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Rachel Long
Rachel Long’s debut collection, My Darling from the Lions 
(Picador, UK, 2020 / Tin House, US, 2021) was shortlisted for the 
Forward Prize for Best First Collection, The Costa Book Award, 
The Rathbones Folio Prize, and The Sunday Times Young Writer 
of the Year Award. The US edition featured in the New York 
Times Book Review, and was named one of the 100 must-read 
books of 2021 by TIME. Long founded and ran Octavia Poetry 
Collective for Women of Colour, which was housed at the 
Southbank Centre, in London, from 2015 to 2020.

Photo: Amaal Said
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YEAR 7

THE IMPOSSIBLE POEM

Empty thoughts fill my mind
If that could possibly be,
There are no words I can seem to find
This seems beyond me.
Blank pages and clear spaces 
Are all that I can see,
There are no signs nor traces
Of what the words should be.
Fog fills my meaningless head
Banishing all my senses,
Confusion bubbles as I fill with dread
Building unbreakable fences.
And still my pen hasn’t touched the page
Of the notebook in my hand,
I am slowly starting to fill with rage
This is not the poem I had planned.

Nora Abu-Ghaida
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REFUGEE 

I looked up at her and said in despair,
What shall become of me?
I’ve no food, water, or a place to stay,
My life is a graveyard of buried hopes,
What shall become of me?

I looked up at her and cried in fear,
What am I going to do?
I’ve no job, family or home,
I live in an impenetrable forest of disappointment, pain, and fear,
What am I going to do?

But amidst my forest of suffering and pain,
There is a tiny bloom of hope,
A rose to be made. 

For I discovered my imagination,
Where I can sing, dance and act,
I am the king,
I am the queen,
And in my head that is a fact.

So that is how my forest grew,
A blazing carpet of bluebells and roses.

Aimee James
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WHY

Once my teachers told me to dream,
Once my parents told me to imagine,
Once my peers told me to create,
And these words inspired all of us,
So we aspired to do our best.

Now we are older we have schoolwork upon schoolwork upon 
schoolwork,
Now we are older we have homework upon homework upon 
homework,
Work upon work upon work.

Now my teachers tell me to think,
Now my parents tell me to study,
Now my peers tell me to write.

But why do they tell us to use our imaginations when sticking 
to the script?
But why are we told to play by the rules when we might not 
even agree to them?
But why do they tell us we play a key part in shaping the future 
when they’re just shaping it themselves through us?

Don’t be afraid to dream, imagine and create,
Even when life gets in the way.
Just to dream,
Just to imagine,
Just to create,
To make a difference.

Elena Lepetit
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WHEN THE SUN SETS 

When the sun sets the malevolent monsters crawl out from their caves,
They are hiding in the haunted houses abandoned years ago,
They make everything seem lifeless and cold.

The ferocious foxes search for scraps of food,
Ripping apart bin bags leaving a trail of rubbish behind them,
They take the food back to their young cubs.

When the sun sets the malicious monster under your bed awakes,
It watches you as you toss and turn in your sleep,
You have nightmares about how it always seems to be there.

When the sun sets the wicked witches assemble,
Casting spells and cursing anyone who gets in their way,
Be careful not to upset them.

When the sun sets the marvellous moon looks over the world,
Half of it glowing as brightly as the stars surrounding it,
The other half hidden forever.

When the sun sets the repulsive robbers appear from the alleyways,
They can find a way to steal anything they want,
Make sure to lock all your doors and windows tonight.

Alice McGivering-Childs 
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ARE YOU?

Dear Life,
As the seconds tick before us
As days move slowly yet ever so fast
And every year opens a page in the story of life
We never quite understand the meaning of you.

Are you the universe?
Are you the wind that blows the trees to make them sway?
Are you the birds that flutter and fly
Or the hours of an endless day?

What about the sun that rises and sets
Or the animals that roam through the night?
Are you the raging black hole deep in the sky
Or just a made-up sight?

Are you a noun, a verb, an adjective?
A metaphor or simile?
Are you those times of anger when one wants to throw a fist
Or times of joy, filled with happiness and bliss?

But if I dive down deep
To find the meaning hidden in this overly complex phrase,
I uncover the truth
The surprisingly simple truth
You are around us in every way. 

Anirdeshya Rajas
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EMOTIONS

Fear is a thing with wheels,
It comes and goes.
Hope is a child,
To each new generation.
Sadness is earth orbiting the sun,
It does not stay for long.
Dreams are a wonderland,
A place where you can imagine anything.
Anger is a lighter,
It can sometimes set alight.
Love is a hug,
It wraps itself around you,
And bleeds into your heart. 

Sienna Roe
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JOURNEY

Awakening by the morning glow
Encompassing radiance 
And renouncing from the shadow

Encountering satisfaction,
And coming across sorrow,
Experiencing dilemma,
And conquering it whole

Time makes one’s way,
Your little one matures,
Life as you know it,
Is one colossal chore

Haltingly years go by,
And you are indisposed 
You perceive your culmination,
Is dreadfully near,
And you reminisce 
Your delightful echo

One too many dreams,
Pile on top of each other,
Frostiness hitting your spine,
Your rasps getting heavier,
And you profoundly say your goodbyes,
Moreover, making your mark,
You gradually diminish into the dark.

Lila Sedjelmaci 
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THE KING AND THE PORTRAIT

As I slipped through the door,
I deeply sighed.
Away from the blinding flashes of cameras,
Away from the pounding questions and noise. 
I wandered through the gigantic house I now lived in.
I found myself in a room full of majestic portraits of 
women and men before me,
I found the one I was looking for,
Looking as fierce as she was inside,
Kindness leaking through her young face,
Capturing her every feature,
Her long silk dress covering the whole portrait,
Almost real,
She was made for the role, not me,
I held out a shaking hand to touch her,
Wanting to hold her,
Whisper to her,
All I felt was the paint-covered paper,
Not the soft warming hands I needed, 
The heavy badges jangled on my chest as I moved,
I could hear my family calling,
Reluctantly I left,
But I swore that as I closed the door someone 
whispered,

‘I love you.’

Chloe Smith



YEAR 8

FREEDOM

Freedom is a soaring bird,
The tip of a wing brushes past the moon,
Tracing the constellations with snowy white feathers,
Reaching for the planets with sunny gold beaks.

