
 
 
 

 

 A Memoir  in  
 

 Blackout  Poetry  
 

by 
 

Nicki Ha stie  





 

i 

Contents  
 
iii  Introduction: An exposition 
 

Poems  
 
1  More books than friends 
2  Tag harder 
3  Proper pockets 
4  Freedom 
5  I always knew 
6  There's me, the younger sibling 
7  There's a rebel in her 
8  When I was young 
9  Somewhere in between 
10  Feels like it's just you 
11  Silent for so long 
12  The Teacher 
13  The Other 
14  All is revealed 
15  Parents are going to affect you 
16  An open letter 
17  Not being 
18  At 17 
19  Not quite enough 
20  Working out 
21  Not for everyone 
22  Survival 
23  Mother has a secret 
24  You were weird 

25  My world turns 
26  A fable 
27  Truths about me 
28  Five things I learned on the women's march 
29  Packed to go 
30  Natural language 
31  Family ties 
32  Always 
33  25 
34  Humans 
35  For fuck's sake 
36  In one cut 
37  Roots 
38  Reader, don't marry 
39  Head truths 
40  Caught 
41  The happy e-ter 
42  All in 
43  Life hosting 
44  A role 
45  My me 
46  More days break 
47  Troubling tastes 
48  Things baffle me 
49  Death waits 
50  Why can't I just stop doing this? 
51  Be ew 
52  No idea 
53  Done in 
54  Sometimes I want to die 
55  An ambush 
56  Anxiety 
57  I broke 



 

ii  

58  The change 
59  How to die well 
60  I have doubt 
61  A decade in therapy 
62  My first leap of faith 
63  Expectations change 
64  Dying to rove 
65  Die of something 
66  Almost everything 
67  Me and I 
68  Am I the only one? 
69  I've been thinking 
70  Is it babble? 
71  Balance 
72  Re-sculpting 
73  I try to be 
74  A bit of light 
75  Pride 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

iii  

Intro duction  
An exposition  
 
The making of this book has been a project which enables 
the explicit to emerge in surprising ways. Erasure has 
become the tool for exposure. I like word play, playing with 
words. Perhaps you can tell I am very serious about words. 
 
I've been able to plot a journey to this point through previous 
projects and intense interests, some more obvious than 
others. 
 
 
To start  with , what is blackout po etry , and why ? 
 
Blackout poetry is when a permanent marker is used to 
cover over an existing page of text except for a select few 
words. Words are redacted until a new poem is formed. In 
recent times, newspapers (or magazines) have provided the 
original source text. 
 
It's not a new form of poetry. It's centuries old and is related 
to 'found poetry' or 'erasure poetry' that can be dated back 
to the 1760s. Austin Kleon provides a brief history in his 
introduction to Newspaper Blackout (published in 2010). 
 
I could let my poems, or simply the blackout images, stand 
on their own, without explanation or exposition. It's not that 
these poems need explanation. It's more that I feel their 
origin and format deserves a fuller context and background. 

I didn't consciously set out to create this collection. Neither 
is it accidental. There's a reason I chose this method to 
locate meaning for myself. 
 
I first attempted blackout poetry in April 2013 when I took on 
the NaPoWriMo (National Poetry Writing Month) challenge 
to write 30 poems in 30 days. It helped me on my way to 
completing the project. There wasn't anything particularly 
interesting about those early examples, but I was intrigued 
by the possibility of bringing new meaning from an existing 
text in this way. Subsequently, I discovered Austin Kleon. 
 
You can't mention blackout poetry without acknowledging 
Austin Kleon. His Newspaper Blackout is a best-selling book 
of poetry made by redacting newspaper articles with a black 
permanent marker. All poems in his book are derived from 
The New York Times, although I'm not sure you would know 
this from the individual pages. There is nothing to identify 
the specific newspaper on the page itself. The reader is told 
this in the book's description and through endorsement by 
the newspaper via other media after the book's publication. 
For instance, The New York Times made an interactive 
blackout poetry site for National Poetry Month in 2014. 
 
During 2015, I bought a copy of Newspaper Blackout from 
the well-stocked poetry section in Nottingham's Five Leaves 
Bookshop. It was the first time I'd seen a whole poetry 
collection formed through blackout poems. I was drawn to 
the visual nature, his short, pithy witticisms and 
philosophising. Something about page after page of black 
print, hugging and highlighting chosen words, felt like a 
protest and breaking through. I knew I was responding to 
the visual patterns and imprint as much as the words. 
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Seeing those poems, I was encouraged to pick up my own 
Sharpie pen again, to seek out words I wanted to keep and 
claim. I began experimenting using articles in The Observer 
Magazine. 
 
In practice, I'd say the process of blackout poetry is one of 
selection rather than redaction, at least it is for me. I choose 
which words are to remain visible on the page. I draw a box 
around my selected words with a thin-nibbed pen, 
safeguarding them, and then I blackout the text between 
and surrounding those boxed-in words. 
 
