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On Our Marks









I start furthest back


on the yew tree path, crouching down,


my fingers touching the earth.


My brother comes next,


just far enough ahead to give me a race.


Our sister, nearest home,


looks over her shoulder at us,


knowing she will probably win.







At the end of the path you stand,


one hand holding up a yellow handkerchief.


We wait on our marks,


our hearts beating faster now, our eyes


fixed on your upraised hand,


the handkerchief fluttering in the wind.






























Post-War British









Everyone screwing up their eyes


as if they can’t quite make us out –


Jim with his hair fully restored,


Johnny with the Simoniz duster,


polishing the Jowett Javelin to extinction


as long ago as 1951.







There’s no such person as Anne,


but Gar is still there, looking quite like


her old self again, and Mr Burns,


none the worse for New Zealand,


waiting for us to make up our minds:


are we coming with them or not?







The afternoon goes on like that


until we are piling into the car,


trying not to sit in the middle.


Isn’t that the anti-carsick chain


hanging down behind, that was supposed to


earth the static electricity?







It doesn’t even touch the ground!


The children leaning out of the windows


must be waving goodbye


to their own grandchildren,


but they think they can smell the sea


just over the next horizon.










And here we all are at last –


our faces coming up tired but satisfied


at the other end of our lives,


our knitted bathing-trunks falling down.


The cross-hatched anti-invasion groynes


postmark the scene for us







and all the dogs that existed then,


named after Sid Field characters,


leaping to within an inch of the stick


that hovers in the air above the sea,


bring it back to us now


and lay it at our feet.






























A Dam









My mother calls my name,


a familiar, two-note sound


that carries across the fields


and finds me here,


kneeling beside a stream,


my arms plunged up to the elbows in mud.







I make my way back to the house


and try to explain


what I’ve been doing all this time


so far away from home.


‘Making dams?’ she will ask.


‘Or making poems about making dams?’






























Standstill







A last visit to the long-abandoned ‘Gosses’ on Harold Macmillan’s Birch Grove estate, soon to be levelled as part of a new golf course.









I apologize to the driver


for the branches closing in,


almost bringing us to a standstill.


He doesn’t seem to mind.


‘I’m like you,’ he tells me, as we move aside


a tree blown across the drive by the storm.


‘I had to come back home


to see my own particular corner of the UK


before I died. Our daughter wanted to stay out there


in New Zealand and get married.


Don’t ask me why.


She’s a karate champion.’







We have turned a corner in the drive, past the swing,


past the gibbet, past the tree


where we buried the screaming idol’s head


of Elsie Byers, the American agent.


Flowering creepers and bushes


crowd round the old house,


as if some great party were being given there


long ago, the party of the season.


Look, the same door! The same knocker!


The same doorhandle I held


when I came back from going round the world!


The same footscraper!







The driver seems to share my astonishment


that everything is the same yet different


when you look through a window


into your old room


and see your head lying there on the pillow,


innocent of your life, but dreaming your dreams.


‘Where is it you say old Supermac used to live?


I want to see the field


where President Kennedy landed in his helicopter.


I was cheering and waving the American flag.


Our daughter had just been born. We were on our way


to start a new life in New Zealand.’






























Margaret Vyner







1925. Paris passes from high Anglophilia to unbridled Negro-mania. The Charleston is born. Women bob their hair, smoke cigarettes, embark on love affairs. The couturier Jean Patou creates three new scents to evoke the three great moments of love: ‘Amour Amour’, ‘Que Sais-Je?, ‘Adieu Sagesse’. On the other side of the world, in Winona, Sydney, a skinny eleven-year-old girl called Margaret Vyner walks through a plate glass window and amazes everyone by escaping unhurt.




 





1927. Lindbergh crosses the Atlantic. The Surrealist Gallery opens in Paris. From a boutique on the beach at Deauville, Jean Patou launches ‘le sportswear’. He dresses tennis star Suzanne Lenglen. The suntanned look is à la mode and Patou is the first to introduce suntan oil to the world. It is called ‘Chaldée’. In Australia, outdoor girl Margaret Vyner enters Ascham School for Girls, where the uniform is a disappointing beige, like everyone’s permanently tanned skin.
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