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INTRODUCTION

iv

This collection of  poetry has been compiled and edited by Birkbeck BA 
Creative Writing students in the final year of  our degree. Submissions 
were requested from all current BACW students, and we were delighted 
to receive over seventy in all.  We would like to thank everyone who sent 
in one or more of  their poems. 

The selection and editing of  the poems was a collective and 
collaborative process, and we would like to thank our contributors for 
giving up their time to answer additional questions and attend photo-
graphic shoots, and also for agreeing to the very few edits that we felt 
were necessary. We kept these to a minimum as it was decided that the 
true voice of  each poet should be heard above all. In this regard, we 
were fortunate to receive poems where very little editing was necessary.  

We would like to thank Max McLaughlin, who allowed us to use his 
wonderful artwork for the front cover, and Liane Strauss for her wise 
words, her encouragement, and for finding time in her busy schedule to 
write the foreword. Finally, we’d like to thank Benjamin Wood and Julia 
Bell for their help and advice with this publishing project. 

We believe this journal displays the high calibre and variety of  
talent that is emerging from Birkbeck’s BACW, and we hope you enjoy 
reading 45 Square as much as we enjoyed producing it.  

The Editors, 45 Square 2015
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LIANE STRAUSS 

FOREWORD

v

Poetry is a sort of  high wire act, one foot balancing on a slender line, just the right amount 
of  taut, just the right amount of  slack, as the other dips its toes into thin air. That makes 
poets funambulists and explains why we always hold our breath when we read a poem, 
and also why we come to poetry with such high hopes: not merely expecting more of  its 
language, rhetoric and form than we do of  its brother and sisters on and off  the page but, 
at the same time, requiring all that accuracy and elegance to point to something finer, and 
bigger, beyond all that we can see and hear and admire on the surface.

The first challenge of  the poet is always: How to track down what can’t be seen 
through what can. The second is: How to prove that the poem has earned what it has 
stumbled upon, but to do so as if  it were effortless, a moment of  grace. The last is: How to 
carry off  the pleasure in the imaginative play of  performance without falling. In between the 
second and the last, of  course, lie countless, precise others.

The poets collected here each find their own way of  meeting those challenges, and 
keeping their balance. Walter Jones never loses his in the finely honed, nimble poems whose 
every step requires a recalibration in his reader. Every word points forward in more than 
one direction as it looks back over its shoulder; every line seems to contemplate stepping 
free of  the poem like a bird roosting on a precipice; and the poems themselves keep paring 
themselves down as if  they are daring the page to try to swallow them whole. This radical 
ambivalence is on display in the poem whose title, no more, seems itself  to pull apart at the 
seams. Here it is in full:

no more

the moon 
a bullet  
in the sky    
in the brain  
of  heaven

brain of  heaven
brain     of  heaven
think me till I want
no more want
no more
think me 
still I want 
no more
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Sam Langworth’s poems are delicate, satirical exercises in synecdoche, balancing a slyly 
and perfectly representative piece of  the world we live in against all that is imperfect about 
that world. Thus, “the sun [that] has locked itself/ in the toilet that is always engaged” on a 
commuter train heading out of  London, and also Andy’s pen as it describe an ornate facade 
on the pad he balances on his knees as he rides home on that train as it ‘flashes and sings 
down the tracks’, and of  which it, the pen itself, is a microcosm. Just so, Langworth’s poems 
negotiate the ornate facades of  contemporary London as they flash and sing past the college 
kids who are less hot on themselves than they appear to be; the city suits who are colder than 
anyone imagines; the council estate on which, thanks to the modern miracle of  social media, a 
puddle caused by blocked plumbing becomes a hero; and the metaphysical thirst of  motorists 
in traffic jams.

The foundry, in Tim Lewes Gibbon’s Rust Town, exists, and subsides, between two worlds, 
that of  the ‘workless youth’ who ‘howl obscenities/ And smash what is left / Unbroken’ and 
the ‘older men (their grandfathers)’ who ‘Beat, with hammers, on hot metal/ And made the 
wealth/ That went elsewhere’. The poem, as it proceeds down the page, unbroken by stanzas, 
treading between past and present, labour and spoliation, promise and culmination, fact and 
parenthetical, marks the moment at which the act of  human production broke down, following, 
as it tells us to do, ‘the iron track,/ through the weeds’.

