How To Fall

KAREN ANNESEN grew up on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, then moved
to the UK after completing a first degree in Psychology. Work with
homeless women and vulnerable adults has taken her from Oxford to
Cardiff then London and now back to Oxford. While in London she
was also a tutor in Creative Writing for the City Lit in London. She
has an MPhil in Creative Writing from the University of Glamorgan
and an MSc in Housing Policy from Oxford Brookes University.






How To Fall

KAREN ANNESEN

11

SALT

CAMBRIDGE



PUBLISHED BY SALT PUBLISHING
14a High Street, Fulbourn, Cambridge cB21 50H United Kingdom

All rights reserved
© Karen Annesen, 2008
The right of Karen Annesen to be identified as the
author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance
with Section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Salt Publishing.
Salt Publishing 2008
Printed and bound in the United Kingdom by Biddles Ltd, King’s Lynn, Norfolk
Typeset in Swift 9.5 [ 13
This book is sold subject to the conditions that it shall not,
by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out,
ot otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent
in any form of binding or cover other than that in which
it is published and without a similar condition including this
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

ISBN 978 1 84471 433 9 hardback

Salt Publishing Ltd gratefully acknowledges
the financial assistance of Arts Council England

COy
‘-,

&
< -

& Q
(2N

135798642



for Mia






Contents

How to Fall

10.45 to Stockholm
Wishing
Fishmonger’s Café
Bridesmaid

The Dunes
Playground

Carl’s Bar and Grill
Getting On

Via London

Late Night Window
A Boy Can Dream of Honey Only If He’s Tasted It
Inside This Room
Every Dark Place

A Few Words
Cornmarket Street, Oxford
Fair Promises
Unsteady

At the Inn-Between
Dwyfor

Letter from Lasswade
Altered

Afternoon, Rhodes
Telling the Story
Letter to Nate
Domestic Fire
Stirring

As if She Thought

O O YUl A W N R

NN N NNNNPDDN R R B R B ol ol
Oy AU A W N R OO WY VUl A WN R O



Imagining Falmouth
She Eats Cherries Slowly
Dinas Terrace

Eating a Mango with My Mother

Core

Catherine Wheel
River Mouth

More Invisible Still
Into the Woods
Waverly Station
Coniston Water
Building the House
Her Blue Room
Bridge

Don’t be Mad

An Error of Timing
Newport Parrog
Widow

In the Bedroom
Frozen

Bakerloo Line
Paddington Station
Christ Church Meadow
Gift

First

St Martin’s Island
Here, Now

Visit

San Xavier Mission
Filling Mia

29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58



Blakeney, Norfolk
Driving Cornwall
Time to Go Now

59
60
61






Acknowledgements

Acknowledgements are due to the editors of the following publica-
tions in which some of these poems first appeared:

Feminist Review, Limelight, Oxford Poets 2004: An Anthology (Carcanet,
2004), Oxford Magazine, Piano On Fire, PN Review, Poetry Scotland, The
Like of It (Baring and Rogerson, 2005), The Magazine, The Yellow Crane.

‘Fair Promises’ was a prizewinner in the Yorkshire Open Poetry
Competition, 2004, ‘Fishmonger’s Café’ was shortlisted for the Bar-
net Prize 2002, and ‘Building the House’ was shortlisted for the
Exeter Prize, 1998.

I would like to thank all those who have supported these poems, in
numerous ways over time, including Carole Bromley, Denise Inge,
Helen Farish, Scott Harney, Jenny Lewis, Robin MacIntosh, Tinker
Mather, Liane Strauss, Martha Modena Vertreace, Andy Ward, Gina
Wilson, Mark Wood and Tamar Yoseloff. I would also like to thank
everyone at the University of Glamorgan Creative Writing Depart-
ment, especially Sheenagh Pugh.

I am grateful to Keiran Phelan at Southern Arts for funding given
to Poetic Licence in Oxford over several years.

For the time and space to write, I am grateful to the Centre for
Writers and Translators in Rhodes and to the Hawthornden Foun-
dation.






