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Gap year – Jackie Kay (1961-) 
Gap Year by Jackie Kay 
(for Mateo) 

I 
I remember your Moses basket before you were born. 
I’d stare at the fleecy white sheet for days, weeks, 
willing you to arrive, hardly able to believe 
I would ever have a real baby to put in the basket. 

I’d feel the mound of my tight tub of a stomach, 
and you moving there, foot against my heart, 
elbow in my ribcage, turning, burping, awake, asleep. 
One time I imagined I felt you laugh. 

I’d play you Handel’s Water Music or Emma Kirkby 
singing Pergolesi. I’d talk to you, my close stranger, 
call you Tumshie, ask when you were coming to meet me. 
You arrived late, the very hot summer of eighty-eight. 

You had passed the due date string of eights, 
and were pulled out with forceps, blue, floury, 
on the fourteenth of August on Sunday afternoon. 
I took you home on Monday and lay you in your basket. 

II 
Now, I peek in your room and stare at your bed 
hardly able to imagine you back in there sleeping, 
Your handsome face – soft, open. Now you are eighteen, 
six foot two, away, away in Costa Rica, Peru, Bolivia. 

I follow your trails on my Times Atlas: 
from the Caribbean side of Costa Rica to the Pacific, 
the baby turtles to the massive leatherbacks. 
Then on to Lima, to Cuzco. Your grandfather 

rings: ‘Have you considered altitude sickness, 
Christ, he’s sixteen thousand feet above sea level.’ 
Then to the lost city of the Incas, Macchu Picchu, 
Where you take a photograph of yourself with the statue 

of the original Tupac. You are wearing a Peruvian hat. 
Yesterday in Puno before catching the bus for Copacabana, 
you suddenly appear on a webcam and blow me a kiss, 
you have a new haircut; your face is grainy, blurry. 

Seeing you, shy, smiling, on the webcam reminds me 
of the second scan at twenty weeks, how at that fuzzy 
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moment back then, you were lying cross-legged with 
an index finger resting sophisticatedly on one cheek. 

You started the Inca trail in Arctic conditions 
and ended up in subtropical. Now you plan the Amazon 
in Bolivia. Your grandfather rings again to say 
‘There’s three warring factions in Bolivia, warn him 

against it. He canny see everything. Tell him to come home.’ 
But you say all the travellers you meet rave about Bolivia. You want 
to see the Salar de Uyuni, 
the world’s largest salt-flats, the Amazonian rainforest. 

And now you are not coming home till four weeks after 
your due date. After Bolivia, you plan to stay 
with a friend’s Auntie in Argentina. 
Then – to Chile where you’ll stay with friends of Diane’s. 

And maybe work for the Victor Jara Foundation. 
I feel like a home-alone mother; all the lights 
have gone out in the hall, and now I am 
wearing your large black slippers, flip-flopping 

into your empty bedroom, trying to imagine you 
in your bed. I stare at the photos you send by messenger: 
you on the top of the world, arms outstretched, eager. 
Blue sky, white snow; you by Lake Tararhua, beaming. 

My heart soars like the birds in your bright blue skies. 
My love glows like the sunrise over the lost city. 
I sing along to Ella Fitzgerald, A tisket A tasket. 
I have a son out in the big wide world. 

A flip and a skip ago, you were dreaming in your basket. 
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The Canterbury Tales – Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1343-1400) 
The General Prologue  
 
When April with his showers sweet with fruit  
The drought of March has pierced unto the root  
And bathed each vein with liquor that has power  
To generate therein and sire the flower;  
When Zephyr also has, with his sweet breath,  
Quickened again, in every holt and heath,  
The tender shoots and buds, and the young sun  
Into the Ram one half his course has run,  
And many little birds make melody  
That sleep through all the night with open eye  
(So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)-  
Then do folk long to go on pilgrimage,  
And palmers to go seeking out strange strands,  
To distant shrines well known in sundry lands.  
And specially from every shire's end  
Of England they to Canterbury wend,  
The holy blessed martyr there to seek  
Who helped them when they lay so ill and weak. 
 
Befell that, in that season, on a day  
In Southwark, at the Tabard, as I lay  
Ready to start upon my pilgrimage  
To Canterbury, full of devout homage,  
There came at nightfall to that hostelry  
Some nine and twenty in a company  
Of sundry persons who had chanced to fall  
In fellowship, and pilgrims were they all  
That toward Canterbury town would ride.  
The rooms and stables spacious were and wide,  
And well we there were eased, and of the best.  
And briefly, when the sun had gone to rest,  
So had I spoken with them, every one,  
That I was of their fellowship anon,  
And made agreement that we'd early rise  
To take the road, as you I will apprise.
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Paradise Lost (extract from Book 1) – John Milton (1608-1674)  
Of Mans First Disobedience, and the Fruit  
Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal tast  
Brought Death into the World, and all our woe,  
With loss of Eden, till one greater Man  
Restore us, and regain the blissful Seat,  
Sing Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret top  
Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire  
That Shepherd, who first taught the chosen Seed,  
In the Beginning how the Heav'ns and Earth  
Rose out of Chaos: Or if Sion Hill  
Delight thee more, and Siloa's Brook that flow'd  
Fast by the Oracle of God; I thence  
Invoke thy aid to my adventrous Song,  
That with no middle flight intends to soar  
Above th' Aonian Mount, while it pursues  
Things unattempted yet in Prose or Rhime.  
And chiefly Thou O Spirit, that dost prefer  
Before all Temples th' upright heart and pure,  
Instruct me, for Thou know'st; Thou from the first  
Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread  
Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss  
And mad'st it pregnant: What in me is dark  
Illumin, what is low raise and support;  
That to the highth of this great Argument  
I may assert Eternal Providence,  
And justifie the wayes of God to men.  