As the speaker in Ruth Livingstone’s poem Final Track sits by her father’s bedside and 
‘the needle jumps’ to replay the ‘well-worn/ track’ of  her father’s last words, the poem itself  
emulates the vinyl, recording the experience of  listening to a recording, ‘the endless record/ 
stuck’. These are the kinds of  resonant iterations that populate Livingstone’s poems, like the 
acorns hitting the ground in Acorns Falling, signalling the beginning of  the end of  the year, 
and embodying the first sign of  a new beginning. Love Letters is a poem of  reverse iterations, 
the erasure of  meaning, and feeling, as the letters of  the word love dissolve from a love letter 
of  a poem that begins with all the potential hope implied in the word ‘if’, itself  immune to the 
experiment.

In Vanessa MacDonald’s poetry, the acorn falling is a symbol of  an altogether other order: 

One long scrape on the tin
from a falling acorn, 
and you would count the seconds 
 One Mississippi
 Two Mississippi 
 Three Mississippi 
until it hit the patch of  grass
below your window. 

vi
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MacDonald’s poems dwell in the suspenseful suspended moment between one event, or mo-
ment of  consciousness, and the next, infinitely expanding, until it pops: ‘before you remember/ 
there are no oaks here’, or dissolves, like the ‘trembling clumps’ of  the manifestations of  
angels in the sweltering church of  Absolved, or is transmuted, as the stream ‘that looks… like 
it’s dragging itself/ through the mud/ and the sun and the garbage/ to get away’ flows into the 
dirt-streaked windows of  the telephone box ‘that hold me/ and only me’.

 Zero Hours Dawn Chorus delivers that remarkable thing, the voice of  a first-person 
plural consciousness. Like MacDonald’s windows, the window in Lorna Menzie’s poem also 
serves as an image of  isolation and confinement, but the watcher at the window can see, and 
hear, the free-wheeling exultation of  this chorus of  women in the street, and she imagines 
they can see her, too: ‘Where dis flock going, we hear she think.’ In spite of  the directive that 
closes the poem in its sole moment of  direct speech, no mere closing of  the curtains could 
dispel the magic of  this vision.

Felicity Stephen’s The Night Was Ingenious-long, and Tipsy ingeniously captures the 
experience of  being drunk on words—‘He’d read one too many’—as it describes a night the 
speaker and her companion ‘rowed a river of  Guinness’. James Joyce is not only this poem’s 
muse, he is one of  its characters, supplanting Big Man, who has other fish to fry. The night 
spent on the shores of  the Liffey with ‘Old James’ transforms the speaker who, ‘[d]iscovering 
myself, sunrise,/ in a beginning… heard myself  singing’.

The extraordinary thing about a Jeremy Curtis poem is its exuberance. It takes us by 
surprise the way the postcard that arrives at the end of  In Savernake Forest distracts the 
speaker from his own morbid reflections on the meaning of  the entire horror-film-ish experi-
ence the poem has been at pains to elaborate, shoed like a pesky fly out a window. Even when 
these poems end up where they started (The goldfish doesn’t like you) they feel like verbal 
Houdinis, shaking off  their shackles, emerging from the tank. These poems are teeming with 
life, but they don’t dwell on it, more intent on turning the next corner, as one speaker after 
another outmanoeuvres the world’s continuous stream of  disappearing acts—‘All that I know/ 
is moving away/ from me’—with his own: ‘and the next thing I knew… I was gone’.  

Tightrope walkers, dreamers, birdwatchers, singers, magicians—keep a close eye on 
these poets as they step over the threshold here at Gordon Square into fully fledged writing 
lives. And as for this emblematic volume, I’d say, along with the speaker in Zero Hours Dawn 
Chorus: ‘It’s one to keep’.

Liane Strauss, May 2015

vii



45 Square 2015    |    Page 8

I bring him down in a wile
of  words as white as wool.
Tales, in gravel, heel, pelter,
water, lock and hook.

A long voice leaps through
seed and sound and solid bone,
the skies close tight as fists
to fight the dying light.

Swallowing a man with darkness  
for his eyes, once below a time,
the sea burst bottles, boats and corks,
turning burning brandy into wine;

a nothing sea into the sea,
the sea, the sea incarnadine.

WALTER JONES 

DYLAN THOMAS IS UPSTAIRS



Favourite word: sea

Three things I’d put in a box: time, the beginning and the end.

Poetic breakfast: French toast, blueberries and hot maple syrup, in a word.
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WALTER JONES 

GOODBYE, MR CHARLIE

Mr Charlie is dead and now
Everybody knows his name.
They’re queuing up to buy him.
 
