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To my mother, and my daughters, and all the women who
walked this way with me –
you know who you are
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Introduction


It goes without saying – though say it I will – that every pregnancy and every birth, every mother and every child is unique. And yet, despite the fact that my once wakeful newborns are now both fully fledged schoolgirls, and I have neither a hefty teenage son nor an empty nest, each and every one of the poems in this collection told me something profound, devastating or beautiful about motherhood.


In these verses I found a literary incarnation of the community that is so essential to this delicious, brutal, exasperating, exhilarating job of motherhood. This confederacy convenes in draughty church halls, in potty-mouthed WhatsApp groups and at the school gates. Its alliances are forged in waiting rooms and office kitchens, over the tambourines at toddler music classes and at the chipped tables of soft play centres. These tribes sustain us: they cheerlead, they advise, they sympathise. They put the kettle on and pass the good biscuits. They make us feel that we are not alone – and not mad, although what is asked of us as mothers sometimes seems to be. I edited this collection during lockdown, a time that frayed the threads binding us together and physically distanced many of us from our networks of love and support. The fellow feeling I experienced reading these urgent, ecstatic, sometimes heart-squeezing verses held a new poignancy in those strange, lonely days.


These poets take us from the deeply peculiar state of pregnancy, when our children roll and swim within us, to the moments in which we watch them set sail, their eyes on the horizon as we shrink behind them on the shore. And everything in between is here, too, from the tempest of the labour room through the apparently endless hours of sleeplessness (shhhh, shhhh …) to the tying of tiny shoes.


Poetry was a luxurious comfort to me during the newborn days when my bone-deep exhaustion rendered reading a novel a wild and distant fantasy. It was something I could gulp down during a night feed, or while liquidising a blameless vegetable. These poems granted me windows into other dark bedrooms and, when I read about infant-speed toddles, as in Kate Clanchy’s beautiful ‘The View’, I could see something of our own haphazard progress reflected there. As the years passed, I squirrelled away more of these verses. In the company of these poets, I could forgive myself the piled laundry, the toast-for-tea, the ‘not-now-I’m-busy’s and the school-run screeching. They helped me to approach some of the tender feelings often buried under the avalanche of weaning or wiping, cheering or chivvying, and give them a moment – those quiet moments that are, for some years, so few and precious – to be felt. These women invite us into their homes and their hearts, and we understand ourselves – and this deep, wild, ever-evolving bond – better for hearing their voices.


Every mother is magnificent. These are for you.


Delicious Babies


Because of spring there are babies everywhere,
sweet or sulky, irascible or full of the milk of human 
 kindness.
Yum, yum! Delicious babies!
Babies with the soft skins of babies, cheeks
of such tit-bit pinkness, tickle-able babies, tasty babies,
mouth-watering babies.


The pads of their hands! The rounds
of their knees! Their good smells of bathtime
and new clothes and gobbled rusks!
Even their discarded nappies are worthy of them, 
 reveal their powers.
Legions and hosts of babies! Babies bold as lions, 
 sighing babies,
tricksy babies, omniscient babies, babies using a 
 plain language


of reasonable demands and courteous acceptance.
Others have the habit of loud contradiction,
can empty a railway carriage (though their displeasing 
 howls
cheer up childless women).
Look at this baby, sitting bolt upright in his buggy!
Consider his lofty unsmiling acknowledgement of 
 our adulation,


look at the elfin golfer’s hat flattering his fluffy hair!
Look next at this very smallest of babies
tightly wrapped in a foppery of blankets.
In his high promenading pram he sleeps sumptuously,
only a nose, his father’s, a white bonnet and a wink
of eyelid showing.


All babies are manic-serene, all babies are mine,
all babies are edible, the boys taste best.
I feed on them, nectareous are my babies,
manna, confiture, my sweet groceries.


I smack my lips,
deep in my belly the egg ripens,
makes the windows shake,
another ovum-quake
moves earth, sky and me …


Bring me more babies! Let me have them for breakfast,
lunch and tea! Let me feast, let my honey-banquet babies
go on forever, fresh deliveries night and day!


