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Wednesday Reflections… 

 

The Wednesday reflections started in the early hours of the early 

days of 2016. To be precise, it was on January 3 – a Sunday! I was 

thinking about my poetry collection plenty-fish and poets’ 

introductions that can give helpful or extra context in live 

readings. I wanted to do something similar in writing. The result 

was ‘Sometimes I smile’ a manuscript with a short commentary 

on each poem in the collection.  

These initial thoughts focussed on inspiration, the how and why 

of writing and a poem’s personal significance to me. However, I’d 

always considered the possibility of using this on my blog rather 

than as a printed book. By the time I came to refine the text, I’d 

discovered the online readers’ guides that many American 

presses seemed to offer with their titles. I wasn’t aware of 

British publishers really doing this, outside of actual academic 

titles. Yet, I knew myself that reading can be a great source of 

inspiration. I decided then to include potential discussion points 

and writing prompts that might arise from each poem. I wanted 

to release these weekly on my blog, and mid-week seemed as 

good a day as any to dive into these Wednesday Reflections! 
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From Anguish to Art – a short background 

When I was six, I was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes (diabetes 

type 1). When I was 36, I began to realise that my depressions, 

my life, and, therefore, my poetry were more directly linked to 

this diagnosis then I had imagined.  

However, this isn’t a book about me. Nor is it a book about 

diabetes or even depression or anxiety. I am not these dis-eases, 

any more than I am my poetry, yet everything that is in my life is 

in my poetry, and vice versa. 

“Tell all the truth but tell it slant –” Emily Dickinson said in her 

wonderfully concise poem opening with this line. The slants 

between life and page are many. In looking at how the poems in 

plenty-fish came about, I wanted to cast light on some of the 

slants deliberately intended in the writing. This doesn’t set out 

to illuminate them all, nor to cover the very real and important 

slants that a reader brings to them in their own reading. 

However, before I start on plenty-fish, I’d like to dip back briefly 

into my preceding collection, The Magnetic Diaries. For me, The 

Magnetic Diaries demonstrates one approach to pain and 

harnessing its effects artistically. With The Magnetic Diaries, I 
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chose to write directly about illness. In doing so, the poems are 

based on my own experiences of both depression and repetitive 

Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation as treatment. This is then set 

within the distancing/objective framework offered by placing it 

in the context of a contemporary, English, poetry version of 

Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary.  Using this narrative 

background allowed me to separate the writing from my own 

pain and to take the resulting poems beyond the limits of my 

own experience. 

Whereas The Magnetic Diaries is moving from anguish to art 

through a direct if distanced (inward-looking) recording of pain, 

plenty-fish is almost the exact opposite. In plenty-fish, the 

creating art from anguish is through focussing deliberately (for 

the most part) on experiences outside of the pain. 

In many cases in plenty-fish, the poems range across current 

affairs, objects of significance, real and imaginary relationships, 

literary influences and landscapes. Where depression features in 

this collection, it’s not written in the immediacy of the pain. 

Instead, it’s viewed through a wider lens that covers also 

recovery, the experience of those around someone with 

depression, and the very small part this suffering plays in the 

world as a whole, no matter how encompassing it feels at the 

time.  

The commentaries of Wednesday Reflections/Sometimes I 

smile… are offered as a companion to those reading plenty-fish, 

or interested in the biographies of individual poems. I hope it 

works too as a companion to anyone who has experienced 

depression or other difficult situations. Finally, I hope the 

writing prompts will bring inspiration. 
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Of fences 

“Two things which life does not allow: 
words that can be throated back,  
and bullets which re-enter a gun.” 
 
This poem started life at a time when I felt beset with 

overwhelming choices, and questions about what I wanted from 

my career, relationships, life. (Was my creative writing masters 

worthwhile or would the money be better spent elsewhere? 

Does anyone actually read poetry? Wouldn’t work directly 

saving or improving lives be more valuable than writing? How 

many children would be enough to satisfy my mothering 

instinct? Can any children at all be justified in environmental 

terms?*) This wasn’t just a re-evaluation of my personal values 

often summed up by the cliché ‘mid-life crisis’, it was also 

accepting the downside of being able to see many sides or 

viewpoints – potential paralysis or inability to make a decision. 
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However, in life, to not make a choice actively is often to make a 

choice by default in favour of the existing state – of family life, 

society, politics… At the same time, many questions of choice 

don’t have a clear-cut right or wrong, or aren’t the simple binary 

they might initially appear – as in the historical opposition of the 

church/religion and science. 

All these again point for me to the importance of making a choice 

or a stand not because it’s right or wrong in itself, but because 

it’s the right or wrong choice for a person individually. (As 

someone who suffers from anxiety and depression, the 

realisation that there is rarely an absolute right or an absolute 

wrong is great for removing the pressure, weight of importance 

and fear of failure that often stand in the way of decision-

making. On the negative side, however, it can augment any 

tendency to over-analyse or agonise over the past, because 

there’s rarely firm confirmation that a choice was definitely the 

right or best decision.) 

Like Robert Frost’s ‘The Road Not Taken’, it matters to me too 

that each choice we do or don’t make carries its own story. Both 

art and science are places where, unlike life itself, we can enjoy 

the results of a range of options as well as the one actually taken. 

(For those that love film, I am thinking of Sliding Doors, where 

reliving a moment with only a slight change creates an overall 

different result. This is the nearest I get as a non-physicist to 

understanding some of the possibilities incorporated in the 

many-worlds interpretation of quantum physics, where a world 

exists for each possible option at every point where an option 

arises i.e. producing an infinite number of worlds.) 

From abstract ideas and word-play centred around options, ‘Of 

fences’ shifts focus to conclude with a deliberately very specific 

final image – the brave, bold and hope-filled example of making a 



 

11 

 

choice and living that choice that Malala Yousafzai gave the 

world stage before and after she was shot in 2012.  

For me though, the poem also closes on a second very specific 

but missing final image. Through years of re-drafting, the poem’s 

final stanzas focussed around photographs by U.S. artist Alan 

Sailer of an air gun pellet caught as if in freeze-frame as it was 

shot through a red rose, shattering its centre in petal fragments. 

If the rose symbolises life or beauty, the pellet is pain or death. 

Captured in that moment, art is created not from rose or pellet 

individually but from their interaction. Also captured in these 

images is the hole left after the pellet/bullet has passed through. 

Although this image is missing from the final poem – the trace of 

it’s still there for me. Pain and death are, sadly, an unavoidable 

part of life. Coming through them enhances the beauty of the 

contrasting states of joy and life. 

Both the absence of this image and the actual pellet/bullet-hole 

in the rose, might be seen too to represent the void, that 

emptiness, that sense of something missing yet undefinable, 

which seems to be very much a part of contemporary western 

life. While making a considered choice and taking a moral stand 

are important actions, they don’t themselves guarantee instant 

happiness or fulfilment. The void, for me, isn’t an actual state, 

more a state of mind. There’s no filling it, only realising its non-

existence outside of the mental thoughts and language-

constructions that create the feeling of its existence. 

To return to the actual final poem, life is what it is, in all its 

beauty, and all its grit. Hopefully, most of us strive as much as we 

can towards the beauty, rather than the grit. 

 

*Answers: 1. I (mostly) enjoyed it and I learned – I don’t get to live the 

alternative to know if that might have been better. 2. Every reader counts. 3. 

Saving my own life is as good a place as any to start. Failing medical training, a 
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word in the right ear/eye at the right time may be the next best thing. 4. & 5. I 

have two lovely boys!  

 

Discussion Points 

1) How is repetition with slight differences used to reinforce or 

alter the poem’s thrust both at a particular point in the poem and 

in terms of the poem’s overall central message? 

2) Does the poem’s structure reinforce or undermine the sense 

of choices/opposites? How does it do that? (Couplets, lists, 

ellipsis, columns of text…) 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

1)  Imagine opening a gate into a field of that proverbially 

greener grass on the opposite side of the fence. What would this 

look to you? How would it feel to finally step into it? 

2) Choose a historical figure or inspirational character that you 
look up to.  How does your life mirror or contrast with theirs? 
How would you/your life be if you had gone through the same 
experiences? What would it take to make your life like theirs?
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Journey of the Fruit 

“silver spoons glinting on porcelain,  
beside thin cuts of lemon drizzle.” 
 

Artists have the fruit-bowl to study still life. As a poet who 

suffers from depression, I often feel I’ve life to study for stillness.  

Physics tells me that nothing’s actually still; all molecules, atoms 

and their tinier parts are vibrating or in motion. Stillness is an 

emotional experience that comes from the mind. 

Life is a journey; the growth of seed to fruit and of fruit to fruit 

bowl are two more, different, kinds of journey. 

Writing ‘Journey of the Fruit’ started with observation. Like the 

fruit in the orangery at Hanbury Hall, Worcestershire, the 

poem’s growth wasn’t entirely natural but fertilised by the time 

restraints of a summer project organised by Droitwich Arts 

Network with the National Trust. Following a day-visit, I had 

somewhere between two weeks and a month to produce my 

poem, though it has been tweaked since. 

From artists’ fruit bowls to Eve eating from the tree of 

knowledge, there is, or has become, something inherently 

symbolic in the creative’s gaze when it comes to fruit. My own 

contemplations started with what I could actually see, and the 
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immediate metaphor that evoked for me – trees huddled in the 

orangery, as tiny nursery-school children might huddle around 

their teacher. Yet, almost as long as I have been a writer, I have 

felt the danger or fear of writing about what may be 

automatically dismissed as ‘women’s things’. In short, I didn’t 

want to go down a route focussing on children. 

Instead, I whittled and whittled the actual physical description to 

see what other metaphors would emerge. The one green lemon 

that was tipping towards yellow was particularly noticeable.  

Focussing on this brought in both the notion of how far away 

from their natural home these plants were, and the contrast 

between Britain’s cold climate and their more exotic origins. It 

also made me think of the various uses of ‘lemon’ as a slang term, 

in particular for a lesbian. The elements of class and servants 

still existing today in the shadows came fairly late in the drafting 

process, inspired by a suggestion by poet-friend, Ruth Stacey. 

History is history, but traces of its effects can often still be seen 

around us, when we look closely. 

Discussion Points 

1) What features literally in the poem and what’s used here as an 

analogy or symbol for something else? 

2) Where does the poem’s focus change from fruit to people and 

history? Is this a gradual or sudden turning point – and what 

effect does that create for you as a reader? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Write a line /phrase describing something you’d like to change. 

This is the start of your poem/story. Write a line/phrase 

describing how things would be if this did change. That is the 

end of your poem/story. Now write the rest of the poem/story – 

the journey – in between. 
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Still the Apple 

“His mouth moon-craters my flesh,  
curves tiny ribbons in flushed skin.” 
 

Once upon a time, I put a definition of ‘feminism’ through a 

computerised Oulipo N+? generator.* For me, this automatic 

replacement of certain words sums up how much the term has 

been used, abused and confused – to the point of become almost 

meaningless. 

Defining the/your/definitely-not-our Problem 

“feminism: The advocacy of women’s rights on the ground of the equality of the 
sexes.” Oxford Dictionaries online 

 
Femme in ism – each woman lost 
between the gaps in mass generalisation.  
A term so m(i)sunderstood and manhandled 
that it’s worn like a misshapen sweater. 
Not her choice, but the interpretation 
picked out by those around her. 
Fighting for women’s rights: 
on the ground of the equality of the sexes; 
on the groundnut of the equalizer of;  
on the groundsheet of the equation of; 
on the groundsman of the equerry of; 
on the group of the equilibrium of; 
on the groupie of the equinox of; 
on the grouping of the equipment of; 
on the grouse of the equity of; 
on the grove of the equivalent of; 
on the grower of the era of: 
on the growl of the eraser of 
the sexes…. The machine suggests; 
do we accept these emptied tokens, 
or question and reform? 
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Because ‘feminism’ and ‘feminist’ are words that have been 

stretched, appropriated and endowed with meanings that may 

or may not be the same for the writer as the reader, I’m reluctant 

to use them to describe ‘Still the Apple’. 

What I will say is that this poem was written at a time when I 

was feeling frustrated with the different values and expectations 

still sometimes placed on woman compared to men, even in 

twenty-first century ‘civilised’ society. The traditional tree of 

knowledge and Adam and Eve binary provided a wonderfully 

concise skeleton for this seed of frustration. (As Jean-Baptise 

Alphonse Karr said, "plus ça change, plus c'est la même 

chose"/"the more things change, the more they are the same," 

Les Guêpes satirical journal, 1849.) 

 

 

 

* The N+7 procedure (constraint), invented by the Oulipo literary group’s 

Jean Lescure, involves replacing each noun in a text with the seventh one 

following it in a dictionary. This technique has been adapted, using 

computerised generators, to allow substitutions of the next noun in the 

dictionary (N + 1) up to N+15, which substitutes the 15th noun following the 

original noun. 
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Discussion Points 

1) How does the everyday language we use reinforce potential 

stereotypes and how can careful word choice be used to 

challenge or subvert unthinking prejudice? 

2) Does this poem assume, or over-assume, a shared cultural 

background (knowledge of the story of Adam and Eve and the 

Garden of Eden) that may not be a given in contemporary multi-

cultural society? What does the poem lose without such 

knowledge – and does it matter? 

