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Introduction



In the red corner: the muck, grit and harsh truths of life. In the blue corner: the beauty of the natural world and the vivid variety provided by imagination.


I’m dancing about somewhere in between.


To continue the boxing ring metaphor to a silly (but possibly accurate) degree, the other two corners are culture and experience, the canvas is time and I’m on the ropes of conscience.


For I’m stuck as a misfit. I was born in the south but I live in the north. I was born into the middle classes but I’m working class by poverty and experience. I know what it’s like to be homeless, and what it’s like to pick a dirty penny off the pavement and be happy to have it, and I also know the correct way to address a duchess, and whether to put the milk in first (Your Grace, unless you’re a duchess too; and don’t, ever). I don’t fit in anywhere – except at poetry events, where you can’t know whether the person next to you is a convicted felon, a linguistics professor, or both.


I first saw erratics – rocks and stones moved to odd places by long-gone glaciers – at Greenfields in North Manchester, where the title poem is set. Like the black knives of cypresses in the otherwise bright Mediterranean, the standing stones look strange, and jar the system, yet are absolutely right too. The countryside, urban life, and poetry are all full of the unexpected in the same way. This is how I feel, now, about misfits and oddities. I’ve come far from the teenager who wished that she could fit in. This collection celebrates the offbeat, the unfashionable, the playful and the strange.





Flyleaves, Frontispieces, Dedications and Acknowledgments



To Dear, Dearest, Miss, Mr, Mrs, Honourable,


Lady, His Royal Highness, the delightful, the most.


All errors. All errors are.


Frontispiece Illustration: She crept along the dark passage.


To my mother. To Doctor Freud.


The volume is respectful. Thanks are due.


My family, Rosamund Juliet Mark Joseph


Lin Salman Wendy Anthea Sita Jobeth Alice


volumes. Too many to mention here.


Frontispiece Illustration: With misgivings, he entered the wood.


With deepest profoundest sincerely felt.


My agent. My publishers. So grateful


for such helpful advice. All errors, all mistakes.


Far too many to mention. Thanks.


I have been lucky enough. To all those,


for their help and invaluable research.


Frontispiece Illustration: The Author, aged 23, pen-and-ink.


Caption: Shortly before her death.


All mistakes and errors will be attributed to me.


Reprinted fourteen times. Special edition. Classic.


Major motion picture starring the Author’s Estate.


Foreword by errors. Classic. The Author acknowledges


the debts. All mistakes and errors are reproduced


without permission. Volumes. Posthumous. Thanks.





Songs of the Starcleaners



Long ago we swept huts, renewed the rushes


on the packed-earth floor. Then we wiped wood;


next stone.


In offices we learned to use miniature


vacuums on keyboards, special cloths


on monitors.


We sang our songs,


to which no one ever listened,


while we made everything fresher, nicer.


Later came the starships, and still


we were more cost-effective than robots.


So we sluiced spacesuits, dusted the bridge,


mopped the holodecks.


When the ultra-rich bought planets,


massive crews of us were flown in


to scrub the seas and tidy continents.


Generations of us lived and died there,


with our own culture, our own art.


Still no one ever listens to us


or our songs. And in ten thousand years,


when the casual owners of the future


survey what they own, they still


will not hear us, will be unable to see us,


however bright the shining light


from the stars we polish.





Material



I’m lying dozing in my room of cold stone in Tuscany,


window open to citrus breezes and the sizzle of cicadas,


when a bat flies in.


He – he is a he, I think blearily – lands on the bed,


hooks himself on, and we regard each other,


visitor bat and me.


Not the young vampire type, he would prefer a fine teacup


to a vein. Nor the big-eared wild-mouse opera sort


but a touch tubby round the middle;
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