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For my grandmothers,
who’d most likely have disowned me
for most of what is written here,
but whose conversations, time and tellings-off
have inspired at least half of it

and for my mum,
who is such a good mum
who told me so much more than her mum told her,
who was told almost nothing by her mother




SEVEN WAYS TO READ THIS BOOK

You don’t need to be told how to read a book. I imagine this isn’t the first book you’ve ever read. If it is, then I’m very honoured that you’re here, and wish you the best of luck. I’ve been told I’m an easy read so hopefully it’ll be all right.

I am writing this because the book you’re possibly about to read is not only fairly long, especially for a poetry-ish book, it’s also quite an odd mixture of memories in prose and essays and then poems and some short stories in between.

Thing is, I love poetry – poetry is what I write the most – but I also love chatting and, amongst other hobbies, chatting is probably what I do the most. In terms of reading, non-fiction is what I read the most. I like it all.

If a poem is ‘good enough’ it should manage to stand alone without the reader or listener being given any back story or explanation to it. I believe this, and hope the poems in here can stand by themselves if needed. Despite this, when I read a poem written by someone else, I really like knowing a bit more about it. At live readings, I sometimes like the intros to the poems as much as the poems themselves.

When reading poetry books, I tend to delve behind the scenes first, or rummage around a bit in the poem’s history, partly because I find it interesting and sometimes, in all honesty, because I have no idea what the poem is about and I want to know. Sometimes poetry makes me feel a bit stupid. Sometimes I like this and let the words wash over me; sometimes I just want to know what is happening.

I also like to know other things about poems; why a poem was written, when, even where if it was in an exciting place or a pub I can then visit and sit in. I’ve stayed in Brown’s Hotel as part of the Laugharne Festival in Wales and I swear the rosé, despite being the sort of luminous pink hen do syrup that I still order even though it gives me the worst hangovers, had just a hint of Dylan Thomas’s pen ink to it.

One of my favourite poems in the world is Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum est’. For me, it’s significant to know that whilst he wrote this war poem from personal experience as a young soldier, a poem supposedly drafted in Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh after he suffered shell shock in the Somme, Lord Tennyson wrote ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (which is one of my least favourite poems) after reading a newspaper story in The Times whilst he was Poet Laureate.

So this book is a mix of poems I’ve written and some of the memories, thoughts or research that inspired them. It is sorted into seven themed sections with a short story between each section. There is no real reason for these stories other than that I also love writing stories and sometimes when I’m reading non-fiction or poetry I crave a story.

So I hope you enjoy reading this book, however you choose to do so. Here are some possibilities:

1. From start to finish, in that order, if you have the time and desire. For the most immersive read – as in, if you fancy doing the thing I love to do and read books in the places where they were written or set or thought of, perhaps even drinking the drink that was being drunk whilst the writing took place, then you might read this book either on an uncomfortable stool by an old metal desk next to your bed; in your bed between 11 p.m. and 2 a.m. when your kid (or pretend kid) has finally gone fully to sleep; on the train journey between Peterborough and Edinburgh staring at the east coast cliffs drinking tea sucked up through a Twix; in the Box Café in Cambridge slurping the best lentil soup the world offers; in Dukes Bar in Yorkhill, Glasgow drinking rosé or Prosecco with someone you want to either kiss or play chess with, or both.

For the most immersive experience reading the ‘Blood’ section of this book, I’d say wait till the heaviest, most cramping day of your period, or, if you don’t have periods, then read this section whilst punching yourself lightly in the womb area whilst staining your pants with tomato ketchup or brown sauce. For the most immersive experience reading the ‘Masturbation’ section, just take your time and choose the bits you like best.

2. Read the poems as you would in a book with just poems in it. If you’re only here for the poems and want to read them without all the intros and outros and explanations and stories, then there’s an index of poems at the back that you can use instead of the contents page.

3. From start to finish but skip the poems.

I wrote another book called Nobody Told Me. It had prose and poetry like this one. I was told by a lovely audience member after a gig in Cardiff that they really enjoyed it, but of course skipped all the poems. Of course. They said it just like that, almost like it was a given; a compliment even. I was slightly insulted but then remembered I also used to do this with Roald Dahl books I read as a kid. I hated when poems in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory ‘got in the way’ of the story. I angrily ignored them all.

I really love poetry so I’d be slightly sad if you did read the book this way, without at least trying a couple of poems out, but it’s also OK if you want. Just don’t tell me at a gig.

4. Dip in and out as you wish.

There is an underlying order to this book and I spent quite a long time working it out. That said, it’s in no way vital. All the sections can be flicked through on their own.

So if you fancy a poem about pigeons or rainbows one minute and then a short story about birth the next, then just have a little leaf through the pages or the poetry index and see what jumps out at you. My titles aren’t too obscure. The poem about pigeons is called ‘dublin pigeon’. The poem about rainbows is called ‘rainbow’. The birth story is called ‘Push’.

5. Pretend to read it but don’t actually read it.

You might not have chosen this book yourself; you might have had it bought for you. As far as I can tell from book signings after gigs, this is often done by well-meaning parents, carers or aunties passing presents to teenage children. Sometimes a friend to a friend.

