
Root



Also by Linda Black:

Inventory



Linda Black

Root

Shearsman Books



Published in the United Kingdom in 2011 by
Shearsman Books Ltd

58 Velwell Road
Exeter EX4 4LD

www.shearsman.com

ISBN 978-1-84861-170-2

Copyright © Linda Black, 2011.

The right of Linda Black to be identified as the author of this work 
has been asserted by her in accordance with the 
Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act of 1988. 

All rights reserved. 

Cover: 
from ‘Ribbons’ (copperplate etching) by Linda Black. 

Copyright © Linda Black, and reproduced with permission.

Acknowledgements:
Some of these poems have previously appeared in Shearsman Magazine, 

Poetry Wales, Tears in the Fence and the online blog Eyewear. 
My heartfelt thanks go to Mimi Khalvati, Esther Morgan, 

Lucy Hamilton and Claire Crowther, all inspirational, 
and of course to Tony Frazer. 



5

Contents

I. Conception

The Onlooker: Encounter	 15
In order that she might complete what she had begun	 16
A bow will do 	 17
She is unravelling a ball of cotton wool 	 18
She watches the other woman	 19
Bringing out and putting away	 20
Interpretation (1)	 21
Apart at the seams	 22
On the third morning of her acquaintance	 23
E J Arnold & Co, Stock No 201194	 24
The Onlooker dictates	 25
She feels sick	 26



6

II. Procreation

Traces	 29
The Onlooker makes an appointment	 30
Interpretation (2)	 31
‘Harpist’	 32
Ten years previously 	 33
His father	 34
She liked the space on the landing 	 35
On a cold night	 36
She changes the baby	 37
She counts the children 	 38
She has had her cup of tea	 39
Where are the children?	 40
Tomorrow deceives	 41
She wanted to direct him 	 42
In her room she imagines 	 43
 



7

III. Exposure

A small island	 47
Interpretation (3): Outing 	 48
Indisposed	 49
Her father makes a mistake	 50
In the safety of your own bathroom 	 51
Part of her left eyebrow 	 52
The woman who gave her paperclips 	 53
Look at the child 	 54
Dancing 	 55
Her words of wisdom	 56
The word ‘cowl’	 57
Just like her to want to re-examine	 58
There was a girl 	 59
Blind eye, hair lip, gammy leg	 60
Not long after	 61
Her nails continued 	 62
Not the whole finger	 63
Hot water bottle	 64



8

IV. Emergence

The Onlooker withholds	 67
Interpretation (4)	 68
Call him old-fashioned	 69
Querist	 70
The story nobody told her	 71
She had a different uncle	 72
She was on her way 	 73
The person she used to be	 74
Says The Onlooker: 	 75
She is sufficiently close to notice he reads backwards . . .	 76
Somewhere a shelf	 77



Root





For my family – past, present and future





I.

Conception

		





15

The Onlooker: Encounter

Excuse me? She might say, but this would be later, this would 
be hindsight: 

A disembodied voice, up and to the left, roughly in the 
same vicinity as her tinnitus. She is climbing the stairs, her 
stairs. Owned then: part carpeted, part extended, temporary 
nevertheless. A short journey, open to curtailment. She has 
chosen on this occasion for the walls either side paint with 
a slight sheen – harder, less susceptible. She is desirous of 
replacing the carpet, thinks; the rolled up carpet (100% wool, 
made in Belgium, Louis de B— predominately blue, beige, a 
bit of red – wasn’t there a flood once? – part of it got so wet 
it wouldn’t lie flat) and other rugs, hoping it will lead further. 
Yank it up. Start at the top and pull. Wisdom is external, 
floating slightly below the ceiling. Speak to me then! (If only 
she would listen.)
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In order that she might complete what she had begun 

Before what came next, she would have liked that it be a little 
earlier, say by an hour or so. What came next? (From the kitchen, 
the scraping of a spoon.) She cannot sit without thinking how 
to be better. She cannot abide. What she wants is that it may 
seem, when she leaves, she were never there. Nought to naught. 
No disturbance of cloth, no crease, no disarray. How inviting 
the plumped up cushions. Let them stay that way. Senses come 
unbidden, as does light, the importance of rhythm – and here 
a thought is strength, a desire a subordinate clause. Her need 
is for length: a thigh boot, an evening glove (each tiny button 
fastened tight), a scarf wending its way. 

The kitchen is reached via a small flight of stone steps. The 
kitchen is below. She dips her fingers in a jug of water, splashes 
droplets purposefully across the fabric with a flick of her wrist.
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A bow will do

This is not a new thought. Though it has specificity. Gold, or 
gilt, some cheap metal (which is not to devalue it) with its own 
particularity of shape, its own deception – beguiling, perfectly 
plausible. There are markings, patternings, an illusion of cloth 
or ribbon; something soft made hard. Entirely satisfying – 
in what? – in suggestion. More so than the real thing. From 
one illusion to another. Knowledge is in theory transferable. 
Knowledge in kind. Here she is, with a bow, a pre-existing 
bow about to be reinvented, again. The origin of a bow – is it 
possible to trace? This is about purity she thinks – or could be 
– or conception. Struggle and pleasure. How much she wanted 
to tie that shoelace. And then she could. Now she is misleading. 
She wants to get back to the bow. The flat, transitional bow. 
She could go downstairs right now, rummage and find it, but 
she doesn’t want to. It isn’t about a bow then, however you 
pronounce it.
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She is unravelling a ball of cotton wool 

This way it will go further. She peers over the top of her sewing 
glasses and her life is cut in half, allows her gaze to drift and 
soften. Light forms in wheels, legs on the chairs multiply.
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She watches the other woman

The dark haired woman (she can’t tell who came first) who is 
mending a blouse, thinks I too have a blouse to mend: 

I am opening/to continue opening/to further open-up the 
side seam to add a zip, removing first the inadequate one, 
otherwise I can’t get it over my head without a struggle, thus 
off. Mine is similar in shape and form, as is the one from which 
she snatches jet beads the size of knuckles, placed at regular 
intervals around the yoke. Transference. Why this endeavour? 
For a party I’m going to, replies the other woman. Her party 
and I am not invited.
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Bringing out and putting away

Five times taken out and back un-done, many more in 
thought. Lay it ready on the bed – as time runs, put it again 
away. A failing hem, a pulled thread, a moth-hole on the flap 
of a pocket. A missing button somewhere saved for a rainy day.


