Winners of the Elmet Poetry Prize 2009
First Prize

In Care by Isobel Thrilling

Odd, she thought, to see herself

A butterfly in a chrysalis,

Just split.

She was eighty three,

well-aware her trembling arms 

were not

antennae anticipating flight,

if she rose at all,

she’d cling

to a walking-frame, a torn moth.

Her bedroom was lit

by skylights,

no glimpse of the earth.

She often chose summer dresses,

though crammed in

a chair, 

she loved the colours,
that intimation of creased wings.

Second Prize

Kingdom by Sophie Nicholls

When you ask me where I belong

I think of old books of botanical art.

I am leaf and lung; my womb floating

on its silken stem, the blue anemone

of my heart. On some deep sea shelf,

I am putting down roots. When I search 

for my kingdom, I recognise myself

in the fern unfurling. I am seed pod.
I am knotted wrack. I blossom early

with Linnaeus accuracy; and sometimes

I think that I am growing backwards, inventing

my own taxonomy, blood and tannin

exchanging in the branches of my veins;

that my arms and legs are tubers

or sepals. I do best by oceans and rivers, 

in silt and loam. Scattered by the waves 

and in the wind, I am already home.

Runner Up

Pastoral by Pat Borthwick

In morning light

the roads around my house

are as jewelled as a butcher’s ruby block-

hedgehogs that didn’t make it across,

rabbits that almost did,

birds who’ve opened their hearts

for others to pluck out

while their wing feathers,

still anchored to the tarmac,

reach up towards what they know.

There must be things only the Moon sees – 

like the nursing vixen,

her milk slung from a scrawny frame.

The further she follows the road to town

the paler she becomes. She is her own ghost

even before death overtakes her.

Sometimes, during rain,

stars rest on the road – 

maybe lapped by that thirsty vixen
or confusing an owl.

When bracken bends and flattens

stars can hurry back

into the sky’s hooped arms.

Runner Up

The Three of Us  by Sarah Hymas

The pitted stream smudges a version

of grey clouds hammering against anvils.

Its glass distorted by the air between.

Wind made visible by water. Held briefly.

Your grey eye stipples mine. In it I can see my face,

the colour of my iris. Flecked. Looming. Our love,

lying with us, defines our separateness.

Absence makes each heart.

The artist blinded by the portrait, no longer sees

its sitter, paints a mirror of themselves

in the body of another. If I painted you,

would it be child or adult staring back?

The division, thin as life and death. Take two

parents: one living, one dead. I’m daughter

to both. Separated only by physical distance.

They’re to sides of the same people. A skimmer.

Beached. A thousand greys bleach

under rain, the sky’s eyes. Heron stalks

the sunset. A second wades out of sight.

Our skin as light as a feather.

Runner Up

My Death –by Sophie Nicholls

Make me a coffin of willow

and bait it with snails

to catch my soul

like a sparrow or an eel.

Let me grow all winter

down by the river.

Boil the white boles of me

for eight or nine hours
and, when I am ready,

strip me of bark

and polish me

with a horse’s shinbone

until I shine again.

Cleave me

along the grain.

Make a cricket bat 

of my thigh and a spoon 

of my tongue.

Twist the rods

of my bones just so

and I can be useful

as a bicycle basket

or a fishing creel;

or perhaps I will carry

fruit or coal or hang

beneath a red balloon,

sail out on my next journey

over fields and rivers,

become the air, the trees.

Runner Up

Penance by Pauline Plummer
How lapwings and terns fly off

Into the white sky and the wasp

Of your hand is still and slipped

Into the hand of the boy.

How the switch of your arm

Sleeps in the thick of your coat.

Hear the why of your words

In the slap of the waves.

How the breath of the wind

Whips the stilts of his legs.

How your shadow is huge

On the question mark of his.

You think your anger’s a witch

That’s taken your wits
And you pray that the tide 

sucks it out as it rips

