
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Description
            

         
 
         
             

         
 
         JACKIE KAY 
 DARLING
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Humour, gender, sexuality, sensuality, identity, racism, cultural difference: when do any of these things ever come together to equal poetry? When Jackie Kay’s part of the equation. Darling brings together into a vibrant new book many favourite poems from her four Bloodaxe collections, The Adoption Papers, Other Lovers, Off Colour and Life Mask, as well as featuring new work, some previously uncollected poems, and some lively poetry for younger readers.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Kay’s poems draw on her own life and the lives of others to make a tapestry of voice and communal understanding. The title of her acclaimed short story collection, Why Don’t You Stop Talking, could be a comment on her own poems, their urgency of voice and their recognition of the urgency in all voice, particularly the need to be heard, to have voice. And what voice – the voices of the everyday, the voices of jazz, the voices of this many-voiced United Kingdom.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Kay’s Darling locates her alongside Ted Hughes – even T.S. Eliot – in that elite group whose children’s writing, rather than gainsaying their primary poetic project, informs and enriches it… One of Kay’s greatest strengths is the way she locates individual experience in the collective. As befits an adoptive daughter of peace marchers, Kay is a writer for whom the personal is indeed political… Even such a public poet as Kay, though, writes verse shaped above all by human cadence. She has an immaculate ear for speech patterns, using accent and dialect, in particular, to lift and characterise’ – Fiona Sampson, Guardian
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Darling is proof of her place as one of the most deft, most airy, most unencumbered, most fearless and most humane of poets. It culminates in a set of poems whose rhetorical ease and lack of pretension are like a clear starry sky on a good frosty night’ – Ali Smith, Guardian (Books of the Year)
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                               In the dark times

                               Will there also be singing?

                               Yes, there will also be singing.

                               About the dark times.

               

               
                  BERTOLT BRECHT
                  

                  from ‘Motto’
                  

               

            
  
            
                

            
 
            For John, Helen, Maxwell and Matthew Kay with love
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               My Grandmother

            
 
            
               
                  My grandmother is like a Scottish pine,
 
                  tall, straight-backed, proud and plentiful,
 
                  a fine head of hair, greying now
 
                  tied up in a loose bun.
 
                  Her face is ploughed land.
 
                  Her eyes shine rough as amethysts.
 
                  She wears a plaid shawl
 
                  of our clan with the zeal of an Amazon.
 
                  She is one of those women
 
                  burnt in her croft rather than moved off the land.
 
                  She comes from them, her snake’s skin.
 
                  She speaks Gaelic mostly, English only
 
                  when she has to, then it’s blasphemy.

               
 
               
                  My grandmother sits by the fire and swears
 
                  There’ll be no darkie baby in this house
                  

               
 
               
                  My grandmother is a Scottish pine,
 
                  tall, straight-backed proud and plentiful,
 
                  her hair tied with pins in a ball of steel wool.
 
                  Her face is tight as ice
 
                  and her eyes are amethysts.
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         THE ADOPTION PAPERS

         
  
         In The Adoption Papers sequence, the voices of the three speakers are distinguished typographically:
         
 
         
            
                         
                           
                                  
                        	DAUGHTER:
                                     
                        	Roman typeface         
                     
         
                                  
                        	ADOPTIVE MOTHER:
                                     
                        	Bold typeface
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	BIRTH MOTHER:
                                     
                        	Italic typeface
                                 
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            
               
                   
 
                   
 
                  I always wanted to give birth 
                  
 
                  do that incredible natural thing 
                  
 
                  that women do – I nearly broke down 
                  
 
                  when I heard we couldn’t, 
                  
 
                  and then my man said 
                  
 
                  well there’s always adoption 
                  
 
                  (we didn’t have test tubes and the rest then) 
                  
 
                  even in the early sixties there was 
                  
 
                  something scandalous about adopting, 
                  
 
                  telling the world your secret failure 
                  
 
                  bringing up an alien child, 
                  
 
                  who knew what it would turn out to be 
                  

               
 
               
                  I was pulled out with forceps
 
                  left a gash down my left cheek
 
                  four months inside a glass cot
 
                  but she came faithful
 
                  from Glasgow to Edinburgh
 
                  and peered through the glass
 
                  I must have felt somebody willing me to survive;
 
                  she would not pick another baby

               
 
               
                  I still have the baby photograph 
                  
 
                  I keep it in my bottom drawer 
                  

               
 