3) Does the placing of this poem next to ‘Journey of the Fruit’ 

allow the two poems to add depth or extra perspective to each 

other? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take an object and describe it as it is. Try contrasting this with 

what it might be/have been given a different setting, history or 

cultural context. What wider aspect of human experience might 

it work as an example, symbol or metaphor for? 
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For Her, A Different Skin 

 

  “Unseam a red circle; cut deeper.  
Not for a bitter scream's squeezed juice.” 
 

How many times do you have to cut a poem to reach its heart? Of 

all plenty-fish poems, this question is most relevant to ‘For Her, A 

Different Skin’. Its 15 lines follow draft after draft, cut after cut of 

its original 55-line version, ‘A New Coat’ (March 2012).  

The initial inspiration was living with depression and my 

husband’s frustration at how impossible it is for someone else to 

make things right, no matter how much they care. I wasn’t happy 

in my own skin, he would have done anything to find me a new 

one I could be happy in. In real life, we can’t solve depression by 

cutting someone free from their skin. In a poem, we can – or at 

least try to. 
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Perhaps because of their colour, I’ve always linked foxes with the 

story of little red riding hood. A fairy-tale scene of being chased 

through a dark forest by the wolf, depression, seemed to fit. At 

the time, I was also exploring the possibilities of interweaving 

two very different strands in a poetry narrative, and the tensions 

that can be created by contrasting found factual knowledge with 

more lyrical language. 

I shared the piece with my long-standing poetry-critiquing 

buddies. Although the poem had already been under the knife 

many times, it was still too long and complicated. Some sections 

worked well, but overall there were too many loose threads and 

distractions. 

I almost gave up the poem as too 

weird. But ‘For Her, A Different 

Skin’ was a poem that wouldn’t 

disappear quietly. Finally, I 

realised that I had to let go of the 

red riding hood angle. Although 

that forest scene might remain in 

the background, it wasn’t the 

main focus. Cutting this tightened 

the poem, and losing a lot of un-

necessary flesh allowed me to see 

its ‘bone’ structure. 

The first line of each of the full couplets was based on practical 

instructions for skinning a fox. The second line of each couplet 

was the reason. In the first three couplets, this would rule out 

some reasons: the skinning isn’t to cause pain or to own the skin 

that is removed. In the next three couplets, the second line 

would give positive reasons. The final couplet, with the fifteenth 

lone line, then gives the overall reason why. Although I’d not set 
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out to write a sonnet, what finally emerged was a 15-line poem 

that would fit into the general skin of a ‘sonnet or not’ 

discussion. 

The poem and the cutting process involved in re-drafting also 

made me aware that it wasn’t just about depression but more 

generally about the ‘not feeling right as a person’ that leads to 

illnesses such as anorexia, or to seeking cosmetic surgery.  

‘For Her, A Different Skin’ was and always has been a strange 

poem, one that has worn many ‘poetry skins’ during its 24 

months of redrafting and edits. When this final version was 

accepted for the Bloodaxe anthology Hallelujah for 50ft Women 

and then plenty-fish, it felt like confirmation that the poem was 

now happy in its given skin.  

Discussion Points 

1) How obvious is the intended form in this poem? When (if) do 

you first notice the structure of instructions and reasons? Would 

the poem work better/differently if this structure were more or 

less obvious? 

2) If you have a 13 or 15 line sonnet, what kind of things might 

that extra/missing line make possible? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompts 

1) Try writing a one-word-a-line sonnet. Notice what aspects 

and techniques you have to prioritise in order to ensure that it 

still feels like a poem. (If you’re stuck for a starting point, take 

any existing piece of your writing and try to condense it into this 

structure.) 

2) Take a poem/story draft that you’re not happy with. How long 

is it? Prune it down to an enforced line/word count that’s half its 

current length. Does it now need a different skin/title?
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Let’s Remember 

 
 
“cradled in my mother's strange young arms.  
Her voice 
is hushed sea in a shell, a whispered name's  
sounds spliced” 
 

I have a long-standing fascination with memory, explored in 

different ways and for different purposes in a number of the 

poems in plenty-fish. 

If every cell in our body has renewed many times since birth, are 

the chains of thoughts and memory the only things that remain 

to tie together ‘me’ then to ‘me’ now as one person? Do we have 

one continuous identity or a constantly changing and fluid 

identity tied loosely, not by specific events (at which others may 

also have been present), not by a particular viewpoint (as our 

viewpoint of event X may be very different to our viewpoint on 

event Y) but by our connected memories of ALL these events and 

viewpoints? 

However, my fascination with memory includes not only what 

we remember, why and to what ends, but where we remember it 

from. How many memories are of actual events, and how many 

created by later looking at photos from a past event or their 

being retold again and again in family anecdotes until we 
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remember them ourselves, even though we were to young to 

remember or not actually there at all? 

Two influences came into play while I was writing ‘Let’s 

Remember’. The first was working with a psychologist to 

discover what past events might have a bearing on my 

depressions and whether these might be treated using NLP 

(neuro-linguistic programming) techniques to un-anchor and 

thereby change my reactions to triggering stimuli and 

circumstances.  

The second influence was the style of poet Jorie Graham’s PLACE. 

Mixing long and short lines fitted with my central conceit of 

events pegged out on a washing line and the unsorted nature of 

memories, where underpants may find themselves hung next to 

long dresses. Rhyme seemed to mirror the way we try to pin 

these separate events together, to make sense and find some 

kind of coherency, even if only in a superficial way. 

In my ‘real’ life, there are two potential traumas that I 

remember. The first is my diabetes diagnosis, age six. The second 

is moving house age 11-12. This move turned out not to be a 

swift process but a drawn-out one in which I first had to watch 

my former best friend make a new best friend. Then I had to try 

to make new friends mid-year at a school where I stuck out like a 

sore thumb – in my own head at least. 

What interested me for this poem though, as in the psychological 

work, wasn’t the events that I remember myself (however 

subjectively and inaccurately!) but the possibility that my 

subconscious might have memories of childhood events that my 

conscious mind couldn’t recall. One of the incidents that I know 

from family anecdotes is cutting my hand when I was about 

three, after deciding to play with the glass bottles in my 

grandma’s pantry. 
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My end conclusion from this whole experience is that the past 

can very much echo, linger and live on in the present. At the 

same time though, while memories are fascinating, it’s not 

always useful to place too much significance or weight on them. 

As for identity, and what makes ‘me’ then also ‘me’ now – my 

mind remains open. More importantly, perhaps, it’s in that very 

gap between ‘me’ then and ‘me’ now that the potential to change 

lies, and with that the possibilities for becoming a happier, more 

fulfilled person. 

 

Discussion Point 

How does alternating long and short lines affect the reading 

experience (rhythm, speed, emphasis, sense of unevenness, 

disjointed meaning…)? 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take a vivid childhood memory. ‘Hang’ it alongside something 

that features a lot in your life/personality now. Maybe a 

love/fear/habit… Are the two connected? If not, imagine they 

are. Explore how and why they’re linked. If you’re working in 

poetry, try mixing long and short lines to emphasise a contrast of 

create a broken-up effect or jolting slow-fast-slow effect. 
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Cutting to the Bone 

 
“often clattering in cutlery harmonics;  
cutlass-bent stabbing ice from the freezer.” 
 

Given its title, it’s not surprising, perhaps, that this should be a 

poem in two parts. This wasn’t always the case though. 

Originally, it was one long poem, that later split into two non-

identical bodies of words. 

I wouldn’t classify this as an autobiographical poem, though I 

have used some real details from my childhood. The poem itself 

explores a fictional family and what may be handed down or 

inherited not through genes but through upbringing. 

Form-wise, I was responding to a creative writing masters’ 

exercise set by Jean Sprackland, in which we looked at long and 

short line lengths. Instead of choosing one or the other, I chose 

to explore what jagged or hacked-up effect might be created by 

jumping between the two. 

The first part of the poem is precise description borrowed from 

childhood and used to imply the effect of words on the central 
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narrator: neatening, cutting, hurting. ‘Age’s metal rainbows’ is a 

fragment from my memory of how some metals may change 

colour (oxidise) after long exposure to air, or something acidic or 

chemical in the air. 

The second part is where imagination takes over. In my intended 

version, the body being cut open is the narrator contemplating 

what might be found if she were dissected to reveal the hard 

words lodged like knives in her heart. However, it was also in my 

awareness that some might take this to be an imagined 

vengeance – the narrator cutting open the person behind the 

hard words and then stabbing them with these words. 

Either way, families may be loving, generous and confidence-

building or hard, under-mining and cruel, with or without 

realising that their words may have this effect. In reality, 

perhaps many of us are capable of both (and in talking to 

ourselves as well as others), without always being aware of the 

point at which damage may be caused. 

 

Discussion Points 

1) Is pure truth every possible in writing? 

2) What are the benefits and dangers of mix real memories and 

fiction in a poem or story? 

3) What’s gained, or lost, through this being a sequence rather 

than one long poem or two entirely separate poems? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take five words or phrases that you really hate (or evoke strong 

emotions in you). Turn them into a poem/story about 

beauty/warmth/love (evoking the opposite emotion). 
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The je ne sais quoi of it 

 
Lone Breakfast after Prévert’s ‘Déjeuner du matin’ 
 

“his lips on the rim of my white espresso cup;  
his long fingers, stirring;” 
 

Until I was horrendously sick and rushed to hospital in a fire 

engine while pregnant with my first son, I loved France. I still 

love the French language, but I am more wary now of the 

country. I also love the work of French poet Jacques Prévert. 

Inspired partially by Prévert’s ‘Déjeuner du matin’, my ‘The je ne 

sais quoi of it’ was written in great retrospect (20 years later). 

My study of French and linguistics at the University of Oxford 

included eight months living and working in Normandy. It was 

one of the most homesick and depressed years of my life, yet one 

where I learned a great deal about myself. 

When I went to France, I had a serious boyfriend, unfortunately, 

sent to teach at a school on the opposite side of the country. Like 

most young loves, we thought we could breeze through being 

apart...  
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We didn’t. Following our split, I spent a few months ‘playing the 

field’. The man breathed after in the poem is no particular man. 

He’s a fictional amalgamation, merged with the real break-up 

from my long-term boyfriend for the ‘Déjeuner du matin’ 

framework, which features one man leaving. 

In real life, as opposed to the poem, my boyfriend and I got back 

together for the last few months of my time abroad, before 

splitting up for good six months later. I have mostly fond 

memories of him, unlike some other men in my life that year. 

While bitterness is an unpleasant, and ultimately harmful, 

emotion, it’s also an essential stage of moving on. It’s useful to 

remember what people were really like, not nostalgia or love’s 

romanticised version. Sometimes, a little hissing or a few 

fricatives may be required! 

For those interested in the linguistics, the sounds ‘p’,’ b’ and ‘m’ are made by 

both lips moving as they might for a quick kiss. Fricatives are produced by the 

friction of breath through a narrow opening, creating a turbulent air flow, e.g. 

‘f,’ ‘s’ and ‘z’ sounds. 

 

Discussion Points 

1) How does using foreign words and phrases add to, or detract 

from, the poem? (Atmosphere, authenticity, exclusion/distance 

for those who don’t know that language… 

2) Do we need to know what every word/thing in a poem means 

or can it be enough to enjoy the music, atmosphere, colour…? 

Writing/Inspiration Prompt 

Is there an incident from your past which you keep returning to? 

Explore the je ne sais quoi (I don’t know what) element of 

nostalgia, regret, hindsight… that draws you back to this event. 

In a poem or story, would you rewrite the ending differently?
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I bite down on the memory 

 
 
“because I do, and suck the night without moon,  
the shrivelled fruit berried without juice;” 
 

There was a young woman, there was a young man. Their lives 

met, then parted. He chose to enter the wood and never return. 

She never saw him enter the wood to know the paths he had to 

choose between. 

Over the years, I have known several people who have 

committed suicide. Each one was a loss. I also have friends who 

have lost close family members in this way. And, at certain times 

over my life, I have found myself walking near to this edge. 

‘I bite down on the memory’ is loosely based on my discovering 

that someone I had known briefly had killed himself. The poem 

itself is best described as a fiction based on real emotions from 

this suicide, and the loss of a closer friend through illness at a 

young age (his twenties).  
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In real life, I’m not sure I was close enough to either by the time 

of these deaths to have any strong claim to feelings of loss. Both 

events still affected me. Mostly through the tragic waste, also 

guilt. Though logic tells me that there’s no way I could have 

known and nothing I could have done to stop either, the mind 

has a way of tormenting with what ifs. If things had been 

different, if I had done x or been more like y… Perhaps in a 

different quantum world somewhere, happier versions exist for 

all lives. In this world, there’s grieving, and remembering and 

honouring. Every life leaves its traces. 

 

Discussion Points 

1) How does repetition work/not work in this poem? 

When/where does repetition reinforce a poem’s thrust and 

when/where might it become boring or a distraction? 

