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            Some day they’re gonna write a Blues song for fighters.

            It’ll just be for slow guitar, soft trumpet, and a bell.

            – sonny liston

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Sidney Road

            

            
               
                  A lookout on the world: next door’s wisteria,

                  its purple leaching out, half hides

                  a railing that needs paint;

                  nine wooden planks, enough to stand on.

                  My freedom as a ‘free lance’.

               

               
                  An interstitial age. Hardly neighbourly,

                  I know fewer names than the years

                  I’ve been here. Rows of identikit SUVs

                  line the road in lieu of trees

                  I’ve seen cut back, then down.

               

               
                  Somewhere between coma and contentment:

                  well-tended green spaces; a family butcher

                  embarrassed by its raft of sausage circuit garlands;

                  too many rugby shirts around to feel at ease –

                  spring-evening joggers stir from hibernation.

               

               
                  I was the future, for a week, a while ago.

                  At a summer garden party, I met

                  a looted favourite poet:

                  over his empty, one-use flute, he wrangled

                  about the etiquette of ‘watering the foliage’.

               

               
                  A marginal constituent, I’m more witness

                  than antagonist to flourishing damp.

                  The months pile up since my last confession;

                  wheels spinning slowly, hazards on,

                  just low enough for running down the battery.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Ethiopia Shall Stretch Forth Her Hands

            

            
               
                  Joe Louis, mid-clinch,

                  is lifting his opponent –

                  the six-foot-six ‘Ambling Alp’, Primo Carnera –

                  into the air.

                  In the Hague,

                  Italian and Ethiopian officials

                  have come to the end of their first day

                  of arbitration talks.

                  Here, in the Yankee Stadium,

                  Carnera will sink to his knees

                  ‘slowly, like a great chimney that had been dynamited’.

               

               
                  For breakfast this morning, Carnera consumed

                  a quart of orange juice, two quarts of milk,

                  nineteen pieces of toast, fourteen eggs,

                  a loaf of bread and half a pound of Virginia ham.

                  If he took the Washington Post

                  he would have seen a cartoon showing himself and Louis in the ring.

                  The illustrated Louis cast a dreadlocked shadow,

                  his shadow wore a crown.

               

               
                  Louis starts throwing bombs in the sixth round

                  and knocks the Italian down twice

                  before a right-left combination

                  ends the fight.

                  Louis will touch a glove to Carnera’s lower back

                  after the bell, and return to his corner

                  without celebration.

               

               
                  Louis has been given seven commandments

                  by his new manager to ensure he progresses

                  towards a title shot unhampered

                  by comparisons to Jack Johnson.

                  He is never to have his picture taken with a white woman.

                  He is never to go to a nightclub alone.

                  There will be no soft fights.

                  There will be no fixed fights.

                  He will never gloat over a fallen opponent.

                  He will keep a ‘dead pan’ in front of the cameras.

                  He will live and fight clean.

               

               
                  In 1964, Martin Luther King, Jr will write,

                  ‘More than twenty-five years ago, one of the southern states

                  adopted a new method of capital punishment.

                  Poison gas supplanted the gallows.

                  In its earliest stages, a microphone was placed inside

                  the sealed death chamber so that scientific observers

                  might hear the words of the dying prisoner.

                  The first victim was a young Negro.

                  As the pellet dropped into the container,

                  and the gas curled upward,

                  through the microphone came these words:

                  “Save me, Joe Louis. Save me, Joe Louis. Save me, Joe Louis …”’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Range

            

            
               i

               
                  ‘God save all here.’ That’s what you scored

                  into the metal of your childhood range.

                  The house was ruined when I saw it, a bored

                  boy of six or seven, nagging for a change

                  of scene as soon as we got there. Twenty

                  years are gone; I’ve not been back

                  to the village, the house, not for lack

                  of chances. Life is away, plenty

                  of it. You only asked that He save you. All.

