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PREFACE


The photograph and title on the cover of this book are the same ones from the cover of my first collection of poems fifty years ago (fifty, jeez-o!) way back in 1972. In a very different time. Now here it is, this new fiftieth anniversary edition. A rare and amazing honour. And don’t I know it.


The girl in that photograph simply wouldn’t have believed this could possibly be happening. Well, when you’re twenty-four you don’t really think you’ll be around in fifty years. Nor that you’d want to be.


I remember that I wasn’t too sure about either title or cover at the time, but Gordon Wright, who published it (back then he was running the one-man-band independent, Edinburgh-based imprint Reprographia, specialising in poetry) definitely was. He and Norman MacCaig convinced me – and they must have been getting something right. It hit a nerve, this first wee book of mine. Changed my life, too.


I look so demure, though, with those downcast eyes, and I wasn’t ever that. And, in black and white, sweeter-looking, bonnier by far than I was in real life. I remember a distinguished Scottish critic telling me how, from seeing the cover of the book, how much he had fancied me before he’d ever met me and how disappointed he was when he actually did. Although even at the time I, silently, gave him nothing-out-of-ten for his non-chat-up line and for his quite un-askedfor honesty, I just thought ‘fair enough really’, and didn’t bother (well, in those days it just wouldn’t have been done) to tell him he would have had no chance anyway, I didn’t fancy him either. So much for my career as a cover-girl.


Opening, in search of the girl who was not quite that girl on the cover, one of the four or five copies of Memo for Spring I still have on my shelves now – and I haven’t opened one in quite a while – I find, behind the romantic packaging and the no-spine notebook-style binding, a scant thirty-two of the first things she had written and considered finished.


A few of them are very slight, song-like slightly melancholic love, and out-of-love, lyrics (well, I went to Glasgow School of Art from 1965–1970, where, as I always say, I specialised in Drawing and Painting and unrequited love) but more than half of the poems in here can still surprise me with their freshness and directness. Especially the ones which have caught something of that particular time, that place, the coal bing scarred industrial landscape with its red-sky-at-night of Motherwell’s Ravenscraig blast-furnaces and the characters that belonged to that Lanarkshire mining village with its new-build, post-war, nineteen-fifties housing scheme attached to it, and the family I grew up in. And was putting behind me – she’s leaving home – as I wrote.


Was I aware of that at the time? I’m not sure, but I do remember that this impulse to write these things had come from who knows where? And initially was not connected to any ambition or desire to see them in print; was always to me something that was all-my-own, my freedom. Simple as that.


Fundamentally I think to this day I feel exactly the same – ageless, genderless, free – whenever, prompted by some already existing quirk of language that’s irking me, coupled with some as-yet wordless ghost of an idea, I can get going on something no one has asked me to write, something without deadline or purpose.


I still relish more than anything in my life that precious, and devoid of loneliness, alone-ness.


But I couldn’t begin now to write the things the girl on the cover wrote then. Couldn’t write with the careless confidence she had. She and I are in many ways quite different people. How could we not be after fifty years? Life goes past so very quickly, and, as the old will tell the young, the paradox is – with, on the surface, less happening in your life – weirdly, time does seem to keep on ever-accelerating, really does go faster the older you get. Even if you get the full three-score-and-ten, life is so short. And yet there are so many interestingly different bits to it. You’d never run out of things to write about.
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