Another issue.
Another run.
It’s 7am and
Mr Charlie is sold out.
 
Bury him with Voltaire,
with Rousseau and the rest
of  the prophets saying:
we always knew he’d die
Mr Charlie, goodbye

now I am older I try not
to be too clever too
bold or brave or good
wisdom they say is the trade
the turn the told-you-so
a bitter pill but I prefer to spit  
so let them say that 

when my golden day has come I
was a hunter at the edge of  night
shouldering my shadow like a gun   
waiting for the perfect round   
to shoot my way into the sun

EDGE OF NIGHT
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WALTER JONES 

SOHO, WINTER

sky slips over
trees barely
covering the
last xmas
lights in pubs
halfway down
the street
a sign

the moon 
a bullet  
in the sky    
in the brain  
of  heaven

brain of  heaven
brain  of  heaven
think me till I want
no more want
no more
think me 
still I want 
no more

NO MORE
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SAM LANGWORTH 

ANDY’S SKETCHING AN ORNATE 
FACADE

on our way home from work.
And the train flashes and sings down the tracks
like Andy’s pen on Andy’s pad.
The sun has locked itself
in the toilet that’s always engaged.
Outside, the world is a blackened thumb,
so I can’t see the infinite plains rolling by,
only feel their throbbing presence.
Then the college kids get on,
and they sit with us knee-to-knee.
My trouser’s creases are razorblades.
We’ll all be drunk later;
the kids are confident about their chances
of  getting served at Londis again.
And when one of  them notices Andy’s pad,
he nods and says: ‘Pretty cool, man.’



Favourite word: ineffable

Three things I’d put in a box: another three boxes.

Poetic breakfast: Champagne
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On the icy platform, the penguins waddle flipper to flipper,
nudging each other’s damp coats. The bitter wind narrows

their focus on the end of  their beaks. As you well know,
ethologists, their slow shuffle betrays a desire,

one occasionally diverted by a jaunty tail stirring the feathers, but nevertheless
raging in their snowball brains hardened into fists of  ice

at this time of  day when all that a penguin wants
is to wreak a crazed pecking on its hungry brothers and sisters,

to stand at the front of  the queue,
an emperor in its winter world,

the first to dive in and claim
its smelly goal.

SAM LANGWORTH 

AS YOU WELL KNOW, ETHOLOGISTS
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I didn’t expect this, either –
the glass-bottled water, the conference phone,
the medium-length hair.
You don’t need a golden ticket to see what’s going on in there. And?
What about that kooky signage?
Do they not walk out under it every weekday evening, and travel onward
fingering second-hand Metros, pissing about on their phones?
Believe me; I share your disappointment.
Until I happened on this renovated factory,
I had assumed it would take minds far greater than mine
to unravel their – evidently chimerical – machinations.
But from this busy London street, you can see for yourself:
the absence of  an Oompa Loompa manager
instructing his Oompa Loompa assistants
to secrete themselves in our collective consciousness
like tiny ideas about the way we eat chocolate.

SAM LANGWORTH 

THEIR EVIDENTLY CHIMERICAL 
MACHINATIONS
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In mild annoyance, Phillip sat and pondered
the rear of  the idling community bus.

From his position in the jam, it appeared to him
as a deep blue square on an orange sky.

He imagined himself  immaterial, drifting,
like smoke on a swamp,

through the easy-access door and the sticky realm
of  Hazel’s new perm, into the border of  sky,

in which he could make out, as if  ripping the skin from a simple satsuma
and channelling its mysterious juice so that it rained over his raw lips,

other doorways: a field of  frost on a black night,
white light on hot sand.

Phillip’s mouth was a desert from the lunchtime special.
My God, he was thirsty.

SAM LANGWORTH 

BLUE ON ORANGE
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SAM LANGWORTH 