How to Fall

Easy, I've been doing it all my life.
On cobblestone streets
in high heels, yes.
Off a bike at seven,
your friend shouting faster
some fear mixing in your blood
with yellow cake and pink icing.
Try a slapstick fall—
the ones where bodies
seem without bones,
seem to give way
somewhere low down.
Practice falling while smiling—
not wondering about your teeth,
the position of the furniture,
brain damage.
Off a train, out of a speeding car
like a stunt artist.
Remember to look like someone else,
like someone who doesn’t fall for a living.
Then, when those moving trains no longer scare you,
try falling out of love
because you have to
with the one person
in whose eyes the world seems steady.



10.45 to Stockholm

In the dining car a woman sits alone in a booth,
her white hair wisping into a lunch

she eats from a margarine box.

No crusts and, when she leaves, no crumbs.

A few cars on, a sleeping woman in peach
paddles back down rivers,

tries to reach her green past

but always, just before, there are rapids.

A man distracts himself

recalling the waitress at breakfast.
Blonde hair teased its way

down the whole of her lithe back.

A child stands backwards on the seat

squealing in Swedish

to a Japanese couple behind. His hands move toys
up and down on some great journey.

Outside birch and quaking aspens,

wooden houses and shimmering lakes.

This could be home, New Hampshire or Maine.
Dirt tracks lead nowhere in any language.

[2]



Wishing

The boat lay low, weighted
by young bodies which rocked
the dark lake each time they moved.

Above, they hoped, were stars
waiting to die and in that dying
yield up a wish for her, for him

for anyone out that August night.
The moon was half-full, half-empty.
Crickets played a persistent tune.

They were almost asleep and then—
a bright arc across the sky.
A dog barked, crickets paused.

They rowed back wide awake,
believing in wishes,
parting black water.

(3]



Fishmonger’s Café

Mussels jostle in bowls.
Lobster, corn on the cob,
everything, especially the man
you are with, drips butter.

Outside a bridge rises

and lowers for boats.

Either warm air or chilled wine
sends your mind back

to summers watching

this bridge, the boats,

the waitresses kissing the cooks—
mint mocha ice cream slipping
down your chin.

Tonight, at the Fishmonger’s café
with your yellow dress and the moon,
take your turn.

Slip to that water’s edge,

kiss his buttery lips.

[4]



Bridesmaid

Her veil blows across my face,

my hand tight in hers on the way to church.
We might be skipping along, seven and eight
except for that veil. The lace scratches

and I wonder again about her choice.

Why white at twenty-nine?

Mr Miller’s cutting the lawn while his wife weeds
the borders humming a tune I can’t make out.
I'm in apricot, last time pink.

My hand is sweating, or is it hers?

The church will be cool,

Father Peter’s eyes will look past mine.

It’s time. We enter and I smooth her dress,
ease the veil over her soft flushed face.

(5]



The Dunes

If you stay in that house you’ll fossilize.
Get the purple bike, pedal fast

to the honeysuckle path.

Then rest a moment—tease

the golden centres out and taste—

no wine will ever match that clear liquid.

Look into the window at Patrick’s. He’s not there.
Carry on alone (best get used to it)

and stop again by the grey pier

where water laps the rowing boats.

The smell of ice cream and sunscreen

is thick now and seagulls call overhead.

The pavement is half-covered in sand.

Pass the street where Loni will steal flowers

and blame you, pass the boys diving off the bridge
(soon they’ll shout words you won’t understand).

Ease your body into the shallow water.

The sun is on your back.

Beach grass bends in a breeze.

Below you your handprints appear and disappear,
appear and disappear in wet sand.

(6]



Playground

Teacher’s pet, Teacher’s pet

my friend was saying, her voice

as flat as our chests at twelve.

After the first slap

I knew this was a real fight,

the whole class was clapping

and no teachers would hear in time.

This was East coast suburbia, spring 1976,
Jimmy Carter trying

to talk sense in an accent no one took seriously.
Batons would twirl

in Bicentennial parades in every small town.
Olympics. Nadia Comaneci would bend us

into a rare American silence.

On the playground the shouting grew louder, my hands
pulled hair, clawed skin and found soft places to hit.
After years of fending off an older brother

I knew I'd never win, but I wouldn’t quit either.

Maybe the bell rang, maybe they got bored.

You're not a bad fighter, you know, my friend

said, smiling. And then it was over.

[7]



Carl’s Bar and Grill

She sits another night at Carl’s bar.