Say first, for Heav'n hides nothing from thy view  
Nor the deep Tract of Hell, say first what cause  
Mov'd our Grand Parents in that happy State,  
Favour'd of Heav'n so highly, to fall off  
From thir Creator, and transgress his Will  
For one restraint, Lords of the World besides?  
Who first seduc'd them to that foul revolt?  
Th' infernal Serpent; he it was, whose guile  
Stird up with Envy and Revenge, deceiv'd  
The Mother of Mankind, what time his Pride  
Had cast him out from Heav'n, with all his Host  
Of Rebel Angels, by whose aid aspiring  
To set himself in Glory above his Peers,  
He trusted to have equal'd the most High,  
If he oppos'd; and with ambitious aim  
Against the Throne and Monarchy of God  
Rais'd impious War in Heav'n and Battel proud  
With vain attempt. Him the Almighty Power  
Hurld headlong flaming from th' Ethereal Skie  
With hideous ruine and combustion down  
To bottomless perdition, there to dwell  
In Adamantine Chains and penal Fire,  
Who durst defie th' Omnipotent to Arms. 
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Swing Low, Sweet Chariot – Wallace Willis (1820-1880?) 
 
Swing low, sweet chariot, Coming for to carry me home, 
Swing low, sweet chariot, Coming for to carry me home. 
 
I looked over Jordan and what did I see, 
Coming for to carry me home? 
A band of angels coming after me, 
Coming for to carry me home. 
 
If you get there before I do, 
Coming for to carry me home, 
Tell all my friends I’m coming too, 
Coming for to carry me home. 
 
The brightest day that ever I saw, 
Coming for to carry me home. 
When Jesus washed my sins away, 
Coming for to carry me home. 
 
I’m sometimes up and sometimes down, 
Coming for to carry me home, 
But still my soul feels heavenly bound, 
Coming for to carry me home...  
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The Road Not Taken – Robert Frost (1874-1963) 
 
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveler, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 
 
Then took the other, as just as fair, 
And having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
Though as for that the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 
 
And both that morning equally lay 
In leaves no step had trodden black. 
Oh, I kept the first for another day! 
Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 
I doubted if I should ever come back. 
 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference 
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The Night Mail – W. H. Auden (1907-1973) 
 
This is the Night Mail crossing the border, 
Bringing the cheque and the postal order, 
Letters for the rich, letters for the poor, 
The shop at the corner and the girl next door. 
Pulling up Beattock, a steady climb: 
The gradient's against her, but she's on time. 
Past cotton-grass and moorland boulder 
Shovelling white steam over her shoulder, 
Snorting noisily as she passes 
Silent miles of wind-bent grasses. 
 
Birds turn their heads as she approaches, 
Stare from the bushes at her blank-faced coaches. 
Sheep-dogs cannot turn her course; 
They slumber on with paws across. 
In the farm she passes no one wakes, 
But a jug in the bedroom gently shakes. 
 
Dawn freshens, the climb is done. 
Down towards Glasgow she descends 
Towards the steam tugs yelping down the glade of cranes, 
Towards the fields of apparatus, the furnaces 
Set on the dark plain like gigantic chessmen. 
All Scotland waits for her: 
In the dark glens, beside the pale-green sea lochs 
Men long for news. 
 
Letters of thanks, letters from banks, 
Letters of joy from the girl and the boy, 
Receipted bills and invitations 
To inspect new stock or visit relations, 
And applications for situations 
And timid lovers' declarations 
And gossip, gossip from all the nations, 
News circumstantial, news financial, 
Letters with holiday snaps to enlarge in, 
Letters with faces scrawled in the margin, 
Letters from uncles, cousins, and aunts, 
Letters to Scotland from the South of France, 
Letters of condolence to Highlands and Lowlands 
Notes from overseas to Hebrides 
Written on paper of every hue, 
The pink, the violet, the white and the blue, 
The chatty, the catty, the boring, adoring, 
The cold and official and the heart's outpouring, 
Clever, stupid, short and long, 
The typed and the printed and the spelt all wrong. 
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Thousands are still asleep 
Dreaming of terrifying monsters, 
Or of friendly tea beside the band at Cranston's or Crawford's: 
Asleep in working Glasgow, asleep in well-set Edinburgh, 
Asleep in granite Aberdeen, 
They continue their dreams, 
And shall wake soon and long for letters, 
And none will hear the postman's knock 
Without a quickening of the heart, 
For who can bear to feel himself forgotten? 
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My Father Thought It – Simon Armitage (1963-) 
 
My father thought it bloody queer, 
the day I rolled home with a ring of silver in my ear 
half hidden by a mop of hair. "You’ve lost your head. 
If that’s how easily you’re led 
you should’ve had it through your nose instead." 
 
