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INTRODUCTION


An Intrepid Cloud in June


If you read poetry every day, and then add in the hundreds of poets, thousands of poems under consideration for an anthology, you quickly start to privilege and value certain effects: those images which almost stammeringly refuse to take their leave; insistent rhythms sustained line after line; the knitting together of form and tone where tone presides; poems so engaging you want them to keep going and never stop. It becomes fascinating to see how one stand-out poem is accompanied, how a poet who writes one complete poem writes others, too.


Our conversations, our enthusiasms, singled out the poems and poets we chose. We did certainly go looking for new voices, believing that poets generally operate at an angle to communities. And reading back over this anthology, its abundance surprises, as does its good unruliness.


In ‘Education of the Poet’ Louise Glück, who has championed so many poets at the start of their careers, writes about growing up in ‘the worst possible family’, an ‘environment in which the right of any family member to complete the sentence of another was assumed […] in my family all discussion was carried on in that single cooperative voice.’ New Poetries VIII is not this kind of family and, even as we attempt to identify common elements, these poets as a group happily insist on completing their own sentences.


And so it should be. Carcanet grew out of the eponymous student magazine Michael took over in 1967 as an undergraduate. As Michael has recently written: ‘The Press was intended to be a brief, decisive swansong: to publish pamphlets by a few poets whose work Carcanet had encouraged, and then stop. But at the time poetry publishing was hardly thriving. New presses emerged – Fulcrum and Anvil in particular – but old lists were cautious, some were closing. Poets were in peril of losing, or had lost, publishers. There were poets from abroad, Anglophone and other, who ought to have been part of our diet. When Poetry Nation, then PN Review got going, the press was caught up in a hopeless enthusiasm which persists.


Carcanet has been backward- and forward-looking at the same time. Age and experience do not count against poets; and we had, and have, a weak spot for poet-critics. Being British or belonging to a specific school did not matter. We were at odds with the then “establishment”. The editorial principle then as now is, Wait to be surprised. Submissions which make you read aloud are off to a good start. If they surprise by rightness, and by a relation to larger traditions, modernist or otherwise, they engage us.


Particularism would be our philosophy, if we had one. It entails a resistance to theories and “schools”, to family resemblances. To say more would risk a limiting definition…’


In this eighth anthology, the poets share a canny sense of the neighbourhood in which they exercise their gift, not unaware of language’s systems and tendencies, and history’s surprises (Brexit, say, or a pandemic), which might suddenly illuminate or shadow or anyway redefine the ways in which the poems will be read. Jade Cuttle might speak for many of them, and us, when she draws our attention to her poems’ interest in ‘the unruly self’, and their resistance to ‘flatpacking the endless contradictions of identity into one single neat space’. Stav Poleg prefaces her poems’ cinematic scene-switching with Wittgenstein’s own meditation on the self’s protean shapeshifting: ‘When one means something, it is oneself that means,’ before declaring, ‘The process of working on a poem often feels to me like that of getting lost.’ This book’s twenty-four poets might be considered as invitations, for the time you spend in their company, to lose yourself.


The failures of the Baedeker or Lonely Planet have long been a prompt to poets: Tristram Fane Saunders writes, ‘The guidebook says so many things, but we can’t hear it / over the water falling everywhere and on the blue pagoda.’ He insists on the undiscovered, the overlooked spaces, hidden tones and feelings to which his poems attest. It might be Christine Roseeta Walker’s Negril, Jamaica or the Catalan and Wexford silences in which Colm Tóibín’s poems specialise, or the Suffolk landscape, or better, world of Rebecca Hurst’s ‘Mapping the Woods’:




Count the ways in:


the tracks and driftways,


sheere-ways and bostals,


gaps, twittens and stiles.


Loop round and back again.