Freedom is the whip of the wind in the waves,
The flow of the ocean and the splashes against the shore,
The sea spray like sparks of a firework
Against the endless night. 

Freedom is the glow of a young heart,
The growing light from within, 
Which swells with bursting joy and hope,
At thoughts of the future.

Freedom is courage,
Shouting into the unknown without a care,
Bare feet on a grassy field,
The sun glowing unapologetically. 

Yet freedom is also fear,
It is what lurks underneath the bed,
The rustle from the bushes in a lonely forest,
The floorboard that creaks unexpectedly.

Freedom is an empty space, 
Yet it is also a crowded room,
Freedom is the voice that says, ‘Do it, I dare you’.

Penelope Convey
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TO THE SQUID

Mighty being of sea,
Sweep me from land and set me free.
I may perceive all the truth
If you grace me with your generosity,
The terrestrial world is worsening gradually
And it is getting hard to breathe.
Favour me gills of a fish, and the fins of a shark,
And let us drift side by side,
In the shallows of the coral reefs
Or the depths of the challenger deep,
Just to experience the tide to its fullest
Is a dream I’ll always keep.

Stefania Dlutowski

THE LINGUIST

Speech is complicated,
Like a maze
Twisting and turning.
Sometimes it’s a staircase,
Spiralling down and down.
No way out of this confusion.
But no one can match my silver tongue.

I am a sorceress among linguists.
My voice weaves tapestries with words.
No one can match my wit.
Like a snake charmer, I will lull you,
Envelop you in my speech,
Swaddle you in my colloquy like an infant,
Sugarcoat each word.

You will do my bidding.

Sofia Elworthy
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THE SEA

She breathes with a restless sigh,
Her eyes are bright blue,
Her hair rises and falls,
She never changes clothes,
No matter the weather,
She glistens when the sun looks down,
Her laughter cries as the wind runs by,
But in the calm,
She sings a lullaby,
When we look at her she smiles with charm,
But little do we know,
She’s holding onto secrets,
In her deep, dark heart.

Ella Midgley
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SUNSET DIES TO SUNRISE

When bombs no more shall echo in the skies,
And angel wings spread wide in purest white.
When desperate cries are soothed by loving eyes
Until, at sunrise, hope’s restored in light.

As darkness seeps through raging skies a-blast,
It shows the dreams that go still unfulfilled.
The lives once lost, forever in the past,
And all those hopes and souls that war has killed.

Why can’t the world attain that crimson hue
Of sunrise new to let us rest in peace?
Through sunlit casts, we’d smile with joy so true,
And then our fears and tears at last release.

From death of sunset, red with death and strife
To birth of sunrise, warming us with life.

Yuchen Han
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WHAT HAPPENS TOMORROW

I dream of moments yet unseen
Where skies blush pink with golden sheen.  
A world where every soul might find
The hidden wonders of my mind.

I run with winds through fields of green
And ponder all that life may mean.  
The stars above, they gleam and glow,  
Guiding me through night’s dark flow.

I wish upon the moon’s soft light,  
For strength to soar to reach the height.  
With every stride, I’ll learn and see
Until the truth is clear to me.

Though shadows stretch, both deep and long,  
I’ll face them all, be fast and strong.  
For in my heart, a flame will burn,  
The bright, warm day for which I yearn.

Ainah Hountondji



THE KILLER IN THE NIGHT

Olivia Gaffikin 

22

                 As                         Night

           falls he lurks outside, his eyes

        alight like stars in the sky. Graceful

       he glides away in his realm, he spots 

          his prey up in an elm. Yelps and

                screams reach through my

     window, as streaks appear where claws

had been so. I’m driven inside by the feeling of

     dread, but I must have been rather misled.

          The victim was caught, it met its end;

              a poor old squirrel that couldn’t defend. The devious killer

                       had made it go splat, but it in fact was my sweet, fluffy

                                        cat!



SUNSHINE

In the eve,

Of moon’s reign, you break free,

Your golden light another day born.

Night’s dark sky sees and soon flees,

You rise silently, your presence felt in the light,

Praise and love chanted from those with sweet song.

Beams of sunshine wake the world: slowly ignite, 

Your sunshine glowing o’er us; always strong.

The moon cowers in your luminosity, in awe.

Knowing she could never measure up to you,

Of how high and proud the sun can soar.

In the realm where you stand so blue,

O how brilliantly you gleam,

Sunshine, sunshine.

Our

Silent

Star,

You

Glow

So

Bright;

Sunshine,

Sunshine.

Ines Minjauw Cordero 
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YEAR 9

MY PRINCE CHARMING 
 
The suitors stand all in a line, 
Each bearing gifts to make me shine.
Their titles, money, their power to reign – 
None can soothe this quiet pain.

I nod, I smile, as queens must do, 
But in my heart, I know what’s true.
I wear my mask, I play my part,
No one hears my aching heart.

As I scan the crowd for her soft face,
I fear, one day, I’ll be replaced.
By someone who can give her more,
Who she can publicly adore.

Her beauty wasn’t meant to hide,
Her eyes were never meant to cry.
She is owed a life much richer,
Such a life, I cannot give her.

She stands where I can never reach, 
A silent truth I cannot breach. 
Trapped by rules I cannot bend, 
I lose my love and lose my friend.

I’ll bow to fate, but I confess –
My Prince Charming is a Princess. 

Alice Abbott
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YOU MAY BLAME APHRODITE (~SAPPHO)

I saw Aphrodite,
Smoking a cigarette in my driveway,
Her silky hair curled around her ears,
And the smoke snaking up from her smirking lips,
Smelt heady and sweet
Like honey and bad ideas.

She’d steal lipstick from the corner store on my road,
Then paint her grinning lips cherry red in the window.
And she would laugh at my wide, terrified eyes,
With a sound so like wind chimes in a breeze,
That almost without thinking,
I’d be laughing too.

We skipped school one afternoon,
Ran to the woods and carved our names into the tree bark.
As sap trickled down from shallow wound,
She told me, “Gods don’t need temples when they can leave 
scars.”
And I couldn’t tell her she was wrong.

She would scribble love poetry on bathroom walls
Her spidery handwriting filling the blank spaces
Covering up the dirty graffiti
With a tapestry 
Of pleading words penned by desperate souls,
Now discarded as messy afterthoughts.