Penelope Shuttle


Singing Lando Lullabies


Singing Lando lullabies to you,
Orlando, Orlando,
your eyelids soft while I dream
of the last holiday
two days in Lille, holding hands and
sleeping all night in ironed, white sheets, undisrupted.
He kissed my hair going out to dinner,
dark green dress against the dark blue night air,
with heels tripping over the cobbles of the old town.
Seven courses and marble stairs and glistening glass.
They made a special effort not to serve blue cheese,
so that you were safe.
And on the train, through the streets,
eating chips at lunch,
and delicate meats at dinner,
we talked about your name.
Felix Lexington;
Too many ‘xs’.
Orlando Lexington;
too many American places.
Lexington after the pub in Kings Cross
where we met on the dance floor.
I wanted Leonard,
He wanted Ulysses.
I mentioned how handsome he would look
if his name was Orlando.
And I think about how handsome you are now;
my little Lando.


Katharine Perry


Orbit of Three


Planets and stars understand
the luxury of love creating
me from my own materials
like God breathing flowers
from the seeded dust. As
abundant blue earth depends
on the sun, I am to you. You
water me. Eye-light leapt the
red boundaries of blood, stain –
glassed my heart; turned the
deaf thud thud counting life’s
hurrying hours into drums,
duets, urging me on, on.


And we have made a moon,
out of nothing, like magicians
learning God’s best trick.


Gillian Ferguson


White Asparagus


Who speaks of strong currents
streaming through the legs, the breasts
of a pregnant woman
in her fourth month?


She’s young, this is her first time,
she’s slim and the nausea has gone.
Her belly’s just starting to get rounder
her breasts itch all day,


and she’s surprised that what she wants
is him
 inside her again
Oh come like a horse, she wants to say,
move like a dog, a wolf,
 become a suckling lion-cub –


Come here, and here, and here –
but swim fast and don’t stop.


Who speaks of the green coconut uterus
the muscles sliding, a deeper undertow
and the green coconut milk that seals
her well, yet flows so she is wet
from his softest touch?


Who understands the logic
behind this desire?
Who speaks of the rushing tide
 that awakens
her slowly increasing blood –?
And the hunger
 raw obsessions beginning
with the shape of the asparagus:
sun-deprived white and purple-shadow-veined,
she buys three kilos
of the fat ones, thicker than anyone’s fingers,
she strokes the silky heads
some are so jauntily capped …
 even the smell pulls her in –


Sujata Bhatt


Heartsong


I heard your heartbeat. 
It flew out into the room, a startled bird 
whirring high and wild.


I stopped breathing to listen 
so high and fast it would surely race itself 
down and fall


but it held strong, light 
vibrant beside the slow deep booming 
my old heart suddenly audible.


Out of the union that holds us separate 
you’ve sent me a sound like a name. 
Now I know you’ll be born.


Jeni Couzyn




Pregnancy


We met early on. There’s an initial, thrilling tick and whirr, a flutter on a hitherto unsuspected inside edge of me. There were moments when I was going about my life – it was still mine then – and nobody but I would know that my attention was far from the meeting room or train carriage. I was straining secretly, inner ear cocked, like a dog vibrating with anticipation, for a wave or a wriggle. The second semester saw my daughter rolling and tumbling and, a scan revealed, even playing with her toes. In the last weeks there was indignant heaving, when a fist or foot could be seen – to the horror of my child-free colleagues – threatening to burst out of my bulk.


I still have ghost kicks now. Gas, obviously, but there’ll be a moment as I’m bellowing about shoes to my 4-year-old when I’ll suddenly feel the echo of tiny her, flickering in my belly. I can’t explain to her why I’m pausing in my shrill school-run tirade but there she is, suddenly, as she was, and I’m transported. Before I thud back down into the now of book bags and morning chaos, there’s a glimpse into that time of magical possibility, when you’re first madly in love with someone you don’t yet know.


From the flood of relief when I saw a tiny ticking bean on an early scan to studying the distances between high street bins in case I had to be sick into them, I found pregnancy a peculiar time. How could it not be? Someone is having hiccups inside you! (Was I the only one who thought anxiously of those world record-holders, hiccupping for twelve years straight, every time this happened?) There was the debilitating but oddly luxurious bone tiredness at the start and the end that had me sinking into unconsciousness by 9pm, and the feeling that you’ve got one foot in a new life that is still – with a first child – unimaginable.
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