These Wealden hills burn us up


– the effort of taking them in the snow





Maybe we can see in these poems a poetics that stresses other worlds, and how the poems’ speakers acknowledge habitats and lives, and language, other than their own. Jade Cuttle’s alphabet tilts at the very basis of what written language does, its foraging and re-orientation matched by Nell Prince’s ‘Isle’, which asks us to notice otherworldly poplars that will become ‘our judges / before the bone silence, the no-return’. For Jenny King in ‘Point of Balance’, our focus, at best, is ‘a balancing, attention / pulled thinly sideways as the moments pass.’ The brilliant, iconic poems of Jason Allen-Paisant also pull sideways, asking us, demanding of us: ‘Imagine daffodils in the corner / of a sound system / in Clapham’.


These poets do not just imagine other ways of seeing, they also bring all their wit and formal resources to bear on difficult inheritances and other histories. How hard it is to get things down right! Parwana Fayyaz achieves this with her remarkable litanies, which haunt her poems’ occasions, as do both the Iranian and Mancunian scenes of Maryam Hessavi’s, and Joseph Minden’s playful sonnet sequences and painful meditations on what is forgotten, and what is memorialised.


As we read these selected poems and poets together one unusual preoccupation dominated, perhaps related to the larger sense that we are writers of the Anthropocene: the draw of tides and elemental water for these poets’ imagining of another world. Benjamin Nehammer’s coastal cityscapes notice ‘quiet reaches of the surf / Stranger and stranger in the reeds’; Charlotte Eichler entangles the human and animal worlds, her cuttlefish




speak a patterned language


of moody stripes and flashes,


the signs of love imprinted


on their skin,


leave their eggs


like a dropped necklace,


ruffled versions of themselves


suspended in each blackened bead.





Joe Carrick-Varty wishfully interweaves private disaster and non-human vitality: ‘Every time a whale is born albino / a man doesn’t die of liver failure and every time / it rains at sea a child speaks first words’; Jennifer Edgecombe’s voice-driven poems inhabit that seascape: ‘I asked him when he’ll be round the corner / we call Land’s End the corner / he said about just after tea’; Holly Hopkins’ North American Loon ‘will shoot her call like a flare / and it will hang / over the office workers of Whitehall’; Suzannah V. Evans’s amazing starfish and barnacles have the gift of being utterly at home in their environment:




Barnacles balancing though tightly balancing


breathing and balancing and barnacled


brittle blushes all spiny and together and a beginning





beginning to merge the brittle blushing objects, all briny.


These poems might wish for such easy belonging, but they register instead a separateness which can be confrontational, or neighbourly, or, sometimes, passionately identifying and engaged.


One of Padraig Regan’s ingenious, passionate poems about what we eat, ‘Katsu Ika Odori-Don’, observes the preparation of a squid dish: horrified, drawn in, it is also a meditation on elegiac distance: ‘I know what animates this bunch of tentacles: / it’s just the salt in the soy filling the blanks in the dead nerves.’ Isobel Williams’s startlingly inventive Catullus relishes both the body and its own attempts to resuscitate, decorate and despoil its subjects: ‘I’ll squirt correctly spelt obscene graffiti / All over your façade’, she writes; Conor Cleary’s recycling is more practical, a stove emerging from cans as he ‘punctured neat holes in them with a corkscrew / and poured in a bright purple ethanol’, while Victoria Kennefick’s dramatic monologues bring such transformations of speech and body very close together: her St Catherine exclaims,




Oh, Bonaventura, I am a house of sticks,


my bones rattle with desire until I lick it.


I feel it quiver, alive on my tongue.





Swapping poems and notes in a locked down northern city, this profligate Babel of new poetries emerged out of the tidal swells it still withstands: we came back again and again to the pleasures the poets afforded us, to the suddenness with which their poems spoke to us, something caught by Hal Coase’s ‘The Beginnings’:




I like poems that start with a bird stuck in a chimneybreast


or even better in a living room


where everyone’s screaming and there’s purple shit


everywhere and mum acknowledges the problem,


ideally


with an old-school touch of humour:


‘And who invited you?’
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HAL COASE


It’s said that in the first offices of Amazon’s PN13 team, the department responsible for ‘personalisation’ (that is, the algorithmic use of your data to generate higher sales), there was a sign that read: ‘People forget that John Henry died in the end’. Of course, we don’t. Zora Neale Hurston’s version in Polk County has the steel-driving man’s death and its mourning as the ballad’s reason for being sung.


