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               Villain Elle

            

            
               
                  Stories are stories. Real life is real life.

                  You hint that you might sue for defamation.

                   It’s not illegal to dislike your wife.

               

               
                  Fictional bitch gets stabbed with made-up knife

                  and you perceive your stab-less situation.

                  Stories are stories. Real life is real life.

               

               
                  Is ‘trouble’ just a few lines down from ‘strife’?

                  That’s where you’re finding risk to reputation?

                  It’s not illegal to dislike your wife.

               

               
                  Traduced ex-friends, from Oswestry to Fife,

                  privately think she’s an abomination.

                  Stories still stories. Real life still real life.

               

               
                  Discussion of her awfulness is rife

                  (yet lawful) at Heathrow, at Cambridge station.

                  It’s not illegal to dislike your wife.

               

               
                  I could invent a creature called a Spife

                  (spindly-wife-esque and prone to pustulation).

                  Stories remain just stories, life is life.

                  The law allows me not to like your wife.
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               First and Twice

            

            
               
                  The last time I was happy, I was watching Francis Hunt

                  (from the website Market Sniper). He was saying ‘Get in front

                  of the coming wealth-destroying crash.’ In words both clear and blunt,

                  he said, ‘Stash some bars of gold beneath your bed.’

               

               
                  Why? Well, interest rates, stagflation and the link between the two,

                  and the price of debt, the NASDAQ, what a bull is going to do

                  if some bears jump out of windows, and a Bitcoin surge that grew

                  then contracted. Then my son walked in and said

               

               
                  that he’d cheated on his girlfriend (on a beach in Magaluf)

                  though she’d cheated on him first, and twice, but then she’d told the truf,

                  whereas he’d just cheated once, but hadn’t told her, and their youf

                  and the ever-present drunkness of them both,

               

               
                  and their lay-waste teenage hormones and their strong belief in shoulds

                  led to swift devaluation of all assets and all goods

                  and a ruthless razing to the ground of loves and livelihoods.

                  (Since I couldn’t work, I saw no fiscal growth.)

               

               
                  Anyway, the point – apart from: new Black Friday – is that now

                  I want happiness again, and, what’s more, know exactly how

                  to achieve it: by pretending that the tragic cheating row

                  never happened. Take me back, please, Francis Hunt.

               

               
                  Tell me more about how hoodwinked libertarians secured

                  too much tolerance for crypto, which in turn then brought on board

                  all the risk-shy Stockholm Syndrome types, and everyone ignored

                  that the booms were just a mirage and a stunt, 11

               

               
                  and that every fiat system – sooner, later – falls apart

                  like my son’s trust in his girlfriend, hers for him, each mind, each heart,

                  and I’ll tell you, Francis Hunt, how much I wish that we could start

                  pricing in that human beings are always flawed,

               

               
                  and we do not have to shun them if they slip up now and then.

                  When we do, we hit rock bottom like, apparently, the yen.

                  So forgive your loved ones’ ill-judged drunken trespasses. Amen.

                  (And then stay at home and do not go abroad.)
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               Alex and the Sun

               
                  ‘I just don’t want Alex to think the sun isn’t out’ – Phoebe

               

            

            
               
                  When clouds crowd overhead,

                  look at the turquoise pool

                  on which a wooden bed

                  rests like a dream capsule.

               

               
                  The sun plans to appear

                  at ten, or three, or four,

                  and it is not last year

                  We all trust this year more

               

               
                  so each iced coffee glass,

                  each round we play of Spy;

                  the softness of the grass;

                  the blue of hoped-for sky

               

               
                  is perfect, and we love.

                  Nor is there room for doubt.

                  All sorted up above.

                  Alex, the sun is out.
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               Spruce in Use

               
                  At Stansted airport, there’s a corridor lined with meeting rooms. Each of these is named after a tree or plant. One is called ‘Spruce’.

               

            

            
               
                  When my exhaustion is profuse,

                  and all I want is to break loose –

                  then I recall a room called Spruce

                  at Stansted Airport. It’s ‘In Use’

               

               
                  whenever I walk past its door.

                  That’s true in 2024

                  as it was true in ’21.

                  It makes me wonder: what gets done

               

               
                  inside the well-built walls of Spruce?

                  What’s in there? Praying monks? A moose?