               
                  She is twenty-six today 
                  
 
                  my hair is grey 
                  

               
 
               
                  The skin around my neck is wrinkling 
                  
 
                  does she imagine me this way
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               Chapter 1: The Seed

            

            
               
                  I never thought it would be quicker
                  

                  than walking down the mainstreet
                  

               

               
                  I want to stand in front of the mirror
                  

                  swollen bellied so swollen bellied
                  

               

               
                  The time, the exact time
                  

                  for that particular seed to be singled out
                  

               

               
                  I want to lie on my back at night
                  

                  I want to pee all the time
                  

               

               
                  amongst all others
                  

                  like choosing a dancing partner
                  

               

               
                  I crave discomfort like some women
                  

                  crave chocolate or earth or liver
                  

               

               
                  Now these slow weeks on
                  

                  I can’t stop going over and over
                  

               

               
                  I can’t believe I’ve tried for five years
                  

                  for something that could take five minutes
                  

               

               
                  It only took a split second
                  

                  not a minute or more.
                  

               

               
                  I want the pain
                  

                  the tearing searing pain
                  

               

               
                  I want my waters to break
                  

                  like Noah’s flood
                  

               

               
               

               
                  I want to push and push
                  

                  and scream and scream.
                  

               

               
                  When I was sure I wrote a short note
                  

                  six weeks later – a short letter
                  

               

               
                  He was sorry; we should have known better
                  

                  He couldn’t leave Nigeria.
                  

               

               
                  I missed him, silly things
                  

                  his sudden high laugh,
                  

               

               
                  His eyes intense as whirlwind
                  

                  the music he played me  
                  

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Chapter 2: The Original Birth Certificate

            

            
               
                  I say to the man at the desk

                  I’d like my original birth certificate

                  Do you have any idea what your name was?

                  Close, close he laughs. Well what was it?
                  

               

               
                  So slow as torture he discloses bit by bit

                  my mother’s name, my original name

                  the hospital I was born in, the time I came.

               

               
                  Outside Edinburgh is soaked in sunshine

                  I talk to myself walking past the castle.

                  So, so, so, I was a midnight baby after all.

               

               
                  I am nineteen
                  

                  my whole life is changing
                  

               

               
                  

               
                  On the first night

                  I see her shuttered eyes in my dreams
                  

               

               
                  I cannot pretend she’s never been
                  

                  my stitches pull and threaten to snap
                  

               

               
                  my own body a witness
                  

                  leaking blood to sheets, milk to shirts
                  

               

                  

               
                  On the second night

                  I’ll suffocate her with a feather pillow
                  

               

               
                  Bury her under a weeping willow
                  

                  Or take her far out to sea
                  

               

               
                  and watch her tiny eight-pound body
                  

                  sink to shells and reshape herself.
                  

               

               
                  So much the better than her body
                  

                  encased in glass like a museum piece
                  

               

                  

               
                  On the third night

                  I toss I did not go through these months
                  

               

               
                  for you to die on me now
                  

                  on the third night I lie
                  

               

               
                  willing life into her
                  

                  breathing air all the way down the corridor
                  

               

               
                  to the glass cot
                  

                  I push my nipples through 
                  

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Chapter 3: The Waiting Lists

            
 
            
               
                  The first agency we went to
                  

                  didn’t want us on their lists,
                  

                  we didn’t live close enough to a church
                  

                  nor were we church-goers
                  

                  (though we kept quiet about being communists).
                  

                  The second told us
                  

                  we weren’t high enough earners.
                  

                  The third liked us
                  

                  but they had a five-year waiting list.
                  

                  I spent six months trying not to look
                  

                  at swings nor the front of supermarket trolleys,
                  

                  not to think this kid I’ve wanted could be five.
                  

                  The fourth agency was full up.
                  

                  The fifth said yes but again no babies.
                  

                  Just as we were going out the door
                  

                  I said oh you know we don’t mind the colour.
                  

                  Just like that, the waiting was over.
                  

               
 
               
                  This morning a slim manilla envelope arrives
 
                  postmarked Edinburgh: one piece of paper
 
                  I have now been able to look up your microfiche
 
                  (as this is all the records kept nowadays).
 
                  From your mother’s letters, the following information:
 
                  Your mother was nineteen when she had you.
 
                  You weighed eight pounds four ounces.
 
                  She liked hockey. She worked in Aberdeen
 
                  as a waitress. She was five foot eight inches.