Perhaps the person who gave this book to you said, ‘You’ll love this poet,’ but you don’t think you will. Perhaps they used my mum’s most dreaded word ‘should’ when they gave it to you, as if reading this book is a moral necessity.

If this is the case, and you don’t really want to read it, but don’t want to insult your friend/dad/auntie, then I’d recommend reading the first prose bit of each section and then the following poems: ‘magic show’, ‘fingering to ed sheeran’s shape of you’, ‘pink or blue’, ‘when i am dead, will you finally shut the fuck up?’ and ‘like otters’, because these are the most commented on online and at gigs and therefore statistically the ones whoever bought this book will most likely have heard.

6. If you’re just here for the fingering poems, and all good if you are, then you will find these near the end of the ‘Masturbation’ section.

7. If you’re mainly here to read about my grandmothers, which I would also understand, then the section entitled ‘Endings’ unfortunately contains most of the stories about them.




ENDINGS

Dying and Buying Stamps




Mostly it is loss that teaches us about the worth of things.

ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER





youth

today i am the youngest

i will ever be again

younger than each lick of sea

each sigh of wave on beach

each pebble skipping stream

each kiss of ticking rain

today i am the youngest

i will ever be again

tomorrow –

and the next day

– the same



and so she died, having never tried quinoa

on her deathbed, my granny did not say:

i wish i’d spent more time comparing my face

to other people’s faces

on her deathbed, she did not say:

i wish i’d spent more time gazing in the mirror

sucking in my cheekbones

to see if i’d be slightly more appealing

with slightly higher cheekbones

on her deathbed, my granny did not say:

i wish i’d spent more time poking the fold of flesh

which puffs against my breasts

when my hands hang limp

i wish i’d spent more time listening

to people who suggested

i’d look prettier with a fringe

i wish i’d spent more time likening

our unused wedding china

to the richer neighbours’ unused wedding china

i wish i’d spent more time

dusting flames on the fireplace

as my children, tucked in blankets, slept,

dreaming they could fly

on her deathbed, my granny did not look me in the eye, whisper in a final gasp, my hand grasped by her hand:

i wish i’d owned that kitchen island

i wish i’d seen fewer shooting stars

i wish i’d mown a neater lawn

i wish i’d tried quinoa



POTTERY

I paint flowers so they will not die.

FRIDA KAHLO

My maternal grandmother died during the coronavirus pandemic. She was my last surviving grandparent and one of the people I’ve felt closest to on this small, spinning planet. As with many other people grieving loved ones, I watched her funeral on a live stream.

As the allotted time grew closer and a looped video of a calming waterfall assured me that my internet connection was working, I began panicking about what to wear, where in my house to sit, whether to have a glass of Prosecco or a cup of tea, as if these decisions were important. I was watching it on my own. I wondered what other people across the world were wearing and eating at funerals now that no one could see them disrespecting traditions.

In the end, I stayed in tracksuit bottoms, put on a jumper I think she liked and sat on the couch eating a Tunnock’s Wafer dipped in very sugary tea, listening to the story of her life whilst staring at a coffin and the back of my mum and auntie’s heads two metres apart above the top of wooden pews.

I also, half by accident, half because I was busy crying, forgot to switch off the live stream once the funeral was over. I assumed it would cut off by itself. So I also watched the cleaners disinfecting the crematorium, the local reverend and organ player taking off their jackets, unwrapping and eating sandwiches and chatting about the care home possibly reopening to visitors, and then I watched half of the next person’s funeral.

The speeches about my grandma were beautiful. Some of the lines from the reverend, such as, We would normally sing now, but because of the virus we are not permitted to sing in public or, Before we run out of streaming time, made it feel a little like a dystopian sci-fi film.

After the funeral ended, it felt horrible being on your own. I thought it would be fine. Nice even. Calm. My gran hated funerals. I’m not a massive fan either. Is anyone? Like most people, I’m also not too big on others seeing me sob. But it was shit. No number of lovely text messages and phone calls from family and friends could replace a quick hug. I watched my mum walking out of the building and all I wanted was to be there. I didn’t think I’d crave seeing other people’s faces in the flesh so much.

I made another cup of sweet tea and wrote some poems.

There’s a comfort I find in writing that I don’t get from much else: trying to find desirable words to frame thoughts onto a page; playing with metaphors; deciding which silences merit line breaks or commas or dashes or just a little more blank page all to themselves. Like moulding and carving clay. Like that scene in Ghost where Patrick Swayze sits behind Demi Moore and kisses her neck while she tries to make some sort of vase on her pottery wheel in the middle of the night because she can’t sleep.

I guess in this metaphor, Patrick Swayze’s hot, half-naked body behind me represents the comfort and excitement that the writing process gives, and the clay lump spinning in my palms are the scattered ideas which at some point I can hopefully mould into whatever poetic shape I am able.

I really like the idea of poetry as pottery, but thinking about that particular scene more carefully, it is maybe not the best metaphor.