                  A drunk, cantankerous recluse?

                  ‘Don’t be absurd, you silly goose,’

               

               
                  my children say. (Well, no, not quite.

                  They say, in fact, ‘Stop talking shite.’)

                  Most who walk past don’t ask or care

                  what Spruce is for, or what’s in there.

               

               
                  Tell me the truth. Make no excuse.

                  Just what the blazes, what the deuce

                  is inside Spruce? A hangman’s noose?

                  A dead Scots king: Robert the Bruce?

               

               
                  You say a boring meeting room.

                  That’s just a guess, though. Why assume

                  it’s something dull and everyday

                  and not a Russian émigrée 14

               

               
                  who briefly dated Dr Seuss,

                  a bathtub full of orange juice,

                  a grievance hoarder, too obtuse

                  to compromise or seek a truce?

               

               
                  I passed that door again today.

                  Whatever’s always underway

                  in Spruce was underway, all right.

                  ‘Hi, Spruce,’ I said

                  then went to board my flight.
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               Recruiting Montagues

            

            
               
                  Imagine Romeo and Juliet

                  fall helplessly in love, like in the play.

                  Imagine every single Capulet

                  then gets in line to shake their hands and say

               

               
                  how thrilled they are, and wish them every joy

                  as good, sane people do. Who would refuse

                  to cheer on this besotted girl and boy?

                  One man and his cowed wife. Both Montagues.

               

               
                  Imagine that the Capulets are cool.

                  They never once call Romeo a swine,

                  a cheating weasel or a faithless fool

                  for how he wooed then ditched poor Rosaline.

               

               
                  They understand: he was much younger then.

                  He’s since matured – and, yep, the crucial part:

                  he is their daughter’s pick, of all the men,

                  the one who has, and may well keep, her heart.

               

               
                  Dad doesn’t say, ‘You can’t come round for tea,

                  or breakfast, or a glass of fizzy water

                  until you’ve first apologised to me

                  for all that priest and poison stuff our daughter,

               

               
                  our quite-as-flawed-as-you-are ditzy Jules

                  got thoroughly embroiled in, just as you did.

                  Nevertheless, we follow despot’s rules

                  and punish you alone. We’re that deluded.’ 16

               

               
                  Despot: six years from now, a baby lands.

                  You never meet her. Tragic. Blaming. Moping.

                  Grandfather clocks – their staggering, ancient hands –

                  are all you might have left to hold. Here’s hoping.

               

               
                  The moral gist is not (as in the play)

                  that bitter feuds yield only loss and sadness

                  nor that true love must always have its way;

                  nor are all fathers steeped in fiendish madness.

               

               
                  Whether you have, whether you haven’t yet

                  found love, as soon as there’s a chance to choose,

                  be, in all ways that count, a Capulet –

                  ideally, one recruiting Montagues.
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               There’s a Poem I Love…

            

            
               
                  There’s a poem I love that cannot be found by Googling.

                  I’ve tried with the author’s name, some key words, the title,

                  and there’s nothing. This makes it feel absolutely vital

                  that I carry on looking. There must be someone who(gling)

                  at some point, on Wordpress, posted a verse or two(gling)

                  or a photographed page from a long-lost poetry recital.

               

               
                  There’s a poem I love that cannot be found by Googling.

                  I remember the first two verses but not the last.

                  I’ve searched right back to my memory’s distant past

                  in the hope of retrieving it all, but only a few(gling)

                  stanzas emerged. What on earth did we used to do(gling)

                  before we assumed we would find things super-fast?

               

               
                  There’s a poem I love that cannot be found by Googling.

                  Wherever it lives these days, it is not online.

                  Should I put down my phone and go to the…? Nah, it’s fine.

                  I’ll write this new poem instead. There’s too much to do(gling)

                  as it is – and there’s Rightmove and Etsy, Deliveroo(gling),

                  TikTok, and (retro, I know) Super Mario Sunshine.

               

               
                  There’s a poem I love that cannot be found by Googling.

                  I could ask folks on Slack. But, no, that won’t flesh out the bones,

                  and they’ll all be too busy doing more fun stuff on their phones.

                  They would only say ‘Never heard of it. Is it new(gling)?’

                  If I said it was written around 1952(gling)

                  they would send the emoji that signifies heartfelt groans, 18

               

               
                  but it’s such a great poem. The bit that my brain’s recovered

                  is ace and the part I’ve forgotten was top-notch too.