The act of creating blackout poetry has a similar appeal for 
me to magnetic poetry. It starts to feel like there is a 
physicality to the selected words as if they are distinct 
objects or tiles. A new relationship forms with the selected 
words. They demand attention. Highlighted against the black 
background, they gain depth. 
 
Taking a set of single word tiles, as in magnetic poetry, and 
creating a poem from the limited set of words on offer is 
something I've enjoyed doing for a long time. A restricted set 
of words invites experimentation and play and challenges 
the user to look more deeply into the tiles to create unlikely 
meanings and connections. The idea is to find something 
new out of the limited palette presented. Choice is not 
entirely open. 
 
To have some awareness of a structure and not be staring 
at a blank page really helps if you're someone, like me, who 
experiences anxiety and self-doubt. So, it wasn't really a 
surprise that I returned to blackout poetry during a period of 
ill health, in early 2016. I was signed off work with a (second 

in four years) serious bout of depression and anxiety and I 
couldn't identify meaning and purpose in my life. I needed 
something to focus and contain me. 
 
It soon became clear to me that I was attempting to find 
myself in the pages. This was a search and scan for identity 
and meaning. Both in the words I selected to keep as my 
story, and in that visual sense of what was óblacked outô. So, 
there is always an awareness of what is hidden, sitting 
beneath the blankness, just out of sight. Both here and not 
here. 
 
 
Why choose The Observer Ma gazine  as my source  text ? 
 
Searching for self-representation in books and displaying an 
unusual sensitivity which uncovers likely-looking source 
texts, almost as if I'm guided to the 'right' ones via intuition 
or a divining tool, is a consistent theme in my life. 
 
The idea of a source text has always been essential to me ï 
by which I mean life-giving, life-affirming. This has 
resonances and references back to my academic work 
studying English Literature, something I felt called to do. I've 
always enjoyed highlighting the relationship of texts to/with 
other texts. What could be called metatextuality and 
intertextuality. I like to be reminded that there are other 
(layers of) texts within what is made visible and what is 
erased or unwritten. 
 
There were times I felt invisible in my early life, uncertain 
where my role models were to be found. Gender and 
sexuality weren't a given. I recognised the instability in how 
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people perceived me, even if I didn't have a way to 
understand or label this at first. People thought I was 
something I wasn't ï sometimes that was 'a boy' ï and 
sometimes that felt good and not necessarily incorrect. 
People wanted me to be something I wasn't ï sometimes 
that was 'heterosexual' ï and, before I started to live a more 
independent life at 18, that could be an excruciating 
suppression of who I knew myself to be. In recent years, I've 
discovered that throughout much of my life I have been 
invisible to myself in even other ways. 
 
The desire to mine for clues to a hidden identity or excavate 
new or reinterpreted material from a source text is 
connected to my MA thesis which I titled Lesbian 
eXcursions: journeying through the personal narrative 
(1991). It links with the theme of often needing to read 
oneself into a text as a lesbian; backed up by coding, 
something else standing in for what is not quite said about 
same-sex love in early 20th century literature, a theme I 
explored in my undergraduate dissertation, The Muted 
Lesbian Voice: Coming Out of Camouflage (1989). These 
two 'lesbian essays' continue to follow me about. Or perhaps 
I refuse to put them aside because they anchored me in a 
personal and very necessary way. I built my website on the 
back of them. It's fitting, then, that the same website has 
become the container and the window for this memoir in 
blackout poetry. 
 
I look for connections everywhere. To create meaning is to 
engage in a process of 'digging' which involves questioning 
what is below the surface. Or perhaps not ever really below. 
Always already there, yet yearning for acknowledgement, 
waiting for a fine dusting by an archaeologist's brush to 

unearth its true origins, (re)locating its position in time and 
space. 
 
As ever, X doesn't quite mark the spot. Is that why I keep 
experimenting with versions of the personal narrative, 
needing new methods to understand who I am? Not just me. 
I realise this is a human trait. It's why memoir is such a 
popular art form. 
 
At first, I turned to The Observer Magazine as my source 
text simply because it was a magazine to hand every week. 
Its size and format were ideally suited to working with a 
manageable page of text that I could later photocopy onto a 
neat A4 sheet of paper, and then scan in order to create the 
images you see in this book. 
 
(It was neat and manageable, that is, until The Observer 
newspaper changed to a smaller 'tabloid format' on 21 
January 2018, and the magazine supplement suddenly 
increased in size and shape ï an unfathomable move, as far 
as I'm concerned, that still disturbs me! The familiar page 
was no longer there. Even the texture of the paper was 
different. It felt like another anchor had been taken from 
me.) 
 
I had definitely been searching for an appropriate text to 
represent me. When I started with The Observer Magazine, 
it seemed I might have finally got there. Of course, the tone 
and language had to suit enough of my cultural 
understanding of self. I needed a vocabulary that could fit, 
and most other newspapers were not going to make it into 
my home due to their political bias. As Wikipedia states, The 
Observer newspaper "takes a social liberal or social 
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democratic line on most issues" and has a history of 
maintaining editorial independence. To give it full 
provenance among my story of origins, did you know it's the 
world's oldest Sunday newspaper, first published in 1791? 
 