2) How does listing in the form of phrases differ from a list poem 

of simple objects? Does the length of phrase bring more 

flexibility to the list poem or weaken its underlying structure? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Choose either something important that you or a fictional 

character has done, or a time when you/they’ve had to deal with 

strong emotions. Write a list poem/story using the reasons 

behind this behaviour/decision, or their reaction to that 

emotional event. Explore how this phrasal listing technique 

might be used to build up character, narrative, drama.



 

31 

 

Elliptic 

“Viewed from here, our moon's sphere 
is flatter than the world he left behind.” 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While ‘I bite down on the memory’ is about wanting to move on 

from guilt and grief, ‘Elliptic’ is about actually finding the way to 

do so. 

Again, it’s a fictional scenario fuelled by real emotion. Like many 

strong emotions, it is, perhaps, best given plenty of space to 

work itself out.  Sometimes both words aren’t enough and are 

too much. 

Discussion Point 

How does focussing on one important object intensify and 

channel the sense of loss and grief in this poem? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Choose an object to use as an important symbol of something in 

a relationship between two real or fictional characters. Can you 

use this object to create a background narrative to your 

poem/story about these people and this relationship?
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Walking under Water 

“Leaves scramble dogwood;  

mute green-veined tongues hide  

blackbirds and loosed flowers” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For me, there’s both a bleakness and a blessing in rain. It can 

awaken and refresh; it can also bring with it the darkest of skies. 

This poem was inspired by a tow path walk at a time when I was 

suffering from depression, and looking for any sign of hope, any 

way of escaping from these desperate, low feelings. 

In many ways, walking has been one of my escapes. It’s not that 

walking lifts the pain, the emptiness inside or makes the world 

itself brighter, but that such movement takes some of the energy 

from the negative emotions. 

The force of these internal conflicts lessened, the sensation of 

rain on skin is a very real reminder of what it is to be alive and 

feel things. Focussing my attention back on the senses and 

external  stimuli also brings me perspective. Like a lot of people, 

my thoughts quite often live in the past or future rather than the 
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present, and I think this technique has some elements of 

mindfulness, coming into the present moment by paying 

attention to the senses. With this, a slow awareness, or 

remembering, that my individual pain, no matter how 

horrendous and life-consuming it may feel, is actually a very 

small part of the much wider world. There’s a strange kind of 

comfort, almost peace, for me in realising my insignificance in 

nature’s enduring, adapting and surviving over the millennia. 

Even viewed against my own lifetime, my suffering is less than a 

dog-rose petal on the wind. 

 

Discussion Points 

1) Is it human nature to notice, or actively look for, things in our 

surroundings that reflect our emotions? Does using precise 

literal details and scientific metaphor/language help to ground 

these potentially more ‘Romantic’ (landscape mirroring mood) 

descriptions? Or create an ‘underwater’ surrealness? 

2) Why are there in full stops in this poem? What effects does 

this create, and does that enhance or detract from your reading 

of the poem? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Think of a sound that has strong emotional resonances for you. 

Write a poem/story exploring how and why it has this effect? 

Consider what sounds other sounds might help to counteract 

that response or be used to evoke the opposite emotions? (These 

two questions may form the basis for one poem/story, or might 

need to be two entirely separate pieces.)  
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Cactus Ballgown 

 
 
“This dress should be kept for those prickly occasions 
when you sense dryness, and wish to make a point.” 
 

 ‘Cactus Ballgown’ is one of only a few poems in plenty-fish that I 

know by heart. I have known the poem by heart for years now, 

and once performed it impromptu in a London café – a bizarre 

life moment, where a stranger, hearing I was a poet, immediately 

asked to hear my poetry. 

 

The poem was written in 2012, at a time when I was generally 

exploring the possibilities of performing from memory and 

slipping seamlessly from the flow of a poem introduction into 

the actual poem itself without overtly signalling to the audience 

that this was about to happen. My typical way of doing this 

became to talk about the difficulties of choosing an outfit for a 

reading and the sometimes strange advice friends can give, such 

as to wear a Cactus Ballgown… 
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However, as friends know, I’ve never been a particularly girly 

girl. Poetry readings are one of the few occasions where I make 

that extra special effort with how I look. The truth is that I knew 

the real everyday cactus dress in my heart long before I came to 

write and learn the poem by heart. 

 

Growing up as an introvert, I was an uneasy teenager in loud 

crowds and big social functions. Over the years, I realised that 

what was shyness for me often came across to those who didn’t 

know me as aloofness or an intentional distancing. As I love 

word play and conceits, the cactus was already a natural analogy 

for exploring this.  

 

The analogy has extra, unwritten, un-explicit, weight for me 

personally. My father’s a keen gardener. When I was growing up, 

he also collected cacti. Between the age of 18 months and nearly 

12, I lived in a house that had a big garden, a greenhouse with 

lots of cacti, and larger cacti stationed on the porch.  

 

Like most children, I got into trouble: for not doing what I was 

told, for trying to skip going to bed on time, for playing games 

when I was meant to be doing something else, somewhere else. 

With a large garden, we played lots of hide and seek and had 

plenty of typical hiding places. One of these was behind the cacti.  

 

One day, I was hiding too fast and ran into the cacti spikes. My 

memory of exactly what happened and how is hazy. I do 

remember the pain. I also recall not being able to tell anyone 

about it – whether that was because I was playing a game I 

wasn’t meant to be playing at the time or sheer embarrassment 

at my own clumsiness!  
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While none of this was explicitly on my mind or in the writing of 

‘Cactus Ballgown’, I’m fairly sure the ghost of it’s in the 

background, even if only for me. Although the poem is outwardly 

armed with barbs and pun humour, as a poet, reading this poem 

is also me acknowledging when I feel at my most vulnerable – 

not so much a cactus, perhaps, as a hedgehog slowly, cautiously, 

uncurling from its spikes. 

 

 

Discussion Points 

 

1) Do the puns in this poem intensify or ease the sense of 

shyness/embarrassment/internal cringe that are a large part of 

the narrator’s awkwardness with people? 

 

2) Do the sadder glimpse of loneliness and shyness come as a 

shock because of being placed alongside these touches of 

wordplay and humour? Does this lessen or heighten the poem’s 

overall emotional impact? 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

 

Choose one of the most embarrassing things that has ever 

happened to you and turn it into a poem/story. If you don’t want 

to own or acknowledge it openly as yours, use a fictional 

character and write it from their viewpoint, or in the third 

person. Alternatively, choose something embarrassing that 

happened to someone else and try writing about it as if it 

happened to you. 
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throughrose-

tintedglasses/plentymore/Drowningone’sclichés 

 
 
“my fingers butterfly 
through air; dive from the page –  
my mind’s wrecked lake” 
 

Yes, this piece probably wins the prize for my longest ever poem 

title, and also explains the collection title. ‘Plenty-fish’ was 

inspired not by the dating agency that I’ve since learned shares 

this name, but my playing with the phrase ‘plenty more fish in 

the sea’. 

 

In this case, the wine-fuelled, lovelorn musings take place by a 

subtropical indoor swimming pool rather than the sea. (Real love 

should be taken seriously; less so, those experiences that are 

dressed as love at the time yet later turn out to be in drag. We 

love, we learn, we laugh.) 

 

A light ironical touch is, of course, partly the joy of not being 

single. Remembering heartbreak in a poem is altogether a 

gentler experience than going through it in real life. 
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Discussion Points 

How much work does this poem’s title do? Does it carry too 

much weight compared to the poem? Ideally, what do you think 

the best titles should do? (Tease, hint, set the scene, establish an 

analogy or conceit, pull varied threads together, summarise…?) 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

What in your life feels like swimming/trying to swim? Write a 

poem or story about actual swimming, using swimming as an 

analogy/conceit or combining both. 
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On the Brink of Adultery 

 
 
“Longing pulls us to sure gaps 
between words, hands, lips –  
to lunge.” 
 

Temptation, temptation everywhere… I often think that those 

who have never been tempted, not even the slightest little bit, 

must either be very good at self-delusion or avoidance.  Whereas 

seeing/hearing temptation seems quite natural, following 

temptation is of course a different, and a potentially altogether 

more dangerous and hurtful, decision – as this poem explores.  

Sex and love are two very different things, though we may often 

choose to tie them together. Trust is important, and breaking 

trust is hard for most of us to recover from. I’ve never seen much 

point in po-faced about real life though; we’re all human and I do 

believe that relationships have their own unique natural life 

span – be that several months, years…or whole lifetimes.  
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Discussion Points 

Does framing this poem’s potentially destructive scenario using 

a conceit (rather than a more ‘real life’ example) narrow or 

widen its scope? Is a poem harder or easier to read when it 

allows the reader some distance from strong emotions? Does 

this change a poem’s potential impact? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take the most important belief or value that you – or a fictional 

character – cling onto and structure your/their life or 

relationships around. Think of a real occasion – or create a 

fictional scenario – in which this is put to the test, or even 

broken. What happens and how do you/they deal with it? 
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Small Deceptions 

 
 
“A leopard that transforms its spots 
without using paint, or photoshop.” 
 

Although I’m not a scientist, my husband was a physicist, and I 

have a curiosity about the world, which can sometimes, if not 

always, be satisfied through science. 

This sequence started with the small observation that masses of 

water like oceans and seas appear blue, while the actual liquid 

that trickles through fingers is clear. 

From this small deception, due to how sight and light work, into 

the science of perception of colours. From there, to more 

deliberate human manipulations of reality, truth and 

appearance. Also, how words may be used to lie by omission if 

not outright untruth. This, sometimes as subtly as the change 
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from ‘lust’ to ‘last’ to ‘lost’, where each small alternation in 

surface sound/spelling actually carries a far greater significance 

meaning-wise. 

 

Discussion Point 

This sequence alternates between parts with straight-forward 

couplets and parts where stanza breaks occur part-way through 

lines. Is this use of form effective or distracting? Why? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompts 

1) Make up a blatant lie about something, something that is 

obviously untrue – in this world. Now imagine a place where this 

lie is actually the truth. If you want to develop this a step further, 

imagine what might happen if characters from these two 

different worlds met for the first time, both believing their view 

of the world is the correct one.  What if they suddenly found 

themselves in the place where the exact opposite is true? 

2) Create a list of lies poem. Start with a small subtle deception 

that might pass unnoticed. Gradually stretch the truth further 

and further, building up to an outrageously blatant fabrication.
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This Holy Shrine 

 
 
“We are not pilgrims. Our feet ache, tempers  
stumble in the Venetian heat. We seek...” 
 

Once we were close, then we got closer. 

This poem was inspired by a trip to Venice with my husband, our 

first foreign holiday for just the two of us since our children 

were born. Inevitably, over a decade filled with nappies, 

weaning, and parenting early teenage angst, a relationship 

changes.  Setting years of marriage against the honeymoon 

destination of Venice, and young love’s Romeo and Juliet (those 

pilgrim palms), this was always going to be a poem of contrasts. 

But how else does one know how far one has come without 

placing the journey in the context of its starting point? 

For me, nothing in life is so certain that it can safely be taken for 

granted, not even the longest-standing relationship. Each day, 

we are in some way foreigners – exploring each other’s 

geography and mindscapes.  
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However, life and love aren’t just about the things in common, 

the things enjoyed, the pleasures shared. Perhaps the things that 

bind us bind as strongly, if not more strongly, for the trials and 

tribulations survived together. 

 

Discussion Point 

Is it obvious that this 12-line poem was once a sonnet, with its 

concluding couplet then removed? What are the dangers of 

ending a poem with a concluding or summarising couplet? How 

would you choose to end this poem? 

Writing Prompt 

Think about a memorable holiday. Write a summarising or 

concluding couplet that encapsulates the holiday as a whole. 

Now use this as the starting point for a poem or story with more 

details, narrative, characterisation etc, focussing in a specific 

part or aspect of the trip if necessary. When you’ve finished, 

consider whether you need the couplet at the end or as part of 

the title. Or can you get rid of it all together? 



 

45 

 

Wanting 

 
 
“It's his hands, always his hands. 
 
How fingertips skip from the keyboard 
to play arpeggios along my arm.” 
 

And the man in this poem is                 . [Insert fantasy name and 

physique of your choice. Okay, so I’m only kidding with the 

names, though reality tv, soft porn and tabloid spilling the beans 

do seem to have become a solid part of popular culture.] 

Originally, this poem was part of a pamphlet-length collection of 

poems ‘When Sunlight (Swims In)’ exploring a modern 

relationship, marriage and parenthood. A selection of poems 

from this were longlisted in the Venture Award 2012/2013, but 

many didn’t survive the distance to make it into a full collection. 

‘Wanting’ is one of the few that did. By focussing on hands, I’m 

hoping this poem of attraction and lust may have escaped any 

danger of a female gaze objectifying men. I may lose some of that 

high ground though, when I admit that this isn’t about any one 

man, more a mixture of snapshots. All these men’s suggestive 

hand movements are brought together in one poetry ‘he’. 
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Form-wise, music played quite a big part in my original 

pamphlet. In this poem, I wanted the opening piano-related 

observation to unfold as notes do in a musical scale. The stanza 

length, therefore, is a kind of poetry octave crescendo, from one 

line to two lines to three lines…all the way up to an eight-line 

stanza and then back to a single line again. 

