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               The Hollyhocks

            

            
               I

               
                  The hotel is so luxurious and the black walls

                  are lit by fleshy-armed candelabras

                  the flame almost dying in the breeze as she passes

                  and the horse is restless in the stable,

                  he hasn’t been out for days

                  and when she sees the text

               

               
                  it’s like the parcel of cold sky

                  hanging over fields covered in snow

                  and studded with blackened Champagne vines.

                  Then all of a sudden it’s — when you’re together

                  does she crawl on all fours? What does she drink?

                  Tell me, I need to know, what does she eat?

               

               II

               
                  She did it for him

                  even though she shouldn’t

                  have done it; once it was done

                  she couldn’t undo it.

               

               III

               
                  O hollyhocks of Ile de Ré

                  O tunnels of pollen

                  O wooden boardwalks across the marshes

                  O pastel petals crushed by bicycle tyres

                  O seeds planted that won’t take

                  Grow for me again! 

               

               IV

               The thing about the hollyhocks was to what degree was it about the hollyhocks? Or were they a distraction? That time her ovary pinged like an elastic band as he stood over her in the kitchen insisting on one-inch cubes for the beef.

               V

               
                  A skeleton leaf tattooed around a scar.

               

               VI

               Alcea Rosea, family Malvacaeae. ORIGIN: Middle English: from holy + obsolete hock ‘mallow’, of unknown origin. It originally denoted the marsh mallow, which has medicinal uses (hence, perhaps, the use of ‘holy’);

               VII

               
                  That which obscures

                  amplifies the cost.

               

               VIII

               In this scenario a detective comes to the house wearing a trenchcoat and a trilby with a feather that looks like a fishing fly tucked into the rim. A woman lets him in and offers him a drink. He asks for a glass of water. When she leaves the room the detective takes a pack of Camel from his coat pocket and offers one to the husband who is sitting on the sofa. The husband declines and clears his throat and the man tells him he’s here on account of the hollyhocks. 

               
                   

               

               The detective gets out a little flip notebook and a retracting pencil. The woman says the husband wouldn’t leave it alone, even when they stood by the French window, his arm looped around her waist, his head bent to her neck. He still pressed her to take action.

               
                   

               

               There must have been about thirty altogether as she piled them on to a pyre-like mound.

               
                   

               

               In retrospect she felt this unprovoked attack on their fecundity was a bad omen and one which was made manifest later down the line. The husband interjects at this point to say she has it all wrong. It was only a suggestion.

               
                   

               

               The detective makes a note of this in his notebook, snaps it shut and returns the retracting pencil to his top pocket. Then he stands up, shakes hands with the couple, swigs the rest of the melted ice from his glass and leaves.
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“‘Sharp, vulnerable, and wise.”
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