The magazine supplement includes articles on an array of 
subjects written by diverse authors, both regular columnists 
and invited guests, such as in the brief 'This much I know' 
interview items, welcoming a new voice each week. This 
combination provides a comforting familiarity as well as a 
rich variety of language. There are many personal 
reflections to aid my own. Even an 'Inner Life' column to 
contribute concepts from popular psychology. 
 
One of my favourite regular columnists to take poems from, 
as you'll see, is Eva Wiseman. However, poems can appear 
within the most unexpected material. Who'd have thought 
that Jay Rayner, restaurant critic, could provide such a 
luscious menu of words? So much so that I have a side 
project to this book which could one day see a collection of 
erotic poetry carved from Jay Rayner's comments on food. 
The sensuality of the description has other uses. You won't 
always see his name emblazoned on the page as much as 
Eva Wiseman's, but if you're interested in the statistics, I can 
tell you I make use of 17 Wiseman columns compared with 
18 Rayner columns (including two of his from OFM - 
Observer Food Monthly). 
 
My project will always resonate with the knowledge of Austin 
Kleon's book. Newspaper Blackout could be seen as 
another source text behind the magazine pages I've 
selected to blackout. It is there and not there. For instance, 
how Kleon's book is presented helped me realise that I 

wanted to leave something extra in my blackout poems. I 
wanted my source text, the original pages of The Observer 
Magazine to remain visible. The whole page ï background 
and context ï date and everything. 
 
Look, really look, I'm saying. I made something new from 
this precise page. These are not random markings. A 
timestamp is significant. There was a moment in time when 
the original text became available to me. I'm not saying I 
created my blackout poems on the same date each 
magazine edition was published (mostly not, and sometimes 
months later), but it tells you that I couldn't have produced 
the poem before that day. Dates are how you trace 
something back. 
 
I may be presenting my story as "literally / a catalogue of 
fragments / in a magazine" (Tag harder, p.2). But there's no 
denying that it's this magazine, this page, this article. 
 
It's important for me to keep the full page and the integrity of 
the source material. Otherwise, I may as well have 
positioned words on a blank page and scribbled in marker 
pen around them to create the effect. This project is all 
about authenticity for me and my continuing struggle to 
foreground my own authenticity. Finding myself within 
something, gathering evidence. Choosing what I tell. 
Trusting that I am not a blank page. Who am I without 
something already in existence to ground me? 
 
It is also a project about seeking connection. Finding my life 
within artefacts, drawing out resonance and meaning from 
other lives and experiences. 
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When I'm redacting a page in The Observer Magazine (or 
Observer Food Monthly), I don't mean that I'm looking for a 
connection back to the life and ideas of the original article 
author. I'm not engaging with their authorial opinions or 
identity. My poems are not intended to be in dialogue with 
the named columnist (or interviewee, as in 'This much I 
know' columns), and certainly not intended to reflect 
anything about that named person. In no way are my poems 
a rewrite, summary, critique, or parody of the original text, 
and should not be read as such. 
 
I am concerned with finding my own themes and identity 
within an existing selection of words. I am creating a new 
piece. This isn't about doing textual violence to another 
individual's text. It's not a careless project. I do care about 
the text I am redacting and whose the words are. 
(Otherwise, why leave the header and frame of the page 
intact?) My point is that it becomes an exploration of and for 
myself, not an attempt to pass comment on the original text. 
 
I feel it's important to express and explain this because 
there are examples of erasure poetry which are explicitly 
designed to interrogate and interact with the source text and 
its author. This literary tradition of so-called 'transpositions' 
of texts through erasure techniques includes Ronald 
Johnson's Radi Os (first published in 1977, a re-seeing of 
Milton's Paradise Lost) and Tom Phillips' A Humument 
(which became almost a lifetime artistic project between 
1966 and 2016 as he re-worked the 1892 Victorian novel A 
Human Document by W.H. Mallock ï see 
http://www.tomphillips.co.uk/humument). 
 

In Nets (2004), Jen Bervin uses Shakespeare's sonnets as 
an 'undertext', creating new poems from the ghosts of old 
poems. She says: "When we write poems, the history of 
poetry is with us, pre-inscribed in the white of the page" 
(http://www.jenbervin.com/projects/nets). 
 
While I separate myself from the history and identities of the 
individual writers whose words I'm redacting, I'm aware that, 
throughout all this, my interaction with The Observer 
Magazine remains important as a cultural reference point. 
So much so that I've given much consideration to potential 
copyright issues in depicting full magazine pages. 
 
I have no difficulty claiming the poems as mine and 
declaring that copyright remains with me, especially through 
curation of this collection as memoir. I like to think I'm paying 
homage to the original source while creating something new 
that is definitely my own, and I hope a call towards 'poetic 
licence' (so I can do what I like) stands firm. Seriously, I trust 
that no legal loophole is required. 
 