               
 
                  

               
                  I thought I’d hid everything
                  

                  that there wasnie wan
                  

                  giveaway sign left
                  

               
 
               
                  I put Marx Engels Lenin (no Trotsky)
                  

                  in the airing cupboard – she’ll no be
                  

                  checking out the towels surely
                  

               

               
               
 
               
                  All the copies of the Daily Worker
                  

                  I shoved under the sofa
                  

                  the dove of peace I took down from the loo
                  

               
 
               
                  A poster of Paul Robeson
                  

                  saying give him his passport
                  

                  I took down from the kitchen
                  

               
 
               
                  I left a bust of Burns
                  

                  my detective stories
                  

                  and the Complete Works of Shelley
                  

               
 
               
                  She comes at 11.30 exactly.
                  

                  I pour her coffee
                  

                  from my new Hungarian set
                  

               
 
               
                  And foolishly pray she willnae
                  

                  ask its origins – honestly
                  

                  this baby is going to my head.
                  

               
 
               
                  She crosses her legs on the sofa
                  

                  I fancy I hear the Daily Workers
                  

                  rustle underneath her
                  

               
 
               
                  Well she says, you have an interesting home
                  

                  She sees my eyebrows rise.
                  

                  It’s different she qualifies.
                  

               
 
               
                  Hell and I’ve spent all morning
                  

                  trying to look ordinary
                  

                  – a lovely home for the baby.
                  

               
 
               
                  She buttons her coat all smiles
                  

                  I’m thinking
                  

                  I’m on the home run
                  

               
 
               
                  But just as we get to the last post
                  

                  her eye catches at the same times as mine
                  

                  a red ribbon with twenty world peace badges
                  

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  Clear as a hammer and sickle
                  

                  on the wall.
                  

                  Oh, she says are you against nuclear weapons?
                  

               
 
               
                  To Hell with this. Baby or no baby.
                  

                  Yes I says. Yes yes yes.
                  

                  I’d like this baby to live in a nuclear free world.
                  

               
 
               
                  Oh. Her eyes light up.
                  

                  I’m all for peace myself she says,
                  

                  and sits down for another cup of coffee. 
                  

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Chapter 4: Baby Lazarus

            
 
            
               
                  Land moves like driven cattle
                  
 
                  My eyes snatch pieces of news
                  
 
                  headlines strung out on a line:
                  
 
                  MOTHER DROWNS BABY IN THE CLYDE
                  

               
 
               November
 
               
                  The social worker phoned,
                  
 
                  our baby is a girl but not healthy
                  
 
                  she won’t pass the doctor’s test
                  
 
                  until she’s well. The adoption papers
                  
 
                  can’t be signed. I put the phone down.
                  
 
                  I felt all hot. Don’t get overwrought.
                  
 
                  What does she expect? I’m not a mother
                  
 
                  until I’ve signed that piece of paper.
                  

               
 
               
                  The rhythm of the train carries me
                  
 
                  over the frigid earth
                  
 
                  the constant chug a comforter
                  
 
                  a rocking cradle.
                  

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  Maybe the words lie
                  
 
                  across my forehead
                  
 
                  headline in thin ink
                  
 
                  MOTHER GIVES BABY AWAY
                  

               
 
               December
 
               
                  We drove through to Edinburgh,
                  
 
                  I was that excited the forty miles
                  
 
                  seemed a lifetime. What do you think she’ll
                  
 
                  look like? I don’t know my man says. I could tell
                  
 
                  he was as nervous as me. On the way back his face
                  
 
                  was one long smile even although
                  
 
                  he didn’t get inside. Only me.
                  
 
                  I wore a mask but she didn’t seem to mind
                  
 
                  I told her any day now my darling any day.
                  

               
 
               
                  Nobody would ever guess.
                  
 
                  I had no other choice
                  
 
                  Anyway it’s best for her,
                  
 
                  My name signed on a dotted line.
                  

               
 
               March
 
               
                  Our baby has passed.
                  
 
                  We can pick her up in two days.
                  
 
                  Two days for Christ’s sake,
                  
 
                  could they not have given us a bit more notice?
                  

               
 
               
                  Land moves like driven cattle
                  

               
 
               
                  I must stop it. Put it out my mind.
                  
 
                  There is no use going over and over.
                  
 
                  I’m glad she’s got a home to go to.
                  
 
                  This sandwich is plastic.
                  