 

Discussion Point 

How does this poem use structure to set up, reinforce and break 

expectations? (The crescendoing piano-scale stanza lengths, 

‘how’ at the start of 7 of the 8 stanzas, the sudden change in 

focus for the final single-line stanza…) 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Write a poem or story focussing on part of the body. Explore 

how suddenly changing focus at the end might turn the 

poem/story on its head, or encourage people to re-read the 

whole piece in an entirely different light. 
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Nomadic  

 
 
“Dad’s breath shrinks and expands 
the room behind me.” 
 

It feels almost tautology to say that my dad has had a great 

influence on my life. We haven’t always seen eye to eye – what 

family doesn’t have its discordances? – yet his opinion has 

always been important to me. 

At the time of writing this poem, my parents lived on the 

Gloucestershire-Wales border. This house wasn’t where I was 

brought up, but is a converted barn on family farmland. It carries 

the weight of generations. Every visit to my parents isn’t just in 

some way like returning to my childhood, it’s like returning to 

my father’s childhood and the family history before that. 

When I am there, various childhood ‘me’s seem to rub 

awkwardly against the adult ‘me’.  Working out how I fit into my 

family, and the wider world, is a constant state of wondering. 

And wandering, though I’m not sure if the process of firming up 

identity is helped or made harder by having lived in three 

different places when I was a child, then two university towns 

and abroad as a student, and Burton, Lichfield, Bromsgrove and 

Droitwich after that. I guess in some sense, we are all nomads 

when it comes to life, resting here and there as we’re passing 

through. 
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When I feel down, depressed or unsure of myself – in terms of 

poetry or life more generally – returning to words on paper, the 

art of creation and the crafting of that creation often helps. But 

sometimes there are no words, particularly in a numbing period 

of depression. Then, I have to listen to the silence instead and 

remind myself that there is always some sound. Also, that the 

words do come back eventually. Patience and waiting are games 

I’ve had to live with. 

 

Discussion Points 

1) Does this poem actually answer the narrator’s need to work 

out their “sense of my place in this”? If so, how? If not, why not?  

2) Although there isn’t a single question in this poem, arguably it 

revolves around a sense of questioning, or unvoiced questions. 

What different effects might be created by the different 

techniques of direct questions, rhetorical questions, questionless 

answers (statements which imply an unvoiced question that 

they are responding to) and withheld background details (that 

evoke questions in the reader’s mind which may or may not be 

in the narrator’s mind)? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take a place you know well and that’s important to you, or 

important to someone who’s important to you. What signs 

(visible or in memory) of your/their presence does the place 

have? How different would the place feel without these? Will any 

of this be obvious to future generations? Use this as the starting 

point for a poem or story. 
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All the Flowers 

 
 
“As we lick the last meringue sweetness 
from our spoons, metal shines 
 
brighter than white bones picked clean.” 
 

The main setting for ‘All the Flowers’ is my parents’ tithe barn in 

the Gloucestershire countryside. With the help of builders and 

craftsmen, my father converted the disused family barn into a 

beautiful home. It took years of work, as did the sculpted 

gardens. Keeping these in this gorgeous state isn’t a job I envy, 

though I’m more than happy to enjoy the views! 

The sequence was sparked by admiring all their flowers and 

then thinking of the potential symbolic significance of flowers at 

various stages in my life. 

My Nanna died when I was a young teenager. Neither she nor my 

maternal Grandad were alive to see me marry. Taking my bridal 

bouquet to lay on her tombstone felt very important. 

The sudden declaration by my father – one day, out of nowhere, 

during Sunday lunch – that he simply wanted to be buried on the 

farmland, partly explains why that I’ve only been back once to 
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my Nanna’s grave. Death is a part of life, particularly in a farming 

family. It’s inevitable and other life does go on.  

In the back of my mind too, the lyrics to Pete Seeger’s post-war 

(1955) song that asks, “Where have all the flowers gone, long 

time passing?” Fearing death and loss too much can paralyse; 

feeling that fear enough helps to remind me of how precious life 

and time are. 

 

Discussion Point 

How does the title ‘All the Flowers’ pull the various temporally 

disparate parts of this sequence together? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Choose a song that evokes a strong emotional response for you. 

Why does it have this effect, and where does it take your 

thoughts? Use this as the basis for a new poem or story. 
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Wired Flesh 

 

“I pick up my machine, black weight 
of electronics, and slot myself in. 
Electricity ticks unheard, sparks ignite.” 
 

I am wary of nostalgia – though that may not be obvious from 

this poem about a modern family life.  

When my children were toddlers, I limited the television that 

they watched. As they developed their own minds and opinions, 

this stance became harder to maintain. That their father also 

works in I.T. isn’t the only reason that they now lead fairly high-

tech lives, though it does help to have home I.T. support for the 

many questions which are over my head. 

Like it or lump it, we live in a high-tech world. The chances are 

that whatever career or lifestyle my children’s generation go for 

when they’re older, it will require them to be au fait and 

comfortable with technology. And the easiest way to learn 

anything is through play. 

At 14, my elder son has known more about computers than me 

for a few years now. My 12- year old isn’t far behind. And, to be 

fair, though I’m not up on gaming and gadgets, I do spend a fair 

amount of my own time on my laptop word processor or 

researching from the internet. 
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This poem then was inspired by one of those moments when I 

suddenly looked up and saw our life from the outside.  Instead of 

talking or playing with toys together as we had a few years ago, 

we were all hooked up to computers. The boys were still 

interacting, but through their machines. 

Because of this, as a family, we do make an effort to spend some 

time face-to-face in conversation, old-fashioned board games, at 

the dinner table. But, yes, we have been known to call them 

down using skype rather than shouting up the stairs! 

 

Discussion Point 

There are three people in this poem constructed in three-line 

stanzas. Is this significant or merely coincidence? Consider the 

different effects that may be created using things in threes 

(crescendo, uneven completeness…) or twos (balance, stark 

contrast, sense of indecision…). 

Inspiration/Writing Prompts 

1) What can’t robots and machines do? Is there a poem or story 

that can be generated from this? 

2) What’s the strongest connection in your life? How do you 

maintain your connections? How and where do you most 

connect with people? What would happen if you suddenly lost 

this connection/these connections? Use the answers to these 

questions as the outline for a poem or story. 
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Evolved 

 
 
“Pikawotsit's an electric creature. This much 
I've gleaned, I think. I've asked –   
but Pikadespeak's faster than light-speed.” 
 

Pokémon is an internet game, a television show, a collector card 

series and many other things that companies can make money 

from. It was a fad that my boys went through – briefly, yet 

intensely. 

I knew nothing about these cartoon characters, and still can’t 

claim to be hugely informed about their exploits. What 

interested me was the language, the fact that overnight my 

children had started talking in words that made no sense to me. 

Of course, now that they’re 12 and 14, this isn’t uncommon. Only 

the other day, I learned for the first time about rickrolling – 

duping people into clicking a hyperlink for something that seems 

logical and relevant yet then turns out to be Rick Astley’s ‘Never 

Gonna Give You Up’. (On the plus side, it was relief to know that 
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the reason they knew this song from my teenage years wasn’t 

because they thought it was great!) 

However, Pokémon was the first time this different language 

phenomena had happened to me, so I thought I might as well 

have some fun with it, and language more generally. 

 

Discussion Point 

Does the use of word play humour in this poem help to stop it 

from becoming too nostalgic or didactic? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take an area of modern life that has developed its own slang – 

text speak, tech terms, cool kids’ chatter… Try contrasting this 

with everyday or even old-fashioned language for humorous 

effect. Is there a poem or story which can be created from such 

juxtaposition, or from the space that jargon might leave for 

confused communication or misunderstandings? 
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Imprints 

 
 
“Absence is required at the school gate; 
my kisses less than a wisp 
of mist on the morning's 
laughter-strung air.” 
 
As a fledgling, this poem did exactly what toddlers often do – 

dressed up in Mum’s jewellery. For jewellery, read symbols here. 

I love symbols – metaphors, analogies, conceits – albeit that they 

don’t seem particularly fashionable right now. Of course, as a 

mum, I do advise my children not to pay too much attention to 

fad’s fickle foibles. (Yes, that might also be pushing alliteration 

past current taste levels!) At the same time, this poem was 

hugely overdressed in its earlier drafts. I had to let go of some of 

those embellishments, just as I’ve had to let go of my children, so 

they can discover their own feathers and flight path. 

It’s hard not to see children as tiny birds loosed by tree 

branches, or a mother’s hug, into the big, cold world. Yet, as well 

as softness, children do have claws, with which to stand alone 
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and grip on when necessary. As my boys grow older, the love is 

still there, even if sometimes in a form that has to be looked for 

in order to be seen (window-sill flowers and claw-mark kisses). 

As a mum, I hold onto the good memories for those times when 

fear has me in its grasp and options seem frozen. I also keep 

them close for the days when the sky is darkened by those 

inevitable differences of opinion that exist between teenagers 

and their parents. 

 

Discussion Point 

How do the images presented in this poem work together to 

evoke emotion and hidden narrative? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

What has been the hardest person, habit or desire that you’d had 

to let go. When and how did you do this? How did you recover 

afterwards? Write a poem or story about being trapped, letting 

go and/or freedom. 
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Coffee Break 

 
 
“Flutter-fingered, my son drops 
an unopened sachet of sugar 
into his cappuccino froth.” 
 

This often feels like one of the most debated poems in plenty-fish. 

Professional critical feedback was that I could develop this poem 

more. Yet audience reaction to an early airing of it at my 

Cheltenham Poetry Festival 2013 reading was very pleasing. It 

was commented on as a favourite from the set, published on 

Nutshells and Nuggets and picked out in a Mad Hatter Reviews’ 

review of plenty-fish. 

Initially confused by such different reactions, I have since found 

a way of resolving the conflict. They are all right, in their own 

way. Partly, it’s a question of audience, partly it’s a question of 

intent. Some poems loved by critics will fail to move a more 

general audience. Others that are easily enjoyed by the public in 

performance or the screen environment (rather than printed 

page) may not meet the tastes of a more poetry-on-the-page 

palate looking for more layers. As collections are often sold at 

readings and to a variety of readers, a book does need some 
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poems that will hold a listening audience’s attention and meet 

the criteria of easy accessibility. 

In terms of intent, yes, a very different strong page poem might 

be achieved by developing this starting point further. But it 

would be an entirely different poem.  

‘Coffee Break’ with its haikuesque style is a snapshot, a short 

reflection, a pause in life’s flow. Inspired by a real instance in a 

café with my son, at a much younger age than he is in the poem, 

its lightness is symbolic for me. It marked my recognising the 

need sometimes for a light touch and that the time would come 

when I would need to be able to step back as a parent, so that my 

son could become independent.  

 

Discussion Point 

If you were developing this poem into something longer and 

more involved, where would you start? And why? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take a food or drink that you enjoy. Savour the flavour and 

experience of it. What does the taste evoke – feelings, memories, 

dreams… Follow the thoughts and see where they take you. 
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Bagging Up 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“You should be grown tall by now.  
But I can still hold you: fossilised 
fragments from the scan...” 

 

This poem was one chosen by Kate Clanchy for her Guardian 

Poetry Workshop in 2008. In this now sadly defunct series, poets 

set a writing exercise or prompt, then chose a selection of the 

responses for publication. 

For me, the poem was initially written as a personal 

acknowledgement that, with two boys, I was unlikely now to 

have a girl. Although I was never bothered whether I had girls or 

boys, for the first few weeks of pregnancy with my elder son, I 

thought he was girl. I suspect this is because I’d no experience of 

boys then, and couldn’t imagine how to talk or react to a boy. (I 

have no brothers, just a younger sister and knowledge of my 
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elder sister who died only hours after her birth.) In essence, I 

was probably talking, or writing, to an imagined version of 

myself as a baby. 

Anyway, the ‘you’ in the poem was my baby that I’d imagined as 

girl and then later found out was a boy. This is quite a 

complicated experience, and perhaps very personal to me. The 

workshop feedback made it clear to me that readers were more 

likely to react to the poem as being one about the loss of an 

actual baby, something which still sadly affects many people. I’m 

quite happy for readers to interpret it in that way. If that is how 

it resonates, then it has a purpose. 

 

Discussion Point 

Which is more important – the writer or the reader’s 

interpretation of a poem? Does it matter if these two readings of 

one poem are very different? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Imagine you are clearing out and can only keep five things. What 

would you hold onto, and why? Which would be the hardest 

thing to get rid of? 
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Against the Vacuum 
“We leave the shape of our handprints 
dark in their cloistered whiteness,” 

This poem came directly from diabetes 

– though I hope that’s not evident from 

the words – as it was drafted in my car 

after a low blood sugar. I’d just finished 

a swim and my blood sugar levels 

weren’t high enough for me to drive. 

While I sat in the car, waiting for my 

blood sugar to rise, I noticed how messy it was. But, in not 

vacuuming the car, it meant that traces of past events and people 

travelled with me – a strangely comforting thought.  

Vacuum in the poem title is also about the void or feeling of 

emptiness that I sometimes have. It can be good for me to 

remember the places I have been, the people I have known, the 

experiences I’ve had – they are part of being alive, and they form 

the person I have become. 