I've reached out on Twitter to associated accounts at 
different times, drawing attention to individual poems by 
attaching the blackout images. Occasionally, I've tagged 
@EvaWiseman, @jayrayner1 and @ObsMagazine. 
 
Interestingly, the only time I got a response was a 'Like' (the 
lonely 1 Like!) from Eva Wiseman, to this tweet: 
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I guess Eva couldn't ignore all that visual referencing of her 
name. Even if it wasn't an endorsement of anything, nor a 
subtle indication that I was right to be criticising the change 
in size of the magazine itself, I took it as validation of a kind 
that I could/should continue to make my project visible to 
others. 
 
My cries for further attention are so far unanswered: 
 

 
 
 
Still, I carried back copy supplies of The Observer Magazine 
with me (as if they were my personal notebook) and kept on 
going for a while. 
 
You know, I continue to experience the loss I felt when the 
magazine's format changed. It's hard to shake off, even 
though I've come to accept that this project needed a natural 
end point. I probably needed an external stimulus to help me 
understand that it could be considered complete ï or if not 
complete, enough. 
 
I always want my efforts to be thorough and enough. In this 
instance, to know that I've done my best to stand up and 
account for my chosen source text. Hey ï you might even 
say I've become its champion. Which is why I'm peeved that 
Austin Kleon didn't even thank The New York Times for 
printing all those newspapers when he wrote his Introduction 
to Newspaper Blackout. 
 
I want everyone at The Observer Magazine to come out 
feeling good from this. Apart from the obvious permanent 
marker being taken to the page, let's be clear that no 
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publications were harmed in the making of this memoir. 
They are simply made different. 
 
I like how the visual is important in blackout and erasure 
poetry. It could be seen as a literary equivalent of collage. 
So, in that respect, I feel justified in putting my project out 
there with no potential copyright infringements, and I can 
safely situate myself within other visual art traditions. 
 
A specific example I'm thinking of is Liz Atkin's charcoal 
revisions of photos and images in Metro (and, later, other 
newspapers around the world), an activity she began to 
contain her anxiety and keep her hands occupied while 
travelling. People were so intrigued, watching her create, 
that she gave these out as her own 'originals' to other 
commuters on the London Underground. Here is another 
connection to draw on (all puns welcome). 
 
Liz Atkin (https://www.lizatkin.com) is an artist, educator and 
advocate. She reimagines her compulsive skin picking and 
anxiety into drawings, photographs and performances, 
focusing on the role of creativity for health and wellbeing. 
 
Liz and I share a body-focused repetitive behaviour (BFRB) 
ï namely compulsive skin picking, also known as 
dermatillomania. Having followed each other on Twitter 
since 2013, we met physically in Nottingham in September 
2019, when she was a guest speaker linked to the City Arts / 
Institute for Mental Health "Uncertainty & the Unknown" 
exhibition. I see now that there are definite therapeutic 
elements to my project, too. When I spoke with Liz face-to-
face, I had wondered whether there was a relationship 
between the calming effects of the hand and eye focus she 

experiences when she creates charcoal drawings and my 
pastime of extreme dot-to-dot. I wasn't writing much at the 
time and this project felt on the back burner. I now think that 
this focused concentration, scanning a page, pen in hand, 
would also apply to the process of creating blackout poetry. 
 
It can provide a refocusing and repurposing of "The dirty 
fingernail of your earlier self / [which] never lets you forget, 
has scooped / out a story which is angry and / ambiguous" 
(Truths about me, p.27). In meeting and listening to an 
intense inner need, maybe the story gets its chance to be a 
little less angry, a little more certain. 
 
 
What makes  this a memoir?  
 
I have always wanted to write ï not always a memoir ï but 
definitely about my place in the world. I have always been 
drawn to personal narratives. You can see this in the essays 
and other writings that are on my website and by the books 
on my shelves. Looking back at documents and notes I've 
stored, it's clear that I have been actively planning what kind 
of memoir I might write for the last 25 years. 
 
Some of the emphasis kept shifting ï who am I now, I'd ask, 
and where's my starting place? That's OK, though, because 
each life could become many memoirs; there needn't be just 
one. Plus, some things need time to come into fuller focus 
first: "I was 40 before I was ready / to express enough with 
gusto" (I always knew, p.5). 
 
One of my favourite quotes on this theme within by own 
book collection comes from Alan Helms, writing in the 
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Prologue to his Young man from the provinces: a gay life 
before Stonewall (1995): 
 

We have few gifts of importance to give one 
another: our love and acceptance, our 
forgiveness, the stories of our lives. Learning 
to listen to other people's stories may be one 
of the few things that can help us survive 
these intolerant times. 

 
 
I didn't set out to write a memoir in blackout poetry. Some of 
it came as a natural flow, and you can't turn your back on 
those rare moments. You have to accept it into your life. "It 
is complete in itself, / that single thing which is of itself: / a 
poem that turned out well, / written with 'flow' (All in, p.42). 
 