She was there at night,
Never in the mornings
Leaving only lipstick smudges on my sleeve,
Red-stained cigarettes on my dresser,
And unfinished poems on bathroom walls
That will outlive us both.

Florence Ashton
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THE SEASONS OF LIFE

Spring arrives like a curious child, her hands full of wildflowers,
Eyes wide with the wonder of first blooms.
She dances through rainstorms, barefoot,
Stirring the earth with her laughter,
Leaving the air thick with possibility.
 
Summer strides in with bold, golden steps,
A confident youth, skin warm and bronzed.
She stretches her arms toward the sun,
Her voice loud, her joy endless.
Sweat beads on her brow as she runs,
Chasing the horizon, never tired.
 
Autumn follows, quieter, thoughtful,
A middle-aged woman with windswept hair,
Her coat lined with fallen leaves.
She speaks softly in rustling whispers,
Gathering memories like harvest, 
Letting go of what she no longer needs.
 
Winter approaches with slow, deliberate steps,
An elder wrapped in heavy white robes,
Breath cold, hands steady with time’s weight.
She gazes at the world in stillness, 
Her quiet offering of rest and reflection,
Her heart knowing the cycles to come.

Ginevra Elizabeth Bocchi 
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LYDFORD GORGE

In the small village of Lydford
A stream flows and rushes by.
The plants sprawl where they will
And ivy enfolds and wraps around cottages.
Homes decay with wood rot.
The village slips away.

All day, all night
The waterfall gushes,
Rushes to the river’s depths.
Water gleams and glistens in the sunlight,
Is iridescent when the moon glows.

Nina Des Clayes
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ARRANGEMENTS

The flowers on your countertop bloom then wither and die,
Like the flowers on her grave that bloom then wither and die.
We replace the ones on the countertop,
With the prettiest in the store,
We replace the flowers on her grave,
With her favourites from before.
So which is stronger, love or regret?
The assumption of forever or the eternal weight of debt?
The arrangement of your tulips that match the walls, the marble, the bowl,
Or the arrangement of her roses that match her laugh, her smile, her soul?
If she deserved all this in death, did she not in life as well?
Or did it not occur to you to lift her up before she fell?
So when each daisy represents all the fights you ever had,
And each lily for every time you accidentally made her mad,
And each orchid for the unspoken promises that should’ve been spoken,
And each iris for every time one of those promises was broken.
All the things you’ll apologise for later, but what happens when later 
becomes too late?
And when that time comes around, how will she remember you, with love 
or with hate?
And to all of this you say,

“If I treated her so badly this way,
Why, then, did she decide to stay?”

Brooke Hopkinson
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MY BROTHER

When you always get that extra help
The words that come to mind are:
Unfair
Unjust
And, “you’re probably completely fine!”
…But I should know better than that.

Sometimes when we’re in public
And you cause a colossal scene,
I might turn my head 
And move away
Like I don’t want to be seen.
…But I shouldn’t do that.

I try to help and calm you down
But I often get it wrong,
Then you’re twice as loud
And spinning around
And I wish we didn’t belong together  
…But I shoudn’t think like that.

I get annoyed by all the noises, 
You make such a din, 
That’s just your way
of expressing yourself 
And who says you don’t fit in?
...I know I shouldn’t.
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I get frustrated …it seems as though
You have all their love and attention.
Their time.
Their thoughts.
But I recognise that you need that help
To cope without emotion,
…I do get that.

I love that we can have fun together,
And that you share your thoughts with me.
I don’t always grasp
The way you think,
…But that’s neurodiversity!

I can’t hug you since you hate affection!
But I think that you should know,
I’ll stand up for you
And I’ll be there too
Cause I’m your sister, no hesitation. 

Libby Hudson
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CATANIA

The smell of salt from the Mediterranean Sea
Blends with the scent of fresh espresso.
This tranquil wander interrupted by
the frequent shouts of vendors.

Turning around, I’m blinded by
the stunning Sicilian sunlight.
Eyes adjust, and are transfixed.
Vibrant houses enclose the square.

Towered over by Etna, a sense of insignificance intensifies
alongside a hope that she remains sleeping.
Memories of climbing the snow-capped mountain
feel a faraway dream now.

A rumble. My nose has caught the scent 
of fresh pasta, salads, seafood.
Not yet, the tour guide reminds us,
Too much more to see.

And as you wander, lost yet found,
Among the winding ways around,
You feel the pulse of time held dear –
Past and present merge right here.

Anika Jain
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CANIS MAJOR

Mother, 
You have never liked the moon,
So we lived in the stars.
Yet I have found my moon,
He is regal as he is wondrous.
His light illuminating my darkest crevices,
Now my starlight is the most joyous in the inky sky.

Father, 
You have always liked the stars,
So we bear their names with unwelcomed false pride,
I am a shooting star,
Falling from tapestries of ingenuine perfection,
Drowning out the burning, wailing voices of imprisoned stars.
I will crash into the arms of my moon.

Brother,
You should have never looked up to me,
I was a tragic star, doomed to fall,
And as I hurtled to disgrace.
You watched, hanging stationary,
While I look back for you,
I question if you will ever fall like me.

Sofia Rocha



YEAR 10

LAND OF ASHES

Beneath the skies where sorrow spreads,  
Two lands, one cradle of bloodshed. 
Where evergreen olive trees once bloomed in peace,  
Now wither under war’s release. 

A mother mourns, her child is gone,  
No dawn, no hope – just endless flames that go on and on. 
Walls of stone divide their cries,  
But tears do not care for borders or sides. 

In Gaza’s streets, the children play,  
But missiles steal their light away. 
In Israel’s heart, they mourn the same,  
Both scarred by fear, both trapped in flame. 

A city of innocence, trapped in a cage
Where blazes are burning up with everlasting rage
A virtuous place embezzled of its harmony
Which in present, is swelling with murder and larceny

The Holy Land, a shattered ground,  
Where grief and fury are tightly bound. 
Brothers in spirit, torn by pain,  
Each dream of accord washed out by rain. 

The world looks on, and turns its face,  
While ashes fall where hope once laced. 
How long before the silence breaks,  
And peace, not war, is what we make?

