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Foreword


In June 2016, in a fortnight either side of the Referendum, the poets Gillian Clarke, Imtiaz Dharker, Jackie Kay and I travelled from Falmouth to St Andrews, via Wales, on a poetry tour, Shore to Shore, to celebrate the UK’s Independent Bookshops. At each event, we invited a poet associated with the area to perform alongside us – and were often upstaged. Our aim was to connect with readers, writers and, of course, our heroic booksellers, who are so vital to our communities. To support this venture, Picador published Off the Shelf, an anthology of specially commissioned poems about the joys of Bookshops.


On the original tour, we were disappointed not to be able to visit more cities, towns or villages with much-loved local Bookshops – so we made a vow that we would try to add more places another year. So here we are in 2018 – the meaning of Brexit as unclear as it was two years ago – back on the road: this time taking a different route and journeying from Penarth to Dunoon. It seemed an excellent idea to add some extra poems to our original anthology, so this new Off the Shelf contains some newly commissioned poems, alongside some old favourites of mine.


My thanks go to Camilla Elworthy and Kish Widyaratna at Picador; to all the poets who will be joining us on the road; to the Independent Bookshops who are helping to make this second venture possible; and, most importantly, Dear Reader, to you.


CAROL ANN DUFFY




Patience Agbabi


LAST BOOKSHOP IN BRITAIN




I won’t tell you where it is


or what I did to make the boy talk


but I’ll tell you this:


had some gilt-edged Garamont


so close to my chest


I’m in print;


a delivery deadline so dead


its heart stopped.


Someone had surrendered their shed.


Never seen so many rare spines


paper four walls.


I knew my lines


but my tongue


was no match for the man


who’d sat there so long


he read minds.


I blinked too fast.


He read mine


and from under the counterfeit


magicked a white-hot hardback


fresh in its jacket.


You’d die for the smell.


I weighed it in one hand,


let the other braille


the bossed title, like I rehearsed.


Latest edition, he said:


and I handed over the first.






Jo Bell


BOOK LEARNING


For Joe: and for the people of Scarthin Books, Cromford




A boatman don’t need letters much.


He knew his payday maths all right


and all the diesel secrets of a Lister HR2


and had the old wet map of Birmingham


well-travelled in the coils of his brain


but books were something new.


He started on the alphabet at sixty-six


as others take up French or watercolours.


Each character a knot, with all the grace of knots;


a line made useful in three loops.


He drove me to the boatyard, reading signs.


S T O K E  ON  T R E N T, he lettered out.


Only fools make fun of scholars. He spoke it


like a latch: the open side hatch of a boat


that lets the true air in to cool the engine.


The M6, clemmed with Eddie Stobart trucks,


became a text; the motorway a manuscript


illuminated by the van of Singh and Sons –


YOU’VE HAD THE COWBOYS – TRY THE INDIANS.


Laughter, and he pocketed those knots of ink,


well on the road to Kerouac, to Rolt and all those names


you read in bookshops: on the road from Gutenberg


to Stoke on Trent, which leads on to a drunken path


and once in twenty years will take you home.







Rachael Boast


OPEN BOOK


Based on the third section of Akhmatova’s The Way of All the Earth




The smog thickens towards nightfall.


Let Akhmatova walk with me


as far as the corner. A choir


of discord is growing in the city.


Bells ring out and men in the black


of their vocation stand in a line,


holding the line. No one is praying.


This is neither the time, nor the place.


All the stores are open late,


that which was under lock and key


displaced as the choir rises an octave


above plutocracy, the air crackling


with static, with slogan, the Party


Headquarters billowing smoke


from its doorway. I wipe my eyes


and step into the shattered road.


‘Here? Is this the place?’


Nothing has been touched.


I wasn’t to know that anyone


who presses their face to the glass


would see themselves become sylvan


through an uncommon visage.


A decorated tree is flourishing,


pushing up from under the floor,


ancient and inevitable. A book slips


from its shelf in the branches, landing


at the root, falling open on a page


on which is written the language


of the unspoken. In this silent cache,


time has not been passing.






Sean Borodale


NOTES ON BOOKBARN INTERNATIONAL AFTER A VISIT; WITH A QUESTIONNAIRE ANSWERED BY O AND L




What did you do, today


between varnished wooden shelves, gridded, maze-like?


How old are you?




Twelve.


Eight.




Why did you want to come here?




To find.


To play.




The stored honeypot is here


and page pollen, adventure by subject:


biography, astronomy, Palaeolithic. Spores that will mushroom


up through the understorey from darkness in elf cup red.


To look for what is hidden in books;


we scan the tree shade of catalogues


in these shared hours, hear whispers behind stacks.


We are separated by years of shelves.


Absorbed bound, printed paper;


xylophone of spines,


names like tuning forks
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