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      Author’s Note


      





      Many of these poems were written to be read aloud by me on the radio or on a stage. Sometimes that leads to me being called a performance poet or (mainly if arts funding is involved) a ‘spoken word artist’. An alternative phrase for this, in certain circles, is ‘not a proper poet’. I’ve often been told my voice isn’t right. At a new school I was too posh, as a newsreader I was too Northern. But as a poet I read and listen with my voice, as well as speak with it, and love how reading words on a page allows my voice to temporarily harmonise with that of another writer despite our different vowels, rhythms and timbres. That’s why I love to read poems as much as hear them aloud and find the page/performance distinction problematic. I imagine attempting to do the harmonising out loud whilst another poet is reading their work in public though would lead to me being chucked out of events. Or at least, seated very, very far away from everybody else…


    


  




  

    

      My Trouble With Line Breaks


      





      Breathe then




      here




      and here




      as you mouth the words in your head




      then tell me again my poems are oral,




      yours are for the page.




      Let’s hear the respiration of your synapses,




      St Augustine’s inaudible laugh.
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      Our Ends in the North


      





      On the first day the world ended,




      I said, ‘Least said soonest mended.




      ‘Sometimes these things are sent to try us.’




      Though in this case, they were sent to fry us.




      But in the North we don’t like to make a fuss us,




      though sometimes, I admit, we make a bit of a fuss




      about how we don’t make a fuss.




      In fact that ‘No Fuss Festival’




      with the new play by Alan Bennett




      ‘Not Fussed’




      and the 38 act opera ‘Unfussy’




      starring Lesley ‘I Never Make A Fuss Me’ Garrett




      might, upon reflection




      have constituted making a fuss.




      But just because it’s Doomsday, there’s no need to make




      a big song and dance about it.




      On the second day I was on the bus




      when there was a bang and all the lights went out –




      and there was a chorus,




      of ‘Call this an Apocalypse? I felt nowt’.




      and ‘Grimsby hasn’t looked this good since




      the Germans redecorated.’




      You’ve got to make the best of things,




      Northerners are tough like that




      nobody else compares.




      On the third day, the Tyne Bridge fell into a crack




      in the space–time continuum




      I said, ‘I’ll go to the foot of our stairs’,




      but when I got home, there weren’t any.




      On the fourth day,




      Cleckheaton exploded.




      I said, ‘Worse things happen at sea.’




      and popped on a Bear Grylls DVD.




      On the fifth day the government said it was tough for everyone,




      with it being the Apocalypse




      but that actually in London the restaurants were full




      and maybe we just weren’t trying hard enough




      in Liverpool, Newcastle and Hull.




      We should get on our bikes




      and there not being any roads left, or bikes, was just an excuse.




      On the sixth day, the streets were full of people




      wandering about, moaning.




      The Zombies hadn’t come –




      it was just folk complaining about the price of petrol




      and how the Co Op had run out of white sliced.




      On the seventh day Greggs’ Ham and Armageddon pasties




      were going down a storm,




      and they didn’t have to charge tax




      as the surface radiation kept them warm.




      On the eighth day there were no planes in the sky,




      we had street parties,




      shared the last of our tins,




      best china was brought out, bunting unfurled.




      Armageddon?




      ‘What’s the problem?’ we said,




      ‘it’s not the end of the world.’


    


  




  

    

      My Mother as a Day of the Week


      





      My Mother is a Sunday




      counting ceiling roses,




      turning down the volume




      on the street. A Rubik’s Cube clicking




      slowly. She is a television


      





      of longing for dry stone walled fields




      and mahogany sideboards




      and china figurines in the back




      of the Mail on Sunday magazine.


      





      She is a shut up sweet shop




      and the turning back




      from the queue for the tearoom.


      





      I am the next day




      which, if it was left up to her,




      wouldn’t be a Monday.


    


  




  

    

      Northern Voices


      





      As Leonard Cohen nearly said,




      stop mithering,




      I was born like this,




      I had no choice,




      I was born with the gift of a Northern voice,


      





      I know hearing it makes some people groan,




      and develop Irritable Vowel Syndrome




      but I’d consider it deeply cruel,




      if I woke up sounding like Brian Sewell


      





      If you want your advert to sound down to earth,




      a Northern accent is the one to use




      but I hope one day,




      to hear the bongs strike ten,




      and a Northerner reading the news.


      





      I met a Daily Telegraph journalist




      in Hull once,




      it was the furthest North he’d ever been,




      he was okay once he’d been issued,




      with a passport




      and a translating machine.


      





      A Northerner is allowed to host




      TV’s Culture Show,




      but it’s alright cos she used to be in pop




      and Laurence Olivier doesn’t need to know.


      





      If you escaped to Oxbridge decades ago




      from a Northern bog or a kitchen sink,




      you’ll have left your short ‘a’s




      up a ginnel somewhere




      in case they impeded your ability to think.


      





      Though in case anyone disputes




      your Northern roots,




      they’ll return sometimes




      when you’re on the phone




      to folks back home.




      or you’ve had too much to drink.


      





      Wordsworth came South




      and his Cumbrian tones,




      made some people think he was a fool,




      so he reflected upon his inward eye,




      and sent his nephew to public school.




      But I can’t complain,




      cos even with my voice,




      I’m poeting on the BBC




      though a version of this poem




      will also be written down




      and translated into R.P.


    


  




  

    

      The Railway Children


      





      They can’t nourish us at all




      from St Austell to Bristol,




      that’s what the Train Manager says.




      Not for want of caring, his voice soothes,




      but staff shortages.




      I’d rather hear the Guard speak,




      who wouldn’t rather be guarded than managed.




      Fellow travellers in Coach F detach themselves




      from umbilical white cables




      and murmur fretful news




      of the walk down to Coach B,




      for the one working toilet.




      If only they didn’t know we can hold on.




      A lady and her daughter join the Quiet Coach




      at Lostwithiel and my radio jams




      on their incessant operatic duet




      and my television is showing a programme




      in which I point out the Quiet Coach sign letter by letter,




      first to Mother, then to daughter,
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