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  I forgot to put sugar in the flask.  
                  
 
                  The man across the table keeps staring.  
                  
 
                  I should have brought another book –  
                  
 
                  all this character does is kiss and say sorry
                  

               
 
               
                  go and come back,  
                  
 
                  we are all foolish with trust.  
                  
 
                  I used to like winter  
                  
 
                  the empty spaces, the fresh air. 
                  

               
 
               
                  When I got home  
                  
  
                  I went out into the garden –  
                  
 
                  the frost bit my old brown boots –  
                  
 
                  and dug a hole the size of my baby  
                  
 
                  and buried the clothes I’d bought anyway.  
                  
 
                  A week later I stood at my window  
                  
 
                  and saw the ground move and swell  
                  
 
                  the promise of a crop,  
                  
 
                  that’s when she started crying.  
                  
 
                  I gave her a service then, sang  
                  
 
                  Ye banks and braes, planted  
                  
 
                  a bush of roses, read the Book of Job,  
                  
 
                  cursed myself digging a pit for my baby  
                  
 
                  sprinkling ash from the grate.  
                  
 
                  Late that same night  
                  
 
                  she came in by the window,  
                  
 
                  my baby Lazarus  
                  
 
                  and suckled at my breast.   
                  

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Chapter 5: The Tweed Hat Dream

            
 
            
               
                  Today I ring the counselling agency in Edinburgh.
 
                  Can you start to trace through marriage certificates?
 
                  It will take three weeks what do you expect from it.
                  
 
                  If she wants to meet me that’s fine if she doesn’t
 
                  that is also fine

               
 
               
                  This morning the counselling woman rings
 
                  she’s found someone who might be her
 
                  she’s not sure; do I know my grandmother’s name?
 
                  Pity. She’ll be in touch, not sure when.
                  

               
 
                  

               
                  Her mother just turns up at the door
                  
 
                  with a tweed hat on. I thinks
                  
 
                  she doesn’t suit tweed, she’s too young.
                  
 
                  In all these months I’ve never put a face to her
                  
 
                  that looks like my daughter – so picture me
                  
 
                  when I see those lips. She looks a dead spit
                  
 
                  except of course she’s white; lightning white.
                  
 
                  She says in her soft Highland voice
                  
 
                  can you let me see her? Can you?
                  
 
                  What could I do? She comes in swift
                  
 
                  as wind in a storm, rushes up the stairs
                  
 
                  as if she knows the house already,
                  
 
                  picks up my baby and strokes her cheeks endlessly
                  
 
                  till I get tired and say, I’ll be downstairs.
                  

               
 
               
                  I put the kettle on, maybe
                  
 
                  hot tea will redden those white cheeks,
                  
 
                  arrange a plate of biscuits which keep
                  
 
                  sliding onto the floor.
                  
 
                  She’s been up there helluva long.
                  
 
                  I don’t know where the thought comes from
                  
 
                  but suddenly I’m pounding the stairs
                  
 
                  like thunder. Her tweed hat
                  
 
                  is in the cot. That is all.
                  

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  That night I turn it through till dawn
 
                  a few genes, blood, a birth.
 
                  All this bother, certificates, papers.
 
                  It is all so long ago. Does it matter?
 
                  Now I come from her,
 
                  the mother who stole my milk teeth
 
                  ate the digestive left for Santa

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            PART TWO: 1967–1971
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Chapter 6: The Telling Part

            

            
               
                  Ma mammy bot me oot a shop

                  Ma mammy says I was a luvly baby

               

               
                  Ma mammy picked me (I wiz the best)

                  your mammy had to take you (she’d no choice)

               

               
                  Ma mammy says she’s no really ma mammy

                  (just kid on)

               

               
                  It’s a bit like a part you’ve rehearsed so well
                  

                  you can’t play it on the opening night
                  

                  She says my real mammy is away far away

                  Mammy why aren’t you and me the same colour
                  

                  But I love my mammy whether she’s real or no

                  My heart started rat tat tat like a tin drum
                  

                  all the words took off to another planet
                  

                  Why

               

                  

               
                  But I love ma mammy whether she’s real or no

               

               
                  I could hear the upset in her voice
                  

                  I says I’m not your real mother,
                  

                  though Christ knows why I said that,
                  

                  If I’m not who is, but all my planned speech
                  

                  went out the window
                  

               

               
                  She took me when I’d nowhere to go

                  my mammy is the best mammy in the world OK.

