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For Cosmo, Bob, Brychan and Cristyn and to the memory of Kirsty MacColl (1959–2000)






 








Découpage





The day of your post mortem




I cleaned the kitchen




to blot out the hour you’d be cut up,





made apple pie, scrubbed the table




again, wondering how




you were getting on. If you were here





you’d be sat there with your pinking shears




thinking in appliqué, stencilling




quilted queens: Branwen, Marie-Antoinette,





long-necked with their net coronets,




sewn into chiffon gowns, sequins pinned into their eyes,




silk lips slit into diamonds, their cheekbones





slashed indigo lines.




I reconstruct your mosaic face




in my head as I wash up, I,





restricted by nine stitches in my back, 


itself a collage of red lines and thread, 


my deckle-edged tumour out of the picture now.





We were trying to piece you together,




your new tenant explains on the phone,




what you leave behind tells a story, doesn’t it?






 








Backless









I’ll take it. And that was how




I	bought my second skin, my dress 


with half the back scooped out.





Swathed in fish-scale, I teetered




along the shop floor,




in sequins, tall with a train. My tail





late in my wake, I swished down 


the hall. On a gondola I slid, 


raw, silked, my back silvery,





an opaque window of skin. 


At two a.m., an inverted arch: 


my dress, peeled off and slung





over an arm that was not yours 


but the croupier’s, his back 


foursquare to me, mine shimmering





like the sweep of the bay




under the stars. Later, the wardrobe




door let it all hang out, his life





in all its hues: racing green, duck white, 


Maxwell blue. Maxwell, name of a sloop 


whose mast stood fast in the floor





of our house, a backbone 


stripped of her assets, like me 


in my set-piece dress. Spineless?














Listen, I’m a roulette babe, able 


to put my own spin on any white 


tie-and-tails. When he appeared





backlit in the marquee, gathering 


his pieces of eight, intoning his odds 


in the small hours, my bets were long





placed, half-size maple-backed violin 


that I was against the wall, 


enthralled by his lapels, trailing





my signature river down the stone 


staircase towards the swoop of his wing, 


his tails arranged like a decision to live.






 








The Stain









Come to think of it, in a certain light 


it looked ochre, all down the staircase, 


marking the site of some terrible accident,





except that we all knew it had been tea




and that it was me who had dropped the tray,




collecting every fragment before an audience





of twenty in the hotel lobby, going to pieces 


but acting like it was a regular clear-up. 


The interior scar I lived with for months





like your death at twenty-one. Six weeks




before you jumped, you gave me your old desk –




but it was only after you’d leapt that I found





the inkstain in one of the rosewood drawers




and thought about the colour of the stones on the shore.






 








Wheelbarrow
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