John Henry’s story – real or mythic; real, then mythic – and the arrival of the ‘big machines’ in his place, would not have gotten very far without his death. Without it, perhaps, the machines really would have won. I love the camp menace of that Amazon sign (real or mythic), the easy intensity with which it announces the irrelevance of storytelling and the irony of a reminder that people forget. It has worked for me as a challenge and a model – to address real dangers with that same tone.


If the poems here register a recurrent concern, it will be an interest in what loss, guilt and depersonalisation have to do with each other. Poems that I read again and again often bring together, in tense contrast, the senses of estrangement and attachment which can suddenly form in moments of loss. They don’t resolve and they don’t settle. There is only what O’Hara had down as ‘the dead hunting / and the alive, ahunted’ – the slip of ‘haunted’ into a more menacing, vital rush of action.


The story of John Henry at Amazon HQ tells me something about the dangers of forgetting or, worse, remembering badly. ‘We are all in danger’, as Pasolini had it – in danger of being misunderstood and misnamed, with language as misleader-inchief.


*





THE BEGINNINGS


I like poems that start with a bird stuck in a chimneybreast


or even better in a living room


where everyone’s screaming and there’s purple shit


everywhere and mum acknowledges the problem,


ideally


with an old-school touch of humour:


‘And who invited you?’


and I like paintings that start with Anne Bancroft’s eyes


on John the Baptist – said eyes should be


aware of this miracle – or failing that


appalled by the mix-up and desperate


to get out of the wilderness


and back to a cigarette in Central Park


and where there’s blood


it should have something to do with revenge


for elocution lessons.


Dance I don’t know anything about but in my opinion the best ones start


by taking someone’s hand


and then realise this hand is not their sister’s hand


but go on holding it anyway because embarrassment


is for adults and if they’re lucky


they’ll make a new friend


and then their sister will buy them something irreplaceable


so that they don’t tell the adults.


The songs I like, I like because they start by locking themselves out of


their flat by accident


and so after trying to climb the fire-escape,


then arguing with the neighbour who has always hated their relaxed


approach to parenting appointments


and basic peacetime security measures,





have to spend hours and hours


walking the block, kicking imaginary cans,


before remembering an old two-timing lover


who has a spare key and going round theirs just as it gets dark.


I like plays that start three minutes late, right after


we find the seats, our cheeks still flushing.


Movies, I like the ones that start with a body


in a swimming pool, the fedora still on,


that’s good – or better yet a montage of bodies in swimming pools


from different eras (some with extremely elaborate Persian tiling),


or else I like the ones that simply start


with someone walking through an airport, someone who looks like they


could say


‘I love you’ for ninety minutes straight


and you wouldn’t get too bored,


more incredibly they wouldn’t either,


or when not possible then I like the ones that start the way Lina Wertmüller


makes them start since she can start a movie smoother than


the world can turn. I can’t stand movies that start


with someone sitting down to write a novel, and vice versa,


though more vice than versa.


I like novels that start with an insincere apology for being late –


they were ‘leaving to come and join you


but then remembered the market was on


and took a detour’ kind of thing and you didn’t even know


there was a market in this town but now


here they are with exceptional dates as proof,


and also hoarse and smug from an afternoon of haggling for the hell of it,


something that doesn’t appeal one bit


but you’d be happy to have seen.


Books – books most generally speaking should start with déjà vu.





And days well I like days that start anywhichway


but if I had to chose


I’d start with appearances –


so no rain, locusts, cloches, frogs, etc. does this look good to you?


this also rules out meek days,


days that have been bullied by their season –


we want an intrepid cloud in June and a November rainbow that starts out of


sight


and in keeping with the dream


I just finished is shaggy and downmarket and has a stroke of burgundy


and ends goodness knows where


RECORD, RECORD


The photographer resists the undertow.


His hands speak for him. They keep time


with his thought.


I can stand beside him there in the lowering


sun, as the trees begin to lean on tomorrow,


unnoticed by them.