               

               
               

               
                  After mammy telt me she wisnae my real mammy

                  I was scared to death she was gonnie melt

                  or something or mibbe disappear in the dead

                  of night and somebody would say she wis a fairy

                  godmother. So the next morning I felt her skin

                  to check it was flesh, but mibbe it was just

                  a good imitation. How could I tell if my mammy

                  was a dummy with a voice spoken by someone else?

                  So I searches the whole house for clues

                  but I never found nothing. Anyhow a day after

                  I got my guinea pig and forgot all about it.

               

               
                  I always believed in the telling anyhow.
                  

                  You can’t keep something like that secret
                  

                  I wanted her to think of her other mother
                  

                  out there, thinking that child I had will be
                  

                  seven today eight today all the way up to
                  

                  god knows when. I told my daughter –
                  

                  I bet your mother’s never missed your birthday,
                  

                  how could she?
                  

               

                  

               
                  Mammy’s face is cherries.

                  She is stirring the big pot of mutton soup

                  singing I gave my love a cherry
                  

                  it had no stone.
                  

                  I am up to her apron.

                  I jump onto her feet and grab her legs

                  like a huge pair of trousers,

                  she walks round the kitchen lifting me up.

               

               
                  Suddenly I fall off her feet.

                  And mammy falls to the floor.

                  She won’t stop the song

                  I gave my love a chicken it had no bone.
                  

                  I run next door for help.

                  When me and Uncle Alec come back

                  Mammy’s skin is toffee stuck to the floor.

                  And her bones are all scattered like toys.

               

               
                  

               
                  Now when people say ‘ah but
                  

                  it’s not like having your own child though is it’,
                  

                  I say of course it is, what else is it?
                  

                  she’s my child, I have told her stories
                  

                  wept at her losses, laughed at her pleasures,
                  

                  she is mine.
                  

               

               
                  I was always the first to hear her in the night
                  

                  all this umbilical knot business is nonsense
                  

                  – the men can afford deeper sleeps that’s all.
                  

                  I listened to hear her talk,
                  

                  and when she did I heard my voice under hers
                  

                  and now some of her mannerisms crack me up
                  

               

                  

               
                  Me and my best pal

                  don’t have Donny Osmond or David Cassidy

                  on our walls and we don’t wear Starsky and Hutch

                  jumpers either. Round at her house we put on

                  the old record player and mime to Pearl Bailey

                  Tired of the life I lead, tired of the blues I breed

                  and Bessie Smith I can’t do without my kitchen man.

                  Then we practise ballroom dancing giggling,

                  everyone thinks we’re dead old-fashioned. 

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Chapter 7: Black Bottom

            
 
            
               
                  Maybe that’s why I don’t like
                  
 
                  all this talk about her being black,
                  
 
                  I brought her up as my own
                  
 
                  as I would any other child
                  
 
                  colour matters to the nutters;
                  
 
                  but she says my daughter says
                  
 
                  it matters to her
                  

               
 
               
                  I suppose there would have been things
                  
 
                  I couldn’t understand with any child,
                  
 
                  we knew she was coloured.
                  
 
                  They told us they had no babies at first
                  
 
                  and I chanced it didn’t matter what colour it was
                  
 
                  and they said oh well are you sure
                  
 
                  in that case we have a baby for you –
                  
 
                  to think she wasn’t even thought of as a baby,
                  
 
                  my baby, my baby
                  

               
 
               
                  I chase his Sambo Sambo all the way from the school gate.
                  
 
                  A fistful of anorak – What did you call me? Say that again.
 
                  Sam-bo. He plays the word like a bouncing ball
                  
 
                  but his eyes move fast as ping pong.
 
                  I shove him up against the wall,
 
                  say that again you wee shite. Sambo, sambo, he’s crying now
                  

               
 
               
                  I knee him in the balls. What was that?
 
                  My fist is steel; I punch and punch his gut.
 
                  Sorry I didn’t hear you? His tears drip like wax.
 
                  Nothing he heaves I didn’t say nothing.
                  
 
                  I let him go. He is a rat running. He turns
 
                  and shouts Dirty Darkie I chase him again.
                  
 
                  Blonde hairs in my hand. Excuse me!
 
                  This teacher from primary 7 stops us.
 
                  Names? I’ll report you to the headmaster tomorrow.
 
                  But Miss. Save it for Mr Thompson she says

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  My teacher’s face cracks into a thin smile
 
                  Her long nails scratch the note well well
 
                  I see you were fighting yesterday, again.
 