THE PUDDLE THAT BECAME A FLOOD

started out life on a tough estate where the progeny of  small-time gang-
sters would kick puddles about for fun. The clouds from which the puddle 
came, it goes without saying, were distant and amorphous, their promises 
having the texture of  wool. For a long time, the puddle’s existence was only 
acknowledged in the way people stepped around it. But despite these early 
setbacks, the puddle grew, determined to beat the bullies and to bear its 
soul to the world that had overlooked it (somewhat understandably, given 
the turbid nature of  the puddle’s surface). And the puddle continued to 
thrive. Soon, it had outgrown the estate it once called home, appearing 
in back gardens and front rooms almost overnight. People began taking 
photos of  the puddle, and then photos with the puddle, and sharing those 
photos on social media, which supplemented the many conversations al-
ready taking place there about the puddle. Journalists scrawled notes at 
the puddle’s edge. If  the puddle could have articulated itself, it would have 
drawn a comparison with someone like Martin Luther King, its long-held 
dreams finally starting to come true. (Unfortunately, the majority of  the 
hacks’ ‘scoops’ made unsubstantiated claims, which may still form the sub-
ject of  litigation on the puddle’s behalf.) Then the TV crews showed up, and 
the puddle was broadcast to millions on a regular basis. At this point, the 
leaders of  the three main parties wisely decided to make a formal visit to the 
puddle, in the hope that they might learn how to pour themselves into the 
minds of  the British public. Of  course, as is the way with these things, the 
puddle’s tenure of  the spotlight was brief. Our drains were unblocked and 
the puddle’s reach dwindled. One morning, we woke to find that the puddle 
had evaporated. Wanting to offer a modicum of  solace, I managed to obtain 
permission from the local authority to write the puddle’s official biography, 
which I’m intending to preface with a dedicatory poem in a watery font. I’ve 
been conducting interviews, too. Here’s Jill, the person who first discovered 
the puddle: The thing is, it didn’t matter how big the puddle got because, 
whenever you looked into it, you saw yourself  reflected.
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TIM LEWES GIBBON 

LAUGHTER

Laughter
Amid the Monday mourning,
Breaking the respectful silence
For the weekend gone.
A man with wind-combed hair and beard
Clings to a concrete island in the road,
Not dressed but bound in rags and rope.
What hurricane has beached him here?
What storm has swept away home and family,
Washed out his mind and left it clean of  sense?
But the laughter—
Rich and loud above the sea of  traffic.
‘Robinson Crusoe, teach me to laugh,
And I’ll be your Man Friday
Among the happy mad
On your island.’
But we’re anchored fast to our rock;
By Respectability, Accountability,
Words, heavier than iron chains.
So, like all the rest, I look away,
And walk with funeral tread,
My eyes fixed upon my feet.



Favourite word: momentum, one of  
those words whose meaning lies within 
the sound. It’s a Newton’s cradle of  a 
word in the shape it makes on the page, 
the consonants lined up like beads.

Poetic breakfast: a simple one; 
scrambled egg, soft and fluffy, on thick 
buttered wholemeal toast, perhaps add 
a sliver of  anchovy (placed on top in 
the form of  an apostrophe), and fresh 
coffee, made with newly-ground beans.

Into my box I would store a few basic 
essentials. Time is something that one 
will run out of  eventually and it would be 
reassuring to know one had a little extra 
on hand. A good idea, too, would find a 
place. One has these from time to time 
and one can’t always immediately use 
them. Patience, of  course: one loses it 
so easily, and if  one knew where it could 
be found, that would be excellent. 
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TIM LEWES GIBBON 

RUST TOWN
(REDCAR, CLEVELAND)

Follow the iron track
Through the weeds
To the old chimneys.
Ancient soot caught in the rain
Swirls around
Like the ghost of  fires long ago.

Under the rusted skeleton
Of  the foundry,
Workless youth howl obscenities
And smash what is left
Unbroken, in spaces
Where older men (their grandfathers)
Beat, with hammers, on hot metal
And made the wealth
That went elsewhere.

A time before the memory 
Of  the young;
Prehistory almost.
Not stupid, these youths;
There’s shame in their anger
And their hatred.
Left unskilled (to do what?)
Not schooled, but merely
Splashed by education
(As if  in passing).
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I love you. Kiss me.

He’s keeping in the groove
a bitter-sweet riff
while moments 
slip.

I love you. Kiss me.

Needle jumps the song rewinds
eyes open rolling blind
the endless record
stuck.

I love you. Kiss me.

Spent neurones can’t recharge
they’re morphine-fuelled
and won’t shift
stick.
I love you. Kiss me.

My father’s brain is vinyl now
repeating same old lines
of  a well-worn
track.

I love you. Kiss me.
I love you. Kiss me.

But I don’t mind the repetition
can think of  worse words
you might hear
while waiting 
for a song
to end.

RUTH LIVINGSTONE 

FINAL TRACK



Favourite word: serendipity. Closely 
followed by procrastination.

My box would be a writing toolkit: a 
classic fountain pen, a blank notebook, 
and a collection of  old photographs for 
inspiration.