I am quiet, I’ve counted chattel in the past,


then cleaned up neighbourhoods and not once


been seen at all.


There’s a little talk of fore- and backgrounds,


not worth the writing down, before the shot is taken


and whiteness frames





everything with an equal lack, the world bled dry


of colour. We all cheer. It is fun and games


and night again.


We can well imagine how the loaded image


stales too soon and goes bad in the memory.


What do you get?


An honest souvenir: a gentle, documented look.


You pass the time in it gladly, as if sleeping a decade


after the massacres end.


ESCAPED


She carried you all


the way from home, Sundays too,


with a high fever.


In your hot ears she


sang neutrally of strong men


who will not look back.


Outside metaphors


burned – a whole town on its knees


to ask for prayers.


Her song was in this


but also out of danger;


a fire seen from space,





a black collecting


what its owed, raising questions


after dried answers.


She has left us here


some beginnings to choose from


or to leave behind.


ON DISSEMINATION


admittedly, this was a man who knew the names of fifteen


different axes – felling,


hatchet, hafted, splitting, tomahawk, crash, hewing, adze,


flensing, mattock, pick,


bearded, broad, labrys – I cut him off, ‘What’s your favourite


seed?’ Then, him:


nothing would be grown anymore, the cutting times had


never even paused,


this was the downward swing, the weight would do the work,


your hands


were academic, and, would I excuse him, he had other


customers waiting. I planted


nothing that year because I couldn’t find the exit; the logs


stacked up like debt.





SEBASTIAN


in anticipation he turned on all the lamps


& out went all the overhead lighting


this made his body both covert & lambent


like the balloons used to convey dispatches


over the heads of royalists besieging


paris in 1871 which were both covert


& lambent since the firelight of the camps


surrounding the city struck their white


ribbons as they passed by he was exactly


like that but with a glass of wine & extremely


limited knowledge of the siege of paris


in 1871 which was fine by him how odd he


thought nakedness is so odd


LAYTIME


Not wishing to exaggerate, the car alarm


stops eventually. That neglectful calm


is back. It is my favourite time of day,


when our walk says nothing so exactly,


the new strains to anchor, cargo’s sent


upstream and neither are then dreamt on.


For the love of this, let our looks


in sleep be but always raised


and gutted like a statue’s gaze.





2 ND JANUARY


Reading by the candle of life


we complete his ledgers


John Berger


It was just evening


on a coastal path


in the country where


you found a home


to live through.


The view was what


you’d notice in it:


vines, roots, dirt,


stories, touchable


and tended to.


I could have met


you at the turn


talking of love


with a labourer.


I would have known


you, secretary, by


that ‘I don’t know


but I imagine so.’


Your doubts held


hope like January.


You might have


stopped to voice


the soil’s unheard


work, draw its


fruits beneath


a borderless blue


and listen as if life





depended on it


(far oftener than not,


it does, you knew).


THE GUILTY PARTY


The powers that were announce the end of power.


It was an afternoon of criminal celebration


with levels of sweat, proficient theft and dance not seen since the


descent of power.


People of the town debunked into sand-track streets


from their cabanas


to make together love, eye-contact, and excuses.


We were told: it is like the sixties – without teeth


or clothes.


The mayor revealed he was losing his mind: ‘I am


losing my mind!’ he explained over intercom,


so everyone hurried to provide him with sympathy blankets and


confiscate his golf clubs.


They established a university, which was a place with


clean drinking water,


and it was named after power. It was the best time to be alive;


even the dead signed a petition with words to that effect.





ARRIVED


We did not know


it would leave us


here. Our sun sits


bored as a dog


at noon, gnawing


the dirt.


No stir, no. From


here, the earth may


as well be flat –


this eye its centre,


this needled head


its lode,


all horizons


drop down and off.


I’m not yet a


parvenu; I


am still searching


the heat


which stops here not


much further than


the reach of my


arm – dislocated,


artless wing


beating





off this young light,


caught by the sun,


that attrition


of seen things, which


comes home safe


and sound.


ADRIA


Our words are the children of many people.