                  In a few years time you’ll be a juvenile delinquent.
 
                  Do you know what that is? Look it up in the dictionary.
 
                  She spells each letter with slow pleasure.
 
                  Read it out to the class.
 
                  Thug. Vandal. Hooligan. Speak up. Have you lost your tongue?

               
 
               
                  To be honest I hardly ever think about it
                  
 
                  except if something happens, you know
                  
 
                  daft talk about darkies. Racialism.
                  
 
                  Mothers ringing my bell with their kids
                  
 
                  crying You tell. You tell. You tell.
                  
 
                  – No. You tell your little girl to stop calling
                  
 
                  my little girl names and I’ll tell my little girl
                  
 
                  to stop giving your little girl a doing.
                  

               
 
                  

               
                  We’re practising for the school show
 
                  I’m trying to do the Cha Cha and the Black Bottom
 
                  but I can’t get the steps right
 
                  my right foot’s left and my left foot’s right
 
                  my teacher shouts from the bottom
 
                  of the class Come on, show

               
 
               
                  us what you can do I thought
 
                  you people had it in your blood.
 
                  My skin is hot as burning coal
 
                  like that time she said Darkies are like coal
 
                  in front of the whole class – my blood
 
                  what does she mean? I thought

               
 
               
                  she’d stopped all that after the last time
 
                  my dad talked to her on parents’ night
 
                  the other kids are all right till she starts;
 
                  my feet step out of time, my heart starts
 
                  to miss beats like when I can’t sleep at night –
 
                  What Is In My Blood? The bell rings, it is time.
                  

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  Sometimes it is hard to know what to say
                  
 
                  that will comfort. Us two in the armchair;
                  
 
                  me holding her breath, ‘they’re ignorant
                  
 
                  let’s have some tea and cake, forget them’.
                  

               
 
                  

               
                  Maybe it’s really Bette Davis I want
 
                  to be the good twin or even better the bad
 
                  one or a nanny who drowns a baby in a bath.
 
                  I’m not sure maybe I’d prefer Katharine
 
                  Hepburn tossing my red hair, having a hot
 
                  temper. I says to my teacher Can’t I be
 
                  Elizabeth Taylor, drunk and fat and she
 
                  just laughed, not much chance of that.
 
                  I went for an audition for The Prime
                  
 
                  of Miss Jean Brodie. I didn’t get a part
                  
 
                  even thought I’ve been acting longer
 
                  than Beverley Innes. So I have. Honest.

               
 
               
                  Olubayo was the colour of peat
                  
 
                  when we walked out heads turned
                  
 
                  like horses, folk stood like trees
                  
 
                  their eyes fixed on us – it made me
                  
 
                  burn, that hot glare; my hand
                  
 
                  would sweat down to his bone.
                  
 
                  Finally, alone, we’d melt
                  
 
                  nothing, nothing would matter
                  

               
 
               
                  He never saw her. I looked for him in her;
                  
 
                  for a second it was as if he was there
                  
 
                  in that glass cot looking back through her.
                  

               
 
                  

               
                  On my bedroom wall is a big poster
 
                  of Angela Davis who is in prison
 
                  right now for nothing at all
 
                  except she wouldn’t put up with stuff.
 
                  My mum says she is only 26
                  
 
                  which seems really old to me
 
                  but my mum says it is young

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  just imagine, she says, being on
 
                  America’s Ten Most Wanted People’s List at 26!
 
                  I can’t.
 
                  Angela Davis is the only female person
 
                  I’ve seen (except for a nurse on TV)
 
                  who looks like me. She had big hair like mine
 
                  that grows out instead of down.
 
                  My mum says it’s called an Afro.
                  
 
                  If I could be as brave as her when I get older
 
                  I’ll be OK.
 
                  Last night I kissed her goodnight again
 
                  and wondered if she could feel the kisses
 
                  in prison all the way from Scotland.
 
                  Her skin is the same too you know.
 
                  I can see my skin is that colour
 
                  but most of the time I forget,
 
                  so sometimes when I look in the mirror
 
                  I give myself a bit of a shock
 
                  and say to myself Do you really look like this?
                  
 
                  as if I’m somebody else. I wonder if she does that.

               
 
               
                  I don’t believe she killed anybody.
 
                  It is all a load of phoney lies.
 
                  My dad says it’s a set up.
 