In the memoir group I was attending between 2016 and 
2019, when others attempted blackout poetry as an 
experiment (due to my encouragement), they reported how 
they might come up with something that made sense, but it 
wasn't like finding themselves in the writing. They didn't feel 
able to connect with the same sense of personal integrity 
that they associated with my efforts. 
 
Some friends are amazed at the biographical detail that has 
materialised in these blackout poems, alongside a distinctive 
voice which they recognise as mine. Yes, I did play the cello 
as a child (Silent for so long, p.11). Hereford is where I was 
born and grew up and, usefully, Jay Rayner found a 
restaurant to review in my home city, although I will always 
think of Hereford as that "tiny, simple place" (Not quite 
enough, p.19) that I needed to escape from. If you worry 

about my father "smell[ing] of formaldehyde" (When I was 
young, p.8), it may help to know he was a Chemistry 
teacher. Cats, crumpets, computers, chilli, being a sibling, 
my shaved head, Lego, an abandoned PhD ï they're all 
here. Those who know me can attest to the relevance and 
significance of these factual details. 
 
Yet, it's the inner emotional journey which puts me at the 
centre of this story. I write to understand where I come from, 
and because I don't necessarily know where I'm going to. "I 
write because / there is no / prescribed path" (Freedom, 
p.4). I really should do more writing, with or without a 
Sharpie pen to hand. 
 
Blackout poetry says it best for me, for now. Perhaps that's 
because autobiography and memoir are recognised as acts 
of erasure. Memoir most definitely because it doesn't 
attempt to depict a full, factual life. Something is always 
being concealed in memoir, left out or curtailed, otherwise 
the narrative would meander indefinitely. Then there's 
poetry, a filtered form, which never attempts to say it all but 
aims to distil the intensity of the detail. Here I am, exposing 
what I wish to expose. 
 
The dramatic, some might say destructive, process of 
blackout poetry is pertinent. Key themes of my life have 
often needed to fight to be seen and heard, resisting 
oppressive structures in a society that would rather silence 
marginalised voices and experiences. Those themes span 
LGBTQ+ culture, being gender non-conforming, mental 
health insecurities, a search for an authentic identity, which 
ï in the timeline of these poems ï included me getting 
assessed for ASC (Autistic Spectrum Condition). 
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That (second in four years) serious bout of depression and 
anxiety, already considered atypical by my GP, made much 
more sense as autistic burnout. Friends led me to this 
epiphany in the spring/summer of 2016, and I got referred 
for an NHS assessment the following year.  
 
It didn't work out for me. I didn't get a formal diagnosis. I 
didn't meet the professionals' 'threshold' for a textbook 
diagnosis. It felt like a devastating denial and 
misunderstanding of who I am and formed a whole new 
rupture and erasure in my quest for identity. I was being 
missed again. My blackout poems play witness to how 
difficult that was. 
 
Should this collection come with a content warning? I touch 
on difficult subjects. Many of the poems reference how I feel 
in relation to death, although I think it's more about wanting 
to escape the pain and confusion of being alive than an 
active desire to die. Suicidal ideation is part of my life, 
unfortunately. It can be hard for me to understand and 
accept this about myself. So, I do know, as with memoirs 
written in a more traditional prose style, there will be content 
here that may disturb some family members and others 
close to me. 
 
I took many of the poems to therapy. They helped me speak 
about myself. In certain times, they stood in for words I 
couldn't vocalise. The worst thing would be to keep these 
feelings hidden. When I need to, I find ways to connect. 
 
Among everything, I didn't lose my sense of humour. By the 
end of May 2016 I had accumulated so many blackout 
poems that I joked in a personal notebook about a tweet I 

could send to Mariella Frostrup, alluding to the 'Dear 
Mariella' agony aunt column in The Observer Magazine. 
 

30/05/2016 
 
Dear @mariellaf1, I'm tempted to turn 
every @ObsMagazine page into an 
existential crisis. 
#BlackoutPoetry 
Can you help? 

 
 
To anyone who sees (or thinks they see) themselves 
featured in this memoir and wants to challenge me on how 
they are represented, please understand that I 'know' you 
through my lens only and we are all constructions. I have 
done my best when exploring truths. I am learning to accept 
that other people will, inevitably, misread me. "Cast our 
stories / and our truths grow" (Life hosting, p.43). 
 
The process of writing this Introduction, which means I'm 
finally casting my story out into the world, has brought its 
own sense of purpose. I thought I had to wait until others 
were ready to accept me and my words. But who are the 
others I was waiting for, and what would their acceptance 
look like? 
 
My future felt stunted, and I felt muted after the autism 
assessment. It was a brutal dismissal. It didn't seem 
possible to put this project out there while I was 
experiencing so much turmoil around my autistic identity. I 
felt cut off from any authentic dialogue with myself, fearing I 
would be shouted down and challenged. 
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I know I'm still explaining myself, but there is a shift. 
 
