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			Introduction

			We’re all ageing, all of the time. You’re doing it right now. Ageing might be said to be the only truly universal experience, and yet most of us live out our lives in denial of it really happening. We privilege the experiences of youth, its appearances and its values, whilst age remains something of a quiet taboo. 

			In poetry, ageing has proved a difficult topic to tackle without resorting to extremes. Larkin looms large, his Old Fools dribbling and ‘crouching below/Extinction’s alp’. At the other end there’s Dylan Thomas, urging us to rage at the horrid injustice of age. Or Jenny Joseph’s rallying cry for absolute freedom from care or judgement in ‘Warning’. The truth, as ever, is a lot more prosaic: ageing can be fun, and it also can be awful. Experience can bring a kind of freedom, but new responsibilities can emerge at this time of life, both for us and the people around us. More often than not, it’s a mixture of all these things, and being truthful about that difficult mix can make ageing all the easier to enjoy, to endure, to experience.

			It was this complex, messy, multi-faceted view of age that I wanted to try and explore when I first pitched the idea of this anthology to Emma Wright. I had a feeling that there would be a strong interest in the subject, that perhaps there weren’t so many outlets for writing about a topic which affects so many of us, in so many different ways. But I don’t think either Emma or I had anticipated the volume of submissions that we would receive, nor how oddly wonderful it would be to see so many people wanting to articulate the same worries and the same experiences. Reading the submitted poems, I felt wrapped in an immense outpouring of solidarity and shared feeling about ageing.

			I think this shared sense of ‘It’s ok – me too’ is about as close as I can get to a mission statement for this book. Many of the poems we read showed the speaker trying to deal with the ageing of a loved one. We could have published a whole anthology of poems simply about dementia and care homes, but I think the poems we have here, such as Sharon Black’s ‘The Concert’ and Hilaire’s ‘Christmas Lunch at the Nursing Home’ illuminate this kind of experience with real detail and honesty. Memory loss and the subsequent breakdowns in communication that can happen also appeared again and again. Perhaps it’s not surprising to find that poets are particularly concerned with how our relationship with language can change as we get older. Bridget McKenzie’s ‘Kennings’ and Julia Bird’s dizzying, fragmented rearrangement of Keats’ ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ both explore how language can become something physical, something to be worked and moulded anew. 

			There’s anger in this book too, as in Amy McCauley’s ‘I’ve heard of age : how it gobbles the time’. There’s also the joyous, high energy of Alison Brackenbury’s ‘8 a.m.’ and Russell Jones’ ‘Hurricane Bawbag’. And then I love the poems that tread the difficult middle ground – observant, questioning, not always sure of what they think or where they’re going to end up. 

			I wanted to make sure that this wasn’t just a book about the end of life. Edward Venning’s ‘Epigenesis’ and Gavin Bryce’s ‘Bride’ remind us that our ageing begins as soon as we arrive in the world and that it is part of a bigger cycle. Anja Konig’s ‘Nel Mezzo’ captures our almost mundane powerlessness in the face of what’s happening: ‘I have no say in the matter,/time churns on before I’m done with winter.’ But perhaps, in our confrontations with age and our efforts to offer some explanation for it, we can find some accommodation with it. When the speaker’s daughter in Nathan Curnow’s poem ‘Dead Penguins’ asks ‘what does death look like? is it a triangle?’ the answer can only be a circular one: ‘My natural reaction has been to explain what life is, but that’s been just as difficult.’ I hope this book shows off some of the beauty in that difficulty. 
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