Only drunks come out on nights like this.
She’d never known nights so long or so cold
or a bar so warm. The silence came in waves.
The butcher’s wife is pregnant

again, but he was ‘done’ after the fourth.
The price of logs gone up.

By spring she’d leave she knew—and they guessed.

Carl asked one night, which was better, arriving or leaving?
Oh, leaving for sure.

Arriving is always the same sweet mix of promises.
Leaving, well, you never know a person or a place

until you leave.

(8]



Getting On

He’s young and insatiable,

but we are not alone in the room.
Others walk in and out:

my mother who says You're getting on
you know, a leggy Italian called Maria,
members of his band looking

for somewhere to practice.

Men who want to marry me

bring colour charts and names for children.

They have DIY plans and business cards.
I pull the duvet over our heads,
tell the band to play on.

[9]



Via London

One shoe slips into dull brown mud.

New asphalt steams from machines

held steady by three men in orange;

the racket drowns out our seagulls.

A black cab going the other way

spins around, takes us to Waverly Station.

I wait as you negotiate

a change of plan via London.

You are at that window so long

that I notice whole lives:

the strange older couple in trench coats,

hats pulled down. Dark leather gloves

clutch the handles of two immaculate fawn cases.
A thin boy with glasses whines at his mother.

In ten years time he will stand here silent

hug her and not glance back.

The red numbers of the digital clock move
with undue speed. The board tells me
London Kings Cross is Platform 19.

You are still at that window.

I blink hard to forget the blue-eyed baby
gliding by in her pram.

We will be in London at 2.57.

Another black cab, another few hours together.
Later, I will take

a smooth cloth, remove

all traces of mud from my shoe.

[10]



Late Night Window

This dark comes hours
after day. Layer upon layer
of light withdrawn.

A house stands alone on a hill
sending its inner light out.
Some meagre measure

of thick black dissipates.
We see edges of the house,
the line of the eaves.

What we cannot see, we hear.
Owls, bats. The grass we know
from experience is wet.

Our small lives make us watch
for figures at the window.
A man and a woman argue.

We walk the mile back

and sleep reassured we are not alone.
A streetlamp pierces the thin curtains.

[11]



A Boy Can Dream of Honey Only If He’s Tasted It

The boy idles along a narrow path

pulling at beach plums.

At the end the path widens for a view of the sea

he’ll never tire of remembering.

One day he’ll whisper all the names of grasses

into a girl’s ear in a meadow: Foxtail, Maiden, Upland Sea.

The city will have its pleasures too,

but on a summer’s night the sound
sending him to sleep will not be a fan’s
dead hum, but the sound of the sea
lapping at rocks,

filling all the spaces it has carved for itself.

[12]



Inside This Room

You whisper tales
of a younger you travelling
across my country. Carolina

you say, but now I am ready.
Boston, which you liked.
New York, which you didn’t.

None gets me like that first Nevada.
I feel the hot sun,
the glint of it on chrome.

Outside it is cold even for Edinburgh.
A blue ship enters Leith harbour.
Men gather to guide it to a narrow berth.

Cheyenne, Little Rock, Cape Cod —
I could take you back there.
You hear what I am thinking, say

We’re here now.

There are continents to explore
inside this room, Nevada.

[13]



Every Dark Place

Cast iron pans hung from hooks

over a Formica counter and below that a place of miracles
where a gluey mass became a risen loaf.

Nearby the wood-burning stove was fed and stirred.

The logs must be laid like this, Father would say

and Mother would nod agreement and do it her way.

The light pine shelves lined with tins of peas,

boxes of macaroni and bags of Pillsbury flour.

One day my sister stood on tiptoe, reached for a glass
and felt instead her hand on chocolate bars.

She searched for further secrets in every dark place
finding a rat who died for the love of cheese

and rows of old jam jars stuffed full of mother’s stories,
half-finished, wet with time.

[14]



A Few Words

The old woman in black

watched me light the candle,
anchor it in the metal tray of sand,
drop some coins in the box

and stand before the flame.

When I turned she glanced away,

but, as I passed, she said a few words in Greek.

Perhaps Thank you for the donation
or Take care. I wanted her to say:
She is all right now, you will sleep again.

[15]