Giorgos Seferis





I will never see your ocean,


those queryings you laid on it


might by now have floated out


to a port of grey mangrove


with a clear-eyed fisherman


hidden in its thicket’s stretch.


That is: a dream from a city,


where your sounds break in


like a wave shoaled up to begin





RECCO


after Eugenio Montale


Spring: the reed lets go


its longest red leaves.


The path of a dry creek


fills with dragonflies;


the dog schleps home,


a winning in his gob.


Today I couldn’t recognise this place,


but there where the heat rises


and the clouds tilt, your eyes,


by now distant, seem only


two points of light


and time comes on.


CANNAREGIO


from a Hebrew prayer


If nothing is ahead


but our ready lips,


recall how pain


sounds a way out,


the bravery of it:


its blind beginning.


How he said


to the child:





‘Take fire to the altar,


place incense and run


to the people. Forgive.’


How he stood


between those gone


and the living


until it ended


and he returned.


CHAGALL’S FABLES IN EUROPE


I am about to feel if only the past were simpler – after all, it’s as finished as a


hand held up in surrender, but then there is its body


dragged from the wrist, down to a shoulder lent on the border that admits


no light every etch is giving me a new no way out


but happily this lamb is out leading the slaughter. In another summer,


narration drowns itself in an untellable tub – here’s the proof,


in our summer, a hot & fresh heaven, that every eye’s a wager for humanity


& knowing sleep like we do is trust in the world-


as-will-be. I feel about the instincts of the fox, grope for a sympathetic fang


to pull me up – because there’s good news outside, for once


we’re able to mend our cynicism & make it new but inside the animals are


straight-faced, they want food not hope, the funny side


is one big wound, it turns your stomach. You’ve got some pity stuck between


your teeth.





FOR A HETEROPESSIMIST


I’m not qualified for this kind of honesty, that’s the truth. Demonstrate with a thrust of humour like a frog on a highway. But as a child, we all felt it – no? How I wish to try harder to come in a room like a man looking to buy a room but what if mum saw and joking aside we had to share the self-image forever? ‘It’s something to write home about,’ adds the dealer in what has been established as his third language. This was a thing to say to a me running from every crumb of home, but since his accent took naivety to task and since he wasn’t to know about the family putsch at the funeral and since, moreover, I felt suddenly at ease amidst the flat’s bare hostility, I began admiring the skirting boards. ‘You are admiring the skirting boards,’ he says. I blush, embarrassed at having been seen admiring the skirting boards. They are scuffed, not admirable, the scuffs are gorgeous browns; the edge is hardy.





NOTES FROM A POOL BOY


What is it about a pool in the Bay Area?


First, that I’ve never seen one and neither, as far as I know,


have you or Dimitris Yeros. Maybe it’s existence


‘as a matter


Hannah Black


of degree’ – just so: a dive into that cool from that heat


even with my clothes on plus 8000 miles to make up,


is too happy to leave untouched. Or else it’s the ‘Where had I


passed the night?’ of getting up, hard


Tommaso Giartosio


and surrounded by smoke


which rises on the highway out of shot


and tired of most years


becoming good graves


to be attended when we need them,


and a dive, a real dive –


or I would be the swimmer on their way from home –


all the ways to the other coast, cracking the surface,


manic as my father’s last eyes, until I am a weed


at your feet, netted and hung to dry by chance


in the too much sun. The whole neighbourhood,


in Atlantean style, flopping commentary, stood over mocktails,


asking: ‘Was he beautiful or not


beautiful? and what was the secret of form


or expression


which gave the dynamic quality to his stroke?’


George Eliot


there is a danger that even you wouldn’t recognise me,


so careered and concluded. And that is part of it – a risk


in the offing – With His Thoughts On escape


into others. But simply look at it: we can’t do the day


without the make-believe, the dry land of burnt crops of future histories





under us and the skies in various states of undress


and water ready to be broken, distressed,


if I’m allowed


the violence of that image.