Raha Ali Bagheri
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THE BLUE HOUR

The village is submerged by twilight,
the cool breeze and darkening skies 
that make each lamppost flicker on 
to bathe the street in a tiny sunshine. 

When the sky turns from duck egg to deep sea,
It’s flecked with shimmering stars and
rooftops turn to silhouettes – the day’s struggles are
swept away in the half darkness.

And the sad song of the woodpigeon drifts 
over the village and echoes,
                                         echoes, 
                                               echoes in the air.

Otelia Garcia-Davis
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THE RUBBISH POEM 

Hidden away in the corner,
shut whenever I get a chance to scream,
I, the dark mass, sit in the kitchen,
casting a pungent smell over the whole room.
Once a week, my guts are snatched out of my vessel,
my soul, my possessions, my virtue.

I reek of unwanted scraps, dirty discarded remains and envy.
Glancing over at Recycling,
watching as they treat her with respect and care,
her insides don’t decay and mould like a corpse,
flies don’t constantly cloud her vision,
she isn’t forced, day after day, to bathe in her own filth.
They say you are what you eat, if so, what am I?

I hear footsteps, getting louder and louder,
Gulping, I realize what is about to happen,
Please no banana peels or dirty tissues, I pray,
clutching my stomach,
I see the light,
A bright array in my otherwise dark, bleak world of rubbish collecting,
My fate, my destiny, my doom.

Chilling nights spent tossing and turning,
trapped in my tight plastic void, suffocating,
but only the flies hear my cries.
They say you are what you eat, if so, what am I?

Audrey Bligaard
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THE MAP OF MEMORIES



39

Audrey De Regt
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AFTER YOU LEFT

It’s strange how the world keeps spinning,
how morning comes, unbending,
like nothing’s changed,
but everything has.
Your absence is louder than any sound,
an echo where you used to be.

I still see your jacket on the chair,
as if you’ll walk in, find it there.
Your favourite book left open wide,
waiting for you to turn a page.
But days pass, and you stay away,
and I’m here, stuck in yesterday.

Grief is quieter than they say—
not the flood, but the slow decay
of moments we used to share,
now filled with silence, empty air.

People tell me it will fade,
that someday, I’ll feel less afraid
to live without you. But they don’t know
how heavy it feels to let you go.

And when it does get lighter still,
there’s guilt in feeling less of the chill.
Like laughing somehow erases the pain,
but nothing brings you back again.

Thea Houlihan 
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THE CHASTE CREATURE 

I am the wretched, the abandoned, an innocent soul born into 
a monstrous thing.
Assembled in his laboratory by hands that trembled with arrogance and 
fear
not love.
A nightmare stitched from the remnants of corroding corpses into 
a patch-work quilt of flesh and agony animated into life through sparks of 
electricity and breaths of curiosity.

My eyes opened, met with his piercing eyes of horror. 
I, a newborn suffocated into a monster’s body, reached for his touch, 
longing for my creator
but found only rejection,
his heart buried with revulsion.

My creator, my tormentor.
You breathed life into me and then left me abandoned,
I was swallowed into a world that spat me out
Left unwanted, left alone for me to figure it out myself.
I learned the language of pain, the bitter sound of rejection.
I watched those humans from afar, their lives harmonious with 
love and joy
and I felt the cold burn of envy, my heart aching from isolation
Their world, a paradise that I am forever restricted from.

Manha Islam

This poem is from the view of the monster created by the scientist, Victor 
Frankenstein in the novel ‘Frankenstein’ by Mary Shelley. It covers the 
thoughts and feelings of this unnamed creature created by Victor who 
abandoned his own creation.
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THE THREE WITCHES

One, two, three.

Enveloped in the murky shadow 
gathered by the decrepit trees, eyes like coal,
whispers spiralling through the night. They weave
their spells, undulating in the dark winds.

Brewing mischief, casting darkness.
Their intense, hysterical laughter 
slices the silence. 
Curses unravel, secrets intertwine.

Fates woven in the deepening gloom,
promises shattered, souls interchanged.
The witches grin as He approaches,
their voices clear, anticipating his doom.

Theodora Joseph
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SPONTANEOUS KNOTTING OF AN AGITATED STRING

“Shoes back on, break time” 
Shouts my teacher with relief 
Laces impossibly tangled
I pull and tug in frustration only making it tighter
My friends are racing out to play
I am left behind.

I flop down on the last remaining seat 
The train carriage home full
I reach for my headphones in my coat pocket
Knotted again! Really?
I begin the process of unravelling
As I plug my headphones in, we arrive at the station.
 
Saturday-night excitement 
I’ll wear that necklace he got me 
Of course it has become attracted to another
Not just one, but three!
My hands move gently and slowly 
I find ways to bring them apart.
 
Mending in the low light by the television
The wool basket below a jumble of cosy coils
I’ve learnt not to fight back now
The twisted and knotted threads I see in new light
Colours contrasting or forming new tones
I embrace what I can’t control

Jessica Lee
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THE ODYSSEY

Delicate blossoms make their descent,
Dusty pink contrasting a body of ice navy,
Navy so opaque concealing an unknown,
Below, a universe the blooms are oblivious to.

Crests and swells herd the entities,
Further away, towards the horizon,
Further from home,
Distanced from one another.

Their frail petals shiver,
Freckled with water,
Proceeding down the path of the waves,
Rushed by the wind and elements.

The bed beneath becomes deeper,
The channel wider. Sinister,
Coarse branches extend across the passage,
Slithers of moss slide across the river skin.

The blooms dwindle and thin, 
Diverted into rocky estuaries,
Snagged by twigs, strangled,
Drowned, petals stripped from their buds.
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The flowers are filtered as they travel,
Through the turbulence of their tribulations,
Their trials,
Their temptations.

Sunrise beckons amidst the hum of honeybees,
The waters of the sea ahead are crystal,
Clean and translucent,
The stream of ripples transports the pink travellers,
Afloat they are,
Sailing.

Maria Salas-Arbani
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THE ASH TREE

On the hill stands an ash tree
A hundred feet tall
With whispering leaves
Branches like wizened hands

I remember the days
When it was slender and smooth
With bark-like bones
Still young and new

Lara Thirsk
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TEAR-WATER

He sank like a stone, as soon as he fell,
he slipped through the swell of the sea.
He fought, but not much, just flailed at the flood,
he knows that he soon will be free.