Discussion Point 

How easy or hard is this poem to visualise? Do these literal 

visual details help to anchor the potentially more abstract idea in 

the last line? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Look closely at the movements involved with a household chore. 

Notice the tools and appliances used. What do they resemble? 

What might be realised or discovered while working? What 

stereotypes are associated with household jobs? What lengths 

would you/a character go to in order to avoid doing the 

cleaning? Is there a humorous poem or a dark story hiding in the 

housework/lack of housework? 
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And When 

“Blue lights sequence incessantly -  
LED-blips strung at life's corners,” 
 

The title for this poem comes from – 

of all places! – the film Dude, Where’s 

my Car? There’s a hilarious drive-

thru scene where the order-taker 

says ‘And then’ after every item 

ordered: and then, and then, and 

then… As this poem is in some ways 

a list of my different medical 

afflictions, changing this phrase 

slightly to ‘And When’ seemed an 

appropriate title. 

For me, the poem opens in the 

feeling of emptiness and depression 

that may be a separate disease in 

itself but seems to be a side-effect of 

other illnesses too. These have 

included bursitis in one hip, glasses 

from the age of ten (for myopia and 

astigmatism) and diabetes – hence the abnormal pancreas. 

I guess all of us are aware of death. When I was young, it was 

something that happened to other people, already old, such as 

my Nanna. My Grandad, who also had diabetes, lived with us 

while I was a teenager. He lost his eyesight to diabetes and had 

one of his legs amputated because of diabetic complications, 

before dying while I was still at university.  

Slightly later in my twenties, I lost a first young friend. Having 

babies also revealed my own vulnerabilities. At 27, giving birth 
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to my elder son, I had an emergency C-section and blood 

transfusion. Death was no longer something that happened to 

the old, it was something that could happen to anyone.  

It isn’t only death that I fear; I worry too about complications 

from 35+ years of diabetes. One day, when a doctor tests my 

reflexes with his hammer, I expect my bones will sing or play 

notes back to him. Whether the tune will be a glockenspiel 

version of “Welcome to the House of Fun…’ or a xylophone 

variation on the ‘Donnie Darko’ theme music, I don’t know. But it 

will almost probably be off-key! 

Meantime, I swim, walk, have my eyes checked regularly and try 

to keep my weight at a healthy level. Every year without any 

diabetic complications is something to be grateful for. 

 

Discussion Point 

How are hard sounds, unconnected images and pace used in this 

poem to create a sense of strangeness, fear and unavoidable 

inevitability?  

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

What colour would you associate most with growing old? Can 

you create a poem or story focussed around this colour that 

explores what you fear about or hope for in middle age or when 

you reach retirement? (Jenny Joseph’s ‘Warning’ may provide 

further inspiration. This can be found online at: 

http://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poetry/poems/warni

ng .) 

http://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poetry/poems/warning
http://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poetry/poems/warning
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Home 

 
“my childhood laughter 
is dislodged from old gables. 
Unsettled dust layers my wet face.” 
 

This poem links back in many ways to my earlier ‘Nomadic’. 

Having moved around a bit as a child and adult, I’ve never really 

had a town or house that I identify with as home. The closest 

that I get to pinning down ‘home’ is in emotions. A sense of being 

relaxed, safe, comfortable, loved.  

One actual place I identified with for ages is Selsey, on the Sussex 

coast, where I lived for ten years as a young child. This house 

was close to the sea and, for years after we moved, I was angry at 

having had to leave. I missed the place. Or, more accurately, I 

missed the nostalgic memories my mind had turned the place 

into. 

I think I did go back to visit Selsey once, briefly, and realised that 

it simply made me sad because I no longer belonged there. This 

poem is a fictional visit in my head. It’s my attempt too to come 
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to terms not with my own mortality but my parents’. I can’t even 

begin to imagine what life without them would be like. 

Discussion Point 

What effects do the abstract images and the missing links 

between the more concrete images create in this poem? Is it 

unsettling? If so, when and where does the poem start to feel this 

way? Does this help prepare you for the poem’s ending? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Remember back to/imagine your or a fictional character’s ideal 

or worst home. Use all the senses to evoke both the place and 

how you/your character feels about it. If you’re writing a story, 

imagine you/your character is forced to move away, or that a 

stranger comes to stay for a long time. What happens? 
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Losing Faith 

“Give them a bigger tank to swim in: 
a glassed reality of gravel and weeds.” 
 

I was brought up with a relatively 

strong Christian background. We went 

to church every Sunday right through 

my teens, I was confirmed, in the choir 

and almost went to a church school. 

When I got to university, I began to 

question how much of my faith was 

belief and how much was habit. After I 

got together with my later husband in 

the final year at university, I began to 

consider the possibilities of a 

pantheistic god. At first frightening, the 

thought of us all being part of one 

bigger whole soon began to feel more 

natural. But did I believe in such a god 

or just living as part of a community 

where we’re all connected in some 

way?  

Buddhism also seemed to have many appealing qualities. 

However, I was still aware that these might simply be ways of 

trying to escape from reality and neatly explain the inexplicable. 

When we had children, I wanted to give them some kind of 

spiritual background to start from, and, for a while, returning to 

church seemed the right thing to do. 

These days, I don’t believe in any one particular faith. If I’m 

asked if I believe in God, I’ll hesitate. I’d like there to be a god, 

but realise this may be wishful thinking. One thing that doesn’t 
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go when faith is lost, at least not for me, is the need for there to 

be meaning. Maybe this is the greatest thing that any faith does – 

give some kind of sense to life and death. Stronger than my belief 

in God is the belief that somehow everything must have a point 

or purpose. Is this because I once had faith and lost it? Is it part 

of what some may label the God gene? Or does it go deeper than 

that, does an essential part of being human include the need for 

meaning, hope and purpose? I don’t know. But I do think my 

depressions have been linked to this need. When you start to 

challenge a deeply held belief that this world has meaning with 

the possibility that life is completely random and unfair, then I 

guess bleakness isn’t a particularly surprising response. 

As I’ve got older, instead of fearing the unknownness of not 

having faith, I’ve tried to take comfort in it. The state of not 

knowing, or not being sure, is actually one where all things still 

remain possible. 

 

Discussion Point 

How effective is the goldfish analogy for making an abstract loss 

(faith) more tangible? Is this more or less effective than 

focussing instead on a more direct specific example of this loss? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Think of an abstract loss – faith, innocence, hope, love… Try to 
write about it in a way that makes the abstract notion more 
tangible, be it using an analogy or a specific example or examples 
that typify such a loss. 
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Past Sacrificial 
“Twelve eyes of flattened metal, 
hole-punched with night.” 
 

This poem was drafted at a 

time when I was feeling very 

aware of the fact that current 

poetry trends favour the 

specific, and often the 

(apparently) real. If you don’t 

have a particularly exciting or 

interesting life, then this means 

looking hard to find or adapt 

specifics that will make good 

poetry. 

Right up until the very last moment, I wasn’t sure about this 

poem as a whole. I was happy with the sounds and punctuation 

effects in the first stanza, and the overall imagery, particularly 

the eyes ‘hole-punched with night’. I had tried to make 12 

ordinary sprats extraordinary yet, at the end of the day, it was 

still a poem about fish! 

This is where Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘The Fish’ comes in as an 

influence. Her poem which is at one level ‘just about a fish’ is 

actually a wonderful poem about so much more. Linking into her 

poem with the rainbow hooks (recalling, hopefully, the Bishop 

lines that epigraph plenty-fish*), I hoped to set my poem in a 

wider context. 

I also hope that placing it next to the fish of ‘Losing Faith’, its title 

‘Past Sacrificial’ and the number 12 (like the apostles) might 

bring some connotations of faith, without hammering this aspect 

home. 
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There was still something that was missing, something that 

didn’t quite click in the poem. I could sense it, feedback 

suggested it, yet neither I nor those commenting had pinned 

down what it was. 

A last-minute flash of clarity brought me a new ending, one that 

seemed to capture the shadow that had been in the back of my 

mind while writing but had taken a long time to rise to the 

surface – “the slipperiness of life, | and death’s strong stench.” 

For me, this is still one of the more modest poems in plenty-fish. 

However, sprats are quite small, modest fish, and most of us live 

quite modest, unshowy lives. 

 

*“… – until everything 

    was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow! 

    And I let the fish go.” 

 

 

Discussion Point 

Are all the little details of precise description necessary in this 

poem and used to good effect? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Pick a shop that you know well, whether it’s a high street 

independent, artisan boutique, national chain or supermarket. 

Imagine what secret life is hidden beneath the shelves, what 

might happen there after hours or the journey one of the items 

on sale might have taken before it ended up there… 
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Transplanted 

 
 
“From these 'ghost' chambers  
hollowed into pig and rat hearts,” 
 

‘Transplanted’ was inspired by a newspaper article about 

scientists researching how to grow human hearts from stem 

cells. Or, at least, I think that’s what they were doing. It was a few 

years ago and I can’t remember the precise article, or be sure 

that I ever fully understood the experiments, even in a simplified 

news story. 

I am very much in awe of science’s miracles, for the most part 

without question. Like it or not, as a diabetic, I am only alive 

today because of past medical research and invention. But 

human history does seem to have a structure whereby solving a 

problem creates a different one to be faced later. Perhaps this is 

inevitable, and is fine as long as there is always another solution. 

I do believe it’s important though to think out what we’re doing 



 

71 

 

as fully as we can before unleashing a new miracle that may 

potentially create a new problem. When I follow this kind of line 

of thought, I have a tendency to link back to faith/lack of faith 

and the idea of the tree of knowledge. 

Like the animal hearts, this poem was very much hollowed out 

from its original drafts until it found this relatively spare, 

repetition-with-a-difference structure. I hope that the ‘cruelly’ of 

the final line will also put readers in mind of the opening line to 

T.S Eliot’s The Waste Land: “April is the cruellest month…” 

 

Discussion Point 

What do the italicised repetition with a difference lines bring to 

this poem? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Imagine you are a scientist growing something in a petri dish. 
What are you growing and why? How do you look after and 
protect it? What sacrifices might be needed to ensure its 
survival? What risks are involved for you? And for the wider 
world?
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Some Prayer 
“Forget gravity, forget north - 

this force is in all directions.” 
 
With depression, I’ve found 

that there are many cruel 

months, many hard days. 

Focussing on the senses and 

paying attention to the small, 

very real details of life can 

help. This kind of mindfulness tends to work best for me when 

applied to observing things in nature. Even in its changing 

seasons, there’s something constant and reassuring about how 

the natural world continues no matter what.  

 

The notion of osmosis here is about viewing the world as one 

whole made of many (moving) parts, including me. Also the 

sense of going with the flow, ‘que sera sera’ (whatever will be, 

will be). For me, there’s some ease in realising the small part that 

personal pain plays in a much bigger picture. Most things have 

silver linings or work out in some way in the end, so long as I 

allow myself to see the good as well as the bad. 

 

One thing I try to remember with writing is that the joy is in 

creation and crafting. When I get a rejection, a piece doesn’t 

work out as I’d hoped, or I feel low about the publicity and 

promotion side (not an introvert’s favourite part of publication), 

I can dwell on it and feel bad. (This happens and I do feel 

rubbish.) Or I can throw myself back into writing – editing the 

rejected piece to create something even stronger or working on 

a completely new and different idea. 
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Publication, performance and prizes can give an external 

perspective. This is particularly valuable to me in an anonymous 

setting where my work stands on its own right, separated from 

me, uninfluenced by networking or friendships. At the same 

time, even these are perspectives. One of the hardest things for 

me on my creative writing MA was accepting that there really is 

no hard and fast this-is-good/bad line. Reaction to art isn’t a 

science, there’s no ph. test. Yet, this subjective aspect of creative 

appreciation also creates space for a great range.  

 

Art involves an implied relationship or communication between 

creator and viewer/audience, so there would be no point at all in 

writing for publication if I wasn’t interested in connecting. But, 

as an introvert, a lot of the paraphernalia that surrounds 

publication tends to take energy. It’s returning to creation itself, 

to the writing and crafting that gives me pep. I’ve come to realise 

that balancing these two differing aspects, along with life’s other 

energy demands, is very important for me. 

 

Discussion Point 

 

What emotions and sensations does this poem evoke? Which 

particular words invite an emotional response rather than 

simply giving a basic relatively factual description? 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

 

What everyday activities or objects have a prayerlike quality for 

you? Where do you/an imaginary character derive energy and 

inspiration? These might be things that are part of your own 

daily routine, rituals you’ve observed in others or an imaginary 

character’s habits. What happens if something interrupts or 

changes these? 
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Meditation on/with/for a Buzz 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“That winter I hang with the bees 
above hibernation and frost.” 
 

For me, this poem is about the almost impossible task of 

concentrating solely on the senses. With every sound, smell, 

taste, sensation, sooner or later thoughts follow. 

The types of meditation I have tried either concentrate on the 

senses or on repeating a mantra as a focus. When the thoughts 

come, I try to observe them and let them go. However, this 

letting go can only happen once I become aware that I am 

already in the grip of thoughts or imagination…by which stage I 

might be half-way to the moon, planning the weekly shop or 

worrying about bills. 



