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For Ally




‘… that I was in a house with many rooms; that the sea sweeps through the house; and that sometimes it swept over me, but always I was saved’

SUSANNA CLARKE,
 Piranesi

‘You never saw such a wild thing as my mother’

ANGELA CARTER,
 ‘The Bloody Chamber’




MOTHERS

Sometimes we are nowhere to be found

or else we stand so close you only see

a great expanse of skin, a slow unblinking eye.

We pose as trees just to be touched

or else ignored. We know what Damocles felt,

tell ourselves to reach up and take

the slender blade, press it against our own

tender, acquiescent necks.

O something very bad could happen

now our hearts are living outside our chests,

tiny hooks buried in the mouths

of our daughters, the eyes of our sons.

Our feelings manifest as weather – disappointment

like lightning, anger as river mist.

O we know now what was done to us by whom –

all our pain rehearsed on the bodies of our children.

Once, we were entirely different creatures.

This sweet terror like nothing we have known.




GIVING BIRTH WITH ANNE SEXTON

The corridor is long and I can barely walk,

but I’ve been told to follow so I do, bent over,

one careful step and then another, to enter

the room of bright lights. There’s a woman

with Anne Sexton’s face sitting in the corner smoking.

She’s unimpressed by pain but turns the lights out

without me asking. She reads her poem

‘Letter Written on a Ferry While Crossing Long Island Sound’

and when she gets to the bit about the nuns

rising up into the air she flings her arms wide

and shouts see how my dark girls sally forth

and even though I’m not a nun,

and she’s not really talking to me, I feel loved

and the baby shifts inside me.

I tell Anne all I want is to float in water

like a murdered girl. She says this is a good idea

and turns the taps on to fill the birthing pool.

Steam fills the air. My husband is a different kind

of species. I know he can’t see Anne, ghost of a ghost

that she is, figment of a figment that I’ve made her.

I take off all my clothes. Now Anne and I

aren’t strangers any more. Above the water

there are tiny lights made out to look like stars.

Anne climbs in beside me, starts to talk about confession

as performance. I think I understand. I think that I might die.

I tell her about my dream of being split in half,

each side of my body sewn up neatly

to form a seal, and the great weight of absence,

which teaches me there are worse things

than being broken.

Anne smooths back my hair

and starts to whisper in my ear about haunting,

about misunderstanding, about the blackest air.

My body shudders in a spell of its own making.

Afterwards I hold a baby girl against my breast.

The woman with Anne Sexton’s face stitches me

back together. Just one of those things

we women do for one another.




THE HOUSE OF BROKEN THINGS

The House of Broken Things was never broken.

It only held the broken things of all the world.

Broken mothers and damaged fathers

slept the sleep of those who do not

have time to think, and fractured children

dreamt the things you might expect

that fractured children dream.

Books lined every wall of the house

and all the stories they contained

were stories of brokenness.

The rabbits who set off for the hill.

The clown who dragged a child

down the drain. The tunnel full of rats,

and countless fairy tales.

And shame and laughter lived together

in the house and walked hand in hand.

Expressions everywhere. On Sundays

the broken sunlight lit the dust

hanging in the air. Records were played

of dead people, and we all sang along.




LOVING THE I

after Sharon Olds

I also love the I, the way it holds everything

I almost know in one great stroke, one great love,

I draw it, though I don’t give it flitches.

Someone tells me about Great Dunmow

where the married couple judged the happiest

is awarded a flitch of bacon. It sounds like hell,

I say, knowing how competitive I am,

imagining dragging my husband down the road,

our smiles stretched across our faces,

never being able to argue – can you imagine

having to say, no, I have never regretted

our marriage, not for one second, one minute,

one hour, one day. Our arguments taking place

in whispers, coiled snakes of words hissing

in the air between us. All this is to say, my I

does not have flitches. I teach it to my daughter,

top to bottom, I, I, I, the easiest letter

in the world to write. We draw a line of them

marching along the page. I tell her I love you

and she sings out I love you too Mummy.

It takes time for a child to refer to themselves

as I instead of in the third person, by name.

But the I is singing in her blood now.

I know what I was before she came.

Now my I throws down its spear

and says I will stand here, and here,

and here, and the I is a missing table leg,

the I is running through my poem

like golden thread, look, here I am

trying to write a poem whilst she shouts

again and again, Mummy, look at me!

I’m here!




HERE YOU ARE

Here you are listening to that episode of In Our Time

where Jacqueline Rose schools Harold Bloom.

Here you are having a dream about kissing a woman

who is also a man who is also a woman.

Here you are comparing translations

of ‘Zone’ by Apollinaire – should it be

your life is ‘a painting in a dark museum’

or your life ‘is a picture in a somber museum’?

Here you are reading Sleepless Nights,

and now you know Elizabeth Hardwick

wrote a beautiful fragmented crazy book

full of everyone she ever met

but not her husband. What revenge –

to write about everyone apart from him,

to give him only a few sentences:

I am alone here in New York, no longer a we.

Here you are reading late at night

thinking of your daughter. Here you are

imagining she’s been kidnapped

and you never see her again.

Here you are thinking of ways to kill yourself

if she is taken. What if she dies, what if she falls,

what if cancer, tumour, death? You know

it’s terrible to think these things, but here you are,

not knowing what you’re most afraid of,

her leaving, or how quickly you would follow,

what you would do – what would you do –

to be with her again.
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