                  I asked him if she’ll get the electric chair
 
                  like them Roseberries he was telling me about.
 
                  No he says the world is on her side.
 
                  Well how come she’s in there then I thinks.
 
                  I worry she’s going to get the chair.
 
                  I worry she’s worrying about the chair.
 
                  My dad says she’ll be putting on a brave face.
 
                  He brought me a badge home which I wore
 
                  to school. It says FREE ANGELA DAVIS.
                  
 
                  And all my pals says ‘Who’s she?’  

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            PART THREE: 1980–1990
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Chapter 8: Generations

            

            
               
                  The sun went out just like that
                  

                  almost as if it had never been,
                  

                  hard to imagine now the way it fell
                  

                  on treetops, thatched roofs, people’s faces.
                  

                  Suddenly the trees lost their nerves
                  

                  and the grass passed the wind on
                  

                  blade to blade, fast as gossip
                  

               

               
                  Years later, the voices still come close
                  

                  especially in dreams, not distant echoes
                  

                  loud – a pneumatic drill – deeper and deeper still.
                  

                  I lived the scandal, wore it casual
                  

                  as a summer’s dress, Jesus sandals.
                  

                  All but the softest whisper:
                  

                  she’s lost an awful lot of weight.
                  

               

               
                  Now my secret is the hush of heavy curtains drawn.
                  

                  I dread strange handwriting
                  

                  sometimes jump when the phone rings,
                  

                  she is all of nineteen and legally able.
                  

                  At night I lie practising my lines
                  

                  but ‘sorry’ never seems large enough
                  

                  nor ‘I can’t see you, yes, I’ll send a photograph.’
                  

               

                  

               
                  I was pulled out with forceps

                  left a gash down my left cheek

                  four months inside a glass cot

                  but

                  she came faithful from Glasgow to Edinburgh

                  and peered through the glass

                  she would not pick another baby.

               

               
               

               
                  I don’t know what diseases

                  come down my line;

                  when dentist and doctors ask

                  the old blood questions about family runnings

                  I tell them: I have no nose or mouth or eyes

                  to match, no spitting image or dead cert,

                  my face watches itself in the glass.

               

               
                  I have my parents who are not of the same tree

                  and you keep trying to make it matter,

                  the blood, the tie, the passing down

                  generations.

                  We all have our contradictions,

                  the ones with the mother’s nose and father’s eyes

                  have them;

                  the blood does not bind confusion,

                  yet I confess to my contradiction

                  I want to know my blood.

               

               
                  I know my blood.

                  It is dark ruby red and comes

                  regular and I use Lillets.

                  I know my blood when I cut my finger.

                  I know what my blood looks like.

               

               
                  It is the well, the womb, the fucking seed.

                  Here, I am far enough away to wonder –

                  what were their faces like

                  who were my grandmothers

                  what were the days like

                  passed in Scotland

                  the land I come from

                  the soil in my blood.

               

               
                  Put it this way:
                  

                  I know she thinks of me often
                  

                  when the light shows its face
                  

                  or the dark skulks behind hills,
                  

                  she conjures me up or I just appear
                  

                  when I take the notion, my slippers
                  

                  are silent and I walk through doors.
                  

               

               
                  She’s lying in bed; I wake her up
                  

                  a pinch on her cheek is enough,
                  

                  then I make her think of me for hours.
                  

                  The best thing I can steal is sleep.
                  

                  I get right under the duvet and murmur
                  

                  you’ll never really know your mother.
                  

                  I know who she thinks I am – she’s made a blunder.
                  

               

               
                  She is faceless

                  She has no nose

                  She is five foot eight inches tall

                  She likes hockey best

                  She is twenty-six today
                  

                  She was a waitress

                  My hair is grey
                  

                  She wears no particular dress

                  The skin around my neck is wrinkling
                  

                  Does she imagine me this way?
                  

                  Lately I make pictures of her

                  But I can see the smallness

                  She is tall and slim
                  

                  of her hands, Yes

                  Her hair is loose curls
                  

                  an opal stone on her middle finger

                  I reach out to catch her

                  Does she talk broad Glasgow?
                  

                  But no matter how fast

                  Maybe they moved years ago
                  

                  I run after

                  She is faceless, she never

                  weeps. She has neither eyes nor

                  fine boned cheeks

               

               
                  Once would be enough,

                  just to listen to her voice

                  watch the way she moves her hands

                  when she talks. 
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