                  You are dead, as is your mother.

                  Bad luck has clung to your brother

                  like an impermeable caul

                  he couldn’t shake by getting out,

                  or having sons. He has one less. Since you.

                  For all the decay there was still the view

                  out back. Mountain family. Wiped out.

               

               ii

               
                  The blackbird is not a bad-luck bird.

                  The Blackbird of Avondale was not resigned

                  to arrears, in Kilmainham. He heard

                  a fresh start in letters Kitty signed

                  with kisses. He could not prevent Fiendish Park.

                  Later he could not prevent scandalising

                  a ‘nonconformist conscience’; his larks

                  at Eltham almost vandalised

                  Home Rule. He had to go. ‘If I go, I go forever.’

                  The ‘hillside men’ stayed loyal but the Master

                  couldn’t have a mistress. Quicklime in his eyes, alive,

                  he sailed home for Hove and died. He was forty-five.

               

               iii

               
                  You were betrayed; there is no other way

                  of saying this. The doctor told you to wash your hair

                  and go for walks; your appetite may

                  or may not return. He was only too aware

                  of your ‘nerves’ and said so.

                  He’d delivered all seven of your daughters

                  after all. They told you to go

                  back, anti-fatted calf, for more slaughtering

                  neglect. He rolled your dice for you for a season.

                  By the time he deigned to look for the real reason

                  behind your winnowing it was everywhere.

                  The doctor told you that you’d lose your hair.

               

               iv

               
                  There is sadness in this blackbird’s song,

                  and I know well what tuned it wrong.

                  It was those by whom the deed was done.

                  Now all its nestlings are gone.

                  This type of weather I also know,

                  and such a loss, not long ago.

                  I know it well, bird, I read your state

                  at the sight of a home left desolate.

                  It was sudden they came, the callous boys,

                  and quick the deed your young destroys.

                  You and I share a fate we both deplore.

                  My children, like your children, are no more.

               

               v

               
                  When she turned thirteen your youngest child

                  was plagued by neighbours seeking cures.

                  The seventh girl of seven girls, a wild

                  sort of medic, they believed, the surest

                  route to remedy. You did not last

                  to see her giving birth. A boy,

                  out of a house of women. The past

                  will find him, eventually: its joys

                  and scandals. He will learn about you

                  from her; you will be photographs

                  and stories. She may spare him the true

                  ending and choose parts to make him laugh,

                  like your fierce temper, the black curtain

                  you pinned up to con the girls to bed

                  with the sun still high. Or, instead,

                  she’ll draw your life with a certain

                  pathos. You at seventeen, lovesick,

                  walking out ‘to see Hughie Langan’s duck’,

                  when Hughie wasn’t in, or sneaking Mick,

                  your stepdad, cigarettes ‘for the road, and one for luck’.

               

               vi

               
                  I found this in a book in a city you never visited:

               

               
                  A Charm Against Sorrow

               

               
                  This is a charm said by Mary for her son,

                  before the fair man and the turbulent woman

                  had laid him in the grave.

                  A charm that God set for himself, when the divinity

                  within him was darkened.

                  A charm to be said by the cross, when the night is black

                  and the soul is heavy with sorrow.

                  A charm to be said at sunrise, the hands on the breast,

                  when the eyes are red with weeping

                  and the madness of grief is strong.

                  A charm that has no words, only the silent prayer.

               

               
                  My mother called to say you’d gone.

                  I answered. She couldn’t speak;

                  only made animal noise, a weak

                  throat sound which meant ‘it’s done’.

               

               vii

               
                  In your dying days your daughters were visited by birds.

                  They stood in gardens, or entered their homes.

                  There were robins, for death, and blackbirds.

                  They are for resignation. You died at home,

                  light as a bird, bald as a young, blind bird.

                  Your children had all left but came back

                  to stay the night. Like your childhood

                  house on the hill, that home stands idle, its black
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