*
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JADE CUTTLE


‘The poem is always a record of failure.’ This sad logic is derived via Allen Grossman’s story about ‘the song of the infinite’ being ‘compromised by the finitude of its terms’. There’s conflict between the poet’s desire to make an alternative world and ‘resistance […] inherent in the materials of which any world must be composed’. At the most basic level, these materials are the ink and paper that constitute the two-dimensional presentation of language. No matter how imaginative or original the usage, words can never extend beyond the bracken-fringed thicket of thought to overcome the flatness of the page, and represent with genuine authenticity the multi-dimensional complexity of existence.


This ‘record of failure’ lamented by Ben Lerner comes into focus, in the case of these poems, when crafting a representation of the self and the lyric ‘I’ (identity; a performative illusion that adapts according to environment and entourage). In Claudia Rankine’s Citizen, Rankine writes about the lyric ‘I’ falling short of its intention; striving to flatpack the endless contradictions of identity into one single neat space, yet ultimately failing to ‘hold the person together’. As Denise Riley writes, each time a poet chooses to package their identity into the narrow confines of the lyric ‘I’, they are ‘subjecting [themselves] to subjectification’; choosing to portray one of their potential identities over another.


In terms of gender identity, Hélène Cixous argues that ‘woman’ has always occupied a position of otherness and alterity in Western phallogocentric culture. I would argue that this position becomes further removed into alterity when selfhood is plagued by a similar phenomenon, linked, for example, to complex relations with notions of race or class.


In French, ‘être en décalage’, as referenced in these poems, means to be out of phase with something, though here I advance the notion of being out of phase (or othered) from oneself. Mixed-race, multicultural and multi-lingual, constantly moving between countries, cultures and languages in search of ‘home’, I relate to this coining more than any English equivalent; the ‘dé’ emphasising the sense of dislodgement these poems seek to convey.


The compulsively neat, box-like poetic form aims to create an aesthetically satisfying organisation (categorisation; exercise of power) that is robotically at odds with the organic nature of human bodies, their ‘home’ and, specifically, these chaotic self-portraits; in order to emphasise the dissonance in selfhood that drives their creation.


My creative impulse snags on the edges of each ‘I’; that unshakeable anchor, scudding along its sentence, until the contradictions of lyric integrity are exposed. As I set about casting the lyric ‘I’ away from the crowd of words that keep it warm; blindly bowing down beneath its totemic authority, to interrogate the real standing of the lyric ‘I’ left stranded and shivering without a script, I become more interested in exploring self-expression as a medium; interrogating its limits and its lies.


In the extract from the alphabet sequence, the metaphorical organisation of each poem is based around the history of one letter from the alphabet. This metaphor is then transmuted into a situation that corresponds to the story I want to tell. The aim is to examine the impact of colonial language, how it is tamed to suit people’s purposes but does not suit people’s purposes equally. As Riley writes, ‘There’s a terrific and cheerfully direct statement of this intimacy between shame and song.’


In a similar vein to the French poet Henri Michaux’s expedition into his internal ‘espace du dedans’: ‘travelling in myself – that is the adventure of being alive’, I work to unlock hidden dimensions of identity; unravelling the unruly self, most often, through the lens of ecopoetic language.





The Korean poet Kim Kyung Ju has offered an illuminating entry into how such ideas can be explored through ecopoetry. This poet’s manifold layering of landscapes – corporeal onto countryside, compiled as though composed of tracing paper – creates ‘a shared sense of the death / of our singular selves’, a concept at which my poems converge.


In mapping external and internal landscapes together, I pursue an extended sense of self that buffers and scrapes against surroundings. I work to redraft the notion of the ecotone, where habitats merge (Clifford; King), until topography extends to include mixed-race emotion and experience, and place becomes porous and relational (Massey; Lippard) to psychological realms. The sprawling sinister subplot in these poems works to redraft expectations surrounding the aesthetically sublime, challenging the notion that nature must always be a tranquil place of retreat, when used to map complex self-portraits distorted by restrictive notions of race, gender and class.


