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   Friend,

   
 Yesterday I saw a dog

that was you, long and rude. It had your short fringe

but didn’t wear the clothes you do,

second hand skirts that look like gold on you

and dirt when I borrow them.

Do you remember the days we almost died

together lying in the middle of rural roads,

gravel on the back of our heads?

Do you remember the taste of vegan ice cream

I pretended to like and my conversations

with your mother and brother claiming

I came to Burford just to speak to them and not

to watch you smoke out of your window

listening to 5am owls and laughing till we peed ourselves

while trying not to wake up your grandmother

with our underlying dementia in her. I remember.

I text you how much it hurts not to see you.

Your tattooed legs, your obsession with things

that make me uncomfortable, the £1 sprays

we both smelled of and the ramen we’d make.

Friend, do you miss the words we shared drunk

and upside down, our heads symmetrical, hanging

off the bed? Friend, do you miss the truths we’d tell

each other in churches where I muffled my breath?

I miss the 74 clocks that would tick in the walls

and tock to let us know that the friendship

we ate together would be something

we’d look back to in quarantine.



   
   
   
   
   
   
   Aisha Borja (18)
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Introduction

   Aisha wrote the poem ‘Friend’ during a poetry workshop on Zoom during the Covid lockdown of spring 2020. We were all frightened and lonely – that’s why I’d gathered my old students in the first place – but as soon as she read out the poem, I was transported to the close bedrooms and reckless feelings of teenage friendship, and so was the rest of the group. The truthfulness and clarity of the poem made us feel less alone.

   I started to think of other poems that could do that trick – could keep you company, actually seem to take you into the mind of a teenager. Many of those that came to mind were also by my students, and I thought I would like to group them together. (There is more about how I came to know so many teenage poets, and about the poets themselves, at the end of this book.) So, over the coming months of quarantine, I started to dig out those poems and remind the poets – many grown up now – about them. When they were read as a group, the poems seemed even better; they supplemented and argued with each other, creating something greater than the sum of their parts. It was clear that this was an anthology. And so here, still called Friend, it is.

   The book begins on a fourteen-year-old’s bedroom floor, and ends with a new university student looking back to a similar room. In between, we visit the sea, stand in the rain, grieve, repair, fall in love and out again, and give our families – especially our fathers and mothers – a long, cool stare. None of this is new to poetry, nor is the underlying theme of the book: that youth passes. The difference here is that these poets are not looking back at their experiences from age, but writing as these feelings freshly happen. Their poems have an immediacy and directness that is like talking to a friend. I hope many people, young and old, will enjoy their company.

   Kate Clanchy MBE

  

 
  
   
The Life and Times of Bedroom Floor

   
On his floor falls his schoolbag, his tie

and his trainers, his phone with its charger

and three missed calls. On the floor

the detention he may have forgotten to go to.

(His mum’s gonna kill him for that.) He lets it all

fall, and him saying this, and her saying that.

He throws down the test he had to redo, the one

that he actually tried on. He puts down

the person he cares so much about.

So much, they’ll never know.

His whole world lies on that bedroom floor,

and everyone says it looks like a bomb hit it.



   
   Nell Peto (14)

  

 
  
   
I didn’t come from

   
the right side of town, warm hands

on the walk to the school, a phone to check

in the middle of class. I didn’t know the difference

between lunch and dinner or tea and supper or why

a meal was better if it came from the stove not the microwave,

why it mattered if I could figure out the area of a triangle, that stealing

was always bad even if you didn’t get caught and that cigarettes weren’t

meant to burn your fingers when you held them

I didn’t come from a bedroom all to myself

WiFi that worked past 5pm or clothes that hadn’t been

worn before, I didn’t know that homework wasn’t optional

that you had to say please and thank you to everyone even if

they were a good for nothing teacher that didn’t even understand

that sometimes you were late because you had to

wake up your mother and make sure she remembered

to take her tablets and brush her teeth and you had to brush

your own teeth with a toothbrush made for giants that had green

in all the wrong places and tasted like pennies and disappointment

and the adverts always said it made everything ‘minty fresh’ but

the other kids laughed when you spoke

so you stopped speaking altogether.



   
   
   
   Maisie Crittenden (19)

  

 
  
   
My Dog

   
I talk to my sleeping dog.

I stroke his cold, hard fur

through my fingers. I tell him

the stars are looking out

for everyone at different points

in your life. I tell him my heart

is a rushing lion, a cheetah,

and a cat all running at the same

time but at different speeds.

I tell him people are born

every day, die every day.

I tell him birds squawk

and cats meow. He starts

to twitch his eyes, dreaming

something no human could

possibly live through.

I tell him that my life is a seed,

waiting for water.



   Jamie Allport (12)

  

 
  
   
Bookish

   
I wanted to be

the Lapland woman’s non-existent daughter,

wanted to saddle up the reindeer

with cool practicality.

I wanted to be

Eliza, the sister of the swans,

wanted to stand in that clear pool

in a hidden forest, real.

I wanted to be

the woman in the flowered dress,

wanted to dance with the brother

whose one feathered wing remained.

I wanted to be

Rapunzel’s wicked witchy neighbour

with beautiful black hair and a shawl

embroidered with moons and suns.

I wanted to be

Amy March with her pickled limes,

wanted to stand a proud

pretty crosspatch in front of the class.

I wanted to be

a hidden face in the snowy picture book,

wanted to watch the snake in the casket

from the frosted hedge,

wanted to see it bite the children,

wanted to be indifferent.



   
   
   
   
   
   
   Helen Woods (12)
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