                  Are you wondering how I know? All I know is: I do.

                  There were rosaries in the first verse, the word ‘solar’, and lovers,

                  And something about words repeated over and over.

                  (Let me know if this rings any bells. My DMs are open. Thank you.)
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               After Edna St Vincent Millay

            

            
               
                  My candle burns at both ends -

                  means I can’t put it down.

                  I’m asking for my money back

                  next time I go to town.
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               Wilfred Owen Rewrites Dulce Et Decorum Est

               
                  From The Guardian, 23 June 2022: ‘Secretary of State for Education Nadhim Zahawi denounced a decision by the OCR examination board to replace two works by Philip Larkin and Wilfred Owen from next year with a more diverse range of authors, to be studied as part of its GCSE English literature course.’

               

            

            
               
                  Rejected, shunned, like beggars in damp sacks

                  (stinking, with smokers’ coughs), we cursed those fools

                  who run exam boards, who have turned their backs

                  not just on us war poets, but on all schools

                  and every pupil who will now not learn

                  that war is shit (News flash: it still totes is).

                  Some pipsqueak said ‘It’s someone else’s turn’.

                  All blame for the ensuing hell is his.

               

               
                  Wait, what? Hey, boys. Hey Larkin – have they told you?

                  You might not care, but me? I’m glad I’m dead.

                  Young people: watch out for the lie they’ve sold you.

                  The powerful, then and now, they take your head

                  and stuff it full of falsehoods. Soon you’re drowning

                  in fashionable contrivances, not free

                   

               

               
                  to save yourself. Like Stevie said: that’s drowning.

                  Take heed, Ted Hughes, Lord Byron, Robert Browning –

               

               
                  you will be next. If you could read the minds

                  of those rank vandals who would dignify,

                  with the word ‘progress’, drawing down the blinds

                  on cultural riches, stamping syllabi

                  into the dirt; dead poets, if you knew

                  who they were lining up as substitutes

                  for (soz to boast) the greats like me and you,

                  then – as I do – you’d crave a gun that shoots 21

                  dead even ghosts. Don’t dare say something vague

                  About letting each new age tell its story.

                  Have you seen this one? It’s all Molly-Mae Hague

                  And Tommy Fury.
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               Philip Larkin, After Hearing from Wilfred Owen in the Previous Poem, Rewrites Mr Bleaney

            

            
               
                  ‘This was Mr Larkin’s page. He stayed

                  high on the list of English Lit set texts

                  for many years.’ A limp-spined book, dismayed

                  by years of pawing by dirty fingers, next

               

               
                  is handed to you: an anthology

                  of the crushed hopes and quiet resignation

                  of English poets: all veiled apology

                  for wanting anything at all. Our nation,

               

               
                  its oh-so-humble people, are not great

                  at bigging ourselves up, taking up space.

                  ‘They won’t print more of those. At any rate,

                  not with those Larkin poems, though they were ace.

               

               
                  Well, people thought they were, but only those

                  who stayed up half the night brooding on death.’

                  ‘I’ll read him,’ you blurt out, half-comatose

                  with misplaced guilt and boredom. Soon your breath

               

               
                  is held while, on the same old shabby bed

                  in which you write the poems you pray have worth,

                  you read old shabby words. People have said

                  Larkin was sexist. Lay him, then, in earth.

               

               
                  Forget him. Whether he anticipated

                  this slight, who knows? He foresaw most sad things –

                  maybe not this one, though. It might have skated

                  well past his range of grim imaginings, 23

               

               
                  and whether one day a young poet, like you

                  this morning, will be told that you were dumped

                  by an exam board thinking it could do

                  better without you – though your sore heart thumped

               

               
                  with a fierce truth, though your best lines could touch

                  huge yearnings in small lives – we cannot say,

                  and shouldn’t really bother all that much,

                  let’s face it, since we’ll all be dead one day.
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               My Twelve Drafts of Christmas

               
                  Written in 2021, after the government decided to try and cancel Christmas because of COVID.

               

            

            
               
                  In my first draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be

                  a big bash with family.

               

               
                  In my second draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be

                  two lateral flow tests

                  and a big bash with family.

