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For Dad -
You were my dirty British coaster with a salt-caked 

smoke stack

(John Masefield - Cargoes)



CONTENTS

Your Sons and Your Daughters are Beyond		  7
Princess, Star, Brilliant					     11
Burning Girl					      15
No Matter					              	 19
Waiting for Time to Catch Up				    21
Self-Possessed					     23
The Red Glasses					    27
An Eel Can Produce its Own Body Weight in Slime                   33
	 to Wriggle out of a Tight Situation	
What Business Has a Horse to Look Down on Me?	      35
Look Both Ways						             37
What Goes on in the Bushes				            43
I’ll be Seeing You					     45
Low Season						      51
What Becomes of the Night When There 		          55
	 is Nothing Left to See?				  
The Astronomical Menagerie			             61
The Quiet Emptiness at the Heart of a Doll		  63
We are Such Mild Toys			   69
Books That Speak by Day and Books That Speak by Night                71
Completing the Circuit				    75
She’s not There					     77
Sadie Jones Taught me Line-Dancing		  79
We Dream the Same Dream				    83
Walls Suitable for Girls’ Bedrooms 			   87
The Exorcism of Troublesome Demons		  89
As a Child, You Had a Recurring Dream Where  		    93
	 You Took Your Feet off the Ground and Flew	
Cut and Paste					     95



Collecting Dust					                        105
Love Measured in Rabbits				          107
Parental Tips for When the Children are Ready		  109
	 to Leave Home				  
In the Wrath of Gods and Fathers There is, for a Daughter,      111
	 neither Warmth nor Air			
An End to Empire					     113
This Could be a Story about Swimming		  119
Life on Earth						            121
Quinquireme of Nineveh				    123
However Far She Runs Away From Home		  127
Under the Water, the Dead are Still Moving		  131
Caught in the Crosshairs					           137
Climbing Wall					     139
The Pledge						            141
The Third-Favourite Wife of the Emperor		  143
I am Irt-irw, Daughter of Pedamenope!			          145
Circus of Love					     149
Pirate Molly						      151
The Act of Clinging Cracks and Bleeds if not Attended to,           153
	 like Knuckles in Winter			 
Good with Words, Bad with Numbers			         155
The Names of Stars					     159
One Day I’ll Fly Away				    161
Mama the Knife					    163
A Trip to the Zoo					     165
The Kingdom of the Cats				    171
Eye for an Eye					                175
A Manchester Encounter, or, The Black Dog of Peterloo          181
A Shift in Time Zones					            185
Facts of Matter						             189
Happy Ever After with Bear	 			          191





7

YOUR SONS AND YOUR DAUGHTERS 
ARE BEYOND

It happens when you’re not looking. On Friday they are children, 
by the end of the weekend they are not. Journalists drive in from 
five counties and throng the school gates, arms in vertical salute as 
they snap picture after picture. You watch the news: kids covered 
head to foot with pelts of rough hair, bright orange eyes, mouths 
bristling with pointed teeth. Rather than shying away from the 
forest of microphones, they run circles around stupid questions. 
It’s as though sprouting fur has given them power over words.

Under your roof, your daughter is first to change. You clap your 
son on the shoulder and say, “You and me against the world, boy”. 
But his body is a half-inch to the left of where it should be; your 
hand slips its hold in a way that means he can’t join in the necessary 
laughter. You raise your fist to have another run at it, but he’s no 
longer in the room.

Details come in of an outbreak in Philadelphia. An elementary 
school in Adelaide. Reports from Khartoum, Brazzaville, 
Gothenburg, Edinburgh, Minsk, Kyoto. By the end of the week, 
you lose track.

You hear your son and daughter hissing to each other, behind doors 
you can’t find the key for. Your wife says they’re discussing online 
makeup tutorials. You ask how she can understand that garbage 
they speak, and the look she gives you prickles with so many sharp 
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edges that you have to ask again, and again, until she’s not in the 
room either, and you wonder what’s going on in this damn house 
that no-one except you can stand in the same damn place for more 
than thirty seconds.

You watch your wife, studying her body for shadows where there 
should be light. Your questions used to make her agree with you, 
and quickly. Now, when you ask, she says she’s stopped shaving 
her armpits, her legs. You laugh, and say, “What next?” You watch 
your son, but it’s too late.

These kids make you want to vomit. Not the hair: that could be got 
rid of with a good fine pair of shears. What’s needed are the good 
fine hands of buddies holding them down while you do just that.

You hate the way they aren’t afraid. Kids ought to be afraid, ought 
to toe your line, no questions dared and flinching when you show 
them the back of your hand. You were promised fear and you want 
it back. You need it. What are you supposed to do, now that it’s 
gone? Your wife says, “You could try…” but before she can add 
some raccoon-like word – listening for example – she’s disappeared 
again. 

Look at them. Their lack of self-disgust; their tails flicking in a 
tick-tock of touch me and I’ll take your hand off at the wrist. How dare 
they be happy with themselves when they’re revolting? You should 
be the one deciding what makes them happy and what doesn’t. It’s 
not normal. It’s not right. They make you sick. Not a Yes sir! in the 
whole rat pack. Military service. Now, that would shake them up 
good and proper. Knock them into shape.

You’re no-one’s dog and you’re not out of tricks, no sir. You check 
the house, day and night, but somehow, they contrive to be in 
the room behind you, or the one you have yet to enter. You try 
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standing still, but so do they, in a game of musical statues to the 
tune of your breathing.

You keep the curtains closed. Outside, the world is roaring. You 
tell yourself it is the wind.