I would even argue that ecopoetry’s ability to illuminate hidden aspects of identity is actually coded beyond content into the fundamental stratigraphical properties of poetic form. Beneath the surface decoration of ecopoetic language, lies a formal framework whose diverse layers invite a foraging approach to the extraction of meaning. I see the process of entering such ecopoems; foraging through its layers for meaning, for answers, then re-emerging with a renewed sense of awareness, as deeply nourishing and vital.


*





THISTLE & BONE


I am thistle and bone – occupied by weeds, those anxious warriors no one wants to grow; unyielding, they wield a sharp-edged tongue even I am pained to swallow. Sieged by feuding shoots, we wrestle, one stalk yanked by sun, the other by shade - a limb-tearing punishment worthy of medieval applause. Even those spindly rosy-cheekers are scheming between themselves; I can hear the clasp of flesh, roots tangle, plotting to upend the patio; the clothes line swings its noose, pegs ready to pounce – a bucket turns its back on me and the crime I’m about to commit; hoe in hand, I scrape. The filthy shawl falls away. I’ve begged my spikes to soften to silk, scrubbed the sap and its sticky chaos, but a prickle is a prickle and I am soiled to the bone.





MOULIN ROUGE


I sent my heart to the slaughterhouse, but it ended up at the meatworks, the place where scraps unfit for human consumption go. The knacker’s yard. Knowing men in bloody overalls will peg me up to their podium with all the other gristle trophies, stripped back to the pink blush of meat kept in line by the knife’s edge. A moulin rouge of frenzy, spinning poses of panic in neat and naked rows, a salle de spectacle that enthrals but not enough, destined for the freezer, awaiting permission to thaw. But then I changed my mind about the whole putain de cabaret and requested my heart be sent back first-class, which it was, a little shaken and peg-grazed but still intact, barely a bruise despite its pirouettes. I’ll pick away the sores but I worry that once I start I won’t be able to stop like how maggots given half a chance will chew their way through marrow until all that’s left is a string of holes only the wind blows through.





DÉCOLLETÉ


If skin is supposed to hang neatly off the shoulders, snug as a summer blouse with room to breathe and barter, delicate as a décolleté (not to be confused with decollate which means ‘to behead’) then I think mine needs sending back. It has started to snag around the elbows and split; spindles poking through to tamper with the day, wire framework rusting in the sunlight. Sometimes these bones gallop at such a speed it’s difficult to keep up. I’ve forgotten my skin on a train seat more than once, sized up by a stranger who smiles then hands it back, mademoiselle? I’ve left it slung across the back seat of a taxi, dumped at a soirée, in cloakrooms and countless métros but it’s always sent straight back to my front door. This décalage between my bones and its business leaves me hors de soi: not quite here, not quite there, voyaging on an out of date passeporte, eyes like two moons shunted out of orbit, rolling back into their sockets to search for clues.





I wish I could shell myself: strip myself back to the fibrous husk I truly am, lift up the skull, scrape out the gunk, smear the walls for everyone to see, so that when beckoned back into myself, I might finally have reason to refuse.


se-décortiqué


se-décortiqué


A


‘A’ first reared its ox-head and two horns under the crack of a whip around 1800 BC in ancient Semitic [image: Illustration] ploughing sense to the surface of the mind’s muddy fields.


***


It took millennia for [image: Illustration] to muster the courage to run away, still [image: Illustration] became ‘A’ and my tongue – obediently waiting orders at the end of a lengthy chain – twists wildly in excitement.


***


Ah barely used t’ no’ice ‘t, m’ tongue, slumped ‘neath a blank’t a’ spit an’ short Yorkshuh vowels. ‘D’y wan’ owt from t’ chippy?’ But then ‘t eight’een ‘t was ripped out, m’ tongue, pinned t’ whiteboard an’ measured ‘gainst those a’ m’ class.


***


A*AAAB. Hats off, young lady, welcome to Cambridge, your new abode. Hinc lucem et pocula sacra. How frightfully infra dig to read lingua et litteris anywhere else. Please, I pray, do try to make yourself feel at home.


***





Assessed on average saliva production, I scored higher than my peers: 1.5 litres a day as words retreated silently down my throat. But lagging behind in length, it was the English vowel span I couldn’t master.
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