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For my grandmothers,
who’d most likely have disowned me
for most of what is written here,
but whose conversations, time and tellings-off
have inspired at least half of it

and for my mum,
who is such a good mum
who told me so much more than her mum told her,
who was told almost nothing by her mother




SEVEN WAYS TO READ THIS BOOK

You don’t need to be told how to read a book. I imagine this isn’t the first book you’ve ever read. If it is, then I’m very honoured that you’re here, and wish you the best of luck. I’ve been told I’m an easy read so hopefully it’ll be all right.

I am writing this because the book you’re possibly about to read is not only fairly long, especially for a poetry-ish book, it’s also quite an odd mixture of memories in prose and essays and then poems and some short stories in between.

Thing is, I love poetry – poetry is what I write the most – but I also love chatting and, amongst other hobbies, chatting is probably what I do the most. In terms of reading, non-fiction is what I read the most. I like it all.

If a poem is ‘good enough’ it should manage to stand alone without the reader or listener being given any back story or explanation to it. I believe this, and hope the poems in here can stand by themselves if needed. Despite this, when I read a poem written by someone else, I really like knowing a bit more about it. At live readings, I sometimes like the intros to the poems as much as the poems themselves.

When reading poetry books, I tend to delve behind the scenes first, or rummage around a bit in the poem’s history, partly because I find it interesting and sometimes, in all honesty, because I have no idea what the poem is about and I want to know. Sometimes poetry makes me feel a bit stupid. Sometimes I like this and let the words wash over me; sometimes I just want to know what is happening.

I also like to know other things about poems; why a poem was written, when, even where if it was in an exciting place or a pub I can then visit and sit in. I’ve stayed in Brown’s Hotel as part of the Laugharne Festival in Wales and I swear the rosé, despite being the sort of luminous pink hen do syrup that I still order even though it gives me the worst hangovers, had just a hint of Dylan Thomas’s pen ink to it.

One of my favourite poems in the world is Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum est’. For me, it’s significant to know that whilst he wrote this war poem from personal experience as a young soldier, a poem supposedly drafted in Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh after he suffered shell shock in the Somme, Lord Tennyson wrote ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (which is one of my least favourite poems) after reading a newspaper story in The Times whilst he was Poet Laureate.

So this book is a mix of poems I’ve written and some of the memories, thoughts or research that inspired them. It is sorted into seven themed sections with a short story between each section. There is no real reason for these stories other than that I also love writing stories and sometimes when I’m reading non-fiction or poetry I crave a story.

So I hope you enjoy reading this book, however you choose to do so. Here are some possibilities:

1. From start to finish, in that order, if you have the time and desire. For the most immersive read – as in, if you fancy doing the thing I love to do and read books in the places where they were written or set or thought of, perhaps even drinking the drink that was being drunk whilst the writing took place, then you might read this book either on an uncomfortable stool by an old metal desk next to your bed; in your bed between 11 p.m. and 2 a.m. when your kid (or pretend kid) has finally gone fully to sleep; on the train journey between Peterborough and Edinburgh staring at the east coast cliffs drinking tea sucked up through a Twix; in the Box Café in Cambridge slurping the best lentil soup the world offers; in Dukes Bar in Yorkhill, Glasgow drinking rosé or Prosecco with someone you want to either kiss or play chess with, or both.

For the most immersive experience reading the ‘Blood’ section of this book, I’d say wait till the heaviest, most cramping day of your period, or, if you don’t have periods, then read this section whilst punching yourself lightly in the womb area whilst staining your pants with tomato ketchup or brown sauce. For the most immersive experience reading the ‘Masturbation’ section, just take your time and choose the bits you like best.

2. Read the poems as you would in a book with just poems in it. If you’re only here for the poems and want to read them without all the intros and outros and explanations and stories, then there’s an index of poems at the back that you can use instead of the contents page.

3. From start to finish but skip the poems.

I wrote another book called Nobody Told Me. It had prose and poetry like this one. I was told by a lovely audience member after a gig in Cardiff that they really enjoyed it, but of course skipped all the poems. Of course. They said it just like that, almost like it was a given; a compliment even. I was slightly insulted but then remembered I also used to do this with Roald Dahl books I read as a kid. I hated when poems in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory ‘got in the way’ of the story. I angrily ignored them all.

I really love poetry so I’d be slightly sad if you did read the book this way, without at least trying a couple of poems out, but it’s also OK if you want. Just don’t tell me at a gig.

4. Dip in and out as you wish.

There is an underlying order to this book and I spent quite a long time working it out. That said, it’s in no way vital. All the sections can be flicked through on their own.

So if you fancy a poem about pigeons or rainbows one minute and then a short story about birth the next, then just have a little leaf through the pages or the poetry index and see what jumps out at you. My titles aren’t too obscure. The poem about pigeons is called ‘dublin pigeon’. The poem about rainbows is called ‘rainbow’. The birth story is called ‘Push’.

5. Pretend to read it but don’t actually read it.

You might not have chosen this book yourself; you might have had it bought for you. As far as I can tell from book signings after gigs, this is often done by well-meaning parents, carers or aunties passing presents to teenage children. Sometimes a friend to a friend.

Perhaps the person who gave this book to you said, ‘You’ll love this poet,’ but you don’t think you will. Perhaps they used my mum’s most dreaded word ‘should’ when they gave it to you, as if reading this book is a moral necessity.

If this is the case, and you don’t really want to read it, but don’t want to insult your friend/dad/auntie, then I’d recommend reading the first prose bit of each section and then the following poems: ‘magic show’, ‘fingering to ed sheeran’s shape of you’, ‘pink or blue’, ‘when i am dead, will you finally shut the fuck up?’ and ‘like otters’, because these are the most commented on online and at gigs and therefore statistically the ones whoever bought this book will most likely have heard.

6. If you’re just here for the fingering poems, and all good if you are, then you will find these near the end of the ‘Masturbation’ section.

7. If you’re mainly here to read about my grandmothers, which I would also understand, then the section entitled ‘Endings’ unfortunately contains most of the stories about them.
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