Poetic breakfast: strawberries and cream, 
followed by smoked salmon and scrambled 
egg, followed by chocolate truffles. Washed 
down with fresh filter-coffee. How could you 
not create something beautiful after that?!
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RUTH LIVINGSTONE 

ACORNS FALLING

I like to walk the woods in autumn,
after the mists are risen and the sun
has turned the leaves to crisp.
Past hawthorn, ash and beech,
to where the oak leaves curl and twist
a crackled carpet at my feet.

Stand still, hear,
listen.

A plop-plip
                  drop-drip sound.
As if  young boys were flinging stones around,
as acorns slip and hit the ground.



45 Square 2015    |    Page 24

RUTH LIVINGSTONE 

LOVE LETTERS

i f    y o u   c o m p l e t e l y   r e m o v e
a l l   t h e   l e t t e r s   o f    l o v e

y o u   l e a v e   m e
n  o  t  h  i  n  g

i f    y o u   c o m p l e t e l y   r e m o  e
a l l   t h e   l e t t e r s   o f    l o   e

y o u   l e a   e   m e
n o         t h i n g 

i f    y o u    c o m p e t e  y   r e m o  e
a   t h e   e t t e r s   o   f  o e

y o u    e a  e    m e
n o   t h i n      g

i   f    y o  u    c o m p   t y    r   m o
a  t h     t t r s    o f     o

y o u        a    m
n o t      h i n g

i f      y u    c m p  t  y     r m
a    t h    t t r s     f

y     u     a  m
n     t h i n g
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VANESSA MACDONALD 

THE SOUNDS BEFORE

Sometimes 
just before daylight
you would hear scratching
on the roof.
One long scrape on the tin
from a falling acorn,
and you would count the seconds 
   One Mississippi
   Two Mississippi
   Three Mississippi 
until it hit the patch of  grass
below your window.

When the dark had softened
to butter colours
against the back of  your lids,
you would hear
the scuff  next door:
your brother taking his boots
out from under his bed,
knocking hello 
against your clover wallpaper.

Lifting your arm,
your eyes closed,
you knock back
before realising the knocking 
is outside, mixing with the screams
and smells of  a throbbing bar.
And through the snoring
of  the man, nameless,
beside you,
the trucks rattle past,
spitting exhaust
through the curtains
as the plywood frame shakes
like the thin girls 
scattered on the corner.

They count the hours like you
count the seconds
each morning
before you remember
there are no oaks here.



Favourite word: coyote

What kind of  a box? Is it the 
size of  a house or the size of  
a suitcase? Can I open the box 
again? Will a stranger open it? 
Am I keeping it, or burying it, 
or sending it to Cottonwood or 
Sleepy Hollow or —

Poetic breakfast: forgetting to eat breakfast.
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VANESSA MACDONALD 

ABSOLVED

Three hundred eyes were resting on anything
but the preacher,
looking to the rafters,
at split ends or freckled hands,
waiting for his heavy words
to push aside our sins.
The water tower, its green dome just visible
through pressed curtains,
looked queasy in the August heat;
its stink of  rusty water drifted down the road
and halfway through the service
white choral papers began waving down the aisles –
a surrendering of  sorts –
and the moths, hidden in plaster walls,
started stirring.

Uncertain as our chances,
they wavered near our hairlines,
brushing close enough to catch our sweat
and we, aching for a breeze,
couldn’t bother swatting them away.
With all those wings
beating in our ears
and seeping from our bibles,
we didn’t notice Ava leaning on the table
tipping plastic cups onto cheap
stained fabric

smiling as each moth –
like the sugar in her tea –
settled into trembling clumps
and quietly, submissively,
dissolved.
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VANESSA MACDONALD 

