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            Note

         

         A poem is sudden and then it is slow. It continues to move between these two states while I try to keep up with its swerves or chip away at each impasse. When a poem completes itself, I feel something relax: it’s holding itself in tension and I can let go now. But completion is not usually the end of the matter. The poem has found a reliable form only perhaps not the right one.

         As a collection starts to gather, which for me takes about seven years, the poems talk to each other behind my back and cast new light. This is the point at which I need an editor, and the three I’ve worked with over the last thirty years have been exceptional. Christopher Reid detected the true nature of what I was trying to do and set me on my own path. Paul Keegan made observations that I still enjoy thinking about. Matthew Hollis has brought an extraordinary level of insight, rigour and sensitivity to our work together – the hours we’ve spent discussing the weight of a comma or the implications of a stress have been a joy.

         
             

         

         The numbers beneath the excerpts from A Double Sorrow are line references from the book’s source: Geoffrey Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde.
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               Electricity

            

            
               
                  The night you called to tell me

                  that the unevenness between the days

                  is as simple as meeting or not meeting,

                  I was thinking about electricity –

                  how at no point on a circuit

                  can power diminish or accumulate,

                  how you also need a lack of balance

                  for energy to be released. Trust it.

                  Once, being held like that,

                  no edge, no end and no beginning,

                  I could not tell our actions apart:

                  if it was you who lifted my head to the light,

                  if it was I who said how much I wanted

                  to look at your face. Your beautiful face.
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               Love from a Foreign City

            

            
               
                  Dearest, the cockroaches are having babies.

                  One fell from the ceiling into my gin

                  with no ill effects. Mother has been.

                  I showed her the bite marks on the cot

                  and she gave me the name of her rat-catcher.

                  He was so impressed by the hole in her u-bend,

                  he took it home for his personal museum.

                  I cannot sleep. They are digging up children

                  on Hackney Marshes. The papers say

                  when that girl tried to scream for help,

                  the man cut her tongue out. Not far from here.

                  There have been more firebombs,

                  but only at dawn and out in the suburbs.

                  And a mortar attack. We heard it from the flat,

                  a thud like someone dropping a table.

                  They say the pond life coming out of the taps

                  is completely harmless. A law has been passed

                  on dangerous dogs: muzzles, tattoos, castration.

                  When the labrador over the road jumped up

                  to say hello to Billie, he wet himself.

                  The shops in North End Road are all closing.

                  You can’t get your shoes mended anywhere.

                  The one-way system keeps changing direction,

                  I get lost a hundred yards from home.

                  There are parts of the new A to Z marked simply

                  ‘under development’. Even street names

                  have been demolished. There is typhoid in Finchley.

                  Mother has brought me a lavender tree.
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               From Scattered Blue

               for Lesley Davies

            

            
               
                  I drive back along the river

                  like I always do, not noticing.

                  Then something in the light tears open

                  the smoke from the power-station chimney,

               

               
                  each twist and fold, the construction

                  of its slow muscular eventual rise

                  and there, right at the edge of it,

                  a continual breaking up into sky.

               

               
                  And that’s another thing, the sky.

                  How the mist captures what’s left of sunset,

                  the sodium orange and granite pink

                  distilled from scattered blue.

               

               
                  The choreography of air-traffic control

                  and the cranes nested downstream are part of it,

                  like the bridge and its sugar coat

                  of broken fairylight. The time of year

               

               
                  when every bird is a brushstroke and the trees

                  are revealed in a lack of colour. It reminds me

                  of how we used to talk; how we want sometimes

                  to do more than just live it.
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               Radium

            

            
               
                  With a head full of Swiss clockmakers,

                  she took a job at a New Jersey factory

                  painting luminous numbers, copying the style

                  believed to be found in the candlelit backrooms

                  of snowbound alpine villages.

               

               
                  Holding each clockface to the light,

                  she would catch a glimpse of the chemist

                  as he measured and checked. He was old enough,

                  had a kind face and a foreign name

                  she never dared to pronounce: Sochocky.

               

               
                  For a joke she painted her teeth and nails,

                  jumped out on the other girls walking home.

                  In bed that night she laughed out loud

                  and stroked herself with ten green fingertips.

                  Unable to sleep, the chemist traced each number

               

               
                  on the face he had stolen from the factory floor.

                  He liked the curve of her eights;

                  the way she raised the wet brush to her lips

                  and, with a delicate purse of her mouth,

                  smoothed the bristle to a perfect tip.

               

               
                  Over the years he watched her grow dull.

                  The doctors gave up, removed half her jaw,

                  and blamed syphilis when her thighbone snapped

                  as she struggled up a flight of steps.

                  Diagnosing infidelity, the chemist pronounced

               

               
                  the innocence of radium, a kind of radiance

                  that could not be held by the body of a woman,

                  only caught between her teeth. He was proud

                  of his paint and made public speeches

                  on how it could be used by artists to convey

               

               
                  the quality of moonlight. Sochocky displayed

                  these shining landscapes on his walls;

                  his faith sustained alone in a room

                  full of warm skies that broke up the dark

                  and drained his blood of its colour.

               

               
                  His dangerous bones could not keep their secret.

                  Laid out for X-ray, before a single button was pressed,

                  they exposed the plate and pictured themselves

                  as a ghost, not a skeleton, a photograph

                  he was unable to stop being developed and fixed.
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