And even then I hadn’t had the nerve to numb 
the lobe with ice, then drive a needle through the skin, 
then wear a safety-pin. It took a jeweller’s gun 
to pierce the flesh, and then a friend 
to thread the sleeper in, and where it slept 
the hole became a sore, became a wound, and wept. 
 
At twenty-nine, it comes as no surprise to hear 
my own voice breaking like a tear, released like water, 
cried from way back in the spiral of the ear. If I were you, 
I’d take it out and leave it out next year. 
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Wherever I Hang – Grace Nichols (1950-) 
 
I leave me people, me land, me home 
For reasons I not too sure 
I forsake de sun 
And de humming-bird splendour 
Had big rats in de floorboard 
So I pick up me new-world-self 
And come to this place call England 
At first I feeling like I in a dream - 
De misty greyness 
I touching the walls to see if they real 
They solid to de seam 
And de people pouring from de underground system 
Like beans 
And when I look up to de sky 
I see Lord Nelson high – too high to lie. 
And is so I sending home photos of myself 
Among de pigeons and de snow 
And is so I warding off de cold 
And is so, little by little 
I begin to change my calypso ways 
Never visiting nobody  
Before giving them clear warning 
And waiting me turn in queue  
Now, after all this time 
I get accustom to de English life 
But I still miss back-home side 
To tell you de truth 
I don’t know really where I belaang 
Yes, divided to de ocean  
Divided to the bone 
Wherever I hang me knickers – that’s my home.  
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Telling Tales (Prologue grime mix) – Patience Agbabi (1965-) 
 
When my April showers me with kisses     
I could make her my missus or my mistress  
but I’m happily hitched – sorry home girls – 
said my vows to the sound of the Bow Bells 
yet her breath is as fresh as the west wind, 
when I breathe her, I know we’re predestined 
to make music; my muse, she inspires me, 
though my mind’s overtaxed, April fires me,      
how she pierces my heart to the fond root           
till I bleed sweet cherry blossom en route   
to our bliss trip; there’s days she goes off me, 
April loves me not; April loves me 
with a passion dear doctor, I’m wordsick 
and I got the itch like I’m allergic 
but it could be my shirt’s on the cheap side; 
serenade overnight with my peeps wide,              
nothing like her, liqueur, an elixir,    
overproof that she serves as my sick cure, 
she’s as strong as a ram, she is Aries, 
see my jaw-dropping jeans, she could wear these, 
see my jaw dropping neat Anglo-Saxon, 
I got ink in my veins more than Caxton 
and it flows hand to mouth, here’s a mouthfeast 
verbal feats from the streets of the South-East    
but my April, she blooms every shire’s end, 
fit or vint, rich or skint, she inspires them 
from the grime to the clean-cut iambic, 
rime royale, rant or rap, get your slam kick         
on this Routemaster bus: get cerebral         
Tabard Inn to Canterbury Cathedral, 
poet pilgrims competing for free picks, 
 
Chaucer Tales, track by track, here’s the remix             
from below-the-belt base to the topnotch; 
I won’t stop all the clocks with a stopwatch 
when the tales overrun, run offensive, 
or run clean out of steam, they’re authentic 
cos we’re keeping it real, reminisce this: 
Chaucer Tales were an unfinished business. 
May the best poet lose, as the saying goes. 
May the best poet muse be mainstaying those       
on the stage, on the page, on their subject:           
me and April, we’re The Rhyming Couplet 
I’m The Host for tonight, Harry Bailey, 
if I’m tongue-tied, April will bail me,                   
I’m MC but the M is for mistress 
when my April shows me what a kiss is . . . 
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The Song of Wandering Aengus – W. B. Yeats (1865 – 1939) 
 
I went out to the hazel wood, 
Because a fire was in my head, 
And cut and peeled a hazel wand, 
And hooked a berry to a thread; 
And when white moths were on the wing, 
And moth-like stars were flickering out, 
I dropped the berry in a stream 
And caught a little silver trout. 
 
When I had laid it on the floor 
I went to blow the fire a-flame, 
But something rustled on the floor, 
And someone called me by my name: 
It had become a glimmering girl 
With apple blossom in her hair 
Who called me by my name and ran 
And faded through the brightening air. 
 
Though I am old with wandering 
Through hollow lands and hilly lands, 
I will find out where she has gone, 
And kiss her lips and take her hands; 
And walk among long dappled grass, 
And pluck till time and times are done, 
The silver apples of the moon, 
The golden apples of the sun.  
 
 