EVERYTHING I LEFT

I believe I was dropped
not into a life, but into my own
limbo
to stare at this stream
that looks like everything
I left,
like it’s dragging itself  
through the mud 
and the sun and the garbage
to get away,
but it never nears anything
resembling hope,
like the dirt on these windows,
more dirt than on me,
more a part of  this place 
than the glass,
and she can hear the dirt
in my voice, in this box,
but she doesn’t help;
she hangs up,
and I’m still here
scraping mud from my palms
with a penny, swearing
and shaking and praying
through these windows
that hold me 
and only me. 
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We congregation of  early birds, no crumb-peckers.
We is feather-fluffers and tune-whistlers cos
We is bread winners.
No scatter at scooter or four by four - too early for dem.
Bird sure-footed, sway slow.
Bathe in weak sun — walk middle of  road.  No hurry.  
No worry.  No train yet.  Station not 
going nowhere, fool.
Laugh loud.  Take time.
Walk slow.  Way to go.
White eye watch.  Curtain twitch,
standing, looking, belly itch.
Where dis flock going, we hear she think.
Why dey so happy, what do dey do?
- Woman, we is happy, how ’bout you?
We wipe rich kid loo in rich kid school.  
How happy you be wiping other kids’ stool?
In the gloom of  the room, a quilted hush,
the husband stirs his sheeted feet.
- Women hoot loud in the street.
Coos and laughter, eyes wiped after -
save the picture, it’s one to keep.
‘Shut the curtain!  Go back to sleep.’

LORNA MENZIE 

ZERO HOURS DAWN CHORUS



My favourite word would have to be ‘Lunch!’ That 
is if  someone else is calling it because it suggests 
a laid table, good food and conversation. If  it’s me 
yelling it upstairs followed by a trudge up two flights 
to hoick off  duvets and shout through the bathroom 
door, well no. It’s all in the context.

Poetic breakfast : To wake me with a smile I’d order 
a glass of  Philip Larkin’s This Be The Verse, then 
a bowlful of  Miracle on St David’s Day by Gillian 
Clarke. Finally a small bittersweet cup of  Buffalo 
Bill’s by E.E. Cummings to set me up for the day. 
Make that a double, please.

Pencil, paper and a rubber in my box. It has taken 
me a long time to realise that these three things will 
take you anywhere; travel without limitations, visas 
or jabs. You are free to roam.
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He (Big Man) and I 
rowed a river of  Guinness, 
at closing time. 
Dublin-bound-happy 
we went to see Joyce.
(An old friend of  mine.) 

In Trinity’s library, 
he’d to be lifted back down 
from the shelves. 
He’d read one too many, 
but was brimming with joy 
seeing ourselves. 

He (Big Man) soon vanished 
(he’d ‘Some freshly-caught 
pollock to fry’). 
Old James and I wandered 
the vastness of  Nonsuch, 
debating the value of  pi. 

We feasted on tiny samosas, 
and barbecued 
Tasty Surprise. 
Then, tired, we lay down 
on the banks of  the Liffey, 
which, of  course, was unwise. 

We were washed over rooftops, 
clinging (for safety) 
to cathedral spires. 
Until cockled, half-drowned, 
we endeavoured (damp matches) 
to light some fires. 

Discovering myself, sunrise, 
in a beginning of  sneezes, 
hangovers and hope, 
chock-full 
of  last century’s literature, 
I knew I could cope. 

I heard myself  singing, 
then speaking 
in occasional rhyme. 
‘til Big Man returned. 
asking ‘Where-the-hell’ve you 
been all this time?’

But Old James who had followed 
me, breathless, 
(on high Guinness Tide) 
said ‘Let’s go back,’ chivalrous, 
‘for the joy of  the craic. 
We’ll fly-drive!’

FELICITY STEPHEN 

THE NIGHT WAS
INGENIOUS-LONG, AND TIPSY



I do not have a favourite word. What? Ok. It is ‘Felic-
ity’. Egocentric? Maybe. But it means happiness. Is 
my turn of  phrase, my writing, felicitous?  I wish… I 
was named after a car. Forget that bit. Felicity, it’s a 
fine word. ‘Absent thee from (me)… awhile,’ some 
bloke said.

Catch the ten fourteen, a Southern train, from 
Hastings; alight somewhere on the South Downs. 
With map and compass, seek out John Agard and 
Grace Nichols. Such poetry under one roof! Buy cup 
of  tea and bun at the station – breakfast may not 
be found. Remember copy of  Staying Alive.

Putting things in boxes is one of  my least favourite 
things.  If  you insist, I will put in three boxes of  
infinity – each containing another, decreasing in 
size, increasing in density. One for ideas. One for 
time. One for friendship. Keep the lid on, or who 
knows what might happen.
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JEREMY CURTIS 

THE GOLDFISH DOESN’T LIKE YOU

one room
four walls
in the centre, a table
on it, a goldfish bowl

the goldfish doesn’t like you
the goldfish knows your name
and it’s talking about you

you never liked me, it says.
that’s OK, we all have our journey
but I need to tell you some things:
here are a few of  them

one, it isn’t funny to give me cheese when you’re drunk.
two, there’s something fundamentally wrong with the way that you live
you’re wasting your life, says the goldfish
you spend half  your time smoking cigarettes and watching shitty game shows
and the other half  
talking to toy penguins
about what cheese is for

and thirdly, it says
oh
there was a third thing
but it escapes me now
damn
this keeps happening
I think
can I get back to you on the fifth thing?

nah, I’m just messing with you the goldfish says
and it chuckles in bubbles

the goldfish doesn’t like you.