               

               
                  In my third draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be

                  three Should-we-risk-its,

                  two lateral flow tests,

                  a reduced bash with family.

               

               
                  In my fourth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be

                  four Let’s-postpone-its,

                  three Should-we-risk-its,

                  two lateral flow tests,

                  just immediate family.

               

               
                  In my fifth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its

                  three Should-we-risk-its,

                  two lateral flow tests

                  and a fun trip with family.

               

               
                  In my sixth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its, 25

                  three Should-we-risk-its, 

                  two lateral flows tests,

                  disapproval from family.

               

               
                  In my seventh draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  seven Whitty warnings,

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its,

                  three Should-we-risk-its,

                  two lateral flow tests,

                  and a stay at the Iver Langley.

               

               
                  In my eighth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  eight doom-filled lectures,

                  seven Whitty warnings,

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its, 

                  three Should-we-risk-its, 

                  two lateral flow tests

                  and a Get lost, everybody.

               

               
                  In my ninth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  nine rule infringments,

                  eight doom-filled lectures,

                  seven Whitty warnings,

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its, 

                  three Should-we-risk-its, 

                  two lateral flow tests,

                  and concern for our liberty. 26

               

               
                  In my tenth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  ten PCR tests,

                  nine rule infringements,

                  eight doom-filled lectures,

                  seven Whitty warnings,

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its, 

                  three Should-we-risk-its, 

                  two lateral flow tests

                  and a ‘No comment’ on where I’ll be.

               

               
                  In my eleventh draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  eleven vaccine squabbles,

                  ten PCR tests,

                  nine rule infringements,

                  eight doom-filled lectures,

                  seven Whitty warnings,

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its, 

                  three Should-we-risk-its, 

                  two lateral flow tests

                  and a huge, wild, secret party.

               

               
                  In my twelfth draft of Christmas, the plan was going to be:

                  twelve Let’s-just-do-its,

                  eleven vaccine squabbles,

                  ten PCR tests,

                  nine rule infringements,

                  eight doom-filled lectures,

                  seven Whitty warnings, 27

                  six Can-we-swim-thoughs,

                  five star hotel rooms,

                  four Let’s-postpone-its,

                  three Should-we-risk-its,

                  two lateral flow tests

                  and a big bash with family.
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               Those People

            

            
               
                  II’m guessing that their table tops are glossy,

                  their crockery’s intact, not smashed to shards,

                  their garden walls are pristine, never mossy –

                  though some of them might have white marbled yards

                  protected by two smiling, suntanned guards –

                  those people who still send real Christmas cards.

               

               
                  Of course, they’d say, ‘What, cards? There’s nothing to it!’

                  They look like us, but they’re a different breed.

                  They’d have us all believe we too could do it

                  easily – ‘Why, you’ve all the time you need!’ –

                  and if we disagreed, they’d call us silly,

                  and laugh at us each time we told them, shrilly,

                  that scoring goals as great as Frank Lampard’s

                  feels easier than sending Christmas cards.

               

               
                  Oh, how they’d laugh. Then, patiently, we’d show ’em

                  that, though a search for stationery and stamps

                  would ruin us, we’d gladly write a poem

                  that’s suitable for workmates, best mates, Gramps

                  and Grandma, all the cousins – just the ticket,

                  doomed by no postal strike; you just press ‘Send’,

                  no need to find an envelope or lick it…

                  Have a great Christmas! Love from your burned-out friend.
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               Amnesia Please-ia

            

            
               
                  Please forget we have a Zoom;

                  Please don’t join me in my ‘room’.

                  If the gift is in your power,

                  give me back this crucial hour.

               

               
                  Please assume I’m still in bed,

                  that my ‘yes’ meant shake-of-head.

                  Please work out that I was so

                  fast asleep not long ago.

               

               
                  Please forget I sent the link.

                  I have still not had a drink,

                  hot or cold, since I awoke.

                  Please decide it was a joke

               

               
                  when I said, ‘Let’s Zoom at nine.’

                  Lateness also suits me fine –

                  not five minutes, though, or ten;

                  fifteen minutes late is when

               

               
                  everybody would agree

                  it’s fine to say, ‘Since it’s just me,

                  I’m off.’ Please don’t apologise

                  for failing to appear. Surmise

               

               
                  instead that you have made my week.