My closest friends know that self-identification is valid and 
that I didn't let myself get anywhere close to that fuller 
understanding of self until I'd done a significant amount of 
research. Not to mention being accepted by so many other 
people within the (formally diagnosed and self-diagnosed) 
#ActuallyAutistic community. 
 
No-one can deny that I am neurodivergent. I have more to 
write about this ï probably not in blackout poetry. Although 
you never know. 
 
As I write this Introduction, I'm currently enrolled in a 
'Reconnecting Autistic Writers' workshop with Writing East 
Midlands. That tells you something. Coincidentally, that's 
how I discovered the 3D FlipBook WordPress plugin I'm 
using to showcase this book. Finding it gave me the impetus 
and renewed enthusiasm to make this book happen. 
Opportunities are there to be taken. 
 
There are many ways to 'come out' over a lifetime. It's never 
a one-time thing, which those of us in LGBTQ+ communities 
know only too well. 
 

You got through 
a past  
and a day, 
skin in all 
the right places. 

 
The kind of 
past filled with 

coming out 
a lot. 
 
(A bit of light, p.74) 
 
 

The future may be filled with coming out a lot, too. What isn't 
in this memoir is what happened next. Of course not ï 
everything is only known up to a point. (Think of all those 
'This much I know' columns I've incorporated into my 
memoir ï 21 for the statisticians!) This emphasises to me 
how important precise dates are. You might notice I 
reference dates a lot. 
 
A month after I thought this blackout poetry project would 
come to an abrupt end (that terrible January day when the 
magazine format changed), I attended my first routine 
mammogram appointment. I was recalled for further tests 
and diagnosed with breast cancer on 8 March 2018. 
 
If there had been more magazines of my preferred format, 
would there be more about that in my memoir? Or is that 
waiting for an entirely different text? Both experiences ï the 
magazine layout change and the cancer ï created a hiatus. 
However, I knew something of how to approach the cancer. 
I'm far more at peace with that occurrence than I am with 
losing my source text. 
 
I chose to have a bilateral mastectomy and now live flat, 
which means there has been no reconstruction to my chest. 
This feels right to me. I'm living in a redacted body, without 
breasts. This doesn't change the past, but it offers another 
ghostly layer or 'undertext' to these poems. 
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I no longer need to "find / t-shirts to crush my breast" (An 
open letter, p.16), which is a welcome relief. "The memory / 
of a breast wobbles" (All is revealed, p.14), but perhaps 
"skin in all / the right places" is what I have now. "Tending to 
needs until / the skin underneath / has its own healthy edge" 
(Re-sculpting, p. 72). 
 
 
A f inal note on t he layout of my p ages  
 
I have chosen to present the blackout image side by side 
with the written poem as it might appear on a traditional 
page. The blackout poem comes first. I later transpose each 
blackout poem as a 'typed up' poem for the page. Notice 
how the order of words as they appear reading across and 
down the page is the same. All I'm doing is introducing line 
breaks and punctuation. I don't think about it being laid out 
in traditional poem form as I'm finding it on the magazine 
page. I'm scanning across magazine columns, focusing 
instead on a meaningful message ï one personal to me ï 
and a rhythmic flow. 
 
I didn't write the poems in the order they now appear. I didn't 
write them in chronological order of the magazine's 
publication either. I collected the source material, piled them 
up, flicked back through them, abandoned an issue, picked 
it up again and sometimes wrote three or four blackout 
poems in quick succession from different pages of the same 
magazine. 
 
There's a constructed artistry in the curation of my story and 
the order in which the poems appear. There were a few 
happy accidents: the repetitive mirroring of the lines "People 

are fuck-ups" and "For fuck's sake, humans" on pages 34 
and 35 is a particularly pleasing example. And then there's 
another process that feels akin to 'magic', where intuition or 
the divining guide came to my aid. 
 
Have I mentioned that I find connections everywhere? I refer 
to this memoir project in one of the poems as "a connected 
confession" (Proper pockets, p.3). So, it felt less like an 
amazing coincidence and more perfect serendipity that the 
poem I chose to begin my sequence uses words from a 
'This much I know' interview with Jonathan Safran Foer. I 
had already established that my More books than friends 
poem would be first, before I went searching for references 
to assist with this Introduction's contextual background. I 
knew nothing about Foer's own adventures with redacted 
literature until I began planning this Introduction. 
 
I'll freely admit that I hadn't heard of Foer, so I looked him 
up, just in case there was something I ought to be aware of. 
In placing that page as my first poem, I had a funny feeling it 
had become imbued with a significance beyond itself and 
that I had some catching up to do. As I say above, I do care 
about the text I'm redacting and whose the words are ï even 
though the result becomes my own. 
 
That's when I found a Guardian (sister publication to The 
Observer) book review dated 18 December 2010 which left 
me kind of open-mouthed. If you like everything to come full 
circle, there's also a review in The New York Times (24 
November 2010), where Foer describes how he came to 
write Tree of Codes: "I took my favorite book, Bruno 
Schulzôs Street of Crocodiles, and by removing words 
carved out a new story." 
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Rather than blacking out words from the original text, Foer 
physically removed them to create his new story. He created 
literal holes in the text to remind the reader that something is 
missing. 
 