Demi Moore is actually a very skilled potter and when Patrick Swayze comes and sits behind her, he fucks up the vase she’s already almost completed so that instead of finishing her creation they end up rubbing wet clay into each other’s hands, abandoning the vase altogether and undoubtedly having the sort of sex that Aphrodite’s clitoris was created for. Nonetheless, the thought of that scene is a nice tangent from grief and one which I think my gran would have approved of because she fancied Patrick Swayze in that scene as much as I did.

Writing is distraction and focus in one. A hot-water bottle pushed directly onto cramps. It also seems a bit sick sometimes: selfish, self-centred, narcissistic. Like, That’s a good line about your grandma’s funeral, yeah, nice, Hollie, keep that bit in the poem.

In the end though, I love it. The writing. The editing. The reading back. The reading of other people’s poems sculpted for various other reasons and in various different ways.

So most of the poems and memories and stories I write are primarily for myself: to ease pain; to paint; to heal; to reorganise anger; to giggle; to think more clearly; to convince myself of feelings that maybe weren’t quite true; to have fun; to play with language; to imagine alternative realities; to wallow; to question; to reconsider; to remember; to give some sort of shape to things that overwhelm me.

Like death. Like birth. Like how it feels watching a funeral live streamed into your living room. Like the desperate yearning I now have, to mould a pot out of a chunk of moist clay whilst being tousled from behind by a horny lover.



similes about how much i miss gran

like spring, when winter runs over, and strangers agree, shivering in bus stops, despite the comfort thick woollen jumpers can initially spark, that they’ve all had enough of this cold now; like youth, when you’re too old to plan; like unbroken bones when they break; like waking to decaf; like blood when it’s due; like fat on a newborn; like earrings post-partum; like offers on foods you can only afford while the offer is on; like popcorn, in those ridiculous cinemas that refuse to sell popcorn; like clouds blocking sun in a park when the light is too fierce for the echo of white on the page and the story, the story was getting so good so you sweat and you swear and you squint

– i miss you like this



chasing ceremony/convincing myself

i’ll not get to your funeral.

that’s fine.

i know you’ll not make mine.

you hate the fussing anyway.

your favourite colour’s yellow

not black.

on your street, when next door died

too soon before you did

neighbours clapped the passing hearse

as if the corpse were on a royal tour

you turned towards your daughters

here –

don’t you dare do that for me

hair cradled into rollers

each night until the night you left

still lifting life with curls

the laws do not allow me

to stand and watch a lifetime

exit puppet-show-sized curtains

as tears try to console each other

two metres apart;

the only good things

are the sandwich platters

afterwards, anyway,

and we can’t even have those

so i’ll celebrate you here

three hundred miles from home

wear that butter-coloured jumper

you once said made me pretty

wallow in self-pity

as if your loss is all my loss

let lips tremble all they want

eyes swell to embarrassed red

too obvious a grief to meet with any friends

even with the recommended

coffin space between us

no need for all that, huh?

who cares about it, right?

i already said i love you

so many times in life:

each time i said i love you;

each postcard that i sent;

each nightie that you lent me;

each evening that we wasted

watching prerecords of countdown

at a volume that i’m almost sure

has pierced some of my eardrum;

in refining just that splash of milk

to slightly hint your tea with

till you looked inside the cup again

and smiled, and said that’s perfect



deficit

written before coronavirus literally stopped us from touching

when newborn babies’ cords are cut

from mother’s blood, the heartbeats split

skin to skin is held as high

as milk to mouth, as breast to lip

waves crash;

we clap them for their constant flow

the moon pulls slow, the cliff face purrs

us babies grown to adults now

still skin for skin our skin still yearns

but no! we warn – a dirty word now

do not touch the signs keep guard

red ropes round the precious nudes

art collections kept in darkness

hark! the morning birds declare

berries passed from beak to beak

sheep huddled tight in hillside frosts

make saunas of their body heat

not us! we’re not such basic beasts!

shivering in single file

a handshake to greet our neighbours

elbows off, use fork and knife

husband must touch only wife

do not hug that child in need

to stroke yourself, still ancient sin

let grandpa sit alone to grieve

rubs reserved for v.i.p.s

massage parlours, highly priced

our body’s biggest organ stifled

depression rates are on the rise

no wonder we fill homes with fur

purring skins upon our laps

calming creature comfort blankets

outlets for our wanton pats

oh precious pets to rub to rub

cuddle to our hearts’ content

newborn babies passed like snacks

oh let me have a snuggle next!

to be that cat for just one day!

to be that baby rocked again!

to be that dog brushed and brushed!

to hug to hug to hug to hug!

but no! let’s hoard that precious touch

convince ourselves of scarcity

rip shadows from the feet they cling to

monogamy of tenderness

as if breathing too much love

into too many choking lips

will mean one day our hugged-out hearts

have no more heat to give

but tides! keep kissing sand and rock

but sun! spills hot on naked lands

but winds! run never-ending laps

palms always warm when holding hands

like telling stories

like singing songs

like drying sheets in midday sun

like kneading knots from backbone aches

like moonlit walks

like jumping waves

like arms round waists

like stroking skin

there’s nothing lost!

there’s nothing lost!