 

75 

 

Outside of meditation itself, come thoughts about thoughts, these 

thoughts framed in language. Separating experience from 

language is hard, even when focussing directly and with as much 

concentration as possible on the senses. Set against this, the 

irony that if I examine any word closely enough, it falls to pieces 

in some way. 

I don’t want to even try to paraphrase the work of linguists like 

Ferdinand de Saussure, simply ask how alike is the word ‘apple’ 

to things we experience as an ‘apple’? The word itself has no 

taste, no colour…yet hear someone use the word and I’m able to 

tap into memories of a certain tang and texture on my tongue.  At 

very least, I have some concept of what they are talking about. Or 

I think I have. But what is the precise essence of appleness in all 

the different varieties – Cox, Pippin, Pink Lady – that we might 

use the word ‘apple’ for?  

Thoughts and questions could chase each other round and round 

for days. Language is a representation, not the actual thing. 

There’s always an arbitrary element to it.  Or, as Shakespeare put 

it in the often paraphrased lines from Romeo and Juliet:  “What's 

in a name? that which we call a rose | By any other name would 

smell as sweet.” 

As for the buzz, well, meditation can bring me a great feeling of 

inner peace, light and clarity. But, by tuning into the senses and 

things around me, I can also come away from meditation feeling 

suddenly more awake and alert – almost buzzing, though not in 

quite such an overly energetic or noisy way. 
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Discussion Points 

1) How easy is it to follow precisely what this poem is 

describing? Does any potential confusion help to actively 

demonstrate the arbitrariness of words? 

2) If you read this aloud – feeling the sounds in your mouth and 

on the tongue, as well as the ear – do any of the words start to 

feel like physical objects in their own right rather than merely 

noise/symbols in a system (if language)? How and in what way? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Focus first on an object. Then focus on the word that you’d use 

for that object. Try saying the word aloud, again and again and 

again. Does the word change the more you say it? What, if any, 

actual direct similarities are there between the object and the 

word for that object? Imagine this word was the word for an 

entirely different object – perhaps one which feels more 

suited/similar in some way to the word. What kind of 

journey/nightmare/experiment/transformation would be 

needed to turn the first object into this second object? Is there a 

poem or story in these observations? Or in the possible reasons 

behind attempting such a change? (For an example of an existing 

fictional transformation, consider the pumpkin that becomes 

Cinderella’s coach.) 
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White 

“It clutches ghosts while we sleep, 
brittles grass, fragments paths, 
corpses leaves.” 
 

In contrast to its name, ‘White’ was written as a poem about the 

darkness of my winter mood. Concentrating at surface level on 

the effects of a frost, it’s also about how depression distorts 

everything – how I see the world sometimes changes overnight. 

Over the years, my depressions have taken different forms. 

Depression, like more physically manifested illnesses such as 

Irritable Bowel Syndrome, seems to be classified more by a wide 

range of different symptoms than anything that may or may not 

be in common as a cause. It’s a wide umbrella, under the brim of 

which I have had bouts of extreme anguish, agitation, emotional 

pain…. At other times, more numbness, tiredness and lethargy.  

None of this is pleasant, though I’ve always been lucky enough to 

still function and carry on regardless. But, I have come to 

wonder if the latter type of depression is also necessary, my 

body’s way perhaps of telling me that I am working too hard and 

need to take a step back. It’s a delicate line to balance between 

enforced recuperation of energy and slipping into utter 

pointlessness. If I heed the signs and take that step back soon 
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enough, it does give me space to see the light kicked up from 

weary trainers and then help my body to rebuild some verve. 

 

Discussion Point 

How far through the poem do you get before you realise what ‘it’ 

might be? What are the effects of not stating this directly at the 

start but instead creating a delayed revelation through small 

hints? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Imagine overnight something happens to you/a fictional 

character while you’re sleeping. Or that something happens to 

the world around you/your fictional character. What do you 

wake to? How do you know that something’s different? What 

happens next? 
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Re. Composition 

“Light shifts. I see a French knot, 
legs unpicking silk stitches,” 
 

This poem about the perfectness of a small ant was directly 

inspired by a Magma submissions call for poems about beauty. 

It’s about an ant, but also the nature of beauty itself and what the 

arts consider beauty. 

Based on a real instant in my life, I no longer have the photo that 

inspired it. (The picture wasn’t a prize-winner but both the 

poppy and ant were striking.) As it’s not a moment that I’ve re-

created in any of my later photos, it exists now only in this poem. 

However, the pictures below maybe capture an essence of what 

it is to focus in almost microscopic detail on small creatures 

easily overlooked or dismissed. 

Discussion Point 
 
How do you think/feel /react 
to the jagged mix of long and 
short lines? Why? 
 
Inspiration/Writing Prompt 
 
Remember/Imagine either an 
attempt at something that fails 
or when a big plan goes wrong. 
What happens? How do you/ 
your fictional character(s) deal 
with it? What unexpected good 
things might result from this? 
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In the Ointment 

 
 
“...Always a fly, 
the smallest of things, 
this full stop with wings” 
 

This poem was directly inspired by a Verse Kraken prompt and 

call-out for pieces related to The Tantalizing Fly, featuring Max 

Fleischer’ silent cartoon character Koko the Clown. 

 

My thoughts flew from one film/literary fly to another with as 

much wordplay as possible in between. This isn’t a poem that 

wants or needs to be taken too seriously, more one to be enjoyed 

for the momentary buzz and dance of language. 
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Discussion Point 

What kind of poem is this? Comic linguistic word play? Whimsy? 

Or are there more serious observations about language and life 

underlying it? 

Writing/Inspiration Prompts 

1) Take a punctuation mark. Think of real things that resemble it 

in some way. Can these be combined to construct a narrative, 

create a humorous poem or make a point? 

2) Take an existing poem or story that you’ve written which isn’t 

quite working. Choose one type of punctuation mark in it. Try re-

writing the entire poem/story using only that one type of 

punctuation mark. Alternatively, re-draft the whole piece 

without using that type of punctuation mark in it at all. 
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His Wife 

“The psychologist stares; tick. 
As if eyes are glass openings, 
and he's trying to lift the catch; 
 
click…” 
 

In contrast to the preceding 

poem, ‘His Wife’ is full of 

serious intentional attention 

and gaze.  

 

The plotline is imagining what it must be like to be married to an 

over-worked psychologist. The conceit this is explored through 

is the mind resembling a clock in its inner workings and the care 

taken in observing and tinkering/fine-tuning these.  

 

Conceits aren’t to every readers’ taste, and don’t seem especially 

popular at the moment. However, this one gave me plenty of 

scope for word play – such as the line about the brain’s 

pendulum ending in an exclamation mark before this pendulum 

is described as like an exclamation, its movement then stopped 

in a line ending with a full stop.  The poem is also full of –ick, 

-ock sounds. But these don’t sound as regularly as you’d expect 

from a clock’s normally functioning tick-tock. 

 

Meanwhile, on the narration front, as the psychologist is 

examining his wife’s mind, the narrator (like the wife, perhaps) 

is examining the psychologist’s inner workings… 
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Discussion Point 

 

Do you notice the –ock, -op, -ick, -its sounds as you read the 

poem? Do they work effectively to illustrate and enhance the 

contents? 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

 

You/a fictional character are running out of time to do 

something important. What is it? Why does it matter? What will 

happen if it doesn’t get done in time? Use this as a poem/story 

outline. Alternatively, try imagining your/ a fictional character’s 

bucket list. What is on there and why? What does the list reveal 

about personality/lifestyle? Does it suggest a narrative plot?
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Shells 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Now he is hunched emptiness, 
face buried in their bed.” 
 

Sometimes, when I’m adopting an unfamiliar character’s 

perspective in a poem, I will use the first person to help me get 

close to that experience. Likewise, when I am dealing with things 

that are very personal, I may use the third person to distance me 

and provide some objectivity. The ‘sometimes’ is very important 

here, as it would be a mistake to think every ‘she’ in my poems is 

me, or vice versa.  

‘Shells’ is very much inspired though by trying to look at myself 

from the outside, when suffering with depression. As I’d started 

considering myself from others’ viewpoints, it seemed important 

to consider the effects my depression might have on people 
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around me. I can’t begin to understand how hard the worst times 

must be for my husband, though he’s always so strong. 

The practice of putting on a bright face while suffering inside my 

shell is partly a coping mechanism – habits give life a structure 

when all other structure seems lost. Paradoxically though, 

there’s a freedom too in letting impressions, feelings, life flow 

around me without trying to capture them.  

A shell is fixed by its own rigid shape if not its contents. Water’s 

fluidity is dictated mainly by the forces applied to it and the 

shape of the space left open to it. When I’m with people I trust, 

there’s safety and relief in letting negative emotions flow. Also, a 

sense that there’s still something of me there, albeit very hard to 

hold still in one fixed state. 

 

Discussion Point 

Is this more a narrative sequence, a sequence based on contrasts 

like brittle fixedness and soft fluidity, a conceit…? If you feel it 

has various different elements, which is strongest overall? Do 

the different parts of the sequence perform distinctly different 

functions? How do these parts work within the whole? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take an existing poem or short story you’ve written. Keep one 

word from each line/sentence/paragraph. Let these words work 

as the shell for a new poem/story. Now fill in the rest.  (If you 

can, give yourself permission to simply follow the flow of 

thoughts and inspiration as they arise. If you’d like extra 

structure, try a theme such as the sea/beach/holidays/water.) 
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Van Gogh’s Other Mistress 

 
 
“she hears his ear unspiral; 
her teeth crunch on bone." 
 

This poem started as a play with ideas and images. On the one 

hand, the intrigue of imagining if Van Gogh had had a secret 

mistress undocumented by history. On the other, the fact that an 

obsessive artist’s art often claims as much time as any lover 

would. Painting is the queen of all mistresses. 

Obviously, Van Gogh’s ear had to play a role – it would be 

betraying his artistic myth/celebrity to leave it out. The images I 

chose are a mixture of details from some of his most famous 

pieces and synesthetic indulgence of my own. This is a poem that 

I really enjoyed writing. 

 



 

87 

 

Discussion Point 

How acceptable is it to mix fact and 

fiction in a poem about a real 

person, even if they’re dead? What 

are the moral obligations when 

presenting such work to readers? 

How does a writer balance 

imaginative freedom with factual 

accuracy? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Choose a painting or series of 

paintings by a dead artist. Research 

the painter’s background. Imagine 

the undocumented daily details of their life. Can you write a 

poem/story combining factual details about them, actual aspects 

of/images from their art and how you personally imagine their 

life?
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Pied 

 
 
“Night digs at the sun, buries its dirt 
in her nails. The music's bruise turns...” 
 

One of the few good things about diabetes is that it has made me 

wary of drugs. Low blood sugars (hypos) are unpleasant enough 

without the worry of substances that might bring on a hypo, 

make the experience worse or mask the important symptoms of 

a dangerously low blood sugar level. 

That said, I’ve been to Amsterdam, have had my fair share of 

alcohol over-indulgence, watched ‘Trainspotting’ and read about 

addiction, sex trafficking, exploitation… A drug-toxic abusive, 

squat-set relationship seemed perfect, therefore, for a 

contemporary poetry version of the Pied Piper tale. 

Outside of the poem (with its bleak antecedent), I’m almost sure 

that the heroine eventually escapes, though inevitably not 
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without the experience leaving its traces on her character and 

outlook on life. I have great admiration for all the individuals, 

human rights campaigners and charities that offer practical help 

to those in such situations. 

 

Discussion Point 

Does using myth/folklore as a framing backdrop for this 

contemporary scenario add depth and weight? Does referencing 

this fictional element distract from the gritty reality or add a 

necessary protective/distancing layer for anyone reading it who 

has experienced something similar? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take a traditional fairytale/myth/urban legend and create your 
own modern real-life version. For an extra layer/twist, consider 
giving the main role to a character who only plays a minor part 
in the original. 
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through glass 
“That changeling inside her, 
its stained-glass feathers clinking…” 
 

This sequence is another third-

person narration which isn’t strictly 

autobiographical yet is based on my 

personal experiences with 

depression. 

The chapel in the fourth part is 

actually the chapter house at 

Worcester Cathedral, where that 

section of the poem was written in 

response to a Worcester Cathedral 

Poets workshop. 

Again in this poem, my pull towards 

water, and purpose. 

Discussion Point 

Does this poem successfully focus 

on two things (glass and water) that 

reappear significantly at various 

points in the narrator’s lifetime? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Imagine that you see and experience the world through a layer of 

water, glass, rose-coloured spectacles, cellophane, mist, a 

mirror… How does this change you/your experiences? 
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Museum Offering 

“This fossil alters the shape of my palm. 
Flesh moulds to its mineral coldness,” 
 

The simple yet beautiful seed fern 

fossil is a key example of something 

that puts the smallness of each 

individual life into perspective. More 

of it remains, and recorded so 

beautifully in stone, than is ever likely 

to be found of me that many millions 

of years later. 

In some ways, this poem echoes back 

to ‘Elliptic’. Cold stone is set in 

contrast to warm, loud, continuing 

current life; the holding of mankind or personal history in the 

hand as a reminder of the importance of life, and making the 

most of that life. 