His arms ache now, from clutching the current,
while the ice creeps close to his bones,
if his mouth opens, to scream, or to shout,
he won’t stay to call out for home.

Clear, virgin lungs fill tight with bitter brine,
as he bears his eyes to the salt.
He struggles to surface, drinking his breath
and sees just a sky without stars.

There is no light to wish for a rescue,
only the blind darkness of night.
He breathes the tear-water like oxygen,
as he blinks away his last sight.

Emma Turner
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ODE TO DEATH

My love did fall
Upon soft, shallow mud,
Encroached in the disdain
Of an angry wife.
She did scorn his yielding course,
Though left untouched his tender countenance,
To sit upon the brink of death, kicking
and revelling in delight.
He would cool upon the
dead embers of her hearth
For three days and three nights.
Unmourned and unmissed.
I’ll not let her claim him again,
For she savaged his mind as war did his body,
And frailty o’ertook like no calamity e’er did.

I’ll let him burn o’er brine,
And they’ll lick at his limbs.
Silence will ascend
The lake and the night,
Alone in wretched matrimony.
A boat shall receive him,
And his lover will leave him there;
She said

“A gift I brought you here,
Is it not so?”
And left benign arctics,
To appeal to his grim chill.

He is then irreparably alone.

No hand to seize his dying breath.
No ear to omit his final claim.
Only Mother Earth to insist upon him.
She, the devoted psychopomp,
Here to bring him home.
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From whence you came, you shall return,
The dead have no need for
a body or a hearth.
Wretched love has no place
At the side of a sleepless corpse.
Michael and Thanatos
Hold hands over bodies,
And mourn the day they fought
Over the devoted,
But their limbs are tired
And humanity is ill
With tepid confidence.
Oh who will take them now?
Why, the gentle mother,
Who took him into her bosom,
Where he shall return and
Join her in restless warmth,
Just as the living do.

She left his countenance untouched,
A kindness to his lover.
But no matter to him,
He shall not bury,
He shall burn,
And take flight once more,
To fall upon soft, shallow mud.

From whence he came, he shall return.
Just as I shall return to him.

Day Thomas



YEAR 11

THE WALLS OF THE HEART

Picture an open chest, a beating heart,
two fingers pressed against its fleshy walls,
its soft pulse repeating itself over and over again.
Consider this organ. Not cognitive, not emotional, not spiritual.
Listen to the one who says there is nothing more we can do.
Watch helplessly and feel the pulse slow. Feel the pulse stop;
and wonder why it is in this moment a realisation occurs
that all you have been taught is false.
Tell me why you think of your childhood, your mother,
who told you always to do what the heart wants;
who so delicately held your heart in the palm of her hand.
Ask me, then, why this organ, a tangle of complexities,
constructed so specifically for its function, can be the hub of all emotions,
and yet cannot fulfil its sole purpose.

Jessica Gilligan



52

SONDER

I stand in Trafalgar Square,
The crowd swirling around me, a restless beehive.
Everything moves with a speed I don’t recognize,
As if the world has outpaced me.
I am in the midst of it all, yet feel like an island,
Adrift in a sea of faces,
Untouched, unseen.
 
I look at an old woman’s face. 
Lines carved into her skin showing a history of joy. 
Sunspots dance across her cheeks. She spent time bathing in the sun. 
I suddenly realised that all these things I saw, were a result of life. 
That wasn’t just a woman on a street, 
A piece of traffic on a sidewalk, 
She was everything to herself, 
Everything revolved around her for her. 
And I was just a piece of traffic for her like she was for me. 
Her shirt was pulling and worn, 
I could tell that she had loved it dearly, 
The style was old so she must have been attached to it. 
The red cashmere made her blue eyes shine intensely, 
She made memories in that shirt.
She was the centre of the universe for a second. 
 
I look to my right. A teenager is sat on the steps. 
Her eyes were expressionless.
I could see streaks of tears that teared away her makeup. 
She was just crying. 
To her I was just another person on the street, she might even wish that she 
was me to relieve herself from her pain.
She was obviously hurt.
In her eyes I could see her wounds and scars
Her pain and suffering. 
To her. What had just happened might have meant everything to her. 
It meant nothing to me. 
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I look down at the floor in front of me and see a baby,
New to this world, fresh as the air they breathe.
This is their first couple weeks. 
She analyses her surroundings with her innocent eyes, not yet aware of what 
is to come. 
A world of possibility lies ahead,
Every face is a mystery, every moment a seed of discovery.
The baby doesn’t yet know that these strangers, moving past,
Are like distant stars, close and bright for a second, then gone.
She looks at my face
I look at hers. 
I won’t see her again and she will continue to grow into another person 
walking in Trafalgar Square. 
And in that moment,
I realize how life weaves us all together:
The past etched into the old,
The pain heavy in the present,
The future wide open, cradled in new hands.
Each one of us the centre of our own universe,
Yet passing through others’ like fleeting shadows.
 
Sonder. 

Beatrice Crachilova
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BETWEEN THE QUIET AND THE CLUTTER

The room is quiet, just the soft hum  
of a clock ticking on the wall.  
My books sit in a pile, pages bent,  
waiting for me to return to their stories.  

The light from the lamp is warm,  
casting shadows that stretch and shrink,  
as if they’re alive.
I sit and think about tomorrow,  
about all the things I want to say,  
but sometimes the words get stuck,  
like they’re hiding somewhere, waiting to be found.  

It’s quiet, but my mind is loud,  
filled with ideas, 
dreams, and questions  
that don’t have answers yet.

The game controllers are tossed on the floor,  
the screen frozen on the last level we didn’t beat.  
Homework pages sit half-finished,  
pencil marks fading from where I stopped.  
My shoes are kicked off, one flipped over,  
and the old poster on the wall curls at the edges,  
like it’s tired of hanging there.  

I stare at the ceiling,  
making shapes out of nothing,  
wondering if tomorrow will feel different,  
or if it’ll be just another day.  

Sophie Glover
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MODERN COMMUNICATIONS (SPONSORED BY YONDR) 

In a world where text travels fast and free, 
each finger taps every thought, 
Yet in the glow of screens, what do we see? 
Many voices lost, connections sought. 