however much we give

our single human superpower

whilst hope still cradles bones

infinite; renewable

until the sun explodes
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now splashed into sea, river or stream on the palm of a child catching cloud petals pierced on the tip of commuters’ umbrellas dripped into footprint, puddle or gutter flimsy skin ruptured teardrop released backintoborderlesslife



lucky

for you, gran, who, more ill than you’d ever been, kept saying you were ‘so lucky’

one day it might be us

neighbours come to visit

knees creaking as we stand up

farting as we walk

we

who cannot shower any more

washing at the sink

teeth separate from our mouths

one day it might be us

nurses gather round

children frightened by our sunken face

hair the shade of cloud

right now

we sit with you, gran

clasp your cooling hands

you say you feel so very lucky

i find it hard to understand



grandchild

for anyone who has loved and lost this label

i’m no longer anybody’s grandchild now

just a daughter and a mother and i know

how much i’m blessed with these but as pure

enjoyment goes, i liked being a grandchild

best of all: who will spoil me rotten now?

who will feed me sugared drinks when i’ve

just brushed my teeth for bed? who will

put the fire on when i am towelled from the

shower? yes, yes, i know and i am grateful

for all the time we shared; some people

never meet their grandparents at all; so many

people don’t; but i did, so let me mourn

and let me moan



DISCUSSING ORAL SEX WITH GRAN

My gran used to go into hysterics when she recalled the time she went into the local hairdresser’s and asked for a ‘cut and blowjob’. I like to give myself some credit for this. We had been talking about this particular sex act that week because my gran had been told that blowjobs were a myth: Why would anyone want to do that? She was also made to believe, until her third child, that babies were born out of the anus, because that’s where the doctor told her to push and, to be fair, that’s how it often feels. It did for me.

‘In those days you did not ask any questions or talk about those aspects of the body. You weren’t told anything and you didn’t ask anything.’

‘How crap.’

‘Yes. It was, my darling.’

After birth, she said it was seen as unladylike to mention anything about the tearing or the bleeding, so many women just sort of pretended everything was fine, which meant they got a lot less sympathy or help with their body’s post-birth healing and had ‘little excuse’ not to have penetrative sex the minute their husband fancied it again.

I’ve spent a lot more time talking to my gran about bodies and senses and sex than I hear most grandchildren do. It was one of the most unexpected and enjoyable treats of our time together.

I loved both my grandmothers to heights that I hope will always dizzy me. I didn’t speak to both so openly. Just my mum’s mum, Gran: about sex, passion, about why I should’ve learnt Latin; about word derivations; about tight bottoms and dancing and travel. She only started going abroad when she was in her seventies. She met my grandad just as he was back from war. He never wanted to go abroad again after what he experienced whilst travelling as a soldier. Fair enough, it sounded horrific.

So, in her seventies, after my brilliant grandad had passed away, largely thanks to my mum and auntie and dad, she finally stretched her legs around Europe. One place she didn’t get to was Italy.

My other grandmother – Granny – I mainly spoke to about soup recipes, the dangerous staircase, what the neighbours were up to, how to ignore conversations you couldn’t be arsed joining in with and, nearer the end of her life, how tiring it was being very old.

My gran lived longest, and I called her at least once a week.

Whatever the reason for the call, within about five minutes Gran would be saying, ‘How did we start talking about this?’ as the conversation drifted to bottoms and dirty jokes once again and I’d get the blame for apparently having moved the discussion on to these topics when, hand on heart, it was more often her. Or at least a solid, sordid half-half.

Having talked to my gran about these things makes me both very thankful and very angry. Thankful for myself, angry for the past.

She said once that she and her friends were born into the wrong generation and would have much preferred to have been born when I was born. When people romanticised the past, my gran always pulled them up. ‘No, no, it wasn’t better in the fifties. No, really, it wasn’t.’

Once when I was visiting we read a newspaper article together, the headline of which claimed that women’s libidos were lower than men’s.

A survey had found that the women studied enjoyed a hot bath or a massage as much as or more than having sex, whereas the vast majority of the men asked preferred sex to the massages or baths. For the newspaper, this finding was enough to garner the implication that women’s libidos were lower.

After we’d read the article, my gran nodded and said, ‘Of course,’ as if it were totally obvious; a true, incontrovertible fact. She told me that many women just don’t really like sex that much and certainly not as much as men do. I have had this same remark made to me by many other (heterosexual) women, as well as a fair number of other women whose sexualities I knew nothing about, whilst chatting, pissed, in book signing queues post-gigs.

Obviously, what the research had defined as ‘sex’ was p in v (penis in vagina) sex; anything else was excluded.

I disagreed with my gran and with the article. Not about the enjoyment of massages and hot baths, but about the lower sexual appetite proposal resulting from it. For me, the best sex is pretty much all about massage. Lips massaging lips, hands massaging skin, genitals massaging genitals. A kissing of skin to skin until all skin feels like marshmallows oozing, melting in the microwave on top of a digestive biscuit.

Simplified study aside, my gran and I then talked for hours about this article and about pleasure and we ate a lot of Galaxy chocolate squares and Turkish delight and by the end of the hours chatting we had worked out that many women of her generation were told that the orgasm was a myth for anyone without a penis, and I said I was happy that wasn’t true and she said, ‘Trust you to be so crude,’ and we both blushed awkwardly and giggled a lot.

