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Gyroscope

Poised at (or a suspicion past) my midpoint.
Space junk like this gravity-cheating toy
spins round on an orbit from man to boy
and plucks at the tightrope we both walk.

From Blackpool, with a miniature Tower
from which it leaned at impossible angles
with all the plausibility of angels
morris dancing on the point of a pin.

Thrumming along strings, goofing on pencil-tip:
just physics, but I thought it magical
and set it on my flattened palm to tickle
a wobble-free path down my life line.

Climbing the ridges of my index finger,
the flywheel in the delicate structure
slows and entropy rushes in like water
to drag the freewheeling memory below.

Simon Barraclough , originally from Yorkshire, is a freelance writer
living and working in London. His poems have appeared in
magazines such as Poetry  Review , Magma  and The Manhattan
Review .

The Gift
For my sister, Mary, on her wedding day.

So after all of the teenage intrigues,
the maddening crushes and longing for lightning,
it turns out that love is not a tempest
but the soft thrum of rain on a bedroom window.
And after all of those romantic ballads –
the musical numbers you’d croon to the mirror –
it turns out love’s not a spotlit swansong
but TV and takeout, the same order always
(salt-peppered ribs and chicken in black bean)
never disappointing, and cosy in cartons
as you on the couch, with the cat, with the rain thrumming down.
And after all of those nights we marched bare-legged
up Deansgate in town in our mini-skirts, scheming
and dreaming, eyes shiny with each other’s make-up,
it turns out that love was just there waiting
to gather us up when the sky was darkening.
It turns out love’s not a prize to be won,
but a Christmas gift that makes you hide under the covers
and cry, it is just too nice.

Clare Pollard  was born in Bolton in 1978. She has published three collections of poetry
with Bloodaxe, of which the latest is Look, Clare! Look!  (2005). Her first play, The Weather
(2004), was staged at the Royal Court in Autumn 2004.

Fire in a Crowded Theatre

A jaded usherette told me.
Bored by her job, maybe.
Tired of front-of-house realities:
the same different faces every night,
Wednesday and Saturday matinees.
Not much limelight from a dim red torch,
so, for her own quick ovation, she told me:

‘If you’re ever in a theatre
and you hear a voice announcing
Mr Jet is in the dressing room
that’s code.
A theatre code for us to clear the house,
and fast– don’t tell the punters why. It means
Get Out! By Christ! The dressing room’s on fire!’

A dressing room on fire.
How quickly that could happen.

The lit ciggie set too close to the spirit gum
used for fixing on the second act moustache.
Their dialogue. The two beat breath
and a sticky flame treacling off the table

and into a wicker skip
of doublets, hose and tennis whites
where it rhubarbs to itself a while then roars –
the heat so fast and loud  it blows the light bulbs
round the mirror, one after the other,
a pyrotechnic chorus line of pop and shatter.

From under the dressing room door, a fanfare of smoke
proclaims fire’s bit of business in the corridor –
it’s knocking up the Green Room, Wardrobe, Props:
Ladies and Gentlemen, this is your five minute call

but beats them all into their positions
and is already chafing in the wings,
shinning up the ropes, across the lighting rig
is dropping burning roses on the stage.

And the leading man would be the stage hand who,
picking up a dropped cue, shouts all those behind the curtain
out, blocks in a crowd scene on the pavement
of sooty understudies, dazed and half-dressed stars

who then would see that fire is the plot of this play
which is also cast with fire. Fire rehearses
and directs, is lighting states and sound effects.
Fire in the stalls watches fire on stage
and at the climax, when the safety curtain falls
fire is cheering, clapping. Fire is catcalls.

Always later, the reviews. The fly-tower beams
are front page headlines on the sky,
this performance scoring four red engines
out of five. Perhaps the usherette
and I would scuff through the blackened debris,
damped down, cool with one another,
each aware that she had got her lines by heart –
Fire in a crowded theatre our shout –
but equally aware she did not have the skill
to pace a speech, to weigh a pause, to make
an audience sound its beating pulse above the hush.
Notices are served. The theatre is dark,
its gilt and plush transformed to piles of ash.

Julia Bird  grew up in The Cotswolds. She works for The Poetry School in London and
as a freelance literature promoter.

Hollies Lane

Stopping by woods on a snowy afternoon,
I let my pony graze what scant grass was there,
looking at the furrowed earth which was frozen,
hearing Pissaro’s Angelus sounding there.

Sarah Wardle’s  Fields Away  (Bloodaxe, 2003) was shortlisted for
the Forward Prize for Best First Collection. Her second collection,
SCORE! (Bloodaxe, 2005), contains many of her poems as
Tottenham Hotspur’s poet-in-residence.


