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            Foreword

         

         This anthology opens with the invisible flicker of new life in Maura Dooley’s ‘Freight’ and closes, full circle, with Thomas Hardy’s powerful poem ‘Heredity’, which describes how ‘trait and trace’ live on, even after death. We all come from somewhere, a mysterious fact poets have been exploring for millennia in poems about parents, parenting and parenthood – yet this subject remains as much a puzzle, amazement and source of sorrow as it always has.

         These thoughts formed part of a conversation between the editors of this book after a poetry workshop at the University of Leeds one cold October evening back in 2018. Simon and I had shared poems about parents and parenthood, some of which you will find in this book, including Tony Harrison’s devastating poem about his mother’s last apple pie, Seamus Heaney’s evocation of the ‘stale smoke and oxter-sweat’ on his father’s old suits and Sharon Olds’s visceral account of labour and birth. After the workshop, Simon and I discussed how we’d love to find a book that captured the long and diverse history of poems about parenthood, situating the flourishing body of contemporary poems within a broader context. And so this anthology was born.

         The poems in Family Lines are testimonies to the relationships and domestic moments that shape and make (and unmake) us. Although the book largely follows the arc of birth, life and death, there is no single journey here. There are overlaps and complexities; many poems are about being a parent and a child at the same time, for instance. Lucille Clifton’s ‘the lost baby poem’ and Ben Jonson’s ‘On My First Son’ speak of absence and loss, while poems such xiias Fleur Adcock’s ‘For a Five-Year-Old’ and Ted Hughes’s ‘Full Moon and Little Frieda’ offer the wonder and accompanying shift in outlook that a young child can bring to our world. Families and parenting obviously come in many different forms. This book seeks to capture as diverse a range of voices and viewpoints as possible within the space available, from Liz Berry’s bewildering ‘wild queendom’ of early motherhood to the painful questions of affiliation and filiation raised by Jackie Kay’s ‘Chapter 2: The Original Birth Certificate’ to the tender memories of the father in Roger Robinson’s ‘Sleep’.

         The biggest challenge has been whittling the vast wealth of rich material down to the selection of exceptional poems you have in your hand. This book includes many great, powerful poems by writers whose names will be familiar – William Shakespeare, W. B. Yeats, Elizabeth Barrett Browning – but there are also many less familiar, equally extraordinary poems about parenthood by contemporary writers. We are keen to approach the subject with a fresh perspective, and this means that several of our choices differ from those of other anthologies. We made the decision, for example, to leave out Philip Larkin’s much-anthologised ‘This Be the Verse’ in order to make room for his lesser-known ‘Mother, Summer, I’. This moving poem sits alongside other poems concerning mothers by writers ranging from Christina Rossetti and Robert Louis Stevenson to Selima Hill and Mary Jean Chan.

         We were surprised by the urgency with which historical poems spoke to our present moment. Together in dialogue with more recent poems, they bear witness to the relationships that make us who we are. We hope our selection shows how the poetry of parenthood not only considers children and parents but, more fundamentally, what it means to be xiiialive: to live and love and grieve. The intention is to start a conversation – to prompt questions – about how we relate to others and what it means to be human.

         You will discover instances of deep connection and joy in this book, but the poems do not shy away from pain and despair. Family Lines covers themes of identity and belonging, new bodies and old, love and loss. It is a book to pick up at key moments in family life. We hope that you find what you need here.

         
             

         

         rachel bower, 2026 xiv
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            ‘I am the ship in which you sail’
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3
               Maura Dooley

               Freight

            

            
               
                  I am the ship in which you sail,

                  little dancing bones,

                  your passage between the dream

                  and the waking dream,

                  your sieve, your pea-green boat.

                  I’ll pay whatever toll your ferry needs.

                  And you, whose history’s already charted

                  in a rope of cells, be tender to

                  those other unnamed vessels

                  who will surprise you one day,

                  tug-tugging, irresistible,

                  and float you out beyond your depth,

                  where you’ll look down, puzzled, amazed.
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               Anna Lætitia Barbauld

               To a Little Invisible Being Who Is Expected Soon to Become Visible

            

            
               
                  Germ of new life, whose powers expanding slow

                  For many a moon their full perfection wait,—

                  Haste, precious pledge of happy love, to go

                  Auspicious borne through life’s mysterious gate.

               

               
                  What powers lie folded in thy curious frame,—

                  Senses from objects locked, and mind from thought!

                  How little canst thou guess thy lofty claim

                  To grasp at all the worlds the Almighty wrought!

               

               
                  And see, the genial season’s warmth to share,

                  Fresh younglings shoot, and opening roses glow!

                  Swarms of new life exulting fill the air,—

                  Haste, infant bud of being, haste to blow!

               

               
                  For thee the nurse prepares her lulling songs,

                  The eager matrons count the lingering day;

                  But far the most thy anxious parent longs

                  On thy soft cheek a mother’s kiss to lay.

               

               
                  She only asks to lay her burden down,

                  That her glad arms that burden may resume;

                  And nature’s sharpest pangs her wishes crown,

                  That free thee living from thy living tomb. 5

               

               
                  She longs to fold to her maternal breast

                  Part of herself, yet to herself unknown;

                  To see and to salute the stranger guest,

                  Fed with her life through many a tedious moon.

               

               
                  Come, reap thy rich inheritance of love!
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               Caroline Bird

               Primitive Heart

            

            
               
                  You are the size of an orange seed and

                  developing a heart. Same, baby, same.

