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            ‘In plastic, the hours are “bent out of time” and slowed to their minutes on a factory night shift, where workers are churned in liminal borderlands and clocked by the ever-present spectre of death. Here, the relentless and precarious cycle of avoiding getting fucked over or worse in “far too narrow” circumstances. Rice is attuned to sound, and in these moving, visceral and formally precise poems, we are given dazzling glimpses of whole worlds lying just beyond the relentless tightrope of these dented, “bastarding jobs”. At the outset, the speaker confides: “Really it’s my heart that wakes me”. In this way, genuinely beautiful moments of hope and revelation spring from cracks in the strange and ominous like sparks from a grinder: crisp packets “doin’ the tango”; a smiley on the window; twin hares in an industrial park; machinists as concert pianists in another life, another universe. Rice’s book is one of deep compassion and vulnerability. plastic is 4 a.m. light in dark times.’

            — Dawn Watson, author of We Play Here

            
                

            

            ‘Matthew Rice’s plastic goes where poetry seldom does: the factory floor, the canteen, the night shift, and it does so astutely and with insight and grace. This is real and vital work.’

            — Nick Laird, author of Up Late

            
                

            

            ‘plastic confronts the daily realities of work and labour, revealing how the body endures the relentless grind. Yet within these poems are flashes of light, moments of grace and a quiet, fond sensibility. This continuous narrative offers a hopeful, heartfelt reorientation, reminding us of the vitality found in the overlooked lives of many. Surprising, tender and true.’

            — Hatty Nestor, co-author of The Aching Poem

            
                

            

            ‘Singular and Moving; Rice is a true inheritor of Hattersley, or Voss; here is the extraordinary ordinary, the real work of real people, sat alongside, and sung, and celebrated.’

            — Andrew McMillan, author of Pity4
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            … the question of maintaining or transgressing the barrier that separates those who think from those who work with their hands.
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               Just as accidents wait

               for boredom,

               as illness waits

               for health,

            

            
               as comfort waits

               for unemployment,

               and salary cuts for wealth,

               so may I, driven

            

            
               to the industrial gate,

               look for the treasure

               buried

               in my father’s field.
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               I wake at 3 a.m., the hour no one

               wants. Really, it’s my heart that wakes me

               beating its way out.

               I pace the floor and sing under my breath

               the song of the calm

               and wonder if the factory is doing this.

               It’s Monday tomorrow, it always is when dreams are alarms.
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               How twenty-first century

            

            
               the factory we pull ourselves out of bed for

               the cliffs inside us crumbling into the ocean,

               nozzles purging old material for moulded births,

               frequent-flying formaldehyde greeting our lungs

               the clock-in machine says thank you thank you

               thank you to our fingerprint;

               our grateful fifteen minutes at ten o’clock

               the fresh air of a cigarette.

            

            
               Bobby the Spark parallels the hours ahead

               with a marathon, not a sprint, to be countered

               with an ultramarathon, not a marathon,

               as the weekly wage puts us back in the black;

               we see it out till eight, the day shift finish at five,

               laying down their dustpans and brushes, emptying the bins.
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               I shave my hair to suede,

               I Mary Celeste,

            

            
               I facial hair,

               I sleeves rolled,

               I uniform,

               I mirror,

            

            
               I boots loose,

               I steel-toe,

               I mask up,

               I drive,

                

            

            
               I clock in,

               I throw down,

               I tool up,

               I obey,

            

            
               I skive,

               I resent,

            

            
               I burden,

               I oil up,

            

            
               I drill press,

               I scrub down,

               I sit,

               I stand,

            

            
               I lie, I lie,

                

            

            
               I outlast,

               I barely last.
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            [Night shift]

         

         
            
               Always on the drive to the factory I visit

               somewhere I’ve never been, Amsterdam

               sometimes, a gust of gulls sown

               over the Singelgracht; or to Ronda maybe,

               another timeline where the matadors

            

            
               for good lay down their muletas.

               The car park’s uninsured Novas

               slumber like peccadilloes and amid

               night’s tranquil abuse confectionaries of light

               mean the moon to us sleepless

            

            
               for the sake of the sleeping – this strange

               hour this strange roost some fowls flutter

               into, whose word you’d take

               as you would a diamond.18
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                  The French horn of the snail

                  in the car park is equal

               

               
                  to the aperture of the wind

                  and silent as a bell.

               

               
                  Though no winter breath halos

                  above its head,

               

               
                  its pumpenvalve trail

                  glistens a path beyond the dead.
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