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The Girls on the Train
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The girls on the train

are glorious, joyous,

swapping lipstick and secrets

like sweets,

the whole carriage their mirror,

their whispers and laughter

a magical tune.

They are beautiful.

But I worry about these girls’ shoes –

they can barely walk in them,

so how can they run from danger?

I want to warn them,

scoop them up like tiny, coloured fish,

take them to a smaller, safer pond,

but their hearts are too full of hope,

they yearn for the sea,

they must learn for themselves

how to swim.

We arrive at Lime St,

they open the doors,

swim away little fish,

the ocean is yours.
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Straight up Beauty Queen
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(for my mother)

[image: A group of people posing for a picture]

You are on a beach,

the waves coil theatrically

as you stand in the shallows,

flanked by your brother and your cousin,

awkward skinny boys in the tide

of your Monroe-esque sexuality:

straight up beauty queen.

This photo of a photo is blurred,

so it’s unclear if behind you

there are grass-topped sand dunes

or houses; West Kirby, I guess,

or your annual trip to Wales,

but my eyes are only on you,

your whole life ahead,

as you pose in bikini and smiles.

Even when you were old,

marked by illness and bitterness,

you told me that when you entered a room

every man turned to look at you.

I am glad you believed that,

my straight up beauty queen.
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My Sister 1
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Long before

I was his or theirs,

I was yours,

and long before

you were his or theirs,

you were mine.

My cells swim with yours

in our bloodstreams,

our memories a collage

of sandcastles, Christmas cards,

New Brighton Baths.

We squabbled sometimes,

over clothes borrowed,

secrets spilled,

but held each other’s hands

through the hurt

of broken boys,

unfaithful toys,

family divorce

and death.

We crafted new maps

to find our way

to places and people

who filled our lives with joy,

but we both know,

that despite an ocean

between us,

before we were theirs,

we were ours.
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Birkenhead Park, 1982
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The fairground is here

in all its dizzy glory,

a CinemaScope extravaganza

of flashing lights and colour,

swing rides swoop and swirl,

carousel horses mesmerise

with their dreamlike canter,

we breathe in the carnival air

of warm donuts, fried onions,

candy floss, sticky on my face

and in my hair,

music beats in waves,

drawing us in like a tribal spell,

and best of all, the waltzers,

where the suntanned boys

our mothers warned us about,

cool and laconic,

signal us onto the ride

with a sideways flick of their heads,

roughly wrench down the safety bar,

spin us harder when we scream,

so we scream louder,

faster and faster,

we gasp for breath,

we can see our own heartbeats,

this is risk, this is danger,

this is ecstasy.

‘Spin me’, we yearn inside,

in love for the night

with these boys with the dark eyes

and strong, wiry arms,

‘til the ride slows

and we are emptied out,

breathless,

exhausted,

elated.

For tonight we are here,

we are living,

we will live forever.
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Stories
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The flat is cold,

but I tell her stories;

I stuff an old rag rug in the gap

where the window won’t close,

and tell my small child

it’s a flying carpet, left out

for any passing sprites,

who might wish to take flight,

across the New Brighton skies.

There are days

when the only food I can give

is a baked potato,

but I am creative

and put jam on the skins

for pudding.

I will not ask for help

from those who set the bar so high,

even if I stand on tiptoes

on a stepladder

I cannot reach it.

So we spread a tablecloth,

and light candles,

and tell stories of queens and beasts

and bountiful feasts

and we make the most

of the least.

The library is warm,

fairy tales and toys

delight my child,

and a whole rack of books

just for me:

Virago, Women’s Press, Faber –

they are my lifeline.

I take some home,

others I read here

with my fellow outsiders,

like the lonely woman

who reads the giant books

with the large print,

a finger following each word,

and the silent man

who stares at a newspaper,

hoping for good news.

We stay all day,

the staff my new family,

they know us by our names

and when it rains

they don’t make us take

our lunch outside.

At five o’clock

we choose which books to take,

and which to save for next time.

We walk home,

our heads full of stories,

a small, gloved hand in mine.
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