Discussion Point 

This poem is structured in 4-line stanzas with a final concluding 

couplet (all non-rhyming). Does this change in structure at the 

end of the poem work? Why? What are the general advantages 

and pitfalls of a concluding couplet, or a final stanza that’s half 

the length of a poem’s other regular length stanzas? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Close your hand to a fist. Now open it. Imagine something is 

revealed in your palm, be it a physical object, your lifeline, a 

scar… What inspiration, narrative or insights might this 

imagined ‘thing’ evoke? How? Why? Where did it come from? 

And what do you do with it next? 
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The Hummingbird Case 

“This case shimmers with lives 
spun from sun, textured 
with oceans, forests, skies...” 
 

This poem was inspired by a Natural History Museum exhibit. I 

was torn between awe at the birds’ beauty and horror at them 

being killed and stuffed simply for decoration. 

Mostly, we live in a different world now, though it would be a 

mistake to think that animals aren’t still slaughtered in some 

areas of world for greed and people’s need to own something 

beautiful. To do nothing seems wrong, yet it isn’t always easy to 

know how to change things. Words are my best tool, though 

these are nothing without people on the ground actively working 

to make a difference. 

Discussion Point 

This poem was published in a 

Magma issue considering 

‘beauty’. What other abstract 

qualities does this poem 

illustrate or make you think 

about? How and why? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Visit a museum – for real or 

online. Pick an exhibit. 

Describe it using as many 

senses as possible. Imagine 

how it ended up there, the 

stories it might tell and what wisdoms it might reveal? 
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“the giant stride of our electric men, | their wired arms flying heat and light | 

into these cold, dark landscapes.” 

 

Bewitching 

“The porch collects birch twigs, cats 
and a spellbinding past...” 
 

Another not strictly autobiographical poem, ‘Bewitching’ was 

inspired by staying with family in the grounds of Muncaster 

Castle at Halloween. The crucifix lodge is real; the specific details 

of cats and mushrooms added to strengthen the poem’s overall 

thrust. 

 

For me, this is a poem not about magic but perspective. There’s 

the way that unfamiliar countryside traditions might seem 

strange to outsiders, to the point of herbal cures being labelled 

magic or sorcery. By contrast, isn’t electricity, which we all take 

now as an everyday fact, just as magical in its own way? And 

what about all the phenomena that science and logic still can’t 

explain? 

 

Discussion Point 
 
How necessary is the footnote in this poem? What are the 
potential benefits and disadvantages of footnotes in general? 
When would or wouldn’t you use them? 
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Inspiration/Writing Prompts 

 
1) What does your/a fictional character’s porch collect? Are 
there any secrets hidden in the dark corners, beneath the roof 
tiles or behind cobwebs? 
 
2) Choose a modern invention that has become so much of 
your/a fictional character’s everyday that you/they take it for 
granted. What happens if this is lost? And if it had never been 
invented at all? How would life change? How do you/they adapt? 
What might be invented instead? 
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Looking Back In Fragments  

“The echo of his whispers   fills your mind with snow; 
a blizzard of thoughts           swirled 
to red-edged numbness.” 

Now one of the most experimental pieces in the collection, this 

was once a straightforward, mainstream, free-verse poem 

combining landscape and lost love, based in part on the photos 

on the next page. As such, there were many lines and images that 

I was attached to, but nothing to lift it above this.  

Breaking the poem into different fragments made it far more 

interesting for me. By combining it with the footnote poem, 

‘not(e) a poetics of glass/water’, both pieces took on more 

layers, and became a fragmented narrative with plenty of space, 

I hope, for the reader’s imagination to wonder and play.
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not(e) a poetics of glass/water  

 
 
“6. As water trickles through rock.” 
 

Form-wise, this was influenced by reading the footnote poems in 

Kristina Marie Darling’s Petrarchan. Originally, my main page 

was blank above the footnote lines, until I realised that I could 

add more depth and layers by attaching it to a relevant different 

poem. 

Word play, myth and slights of thought loosely based around 

water and glass came together to create the somewhat disjointed 

contents. The resultant piece is close to being an ars poetica or 

treatise of a poet’s practice and intentions. The observations and 

ideas contained in the footnotes are meant to have some 

relevance of their own, to reflect and refract the linked poem and 

to shed some slanted light on other poems in the collection. 

The thoughts aren’t just about art or living life as an artist 

though, they’re also about human nature more generally. We all 

have habits, for example. When these work well, they can be a 

thing of ease, efficiency and speed. However, they can be a short-

cut to cliché, damaging thoughts/behaviour and a rut that’s hard 

to escape. 
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Some things in life are clear and easy to understand logically, 

others less so. Yet, where there’s no clear semantic or scientific 

meaning, there may still be understanding through the senses 

and emotions. Or vice versa, when things have a logical clarity 

that’s at odds with emotional or instinctive responses. 

 

Discussion Point 

What are your underlying beliefs as reader and/or writer about 

what a good poem should be or do? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Choose a theme that appeals to you. Try writing a poem/story 

for this theme that deliberately omits great chunks of 

narrative/detail that you would normally include. Consider 

using a numbered list or bullet points to do this. (Rather than 

starting from scratch, another way to approach this might be to 

apply the technique to a draft version of an unfinished 

poem/story.) 
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The Philosopher’s Magnum Opus 

 
“Strangely, no real effort is required, 

only time, and the sea’s tidal wisdom.” 
 

Alchemy is a mysterious, ancient philosophical and 

protoscientific tradition to draw upon.  It was also the prompt 

for this poem, written specifically for the art and poetry 

anthology Drifting Down the Lane. 

In alchemy, the magnum opus is a term for the transformational 

process of changing raw materials into the philosopher’s stone 

or the efforts to discover this stone. The philosopher’s stone 

itself is a legendary alchemical substance capable of turning base 

metals into gold.   
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Translated as ‘the great work’, magnum opus has been applied 

metaphorically to artists’ greatest achievements. The 

philosopher’s stone too has many other metaphorical meanings 

and values, including symbolising perfection and enlightenment. 

But perhaps true pearls of wisdom don’t require so much effort. 

Maybe awareness of our effects on others and using words with 

care is the real philosopher’s stone. 

 

Discussion Point 

How well do the conversational snippets fit into this poem? Do 

you think this is helped or made harder by the poem’s rhythm 

and couplet structure? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Where might you/a fictional character find a modern-day 

philosopher’s stone? What would you/they use it to transform 

and why? What unexpected effects might this have? 
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Raindrop on a Red Leaf 

“His hand cupping a spider, wrist trembling; 
a thin branch in the wind,” 
 

The main story 

behind my plenty-

fish poem ‘Raindrop 

on a Red Leaf’ starts 

with a photo of such 

a raindrop on a leaf. 

I took this picture 

on a walk across a 

local park in 

September 2011.  

 

However, this 10-

line poem has an 

unwritten epilogue 

that starts much 

further back in time. 

This pre-poem story 

has two angles. The 

first is the literary 

influence of Jacques 

Prévert. His work 

first got me hooked 

on poetry, and 

features explicitly in 

my plenty-fish poem ‘The je ne sais quoi of it’. That Prévert was a 

screenwriter as well as a poet can be seen in his poems’ imagery. 

 

The second influence is part-literary – the “What is this life if, full 

of care, |We have no time to stand and stare?” of William Henry 
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Davies’ ‘Leisure’, and William Blake’s “To see a World in a Grain 

of Sand...” (‘Auguries of Innocence’). It’s also part-mindfulness 

and the notion of living in the moment as a way of dealing with, 

or reacting against, the otherwise generally fast pace of modern 

society. Writing the poem, I set out to capture snapshots of some 

of those moments in life that cause an inner gasp and leave a 

lasting mark in the memory. 

 

The resulting poem was one of three chosen, along with 

corresponding spectrogram (sound wave-forms) art that I 

created from their lines, to be displayed on Worcestershire 

buses as a Worcestershire Arts Partnership/CBS Outdoors/First 

Capital Connect commission in June-Aug 2013. 

 
"suspension of time itself" 

The poem, based on emotionally moving moments, and 

physically moving when on the buses, has another element of 

movement. It’s one of a few poems in plenty-fish where lines 

move, or shape-shift, according to their medium. 

 

‘Raindrop on a Red Leaf’ concludes with a couplet circling back 

to the title image metaphorically. On the page, in the collection, 

the final line is: “on the wet leaves of two tongues.” But, read 

aloud without the words on the page visible, “tongues” is easily 

misheard as “tongs” or “tonnes”. Fortunately, the poem is free 

verse and not welded to a fixed metre. So, in readings, I often add 

an extra two-syllable word right at the end, to help clarify on the 

sound front and also make explicit what lies between the lines of 

the page version: “on the wet leaves of two tongues, kissing.” 
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"suspension of time itself" 

 
Discussion Points 

1) How closely does the central image in each couplet link to the 

other couplet’s images/moments? Does the poem leave enough 

space for the reader to make their own connections? 

2) What relationship does the title ‘Raindrop on a Red Leaf’ have 

with the poem’s contents? Is a connection between the two clear 

when you first start reading? If not, when does some 

linking/interpretation become possible? And does it take on new 

meaning(s) by the end of the poem? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Imagine a photo album of five important snapshots from your/a 

fictional character’s life. Can you use these to create a narrative, 

or a bigger snapshot of your/their personality? Try to use either 

the final image or the title alone to hint at the most important 

snapshot or a way of reading all these snapshots. 

“suspension of time itself" 



 

103 

 

Too Modest 

“A rhythm river trimmed 
      with reeds, 
               silver fish & light slivers” 
  
Lorine Niedecker 

  was a great 

 American poet 

 

Paring back 

  language 

to its skeleton 

  

This spare frame 

graced with 

 natural music 

 

Please read her 

 & feel yourself 

reeled in 

 

by each line 
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Discussion Point 
 
How spare can a poem get before it’s too spare? Why? What 
functions might the white space around the words fulfil – in this 
poem and in general?  
 
Inspiration/ Writing Prompt 
 
Choose a writer that you really admire. Can you create a poem or 
story that reflects this admiration – either by directly drawing on 
their life and work, or by using a technique, theme or style that’s 
characteristic of their writing? Alternatively, imagine you’re in a 
room with them. What would you talk about? You could present 
this piece in a faux-interview style or using conversation only. 
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From Grasmere 
“fisticuff birdsong 
cold creeps through cracks, rattles doors 
ice hardens edges” 
 

I’m not a Wordsworth scholar. What 

interests me about the Wordsworths is 

as much the siblingship as the literary. 

However, given that William and 

Dorothy both wrote – albeit in different 

ways – this necessarily spills into the 

nature of their siblingship. 

 

I’ve read, but not scrutinised, The Grasmere and Alfoxden 

Journals by Dorothy Wordsworth. That she may have been 

behind or involved in the formation of some of William 

Wordsworth’s most celebrated lines haunts me. 

 

The renga* – or my adapted version of this – seemed perfect for 

the poem because it’s a collaborative form. The words in italics 

may be viewed as Dorothy’s voice and the unitalicised lines part 

William’s viewpoint, part outside narrator considering the 

relationship between them, its impact on William Wordsworth’s 

writing and a more generalised glance at women’s perceived 

roles at the time. 

 

I deliberately chose not to incorporate actual lines from Dorothy 

Wordsworth’s journals into the poem because I wanted to 

capture the idea that there might have been passing words, 

conversations or jottings from Dorothy Wordsworth that fed 

into her brother’s work but weren’t preserved or haven’t yet 

been found. 
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* Simplifying greatly, a renga is a Japanese collaborative poem which takes 
the form of a haiku (traditionally explained as a stanza with lines of 5, 7, 5 
syllables/sound units) followed by two lines with 7-syllables/sound units. 

Discussion Points 
 
1) Although it might seem ironic to use a Japanese form when 
looking at an English poet and his sister, does the chosen form 
help the poem achieve what it sets out to do?  
 
2) Does this poem’s adaptation of the tradition renga enhance 
the poem/form in this context? How much change to an existing 
form is acceptable and why? When is a form changed so much 
that it becomes a new form? How can forms developed in one 
language retain their whole essence when put to work in an 
entirely different language? (In such circumstances, is some 
compromise/adaptation inevitably required?) 
 
Inspiration/Writing Prompt 
 
Record your observations of an outdoors scene or your own 
daily activities in a series of condensed images, using five or 
seven syllables (or words if you prefer) in each line or sentence. 
Either continue using this structure as you turn these into a 
poem/story, or try alternating short lines/sentences with longer 
ones.  Notice how this alters rhythm and pace. Try to use these 
different effects carefully to enhance the overall story/poem. 
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Against Candlelight 

 
“As marbled wax melts, flickers 
of unknown lives beckon 
from fire's hypnotic chaining.” 
 

‘Against Candlelight’ is a poem that has several particular 

significances for me. It is typical of my use of the first person and 

it’s the plenty-fish poem that went through the most changes 

post-submission of the collection to Jane Commane at Nine 

Arches Press.  