That's a fitting intertextual connection, don't you think? A 
perfect piece of metadata to leave you with as you prepare 
to turn the page. 
 
You have the opportunity now to read between the lines of 
my story. Is this endeavour more about what is missing, or 
more about what is found? Blackout poetry allows both 
options to co-exist, more than one path to be followed. "A 
road less travelled / is beckoning. / The hardest risk: / to 
prove that we're alive" (Dying to rove, p.64). 
 
I think that's why I write. To remind myself I exist.  
"Writers do memoirs / to be there / for a moment" (How to 
die well, p.59). 
 
I thank the people who believed I would find a way to make 
a book. It's not one you can hold in your hands, but it looks 
like the book I imagined it could be. The pages are 
displayed with pride. 
 
 
 
 
Nicki Hastie 
Nottingham 
April 2021 
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More boo ks than friends  

 
To participate in the world 
have more books than friends. 
Days are sometimes hard, and I'm 
wary of a certain life goal. 
 
I took for granted I was going 
to live. I have for about a decade or 
five, just able to summon the energy. 
But I don't really get it. 
 
I have always missed 
the present moment, 
seeking, bumbling. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 14.07.17 
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Tag harder  

 
I repeat words, and 
not in an ironic way. 
 
Thinking, thinking. 
 
I think about the girl 
I was and wasn't. 
 
A woman in 2017, 
I forget whole weekends. 
 
Hair clippers help 
my emotional needs 
by blocking the 
year-on-year backstory. 
 
This is me, literally 
a catalogue of fragments 
in this magazine. 
 
I find ways to write ï 
a little more, a little less. 
Simply repeating words. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 19.11.17 
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Proper po ckets  

 
I like proper pockets 
which give full access, 
not a con that's a flap. 
 
All this a record of me. 
I use words in a 
connected confession: 
 
occasional pleasure and 
a list of guilt become less 
embarrassing sliced out. 
 
I live inside others and 
beside myself, on standby, 
curious, always the 
 
spectrum alongside. 
It's OK, I carry on, 
the same me. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 08.10.17 
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Freedom  

 
I write because 
there is no 
prescribed path. 
 
To change course, 
to make changes, 
to manoeuvre an 
immensely long way. 
 
I imagine feet 
hunkering down 
in the driving seat. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 29.01.17 
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I always knew  

 
I always knew I wanted to write. 
When I was a child 
I wanted a book deal. 
I was 40 before I was ready 
to express enough with gusto. 
The age you manage, with 
the addition of chilli, to have 
the balls to advance. 
So, that's now. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Food Monthly (OFM) 19.03.17 
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There's me, the younger sibling  

 
I can see that no one is managing. 
Something vital is just wrong, some 
of it genuinely might crumble. 
 
Looking at our strands, I engage 
and involve. I need to stop 
the picture wobbling. 
 
I cling to and brace you, 
so nothing goes wrong 
in the city of Lego. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 05.11.17 
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There's a rebel in her  

 
At five years old, just try, 
in the healthiest way, to talk. 
At 14, just be nice and kind, 
pretend to be perfect, 
just do things quietly. 
The curse of adolescence: 
to go over what went wrong. 
 
She doesn't miss the sound 
of 80s tragedy. A teenager 
setting out crying, 
she tries to declare; 
nobody wants it discussed. 
She insists on a voice. 
There's a rebel in her. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 29.0.17 
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When I was young  

 
When I was young 
my mother was 
good at talking, 
my father was 
the smell of 
formaldehyde. 
 
Schools can break you. 
I turned to relationships ï 
that's how we learn in life. 
My way is to bottle it up. 
 
Later in life 
I don't have children. 
Later in life 
I sit on my sofa. 
I'm anxious. 
 
I sit on the sofa, gurgling. 
I have a conversation with me. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 19.02.17 
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Somewhe re in between  

 
The 70s taught that forcing 
people to change led to depression. 
 
I lived through 1981. Defiant. 
Somewhere in between sweet 
and subversive. Apparently, 
I played a questionable boy, 
and then I turned to politics. 
 
I wanted to have the words 
to talk to a therapist. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 12.03.17 
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Feels like it's just you  

 
To a child everybody feels older. 
You're walking into a cold wind 
of grown women who love 
to be like everybody else. 
The memory makes you feel 
empty in the wrong places. 
Your true muse would be 
transgressive, with no doubt of 
themselves. Soon you will 
trouble a person, and then 
another. Soon it will become hard, 
all the time. Your life wriggling 
in a binbag of haunted depth. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 23.04.17 
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Silent f or so long  

 
Silent for so long, 
what you don't know 
literally inside you. 
People expected me 
to play the cello, while 
other girls were lazy. 
 