                  Your pre-heart is made of two tubes

                  which must fuse together now into one

                  primitive structure. Tell me about it.

                  By Friday your neural groove will herald

                  the beginning of your brain. Snap.

                  I’m a chickpea, bud, a tadpole,

               

               
                  pre-me. Within a week you’ll double

                  in scope. I can’t compete with that level

                  of personal growth. You’ll outdo me, pip.

                  I’m unfused. Sketchy. Two heart strings

                  fumbling to combine. I’m not supposed to

                  dread completion, baby, am I? Yours nor mine.
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               Genevieve Taggard

               With Child

            

            
               
                  Now I am slow and placid, fond of sun,

                  Like a sleek beast, or a worn one:

                  No slim and languid girl – not glad

                  With the windy trip I once had,

                  But velvet-footed, musing of my own,

                  Torpid, mellow, stupid as a stone.

               

               
                  You cleft me with your beauty’s pulse, and now

                  Your pulse has taken body. Care not how

                  The old grace goes, how heavy I am grown,

                  Big with this loneliness, how you alone

                  Ponder our love. Touch my feet and feel

                  How earth tingles, teeming at my heel!

                  Earth’s urge, not mine, – my little death, not hers;

                  And the pure beauty yearns and stirs.

               

               
                  It does not heed our ecstacies, it turns

                  With secrets of its own, its own concerns,

                  Toward a windy world of its own, toward stark

                  And solitary places. In the dark

                  Defiant even now; it tugs and moans

                  To be untangled from these mother’s bones.
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               Georgia Douglas Johnson

               Black Woman

            

            
               
                  Don’t knock at my door, little child,

                  I cannot let you in,

                  You know not what a world this is

                  Of cruelty and sin.

                  Wait in the still eternity

                  Until I come to you,

                  The world is cruel, cruel, child,

                  I cannot let you in!

               

               
                  Don’t knock at my heart, little one,

                  I cannot bear the pain

                  Of turning deaf-ear to your call

                  Time and time again!

                  You do not know the monster men

                  Inhabiting the earth,

                  Be still, be still, my precious child,

                  I must not give you birth!
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               Alden Nowlan

               It’s Good To Be Here

            

            
               
                  I’m in trouble, she said

                  to him. That was the first

                  time in history that anyone

                  had ever spoken of me.

               

               
                  It was 1932 when she

                  was just fourteen years old

                  and men like him

                  worked all day for

                  one stinking dollar.

               

               
                  There’s quinine, she said.

                  That’s bullshit, he told her.

               

               
                  Then she cried and then

                  for a long time neither of them

                  said anything at all and then

                  their voices kept rising until

                  they were screaming at each other

                  and then there was another long silence and then

                  they began to talk very quietly and at last he said

                  well, I guess we’ll just have to make the best of it.

               

               
                  While I lay curled up,

                  my heart beating,

                  in the darkness inside her.
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               Gail McConnell

               Orange

            

            
               There must be many ways to peel an orange. And by orange I mean Tangerine. Or Clementine. The pocket-sized fruits best not pocket-stored. With these one can fashion a spiral. Or: witness the teenage boy make testes and a penis before segmenting the fruit. With the orange itself, you’re into the business of marking the skin – the knife’s continuous line – then peeling it back to reveal the flesh and pulling it off in great husks, the cuts on your palms all stinging. ‘I have worked myself too dry this time. There is not one idea left in the orange.’ So wrote Woolf as though thinking of Ponge, who sees the orange seed as a miniature lemon.

               
                   

               

               We broach it first in bed, this question of sperm. You rule out Danish blondes. Alone, I tick things in the pull-down menus. Caucasian. Dark hair. Green eyes. Five five to five nine. Fermin appears. His true name I’ll never know. It takes me back to the three-legged cat we had in Georgia, Mr Joshua Ingalls. When the time came to cross the sea, we took him to the shelter. They renamed him Fiesta. He is Spanish. He does not use prescription lenses. He does not suffer from any allergies, medical conditions or physical abnormalities. I listen to his voice. I see his baby photos. I read his handwriting, profile, Q&A, Emotional Intelligence Test, family tree. He is a saint. He rolls an orange – Navel, say, or Blood. He rolls it round. Round beneath his palm as the bulls run through the streets. It’s alphabetical, I know. After Fiesta, Guy or Gabriella or Giggles. But seeing meaning in the sequence can be hard to resist. The first orange tree in 11France came from Pamplona. This fact I give you with a glass of juice. I have read too much and wish I could unknow the things I seem to know. To hold.

               
                   

               

               Why does the mother hate her child? Winnicott starts an alphabet, beating Mr Ramsay and making it to R. ‘His excited love is cupboard love, so that having got what he wants he throws her away like orange peel.’ It is morning. As my lover opens her mouth, making the awww sounding shape I thought might be orange, I see it might be ovum. What can I give her, having neither seed nor egg, or not the egg she needs? Do I want to be the mother thrown away like orange peel? Will I be so hated and, withstanding it, so loved? Or will I be a different mother, whose body has not been a room, whose breasts contain no nourishment, who feeds our child with Honeybells, Tangelos, Satsumas, Mandarins, Lane Lates, Summer Golds, Cara Caras? Child, if you come, you will be twice loved. My love will carry you, and I will be the one who peels for you the Minneola, gives you it in segments.
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