She then told me something which has marked my mind ever since: as young girls, many of her peers had devoured romance novels and because of these novels they had been so looking forward to having sex. Then they had sex. Then they had it again. It was, she whispered, ‘Such a disappointment for so many.’

I don’t think many women then had much of a chance of anything else. When my gran got married, she said her mother told her two things about sex, by which of course she meant p in v. Nothing else was ever mentioned. I think that’s why my gran made so many jokes once I was old enough to hear them. In her words, I was fair game to laugh with about these things, ‘what with all the dirty poems you write’.

She told me her mother, in true romantic fashion, had told my gran, a nineteen-year-old woman about to move away from home for the first time, two things.

Firstly: sex was an obligation; one of her duties as a wife. Not only would she vow this before God, it would also legally be true. As late as 1991 in Britain, husbands were exempt from raping their wives because, legally, marriage meant implied consent to sex at any point post vows.

This legislation sprang from a seventeenth-century statement by a man called Sir Matthew Hale, which was subsequently passed from Britain and adopted into the common law of many Commonwealth countries:


The husband cannot be guilty of a rape committed by himself upon his lawful wife, for by their mutual matrimonial consent and contract the wife hath given herself up to her husband, consent which she cannot retract.



Despite the criminalisation of marital rape in 1991, a recent survey shows that people, especially the over-sixty-fives, are still ‘iffy’ about the idea of consent being needed in marriage.*

Secondly: my great-grandmother told my gran that sex was not only ‘rather unpleasant’, but also dirty and sinful, a sin that she nonetheless would have to commit because of the God-blessed union.

What a sexual pep talk that must have been. Dear daughter, both God and Law now bind you to have sex but it’ll be shite and you’ll likely go to hell for it. I’d like to see anyone find vast physical comfort in life with an opener like that.

After my gran told me this I asked her lots more questions. She chatted. We ate more chocolate. I thought of the poem by Liz Lochhead called ‘Social History’. It is about all the sex her mother didn’t have. The second verse begins with:


The sex my mother could’ve had

but didn’t

sounded fantastic



Despite often having loving and happy marriages, so many women seemed to have lived without having felt many of the lovely, safe and complimentary feelings my body offers me, and the fact that the reason for this was not their or their husband’s fault – I was assured that most of the husbands she knew of never forced their legal right and were almost as uneducated as the women were about their own bodies – but purely that of the cultural and political climate they lived through, is quite shite.

I never imagined it would be early conversations with my gran (and later, often hysterically, my aunty, mum and gran together) that would have catapulted me into questioning so many things about my own body; about my turn ons and offs and all the historical factors that have gone and still go into inspiring, silencing or shaming those.

Perhaps in the not too distant future, I’ll be the one shouting ‘for god’s sake mother, what are you and your granddaughter talking about!’ as I stumble into a blowjob joke or power shower chat between my daughter and my mum.

Perhaps there’s something about that skipping of a generation that allows more freedom and less embarrassment between grandparent and grandchild.

Perhaps I just got lucky. Perhaps it was that dash of brandy in the milk.



lie back and think of scotland



	and she jokes

	in our day it was just ‘lie back and think of england’




	and she jokes

	for scottish women that was even worse




	and she jokes

	oh you young ones, so provocative




	and she jokes

	we were told it was normal if it hurt




	and i sigh, say

	that one hasn’t changed




	and she jokes

	we weren’t told that we could crave things too




	and she jokes

	sex was like another set domestic chore




	and she jokes

	the clitoris, we thought it was a herb!




	and she jokes

	shopping in our heads whilst we were bored




	and i sigh, say

	that one hasn’t changed




	and she jokes

	how much we loved to read romantic novels




	and she jokes

	the wedding night; how excited we were then




	and she jokes

	the disappointment once the deed was done




	and she jokes

	if only we could live that part again




	and she jokes

	it’s a pity that we can’t




	and she jokes

	




and neither of us laugh



culaccino

(Culaccino is an Italian word, which has no direct English translation. It has several meanings, my favourite of which is: ‘The mark left on the surface of a wooden table by a sweating, wet, ice-filled cold glass’.)

the scent of a story still clings to your chair

unaware the narrator is gone

your nightgowns are folded and boxed for collection

your pots of fake flowers act like nothing is wrong

on my knees, on the rug, still glittered with skin

i pocket the daydreams you dropped

your longings so locked in by duty and place

let me flick past the page where you stopped

ink those stockings again up the backs of my legs

let me stride through the almosts that tittered your lips

shame has lessened its cuffs now

your ladylike scars, mere marks on my wrists

one last clink to you, gran, italy calls

they say the poems are gorgeous this time of year

yes, i promise to press at least one red poppy

yes, i promise to dip all my toes in the shore

then i’ll sip on espresso; scoff all the ricotta;

melt mozzarella; lap up the days

from the plate; lick gelato; sip on prosecco

let glitterball moons keep the night-times awake

so come away with me, gran, let us dance in this dusk

those jezebel jokes were too good to waste

let’s take up the hems you politely declined

spin topping stars till our anklebones break

let me scream all the screams your times turned to sin

waltz all the waltzes your fingers forbade

let us hang out our hearts in this hot lashing rain

till we are both of us drenched, our bodies opaque

and yes,

i am picking my favourite laments

from your never dids, never wills, too little, too lates

but figs ripen too fast for the sunday times crossword

and i’m not bothered to learn how to bake

so vieni con me, a Italia, gran!