My favourite word is febrile, which sounds like a 
feverish cat. I’m not a cat person, but as my mum 
gets closer to death I’m warming to them. Make of  
that what you will. Once it was discombobulating, 
but everyone’s into that one now. Gotta keep ahead 
of  the curve.

My poetic breakfast would be black coffee, bananas, 
burritos. Lots of  ‘literation. It sounds kind of  filling 
though; obviously the bananas would be eaten 
last, then you might want to go back to bed. I’m 
not really a breakfast person. Did you know burrito 
means little donkey? Yeah, everyone does.

I have many boxes in many cupboards, mostly filled 
with polystyrene. Not the dead singer, the packing 
stuff. The dead singer was a Hare Krishna, they’d 
go five days chanting and then flip out. Three things 
for a box: doughnuts (which come in boxes anyway), 
my misspent adulthood, and satisfaction. 
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JEREMY CURTIS 

IN SAVERNAKE FOREST

A 1977 Bedford van, the gearbox replaced by gypsies at Chiseldon pit, around it a hole where 
the rain comes in as you drive along. In the back all your worldly goods: two rotting mattress-
es, a coal burning stove with the fire-bricks knocked out, an iron drainpipe, a sack of  red 
lentils, some Michael Moorcock, a transistor radio. In this mutant jalopy, CRO 73T, you will flee 
Wiltshire, and the loves that failed you, seeking pastures new, but

first growing tired of  Purton Stoke, one midsummer morn, and turned away from Glastonbury 
the previous week, you score some acid, something lightweight, red hearts, and Paddington 
takes you off  into the wilds of  Savernake Forest. Paddington is a glue man, but just for today, 
as the literature says, he’s a hippie punk too, and he pops the acid into his mouth, and you 
are about to neck yours too, but you miss, you were never good with peanuts, and it falls 
through the hole,

it bounces off  the gearbox and is lost. The pair of  you scrabbling around in the dirt with a 
torch, finding nothing, Paddington not wanting to move the van, because it’s dark and he is 
coming up on the acid, and there are no proper mirrors, so you sit and you wait for the dawn, 
which comes at great length, leaking in through broken seals, and you notice the bluebottles, 
and just as you notice them you suddenly hear buzzing, cacophonous, complete, as though

volume has just come on in the world, and you notice the stench, and Paddington smiles 
sweetly, he says, did you hear them? Did you hear the whispering trees? they spoke to me, 
the whispering trees, then noticing the buzzing he leans forward and starts up the van, which 
is done with a screwdriver, the keys are lost, and he coughs something up, winds down his 
window, and in come the flies, they are in your hair, they are around your nose and mouth,

and you close your eyes, you screw them up tight, he throws it into reverse, he backs out of  
the forest at speed, across the road, hitting the opposite bank, dislodging the rear fender 
and he tears down the road, looking for a junction, anywhere but here, fuck did you smell it in 
there he says, did you see those flies man, did you hear them, it smelt like something died in 
there, what the fuck was it man, I’m not still tripping am I? 

and you tell him he isn’t, that you saw and heard it too, and in the coming months, in the Wilds 
of  West Wales, there will be more forests, more trips, none of  them like this one, and one 
evening in Cwmystwyth you hear on the radio of  Michael Ryan, the Hungerford massacre, and 
you think, maybe it was a warning, a mystic premonition, the forest was warning you, but then 
the next day, a postcard comes, saying that you’re a father, and you forget all about it.
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JEREMY CURTIS 

FOR RON DYER

I got the call up in 2005
between jobs, between worlds, between wars
neither dead nor living
I’d been a mechanic for the RAF twice
which made me a reservist
which made it time to start giving.

Not wanting to live all that badly, true
yet not wanting to die on another’s terms
not for the whims of  a medieval monarch
or the corporations
I chose gin
vodka
Caribbean rum
the crack house
thought I’d mull it over.

Coming round, noticing that the month had changed
the season too, those leaves now orange and earthbound
then plodding the hill to mother’s—
have you noticed there’s always a hill?
and that it only ever faces one way?—
but finding only boards
on the windows and doors
I left.