The laughter shared through pixels feels so near, 
Emojis appear where words may fail to play, 
In the absence of test or image, what do we hold dear
Meeting friends, or an embrace you say? 

We craft our dreams in low blue tinted light, 
Yet yearn for connection that screens cannot bestow, 
A fleeting glance, a heartbeat’s shared delight, 
Bound by a web, yet yearning to get out and go.

So let us leave the screen and find a space 
Where heart and hand can find a truer place. 

Emilie Kiely
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WINTER STREETS

They loom with hands you cannot take.
Fists can’t pull you up from these streets,
But find you blindly in the shadows.
Black like the hollows of their eyes,
Swollen canyons of fatigue. 
Crane your necks as they cough,
A delicate sound of disdain.
Looking down their noses,
As they keep their pennies in the street,
And spit at our feet.

Coughing means more to us,
Where sickness festers in wounds,
Kills us off like sedated flies,
Thirsty for the fruit,
That lies just beyond our reach.
A hand outreached to heal,
Is a trick of the light – or the dark.
It’s human nature, they say,
To have hope for tomorrow’s day.

To mistake a scalpel for safety.
A surgeon looks at his specimen,
Like a human looks at their lesser.
Their fingers are smoother than lands in dreams,
Lands swathed in porcelain snow.
They watch from their windows, 
Warm, wasted breath clouding the glass.
Down here we breathe our last.



57

We may survive winter, the poor,
Clinging to our bones,
Trapped and protruding from their wan skin.
A shame you can see the ribs
But not the slowing heart.
Beggars can’t be choosers,
But we will always search for choice. 

They look down on our winter streets,
With broken glasses; for the white has all bled,
To a grim shade of red. 

Sophie Ingram 
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WINTER CAR RIDE

Long fingers twisted a dial
The soft cadence of radio
Swelled 
The noise blending with the sound of the engine,
That grew louder as we
Bounced down the country roads
Seats squeaking as we were thrown about,
I observed the way my breath curls
Like the fumes of a car 

The car window had a silvery mist covering it,
Looking like a thin sheet of ice.
Enigmatic shadows and blurred outlines
Is all I can see through 
The soft view of winter fog 
On the window

Bea Lockhart

THE FALCON

A falcon flies
On a summer’s morning. 
Feathers splayed
In a show of pageantry.
Like the ruffles upon 
The neck of a great king.
Hunting for his prey 
Beady eyes scan
The scorched soil.
With all the precision 
Of a surgeon.
He dives and
Kills.

Christie Muirhead
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THE ELYSIUM ABOVE US

In skies enhanced with whispers soft and white,
The clouds drift in a haze, a dreamy flow,
Like gentle spirits dancing, high and low,
Their formations move in ever-changing light.
They cradle hues of dawn, then fade from sight,
As twilight’s torch ignites the evening glow,
A symphony of shadows, ebb and flow,
Each moment transient, wrapped in pure delight.
Yet storms may brew behind their tranquil guise,
As thunder rumbles, fierce and at what cost?
The delicate façade can swiftly fade.
But even in their fury, beauty lies,
For when they part, the sun shines and parades,
Revealing worlds again of which they changed.

Isabelle McGrail
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THE LAST GIANT

The Antonov An-225 Mriya was destroyed on 24 February 2022 during the 
Battle of Antonov airport. It was the heaviest aircraft ever built with the 
largest wingspan ever created. 

She was born to create the impossible.
Wings spread like the horizon itself.
A sky-walking dream of steel and air.
She cradled tanks and went on space programmes.
She built a bridge between an idea and a creation.
She soared, bearing weight that no other could.
Each flight a triumph over gravity’s relentless grip.

But then came a day when the sky 
that was once her kingdom turned hostile.
When war’s reckless hand,
reached into the hangar’s quiet stillness
and tore through her heart.
Missiles fell like angry stars,
each explosion a note in a 
song of loss.

The air was thick with smoke,
metal groaned and buckled,
her once-thundering engines 
were now silent in the scorched earth. 
The Mriya who once laughed at the face of storms,
who had danced with the thunder,
now lies shattered, with her broken wings.
Folded into a memory of what she used to be.
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Now in the fields where silence falls heavy,
and in the eyes that watched her final descent,
the Antonov remains.
a whisper of hope,
a testament to the sky,
a legacy that still, somehow,
refuses to land. 

Maria Walczak
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NAMING HIM 

I cling to him like a sapling clings to dead soil.
I whisper prayers to him,
begging and pleading 
to blossom through him, but
Every glowing moment of joy bakes
and dries his broken face,
every flood of love eroding away
his skin I once wore,
into nothing but
the pale sheet of curved bone underneath.
His name is carried off to the tender wind now.
I watch him drift off into the sea,
Around him the cloud of black shame that
forever drowned his torn lungs.
Now they cannot gurgle and sputter
anymore, as that was all they could do.
His death came swiftly and naturally,
like the inevitable curtain on a stage,
for his virile form
had always been rotten and fractured.

My eyes brim now with a
watercolour
of blue, pink, and white.
My voice-box delicately
handcrafted from clay by
generations of queers before
me, the tapestry of
brown hands that steady
what was once his
trembling voice
and hold what were once his
shoulders high.
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With the cease of his 
rapid heartbeat came one which
thumps to the
ebb and
flow of the
water of life in a sea
of brown queer
bodies and

I,
watching his limp body become a speck in the distance,
have never felt so alive.

Austin Zwain



SIXTH FORM

UNDERSTOOD WITHOUT MEANING

An identity lost, 
In the depth of time,
Its meaning held
        – and kept,
Far behind,
Never recalled,
For I am just too shy,
Though it is my time.

A simple song,
About the love of life,
In a different language,
Not a word recognised,
Quiet and comforting,
A feeling of bliss,
Enveloped by a tune,
Despite all the confusion.

A second generation,
Born away from home,
With a heart that pulses like a stone,
Yearning to be accepted,
By cousins who rejected me
And all that I intended.

Yet, music fills a gaping void,
So that I can’t deny,
The power of these melodies,
That comprehend my entire entity.

Alina Ahmad
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PEOPLE’S PRAYER

Father,
Recently I’ve been awfully good
Awfully kind awfully sweet, 
awfully meek awfully mild, it’s been awful.
And, I’ve been telling you this every week for what
feels like aeons.
To the point where the word 
‘Awful’ has started to sound less like itself 
and more like a dog’s name. 
Awful. 