feel the healing of heat on uncensored soles

let’s laugh in piazzas, sleep face down in pizza

i miss you, amore mio



kiss


for saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch, and palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss

SHAKESPEARE, Romeo and Juliet



for lovers; for all kissing

 

palm already kissing palm

we lean a little in

timid lips to timid lips

the air between them crushed

until they kiss

now, lips kissing lips

our lips begin to part

tongues searching in the dark

two torchlights passing stars

until they kiss

now, tongue kissing tongue

and lips still kissing lips

chests lean a little in until they kiss

now, chest kissing chest

and tongue still kissing tongue

hands kiss hair kiss neck kiss skull

hands kiss cheek kiss breasts kiss breath

crotch kisses cocked-out leg

legs kiss legs kiss feet kiss toes

lips kiss cock kiss tongue kiss throat

tongue kiss clit kiss lips kiss clit

kiss fingertips kiss tongue

our bodies bundled sweating

into kissing heaps of heat;

contented, we release;

unravel breath from breath

toes unkissing toes

legs unkissing legs

lips unkissing nipple

chest unkissing cheek

hands unkissing heart

till giggling, we fall apart

just palm still kissing palm



fill your basket

for Violet

only so long

bones will be covered

by muscle, muscle

covered by flesh

only so long

limbs will be able to stretch

ears and throat

fill up with song

only so long

skin will be able to hold

a hug; a kiss; a caress

till then, let us cram

these baskets of body

with what life

we are lucky to get



stamps

for Vim, Helen, Tammy and Lj

on that afternoon

when i wrongly thought

i would die

the empty bucket

did not bother me

✓ never climbed machu picchu

✓ never gambled in las vegas

✓ never swam in tanks with dolphins

✓ never walked the wall of china

✓ my spanish is still shite

did not cross my mind

that mind too full instead with

✓ friends not called for months

✓ hugs unravelled much too rushed

✓ words we did not say

✓ a gift i never gave to mum

✓ reflections never lingered on

a postcard filled with soppy thoughts

crumpling in my bag to send

when i remember to buy stamps



________

* YouGov Attitudes to Sexual Consent Survey, 1 December 2018



MIMICKING THE VICAR

Every one of us has a skeleton beneath our skin. Like, right there. Almost exactly like the skeletons you see hung up at Halloween or on bracelets on Buddhists’ wrists or on the flags of pirate ships. Just there, in our bodies, close enough to touch. I have never been able to get over this fact.

There is a place called the Sedlec Ossuary in the Czech Republic. It’s also known as the Bone Church. Inside, there are said to be between forty and seventy thousand people’s bones used as decorations: there are bone candelabras, bone coats of arms, bone mounds, bone bunting – if you can call it bunting when it is made of human skulls. I’m not sure what the rules of bunting are.

I went to the chapel when I was seventeen with my friend Hanna. I’m glad we went. I’m not glad we went hungover.

The chapel is the most amazing and gruesome thing I’ve ever seen. I still don’t know how I feel about it. The artist (or maybe in this instance, interior designer) who created the decorations was a woodcarver called František Rint. His signature is on the wall near the entrance to the chapel. It is written in bones.

Rint was given this artistic commission in 1870 by the Schwarzenberg family. Before his transformation of this chapel, the bones had been simply stacked inside the ossuary by a half-blind monk during the early fourteenth century.

The overabundance of bones for such a small site stems from 1278 when the abbot of the Cistercian monastery in Sedlec is said to have travelled to Golgotha, the site on which, according to the Gospels, Jesus was crucified. He returned with Holy Soil, which he is believed to have sprinkled over the abbey’s cemetery, turning this hitherto largely unknown chapel into a five-star burial site.

Its popularity became particularly problematic during the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century and the Hussite Wars of the early fifteenth century. Quite simply, the graveyard was too popular to contain all the bones. Eventually, I guess, bunting seemed the most suitable solution.

Before this unexpected visit to the Bone Church, I’d had few actual conversations about death whilst growing up. Nobody talked about death in any depth. I was fortunate enough not to have anyone close to me die until I was in my twenties. I am still trying to be OK with the idea of my own death, but, like many people, I’m absolutely not.

Occasionally, people around me will start talking about death and they often say how they’d hate to live for ever because they’d watch their friends and family getting older and dying and wouldn’t that be awful and sad? In these moments, I nod my head like, Yeah, yeah, absolutely agree, that would be horrible, I’d rather die, because I don’t want to look like an unfeeling bitch but inside I’m mainly thinking, No fucking way. I’d still rather live for ever than actually die.

The only close reminder of death during this privileged childhood came once a year at Halloween. To this day, the sight of a skeleton hanging in paper chains around October time, all jangly-limbed, occasionally wearing a top hat, compels my fingers to begin immediately prodding my own flesh.