I enjoyed studying, 
talking about books. 
I put an unhealthy amount 
of pressure on myself. 
I was trying to relieve 
what is distracting me. 
 
I think about 
my own existence. 
Lying there, obsessed 
about a satisfying death. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 28.05.17 
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The Teacher  

 
The teacher I adore is someone who explains 
it's about liking yourself. It's a quality 
warmth of friends. I am enamoured. 
 
Other people make it more uncomfortable. 
Don't like that I'm impressed. 
I feel awkward; I'm in conflict. 
 
I watch moments burst. 
It's hard to remember 
the pleasure above all that. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Food Monthly (OFM) 19.03.17 
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The Other  

 
Mid-teens are layered with power. 
To be different looks like lack. 
 
There's a defined style, 
surface markers that could 
make you feel better about yourself. 
The Other is a rough, scratchy noise. 
 
This is the downside to a limited world. 
Price to pay for yielding to their way. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 16.04.17 
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All is revealed  

 
At the beginning of my teens 
I was into a boyfriend, 
oddly performing 
as one of the girls. 
Trying on their role 
in fantasies of youth. 
 
At their end, the memory 
of a breast wobbles. 
It makes perfect sense 
that bras burned. 
There's more 
to female sexuality. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 12.03.17 
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Parents are  going to affect yo u 

 
Stories taught me to read. 
Parents are going to affect you. 
 
My father was his job ï in daylight hours. 
The truth isn't always being gathered. 
 
I'd watched my dad; 
you can learn from mistakes. 
 
I can't stop watching. I try 
to plot a different route. 
 
I find I'm not sure 
what I actually feel. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 01.05.16 
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An open let ter  

 
I haven't a dress, I can't 
look like a girl. I find 
t-shirts to crush my breast. 
I want no part of manliness. 
I am allowed imagination, 
to have a broad view 
of my name. Inside, 
I appear like I mean. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 02.04.17 
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Not being  

 
My mother could have no money. 
Instead, like a child to my father. 
He was able to be because he was smart. 
Looking back, I was in a constant state 
of outrage. The work culture needs to change. 
Being a mother and not being paid: 
it's hard to feel passionate about their world. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 19.03.17 
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At 17 

 
Is there something wrong with you? 
Other children are happy! 
 
My sister called me an animal. 
At 17, I was not young. 
 
Having a sister was catastrophic. 
Don't try it!  
 
I didn't really understand who suffered. 
The result was a workaholic. 
 
If you don't have time to think 
it's difficult to find happiness. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 26.02.17 
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Not quite enough  

 
There's a serious intensity 
which is not quite enough 
in Hereford. 
 
Not quite the impression 
of the real thing. Mostly, 
there is only me, 
bleating: 
 
Hereford is 
a tiny, simple place. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 17.04.16 
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Working out  

 
The life writers put into context. 
She is shown conversations, 
how women are drawn to women. 
That's why I can tell that will be me. 
 
I play a woman working out problems. 
There's a lot of feeling. 
It's part dialogue, but mainly many, 
many thoughts and characters. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 16.04.17 
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Not for everyone  

 
I became an adult at 17, 
upset by discrimination. 
I felt so worried that I would 
never be me, in a way that 
would reduce bleak Sunday 
afternoons, since I came out. 
 
I was my huge anxiety. 
 
At university, with stronger 
legs and feeling, women step 
up for the lesbian community. 
I attract misfits. There's a 
shame at our existence, 
under threat, labelled. 
 
I feel ready to take on the world, 
ready to be large, not ignored. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 01.10.17 
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Survival  

 
University is a base for survival. 
Since I went to university 
I've started writing from the bones. 
Most things improve with taste, 
the instructions so much more 
than mastered skills. Sometimes, 
patience is all about A-levels. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Food Monthly (OFM) 19.02.17 
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Mother has a secret  

 
She would be curious to go off 
with someone else ï quite which 
body, I don't know. 
 
I did come out, because 
I was a version of who I 
wanted to look back at. 
Me, with no make-up, 
and dressed like a boy. 
 
I like getting older sometimes. 
I realise it helps the stories 
of when I was young. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 23.04.17 
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You were weird  

 
Flipping into horror, 
1989 was 
a different time. 
Me with a frozen stare 
in all the photos. 
 
They appeal for realness, 
the attitude reminiscent 
of a confident person 
with a dark downfall, 
who's given up. 
 
The look engages 
with vulnerability. 
Photos like 
old shadows 
that turned cool. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 05.02.17 
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My world turns  

 
I love continuities in life. 
A strange little girl who 
would swirl around others. Which means 
no-one can satisfy me now. 
 
I was always interested in pleasing adults. 
I've got distracted by writing. 
I am confused as soon as my world turns. 
I try to change. 
 
When I think about how 
unrecognisable I've ended up. 
Being a lesbian would be one prompt apology. 
It can make you very preoccupied 
with books, because you rush to get away 
from hate round the corner. 
 

© Nicki Hastie / Source: The Observer Magazine 08.05.16 