 

In poetry, there seems to be a greater tendency for readers to 

link the ‘I’ of a poem to the writer, where they wouldn’t make 

that connection between a novelist and their first-person 

narrator. Perhaps because I wrote short fiction before I wrote 

poetry, I tend to use first person in a poem as I would in a short 

story. That is to say, I choose first, second or third person as a 

technique, because of the different relationships they can build 

with the reader, rather than as a choice of, for example, writing 

in a confessional style. 
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Over the years, I have written first-person poems in the voices of 

shells, seed-fern fossils, a barmaid mermaid and a grief-stricken 

father, amongst others. There’s something of me in all of my 

poetry (in first, second and third-person narration) yet few of 

my poems are fully autobiographical or confessional. 

‘Against Candlelight’ is quite typical of my first-person poems in 

taking something from my life and then playing with it in a 

fictional way. The poem, then entitled Wicks, started life as 

observations of a candle on my desk. The wick had burnt down 

to nothing, so I had to use a piece of string as my makeshift wick 

in order to use it. Early versions of the poem had descriptions of 

the candle as magma and the wick as like roots threading down 

through cracked rock. Alongside these, various abstractions 

drawn from my brain’s metaphorical connections. 

The poem being fairly newly written when I had to submit my 

full manuscript to Nine Arches, it was sent in this still unfinished 

state. I cringe about that now. But it was a poem which I knew 

meant something, even as another part of my brain knew that I 

hadn’t yet quite identified that ‘something’. I don’t recall exactly 

what Jane said, I simply know it was one of the poems that most 

needed work, and that her feedback really focussed my mind.  
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The poem already contained the hypnotic nature of flames 

linking to past generations that have fire-gazed before us. The 

root connotations led naturally to similar thoughts, yet were 

themselves too obvious. The poem also needed to lose some 

abstractions, then find some specifics that would help it connect 

and hopefully carry more emotional resonance. 

Family trees seemed to be the answer. But this is where fiction 

mixes with reality. I’ve never researched my family tree. My 

mother has, and through her I know a little of our likely Welsh, 

German, Belgian…roots. For me though, it’s enough to feel that 

general sense of ancestry behind me. I’m more interested in how 

history lives on through the present, and general changes in 

society and attitudes over the centuries than my own specific 

family background. However, this poem was a chance to explore 

some of the things that might be discovered in my or anyone’s 

family tree. And to think of the black sheep or family skeletons 

which could be revealed. 

The poem ‘Against Candlelight’ that I sent back to Jane Commane 

in my revised manuscript was very different from the original 

‘Wicks’. Later, in the final proofing stages of plenty-fish, the last 

amendment. The poem had finished with the line: “then pinch 

out its heat.” But I was aware that I had used a similar phrase in 

a poem in The Magnetic Diaries (Knives, Forks and Spoons 

Press). As I was writing about an unwed mother in ‘Against 

Candlelight’, the fact that “burn” is very similar to “bairn” 

seemed to provide the sadly appropriate final word: “then pinch 

out its burn.” 
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Above: June 2014 version, then entitled Wicks.  

(‘Against Candlelight’ in its final printed form is a poem that usually shape-

shifts too when I read aloud to an audience. Its ellipsis, which is hard to signal 

clearly off the page, is replaced by ‘perhaps’ and extra emphasis added with an 

‘All’ before ‘Bones’ at the start of the sixth stanza.) 
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Discussion Point 

 

Compare the two versions of this poem. What has been done to 

improve it? Is there anything you would have changed 

differently? 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

 

Use either fire or stone as your theme. Draft a poem that’s either 

all in very short lines (to create a wick shape) or in very long 

dense lines (creating a boulder shape). If you’d like more guiding 

structure, try to include the following words/ideas in your poem 

(perhaps one per stanza): crater, chaining, exist, makeshift, thief, 

feed.
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Snatches of the Rivers and Moor 

 
“In stubbled grass, stags arch. 
Sparked clouds held high, patches 
of sky hang from their antlers.” 
 

The Hope Bourne Poetry Competition, run by the Exmoor 

Society, was an annual prize for poems featuring Exmoor. 

Although my parents have a place in Somerset, my visits to 

Exmoor as an adult were mainly around the Minehead area. 

When I decide to enter the 2012 competition, I had no personal 

memories to draw upon, so I started by researching on the 

Exmoor Society website. 

This is the resulting poem. The three-line stanzas are all based 

on photos I found on the Exmoor Society website. The right-

aligned two-line stanzas are an emotional response to them, 

with the aim of creating a poem that carries myth, landscape, 
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and the peace and wonder of stepping back to admire nature in 

the area.  

I love reading this poem aloud, and was delighted when it won 

second prize in that year’s competition. 

 

Discussion Point 

1) Do you recognise this form as similar to the structure used in 

‘From Grasmere’? Do you hear the alternate stanzas as two 

different voices? 

2) What sense of time do you have in this poem, and why? 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Pick a landscape that you know well. Think about the people you 

associate with it. Take two of them, or imagine two fictional 

characters, and use a conversation between them to evoke the 

landscape. If writing a poem, try left aligning one voice and right 

aligning the other. If writing a story, use the conversation to 

imply a narrative as well as evoking the setting. 
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Endurance 

“Stubborn roots draw up strength 
from the land's glacial inheritance.” 

 

As an adult, my gardens have never been landscaped lawns, 

weeded flowerbeds and neat paths. Mostly, they have been 

patches of land and grass where nature is allowed to do nature’s 

thing so long as it doesn’t impinge on foundations or safety. 

 

When we lived in Lichfield, fox cubs used to visit. In our current 

Droitwich home, birds sing, grey squirrels play and blackberries 

thrive. We also had a one-metre tall dandelion. 

 

I suspect this dandelion was forced to grow so high in order to 

get enough light for growth. As such, it became the inspiration 

for this poem about family heritage and nature set alongside 

man, both enduring.  
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The dandelion is now gone. The poem survived, but only after 

drastic pruning. I’m particularly indebted on this front to my MA 

portfolio tutor, Jean Sprackland, for her suggestion that I take 

Ted Hughes’ ‘Thistles’ as an exemplar in expanding my initial 

inspiration. 

 

Discussion Point 

If you hadn’t just read about ‘Thistle’ as inspiration, could you 

have guessed this from the poem? How/why? 

Inspiration/Writing 

Prompt 

Choose a plant from 

your garden/a nearby 

natural area. Start by 

simply observing and 

noting down what you 

see. Then research 

about it. How does the 

world look from the 

plant’s ground height/ 

perspective? If it were a 

person, what kind of 

person? What human 

qualities might it 

embody/evoke? 

Imagine this plant now 

in an unexpected setting. How did it get there and why? What 

would a passer-by do or think if they suddenly stumbled upon it? 
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Oil and Water  

“The black spot is on our hands.” 
 

Initial inspiration for this poem came not from the news, politics 

or environmental concerns but sheer appreciation of Earth’s 

beauty when viewed from above.  

The opening details come from observations that I jotted down 

while on a plane back from Cork after I was chosen for the 

Coventry-Cork twin cities poets exchange. This trip to Ireland 

had made me think a great deal about history embedded in the 

land and, from the plane windows, I could imagine the world 

below set out in archaeological layers.  

It’s hard for me to write about landscape and nature though 

without considering what’s happening in terms of wars, 

pollution and environmental damage. The T.S. Eliot framework 

from The Waste Land, drawing on older Fisher King legend, 

seemed inevitable. 



 

117 

 

Around this time, I read a newspaper article on the effects of 

fracking in Texas. Fracking has always concerned me. Scientific 

figures about its safety may be cited, but statistics in politician’s 

hands often seem to be wielded like dangerous weapons. My 

common sense and instinct say that submitting the land to such 

immense pressure and not expecting it to have potentially 

drastic effects is folly. (I have seen documentaries on the 

possibilities of supervolcano eruptions in the Yellowstone Park 

and how far away the impacts of this might be felt.  In a way, 

fracking feels like the physical, geographical equivalent of a 

panic attack – on a worldwide tectonic-plate scale!) 

Within these considerations, I chose to play with a shifting ‘they’ 

to explore the way modern western society seems to pass blame 

and avoid taking responsibility wherever possible. But ignoring 

the reality has to end somewhere, we cannot wash our hands of 

everything. Ultimately, it’s our world and we all have to play our 

part in it and the state we leave it in for future generations. 

I’m also very grateful to James Byrne for his editorial suggestions 

when he accepted this poem for The Wolf magazine. 
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Discussion Points 

1) What contrasts are used in 

this poem and to what effect 

(history/current 

news/politics, line lengths, 

punctuation/not…)? 

2) Consider the different 

possibilities and 

restrictions offered by 

poetry as protest and poetry 

as a witnessing. 

 

Inspiration/Writing Prompt 

Take a recent news story or 

current political situation 

that you’re not happy 

about. Are there any 

historical or literary 

precedents that brought to 

mind by the current state? In 

what way? What might happen 

if such a historic/literary character 

met his modern counterpart? 
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Smile 

Once upon a time there was a little girl, a little girl of about six or 

seven, a little girl of eleven or twelve, a little girl of 39, going on 

40. Poetry pulsed through her but her heart was lined with 

spikes, arteries thick with icicles. 

 

Every day, the little girl said, “When I grow up, I want to be 

happy.” 

 

Every day, a wise man whispered back in the wind’s howl, the 

sea’s leap and crash, the sand’s sift and shift, the river’s rush and 

ebb, the leaves’ crackle and settle, petals’ blow and drift, loose 

feathers’ lift and sigh. Sometimes this whisper was so hushed 

that it was impossible to hear clearly. Yet, when she listened 

carefully, there was a sense of meaning. 

 

What the wise man said, sometimes softly, sometimes sharply, 

was:  
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“First, you must learn what happiness is.  

 

“If you cannot laugh, start by practising a smile. 

 

“Slowly  

 

“– day by day –  

 

“curve your life to this.” 

 

 

Writing Prompt 

 

Write a poem/story inspired by the picture on the previous 

page. Smile as you do this! 
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Writing Exercises 

The following series of quick-fire, object-based exercises may be 

used in two ways. 

Those wishing to explore their pain/personal experiences in 

writing, may use these exercises to find a different way into that 

experience e.g. look at how the object is similar to, different to or 

gives a new slant to that event. This may be a different or 

unusual viewpoint or a different aspect or approach to it. (If an 

exercise brings up unwanted feelings at any point, please do 

stop. The aim is to turn negative experiences into something 

artistic not to relive the pain.) 

For those wishing to move away from personal pain, the aim is 

to concentrate directly on the external object. Connecting with 

the senses in relation to that object is a means of focussing 

attention externally, rather than internally. Hopefully, this will 

bring you into the moment, raising awareness of the world 

around you and its poem or story. 

For each of the following exercises, please choose your object 

before reading that exercise. Don’t spend too long considering 

what to choose as your object, try to make the choice 

instinctively or to use the nearest thing to hand. Better still, ask 

someone else to choose each object for you. 

1. CHOOSE AN OBJECT 

Draw this object in one free-flow i.e. without allowing your pen 

to leave the paper. Don’t worry about the result or spend more 

than about five minutes on this. The aim is mostly to free up the 

mind and maybe allow you to see your object in a different way 

or from a different viewpoint.  
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2. CHOOSE A NEW OBJECT 

Write about this object, using all of your senses except for sight. 

Don’t worry about making this into anything resembling a poem 

or story. The words may fall naturally into a rhythm or shape. 

But, if they don’t, treat this as making notes which might yield a 

phrase or idea that you can develop later. Allow 10 mins for this. 

If you come to a finishing point before that, then read it back to 

yourself and ring any phrase which might prove useful as the 

window onto an entirely different poem. 

3. CHOOSE A NEW OBJECT 

Imagine your object could speak. What would it say? How would 

it say it? Whom would it say it to? Would it speak in slang, dialect 

or archaically? Does it speak in an existing language, have its 

own language or make sounds that don’t resemble language at 

all? What would make it stop talking? Or, if it refuses to speak, 

what might persuade it to communicate? 

4. CHOOSE A NEW OBJECT 

Write down seven questions that you’d like your new object to 

answer. This might take the form of a Pablo Neruda-style poem 

written only in questions, or the questions might become doors 

into poems that  later answer them. Allow 10 mins for this. 

5. CHOOSE A NEW OBJECT 

Now, write notes or a poem outline or story scenario where the 

new object answers one or more of the questions that you 

constructed for your previous object. Allow around 10-15 

minutes for this but do feel free to carry on writing if you have a 

poem or story emerging. 
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6. CHOOSE A NEW OBJECT 

Take this object to a room or place where you wouldn’t normally 

expect to find it. What’s it doing there? How does it feel being 

there? How do you feel about it being there? 

7. TAKE TWO OF THE OBJECTS ALREADY CHOSEN 

Place these objects side by side. Do they belong together or are 

they like chalk and cheese? Why? Could they ever belong 

together? What would happen if they could never be separated? 

 

AFTERWARDS 

The aim of all seven exercise isn’t necessarily to create a finished 

poem or story, though it’s great if that does happen. 

If it doesn’t, take these notes as starting points that might be 

explored further in different ways or yield a phrase that you can 

develop as a poem or story title. 

I’ve suggested six objects and seven exercises. You could go back 

now and apply all of the exercises to one object in a single poem 

or story. 

Enjoy! 
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For all those I love, 

ghosts or otherwise 

& 

the other quantum worlds 

with all our missing words  

& 

multiple presents/presence  

with (in)finite possibilities 

xXx 

 

 