                  I have no time to meet or speak,

                  which really must (but will not) change,

                  so please don’t call to rearrange.
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               Hostile Takeover

               
                  For Harriet Sturdy and Russell Lord

                  
                      

                  

                  Author’s note: in the original version of this poem, the word ‘prats’ was a different word that rhymed with ‘prats’.

               

            

            
               
                  If you want to stay at home today, that’s quite all right with me.

                  There’s no uniform requirement. Every period is free,

                  and forget about your homework and your sports kit and your SATS.

                  Kids, your school’s been taken over by a bunch of evil prats.

               

               
                  Throw your Latin book away. The Latin teacher fell apart.

                  They-a culpa; not his fault. The vicious bastards broke his heart.

                  Those promoted seem quite perky (ship has sunk, yet still: huge rats).

                  Parents: school’s been taken over by a bunch of evil prats –

               

               
                  that’s the most important lesson that you’re going to need to learn.

                  How to deal with evil prats? Do not appease. Do not return

                  to the lies (yes, lies; yes, even though the prat in question smiled.)

                  Do not trust them with a sandwich, let alone your precious child.

               

               
                  Don’t return with pots of strychnine, hand grenades or baseball bats.

                  Don’t return with hopeful hearts, for platitudes and cosy chats.

                  There’s a truth they’ll never tell us (all together now!) and that’s

                  that the school’s been taken over by a bunch of evil prats.
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               Chance Meeting

            

            
               
                  Sometimes I’m still as angry. Sometimes, more.

                  Do I regret the rift? No, not one bit.

                  At the same time, my hunch is, if I saw

                  you on the street, I might snap out of it

               

               
                  without deliberately deciding to –

                  if I were rushing, say, and you appeared.

                  The heartening and instinctive thing to do

                  would be to smile and say ‘Hello! It’s weird,

               

               
                  isn’t it, being face to face like this,

                  given that…? Well, you know.’ What would come next?

                  Would we both laugh at all the wild boo-hiss

                  we crammed into our heated, righteous texts,

               

               
                  our resolutions never to forgive?

                  What kind of fool drops tightly clutched beliefs

                  for a chance meeting? That’s no way to live.

                  Unplanned collisions rarely trump our griefs

               

               
                  even when we crash into what’s as true

                  as doubts we spend our words insisting on.

                  What if I dared myself to smile at you

                  and it’s still there, somehow, and it’s all gone?
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               The Means

            

            
               
                  Lie down. Do not be counted.

                  Relax. You still exist.

                  When the attack is mounted

                  you won’t be on the list.

               

               
                  They’ll look, but they won’t find you

                  near where they won’t find me.

                  I will be right behind you,

                  knowing where not to be:

               

               
                  Where ends are falsely padded,

                  where friends turn into means.

                  Don’t let yourself be added

                  to the great hill of beans.

               

               
                  I wasn’t four or forty;

                  I won’t be forty-six.

                  I don’t care who’s been naughty

                  or who’s been playing tricks.

               

               
                  How could I, when I fidget

                  and laugh hysterically?

                  My name is not a digit.

                  You cannot count on me.
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               You are a Genius

            

            
               
                  I can tell you right now: this is not going to work,

                  so please stop convoluting. It drives me berserk.

                  Things have changed, you’ve revised, reconsidered… So what?

                  There are words you could say, but we both know you’re not

               

               
                  going to say them, and, frankly, no less will suffice.

                  I do not plan to tell you this, no. I’ll be nice,

                  then perform a miraculous vanishing trick,

                  because I am a genius and you are a dick.

               

               
                  Come to think of it, that’s what you might want to mention

                  assuming you’d like to retain my attention.

                  Yes, those are the very words. Spit them out, quick:

                  ‘You are a genius and I am a dick.’

               

               
                  Or you might rather type them and send them by post,

                  but don’t ever forget them. Remember them most.

                  You can utter them, butter them, spread them on toast…

               

               
                  (This is just the beginning, but it’s a good start.)

                  Please imbibe them, inscribe them and learn them by heart.

                  They might one day inspire works of life-changing art.

               

               
                  I can’t tell you the way. Up to you. You can pick

                  an amazing, gold-ink-blazing sky-writing stick,

                  or just launch them aloft with a buoyant high kick:

                  ‘You are a genius and I am a dick.’
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