First, I examine my hands. I pinch the fingers of one hand with the thumb and index of the other, feeling for the bones, connected by the knuckles, up to the fingernail tips. My fingernails are already dead, I’m told. Like hair, which we can cut painlessly because it’s dead. I find this weird. Growing up, I was sold so much crap about how important my hair was to my appearance and my ‘femininity’ or ‘prettiness’, and which new must-have product I should buy to make it more shiny than the last must-have shiny hair product did, that when I learned that it was dead already, that hair, I started to find it a bit freaky. Just dead cells spilling out of holes in your head. Just a big heap of dead atop your head.

I feel all the bones in my hand and I wriggle my hand, then I swap hands and feel the bones beneath the other. There is an actual hand skeleton there, I think, just like the one I am about to hang on my wall to scare the shit out of my friend with when she opens the door.

Then I feel my ribs and I think of ribs and barbecue sauce and that story I was told at primary school about Adam and Eve and how women come second to men because they needed a guy’s rib to be made from and then got damned for ever with labour pains and periods, all because they tried to make friends with animals and eat healthily.

Then I feel for my backbone.

If I am feeling brave, I go to my eyes. I find this part the scariest of all. I feel the bones around my eye socket and think of that hole that, for me, makes skeletons so frightening. Perhaps I watched Hitchcock’s The Birds too young. Perhaps I watched every horror film too young. Perhaps I stupidly thought that watching horror films made me cooler and more mature whereas in reality they just left me scared of the dark for the rest of my life. I have banned myself from watching any more. I still cannot leave the shower curtain drawn without seeing a psycho blade, I cannot walk down a corridor at night without seeing two tricycles ridden by child ghosts. I panic when driving alone in case one of my daughter’s dolls has come to life and has a creepy vendetta against me.

So I outline my eyebrows with my thumb and feel under the ridge a bit and try to imagine the day this is all that will be left of me. Just bones with holes where the eyes used to be. Just holes where everything I’ve ever seen in the world entered my consciousness. I also try not to imagine this ever.

I often then think of vultures pecking eyeballs out and then I think of what happened in India when they tried to cull the vultures because they thought there were too many of them, so they shot a load of them, or poisoned them – I can’t remember – but then they realised that the vultures had actually been super helpful at stripping animal carcasses clean and now, because they had been culled by the clever humans, there were fewer vultures chewing all the meat off dead animal bones meaning all the meat was left on rotting animal carcasses, which then meant that the wild dog population increased because of all this extra food that they were finding and because of this the wild dog numbers went up so much that there was a rabies outbreak and us clever humans realised that nature was an intimately interwoven wonder which we should maybe have stopped fucking with quite so much until we better understood the true talents of vultures. Then I think of skeletons again.

Despite this fear of my own bones and my increasing inability to watch any scary movie with my eyes open, I always loved Halloween as a child and still do.

Halloween was a big thing in my family. I grew up in England, but my parents are Scottish. Halloween is nicer in Scotland than in England. Not always, but a bit.

For a start, when you knock on people’s doors in Scotland, you don’t call it trick or treating. In Scotland, it’s called guising and the point is to earn your chocolate or sweets or money or (sigh, fuck’s sake) fruit rather than simply threaten or demand these things. A song at the door. A poem recited. I’m not saying there are no eggs thrown in Scotland.

The costumes in Scotland are also different.

The one time I spent Halloween in Scotland I was seven and my older cousin Tracy came out dressed as Minnie Mouse and handed me a Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer costume. We were going to a party with her friends where I’d be the only English one there and I thought she was trying to set me up.

Here’s my English cousin, she thinks it’s fucking Christmas, twat.

But she wasn’t.

In Scotland, you dress up as anything for Halloween. The idea isn’t so much to dress up as vampires and scare the living crap out of people who have gone to bed early, lights off, pretending they’re out. I can understand why people hate Halloween.

The party was great, my cousin and her friends spent a lot of time, in between dancing and parading our costumes and stuffing gigantic marshmallows into our mouths, getting me to repeat lines about the Queen, for them to attempt to copy in my accent before falling about laughing.

Back in England, our house was Halloween headquarters. Under the stairs we had a huge bin bag stuffed with masks and cloaks and face paints and fake blood. Sometimes during the rest of the year, if I wasn’t too scared to look in the back of the cupboard, I’d peek in the bag just to get excited again. I loved the game where Mum hung jam doughnuts from a string and all the kids in our village came over and we had to eat the doughnuts with no hands or lip-licks, blood jam dripping down our chins within minutes.

I also loved being allowed outside at night to go walking in the dark. I loved knocking on the neighbours’ doors, having a little glimpse into people’s lives, saying hello to people you never otherwise got the excuse to say hello to.

There was nothing else in my upbringing, other than freezing your toes carol singing at Christmas time if you were forced to by the school, or maybe taking an occasional pack of biscuits over when someone new moved into the street, that actually involved saying hello to my lesser-known neighbours. I loved going from door to door, saying ‘Trick or treat’ and then judging them on what level of confectionery they handed to us.

One old woman across the street used to give bubblegum. She was a favourite. Another middle-aged couple handed out whole packets of chocolate buttons. Also excellent. One household of ‘do-gooders’ gave satsumas. Not our favourite.