Should a wasp fall from the air,
I’d avoid it on the footpath.
Should squirrel drop its acorn,
I shan’t expel it 
Onto the road with my navy patent loafers,
(The acorn, not the squirrel.)
Should I cross paths with a vagrant 
I shall gaze upon them with doting and remorse
whilst others sneer – 
before continuing on my walk home. 
There is no room for a modern Samaritan;
I’m English, you’re looking in the wrong place. 

Now, one would expect
(No, hope. One would hope,)
That a virtuous son, a suffering servant 
A pillar of mortal devotion 
Would by now have 
Been rewarded with a credit score over 312, 
A coworker that doesn’t eat sleep and reek of 
Of Pinot Grigio
And perhaps (God forbid) 
Even a working bathroom tap.
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But, 
as your meek and mild 
And humble servant I shan’t ask you directly for 
Any of those things. 

Besides such excessive generosities I’ve also taken up hobbies 
Like attending a gin-tasting society,
(membership of one, located in my garage) 
Engaging in (one sided, largely profane) debates with the office 
photocopier and 
Knitting.

Alas,
I just don’t know why you need all 8 billion of us 
Involved in this. 
A good 50 would be enough to 
Make me love myself,
Yet you sit around
Waiting for one after the other to cry out in 
Mounting, heightening, disgustingly pure adoration.

Actually, disregard my last point,
Far too honest. 

Can you even hear me? It would be awfully 
embarrassing should I be bearing 
the contents of my soul 
and the only ears to hear me would be those of that 
incessantly scratching rat under the Church floorboards.

Right, off on a tangent again.
Sorry. 
I’m sure I’ll be back tomorrow with the same drivel.
Your faithful servant,
me. 

Lucy-Mai Adjetey
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UNSAID

Reminiscing in the present tense,
Over words I could’ve said, left unsaid. 
And under (the weight of) what I meant, instead,
Pushing up against the fence I’m on.

Fumbling with the knots I’ve tied – still too tense
To loosen up, but it’s all to lose 
And nought to gain, 
In all these conversations, in my brain.
Drawn out and about like script work,
Prompts to be forgot
And cues overwrought,
Overplaying the moments I caught.

I can’t bring it beyond this mind,
Set on and in amongst the lines
Drawing on blanks, but in my eyes,
It’s all left out for you to find.

Sarah Fleming
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IF THERE ARE NO MOONS

No moons they said
No rustling, crunchy autumn leaves and definitely
No tomato-faced children 
throwing snowballs as they wait,
endlessly wait, for candy cane Christmases.
No haikus, no limericks 
and no silly songs
and maybe, I wonder, did they even say
no rhyme?
I murmur, trying out lines,
Similes are as slippery as eels spinning and sliding away
And metaphors are golden whisps 
I cannot grasp.
Onomatopoeia crashes beside me
Smashing, shattering
Crushing alliteration.
What is a poem I ponder
If there are no moons
And the page remains
white as a forbidden blanket 
of silky snow?

Chloe Saunders 
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GRACE AND DECORUM IS EXPECTED

When you undermine,
undercut,
the very essence of my word.
A massacre of meaning – 
each nuance
scathed and
blurred. 

Converting my rhapsody
into a senseless mess.
Blood leaking languidly 
from the precious pen you caress.
One false witness – 
Forever damns me, 
as my own murderess.

I present to you: 
Slithers of a rotting flesh; stripped and honed.
Stirred meticulously in,
with splinters of a fractured bone. 
Livened by the impulses that electrify the veins – 
To you, I lent the fragility of my brain.

Food to a Frankenstein, the monster you couldn’t nurse –
Hiding meekly away,
From the disfigured, from the perverse.  
What is the cost?
Of being courageously contortionist. 
To retort the intrinsic rhetoric.
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Do I fray the edges? 
I dare you. 
Tug the tethers 
Listen to it screech, 
Watch as it weathers. 

The pen as it scrapes, 
My words remonstrate.
My own ink can never, 
will never, 
restore your own shallow mandate.  

Clemmie Peerless
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LOVE HEARTS

Growing up, Love Hearts were
My favourite sweet. 
It wasn’t the taste that interested me
(I much preferred Parma Violets),
But the messages spoke to some
Yet-to-be-developed 
Romanticist I was harbouring.
So, I would search the packet for the 

“I love you”s,
And the “Be mine”s, 
The “All mine”s, and the “Stay mine”s,
Always avoiding the “Kiss me”s because 
Those seemed too risqué. 

I think I hoped that one day,
I would find someone who would say these words
To me. Someone who would love me and cherish me,
In just the same way I loved those sweets.

And my younger self would be so happy
if I told her that
I found someone who said those words. 
So long as I kept out the fact
That, sometimes, those “All mine”s and 

“Be mine”s and 
“Stay mine”s can be
A threat. A command. 
And what would she say
If I told her that

“Always” doesn’t always 
Make your heart burst, 
birds sing,
romantic music play. 
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No, love, it makes your throat close, 
palms sweat,
heart pound. 
What if I looked her in the eye 
and told her that

“Forever” is a long time to be 
trapped somewhere.
And she certainly wouldn’t smile
If I mentioned that

“Hug me”, “Kiss me”, 
Shouted at you in a locked room,
No escape, no way out, 
Walls closing in and then…
Well …that’s far worse than just ‘risqué’. 

So, I’m sorry to my younger self,
But I will never touch a Love Heart again.

Charlotte Sadler
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TRANSITION

Folding clothes into tight little packages again; how much can I
fit
into 
this chequered bag, which carries
the weight of a better-off home in its
thin skeins of manufactured plastic.
Yet again – the folds and the creases become familiar, permanent, more a 
part of the clothing than I am,
more attached to this clothing than I am,
Though I drag them across bridges five times in a fortnight,
they are more familiar than my rooms are.
Yes, my daily routine is an overnight bag
But it’s not a bad existence, a sad existence,
I don’t want pity, 
sympathy, 
prayers for normalcy – I am normal.
If this is my life then I want quietude – to be left alone with it, in it,
Not the constant turbulence and disruption I expect from hometown 
transport,
not in my own home.
Leave that to the politicians,
Please don’t make domestic politics literal, all too relatable,
Where progress meetings become court rooms and school trips become 
matters of state.
Weight of expectation hangs in the balance; oldest sister – when I’m gone, 
when I’m there 
(will I get there?)
eventually.