On the way to the curfew I was grabbed by my kin
screaming she’s gone now you fucker, where the shit have you been?
we went inside, had a drink or four
he told me about the bathroom
the blood on the floor
the note on the door
“I can’t live in a world without my son”
our Stevie, adopted
which only left one.
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I’d missed the cremation, inherited two large
walked down side of  the M23
found a barge
at Southampton
that was joining a ship at Plymouth sound
which was bound
for Rio
they needed muscle
I was on
I was in.

I worked 72 hours straight, then couldn’t sleep
only just out of  Europe
into the deep
briny blue.
Then
finding the hold
in an insomniac, overcaffeinated haze
and finding these animals there
or so it seemed
for they dressed in skins
their only interest being
a recycled square of  tin
foil, blackened
like the hope of  all times.

And the next thing I knew:
a beach that went on forever, the sky so blue
and sleeping there, shivering
and still quivering
four days later
in the bus station
waiting to go
to Pedra do Bau



45 Square 2015    |    Page 38

Off  the bus three days, I met Ron
he found me in my room
asked me if  I had ever known true peace.
I was nonplussed
he was an absolute dead-ringer for Danny Dyer, you see
yet his accent
was full on RP
he told about living in the moment
told me about being fishers of  men
I was hungry by then.

He showed me a neat trick I’d learnt in boot camp, but forgot:
that simply by sitting there on the spot
for 20 minutes or more
you could end the war
in your head
forget yourself
then he said:
‘our whole family comes from this’
then he gave me a kiss
told me, ‘pass it on my son’.

For six months, six weeks and six days
we carried on in this vein
negotiating pain
hunger
and disease
with ease

there were almost 144 disciples now
Ron seemed like he was expecting something
to come to pass
soon;
then,
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by the light of  the moon
on the mountain top
as we cracked open our third bottle of  scotch
he slurred
every third
word
and told me of  the mass suicide
we’d all be embarking on
in three days
at 19:21
the year of  his grandfather’s birth
in Mile End
(he had lapsed into cockney by then)
he sang ‘boiled beef  and carrots’
‘roll out the barrel’
‘I’m forever blowing bubbles’
and I sensed trouble.

I waited for him to 
pass out
pulled a blanket over him
considered closing his account
but no
I thought what must be must be
slid down the scree
threw some crackerjack
into my pack
and like that
I was gone.
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JEREMY CURTIS 

AT THE SIDE OF THE ROAD

At the side of  the road
is a broken down penguin
remembering how he got there

At the top of  the hill
is a cop on a tractor
no sideburns and hardly
no hair

And he squints
as he stares
through cracked aviators
as the dead sun bleeds into the sky

At the side of  the road
is a broken down penguin
who’s wondering
why didn’t I die?
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JEREMY CURTIS 

MOVING AWAY

I stripped out my flat
2000 books
100 T-shirts
75 toy penguins
boxed them all up
marked the boxes, Sevilla.

Behind a canvas wardrobe
beneath dust so thick
It lifted out like a sheet,
sat an envelope
with a name, 
Eddie.

Inside was a letter:
placed inside a shoe box,
it had laid under a bed
unopened
for 26 years.

She’d handed it to me,
we’d read it together
then I’d told them about
the streets, the needles, the jails
and the locked wards.

My father cried
I’d not seen him do that
before or since.

Two weeks later
in a squatted farmhouse
in Andalusia
by the banks of  the Tinto
someone put on the radio
after a five hour seshin
of  Soto Zen.

A madwoman played harp
she sang at me in English:
all that I know
is moving away
from me

I walked outside
sat by the river
watched it carry away
all that I knew.

Then:
watching the train depart for Sevilla
feeling like Adam
on day one of  year zero.

All that I know
is moving away
from me.
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45 SQUARE
fortyfivesquarepoetry.com

45 Square 2015 is the second annual poetry anthology to 
be compiled, edited and produced by fourth year students 
on Birkbeck’s Creative Writing BA programme.

Inside, you’ll find poems about puddles and penguins and 
goldfish; drink and drugs; Dylan Thomas and drawing. They 
represent new poetry at its imaginative and vibrant best.

‘Poetry is a sort of  high wire act, one foot balancing on 
a slender line, just the right amount of  taut, just the right 
amount of  slack, as the other dips its toes into thin air. The 
poets collected here each find their own way of  keeping 
their balance.’

Liane Strauss