What a strange insult the term ‘do-gooders’ is; to berate people who are trying to ‘do good’. I’m not sure whether our irritation at this sort of Ned Flanders Simpsons stereotype is simply to appease our own guilt for not attempting to do similar amounts of goodness in life, or if people who are always constantly kind or helpful or healthy are genuinely very irritating regardless of our own guilty conscience. Either way, I didn’t work that hard on my scary costume for a fucking satsuma.

One Halloween, when I was nine, I ran home sobbing after just fifteen minutes of trick or treating. It was the first year we had been allowed to go on our tour of the neighbourhood without any of our parents and the first year I had created my costume without their supervision.

The group of us kids had collected sweets from a few houses and said thank you to a few neighbours when we arrived at number 29. (For anyone who knows where I lived as a kid, don’t go egging that house. It might not be number 29. I can’t actually remember the number, I just thought it sounded better to pretend I remembered it.)

We knocked on the door of number 29 and stood back. The local vicar answered. I recognised him from school assemblies.

We chorused, ‘Trick or treat, happy Halloween,’ and smiled at him and waited for another round of sweets to fill our pumpkin baskets. He looked at me, stared silently for what felt like much longer than it likely was, then called me despicable and slammed the front door. Maybe he called me disgusting. Maybe he just tutted. It was horrible enough that I immediately turned and scarpered away from my friends, up the hill back home.

When my dad answered the front door, I began to sob, blurting out the story frantically between snotty sniffs, my coat still wrapped around me. When I took my coat off, dad looked at me and said, ‘Oh shite, Hollie, let’s change your costume, love.’

I had dressed as a vicar. Buttoned-up white shirt, black tie attempting to mimic some sort of dog collar and a giant wooden-cross necklace my friend Caroline had given me around my neck.

I didn’t know that Halloween was controversial. All the Christians in my family celebrated it in a similar way to how many of the non-Christian families in my school still got presents from Santa Claus and dressed up as a pregnant virgin in the school nativity.

I didn’t know about the different types of Christianity or that some Christians might object to Halloween.

My school was Church of England and we didn’t talk about Halloween but I’d never really noticed that. My cousins’ schools in Scotland were Church of Scotland and they spent October making witch’s hats and pumpkin masks. My daughter’s school is Church of England and they do not celebrate Halloween at all, whereas her Scottish cousins’ Church of Scotland school still has a Halloween disco. We are both very jealous of this.

Perhaps it’s a Scotland–England thing; maybe because Halloween is said by some to have originated from ancient Celtic harvest festivals. Perhaps it was just those four particular schools. Perhaps Scottish Christians just like making paper ghosts.

I didn’t know that the house I’d knocked at aged nine, dressed up as a vicar, was the house in which many of the village church goers, including the vicar, gathered in anti – or alternative – Halloween celebrations.

After a few minutes wiping my tears as my parents explained the vicar’s possible objections to my costume, my friends knocked on the door to see if I was coming out again. I nodded and then looked down. I was still in full clerical clothing. My mum ran to the toilet, grabbed all the loo rolls she could and my parents frantically wrapped them around my head and body while filling me in briefly about Ancient Egyptian traditions. It’s the closest I’ve ever got to a ‘you shall go to the ball’ Cinderella moment.

At twenty years old, I worked as an assistant teacher in the French Caribbean for a year. As October approached, I was asked to teach some classes about Halloween and Bonfire Night. ‘British Autumn Traditions’ the teacher called it.

I was in Guadeloupe. There, the main festival during these months was All Saints’ Day, which is the day after Halloween. I had never heard of it before and I found the celebration of it incredible. Hailing originally from the Catholic commemoration of saints who had died and in the Catholic view ‘achieved heaven’, it had, on this island at least, been extended into a celebration of not only Saints, but anybody you loved who had died.

On All Saints’ Day, I was taken with one of the teachers to the local cemetery, where food and drink vans lined the streets. There were no graves, only large, cement-topped family tombs; the whole place was packed with families and friends sitting atop these tombs, picnicking and playing music loudly and drinking Ti’ Punch and telling stories all day about their loved ones. It was very beautiful.

The next week at school, the pupils did class presentations about their All Saints’ Day festivities. It was then my turn to speak about my own ‘Autumn Traditions’, which, I realised at that moment, had consisted mainly of begging sugar, and celebrating the capture and torture of a Roman Catholic by watching a puppet burn slowly on a big pile of flames, while families of hedgehogs legged it from the pile of wood they’d thought was their new home for a couple of days.

I’m not condoning what Guy Fawkes was trying to do when he placed barrels of gunpowder in the basement of the Houses of Parliament, but standing in front of a classroom of kids who had just described a day’s feasting in memory of their departed loved ones as I told them about Halloween and Bonfire Night felt a little lopsided.

Afterwards, arms were raised:


So, what have sweets got to do with the devil?

When do you celebrate family
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salad bowl wisdom







POWDERED DIPS













































the day i stopped nicking tea bags from hotels





















selective hearing




























disappearing act










as far as you can paddle
























IT’S LIKE THEY KNOW



































back up for the funeral















role play
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SHORT STORY: PUSH
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