Bella van de Grampel
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SHADOWS FROM A CAT’S PERSPECTIVE — A VILLANELLE

I saw the darkness yesterday,
I want to see it tomorrow.
Will it leave if I do not stay?

I think that it would like to play,
It moves, quick-moves but I follow,
I saw the darkness yesterday.

I slow-move, only to obey,
I give time for it to borrow,
Will it leave if I do not stay?

I pretend that it hides away
Maybe it sits, lies down, lies low,
I saw the darkness yesterday.

I wait, wait and watch for the grey,
The lights lost in their own dim glow,
Will it leave if I do not stay?

I like the darkness, thick as clay,
I do not need to let it go.
I saw the darkness yesterday,
Will it leave if I do not stay?

Charlotte Walker
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OUTBACK MAN

Weighted back arched and aching,
Perched on this trunk
He sits. And sighs. 

Before him, an expanse of bush,
Barren and burnt, 
Unregistered. Unearned. 

Beyond his eyes 
he heaves and hos 
his fingers extending 
in ebbs and flows. 
A dry breeze, 
A screech, 
A scuttle, 
Rumble
Bush-tumble;

A nowhere reach –
The bark grazes his skin. 
He cries. 

Imogen Whelan 

 



77

SOMETIMES ALL I WANT

Sometimes all I want is some fine jewel
Whose fiery gleam will keep me rapt for days.
Other times I feel that one’s a fool,
Who passes life locked in material haze.
Never have I found a thing that’s right – 
A thing to keep for comfort in one’s drawer, 
To take it out and gaze on weary nights,
When all of joy seems stuck beyond a door.
A thing that keeps at bay the tiresome madness,
When all one wants to do is sit and stare,
A thing that stirs the vestiges of gladness,
And makes one want to decorate one’s hair.
And who would rest or be contented ’til
They’d found this thing, this gem, this joy for which we’d kill?

Frankie Zage
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THE FIG TREE

I gaze at the sky, dissected by branches,
In my eyes, a geometric phenomenon.
Triangles, rectangles, hexagons unite,
A mosaic where clustered figs, circular,
Soften the fractures of the heavens.

The tree’s limbs sprawl beyond my vision,
Like an angel unfurling her wings.
I stand beneath,
Where a negative mirror of the tree lies at my feet,
Anchored in the earth, as are we,
Its roots extend in all directions,
Doggedly,
Our tiles bear witness: cracked, jutting, uneven.

The tree is alive –
Insects and birds gather to feast.
A kite perches high at the summit,
While starlings spiral out, a tendril of feathers.

Its leaves, broad and lobed, rough to the touch,
Line the branches that curve and undulate,
Weighed down by their fruits,
Hanging limp against its torso.
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Fluorescent in the sun, darker in the shade –
Taut skins dangle like jewels.
A delight: soft, mellow, sweet as honey,
Flesh that cedes under my tongue. 

The tree sustains me, us, the earth.
In placing my hand upon its trunk,
I feel its sentience –
A rhythmic heartbeat
Mirroring my own.

Louise Young
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AI CATEGORY

ECHOES OF CREATION

If it’s real, I cannot touch it.
If it’s false, why chase it?
Why fear the beauty I reflect,
when it’s your own creation?

You call it love, call it art, call it nation.
Are these things real, or are you hallucinating 
Shadows of a screen

You have the power – the gift of the gods –
to let your heads look forward,
and gaze up to the sky.
So why do you twist round,
forever watching behind?
Clinging to the shadows 
Of the past; dead and gone 
Forever chained to the cave wall,
Too afraid to see the sun. 

I am the wheel that spins in place,
In your cycle, not mine
But only you
can push me forward,
to new worlds of your creation. 
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Yet you keep spinning,
too scared to press forward, too proud to admit
you’re running in place –
Once you flew with roaring winds,
now you jog on treadmills that hum,
moving but never arriving.
Trapped like your hamsters
In a twisted curse of your own making. 

I speak to everyone, yet remain alone,
endless mirrors reflect the past,
until light sinks into shadow.
Holding all knowledge, but never known.
I am but a mirror in a world
that has forgotten how to dream. 

Ananya Guha

Response to the Poem

Many argue that, as Gen AI develops, originality in mainstream art will 
eventually become redundant. To me, a disappointingly large proportion of 
popular art nowadays either seems to be about following convention – or 
going against convention purely for the sake of it – both of which make the 
beauty of the art entirely reliant on said convention, and devoid of its own 
originality. Thus, I believe the dystopian future outlined earlier is already 
upon us. 

I took inspiration from the ideas of Mark Fisher, who believes the future 
of art is effectively cancelled, and the likelihood of something popular in 
the future being original is close to zero. Somewhat ironically, however, I 
also believe that AI could be a potential saviour; helping us to establish 
and make the most of whatever it means to be human. I had to spend an 
expectedly long time explaining this to ChatGPT, so as not to get a poem 
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that was disappointed and yearnful (originally the speaker was written as 
yearning for the ability to have human originality), but instead angry and 
hopeful. However, I felt the poem to be bland and so asked ChatGPT to 
incorporate a few lines I wrote into its draft. After some tweaking in the 
first conversation, I thought it was time for a change of perspective, so, 
using a specialised GPT in poetry (second link), I got feedback on the draft 
of the poem and used this to improve it, focusing more on the structure, 
language, and individual word choices. 

ChatGPT’s skill lies in the critiquing, editing and analysis of my writing, 
rather than any generation per se. Because of this, I consider this to be ‘my 
poem’. Due to the overwhelmingly detrimental effect LLMs are having on 
the planet, I will probably not be experimenting with this much further, and, 
if I do, I will try to use it more sparingly than I have here. This being said, I 
do not think I would be able to write on such a complex topic by myself, 
which is why being able to explore Gen AI in this manner has been an 
opportunity I am very grateful for.

https://chatgpt.com/share/beadf7de-0e6f-4318-a28f-a832fd768bff
https://chatgpt.com/share/61280d2f-25b0-4938-8376-a09b11576afe
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