the white noise finally

Fell silent. I was vibrant and alive

In everything I felt, velvet and silk, overpowering my weak

And waiting limbs . . . like tissue paper in the falling rain.

Winter is just winter nowadays. Rain is rain and

That is how the world stays: safe and empty,

Plenty to do and nothing that really matters

As the drizzle pitter-patters to the gutters of my street.

So, when the handsome princes ask to meet,

I do not go – I know they simply can’t compete

With a cruel girl who’d leave me stranded,

Empty-handed, in the dark and lonely world . . .

Who has left my ragdoll heart with stains

Like black squid ink. Dark thinking, an ever-sinking sadness,

Belladonna madness, dewdrops running through my lashes,

Leaving dark rivers down my face and ocean crashes

Leave the shore then disappear without a trace . . .

Like all the love songs written gone to waste.

I know that my lips will never taste the same, and so

I choose to stay alone within the pain, and vape

The scent of cherries, sweet escape, for it’s scary being alone

Without a lover, grounding all your levitating bones.

I am an illusion now, a trudging execution, and

I see so many people – meet and kiss and fall –

Like I did, once upon a time, safely in a vanilla cocoon,

Washed clean by the monsoon of all that love and beauty . . .

A hologram, entirely inside my head,

For I was just a ragdoll in a hungry woman’s bed.

I notice two girls kissing, smiling, glowing in the winter rain,

Warm despite the January ice – it looks so nice and

I wonder if I’ll feel that again.

Freja Nicole Woolf




A Renewal

Having used every subterfuge

To shake you, lies, fatigue, or even that of passion,

Now I see no way but a clean break.

I add that I am willing to bear the guilt.

You nod assent. Autumn turns windy, huge,

A clear vase of dry leaves vibrating on and on.

We sit, watching. When I next speak

Love buries itself in me, up to the hilt.

James Merrill




Flight

[image: A printed poem titled Flight by Kae Tempest.]



On the Stairs

As I was going down those ill-famed stairs

you were coming in the door, and for a second

I saw your unfamiliar face and you saw mine.

Then I hid so you wouldn’t see me again,

and you hurried past me, hiding your face,

and slipped inside the ill-famed house

where you couldn’t have found pleasure any more 
than I did.

And yet the love you were looking for, I had to give you;

the love I was looking for—so your tired,

knowing eyes implied—

you had to give me.

Our bodies sensed and sought each other;

our blood and skin understood.

But we both hid ourselves, flustered.

C. P. Cavafy,

translated by Edmund Keeley and Philip Sherrard




Glimpse

on the pitch by my house the weekly game

of football  there was one lad  already

famous in our class for having snogged a girl

and still my friend  despite the pull

of the pack mentality I always felt

outside of   I had no skill  could only

put my body in front of someone else

in hopes of slowing them for a moment

and this time it caused my friend to fall

and  in the split second it took for him

to regain himself  I saw  slipped

from shorts and briefs his whole private self

though he hadn’t noticed  still giggling

at my sudden prowess at defence

and after that  there were other times  crowding

into a friend’s bedroom  me pretending

not to look as someone showed himself

to a girl  and the emptiness that followed

nobody yet ready to do the things

that come after   though it was still deliberate

and so different from that earlier time

the grass  that glimpse of something that seemed

to be all potential  tiny sapling

not yet seeding just another part

of our innocence  fear and lust and shame

not yet ripened to full blush

Andrew McMillan




Invisible Boy

1.

When Sheila flicked up the hood of her cloak

the sound it made was queer

the cry of an alien bird.

I picture blue-grey landscapes, the bird felled.

Falling. It was the sound of wind

through trees above an empty football field.

A circle of boys forming like a bad spell

casting out another.

2.

In Dungeons & Dragons Sheila plays

the role of Thief, though

I’m not sure what she stole. I stole

glimpses of my friends as they changed

for PE. I stole memories of their shaved necks

smelling of hormones and Lynx.

When I came out to my father he said

You’ve robbed us of grandchildren.

Call me the thief of potential futures.

3.

This is me writing about myself

through Sheila, who could turn invisible

when she raised the hood of her cloak.

Her invisibility was a gift.

Mine was thrust on me by legislation

Section 28, a nameless

strangulation permeating the air

the way those in a house with a gas leak

have no idea that they’re dying.

4.

Remind me how it goes. Be gay but don’t

rub it in my face. Your face plays

no part in my gayness – see how I shrink

and expand for you, deepening my voice.

Walking past gangs of boys at school

I’d hold my breath, pretend I was invisible

any minute expecting them to shriek.

Each boy became the head of a hydra.

5.

In primary school other boys dressed as policemen,

firemen, cowboys. I pulled a blue
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