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To my parents


 


 


‘The fact is that everybody has to stand the same racket, more or less.’


 


George Bernard Shaw, Advice to a Young Critic
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Evening Lesson









Filling the slant, suburban lawn


A cybernaut with ducts for arms


Ponders before the sun goes down


If it will ever come to life.







The afternoon departed’s been


Immoderately hot, the pets’


Tails curled like clefs, reptilian


On a bituminous pavement.







A kid, playing, knows for a fact


However long he waits he won’t


Surprise the robot in the act


Of scooping up the puddled cat







Because the proof of what things are


When we’re too busy not looking’s


Obviously non-ocular.


His hands trip over rising scales.







He makes a sound the instrument


Alone cannot, and everything


In this setting is strangely lent


Purpose by dappled accident:







The chance note of definite shade


Beneath a Monkey Puzzle’s knots,


The cat full-stretch and music spread


Across stillness to make it stop.



























Small Hours









Temperature, night.


An air current, the


bunting they drag


across the forecast,


hides in an oak.







Up and down the street


a spectral army gathers


taking a leaf count.


Late cyclists skitter


through phantom ranks.







The sky is blown away.


I feel comforted.


Minutely lost to me


in the small hours,


your smile breaks.



























Demonstration Day









Fifteen and short, I strode the cobbles


of Carnaby Street in August ’83, and bought


a lemon-yellow tie there to the tune of ‘ABC’,


music no longer of its time but new to me,


as was the sleazy caff where I had lunch


(a peanut-butter, cheese and celery sandwich)


before tea and a doze, posing in Green Park,


stretched out like I came there every day to be


one of the crowd and nobody’s fool. Really.


The hours inched by. I thought they’d fly







if I raced through the shops and galleries until,


hobbled by growing pains, blinded by genius art,


begged by a battery of nuns not to proliferate,


I escalated Underground and out of sight. But


I thought wrong: you cannot walk away from it,


refine the wait, hear bones stretch, set, say why


to lemon-yellow youth the style is not original. I


surfaced somewhere on the Northern Line with trees


and spent the weekend there. The details I forget,


like who spoke first, or first realised we’d met.



























English









Ramadan means fewer taxis in the rain


so I run to the old Custard Factory


where no one knows how I knew you


and I explain in tribute that I hardly did:


for two years you read Persuasion aloud,


became my vision of JA: gat-toothed,


ironical, smiling encouragement


as I tried hard to get your tone (wise,


bottle-blonde, au fait) in my essays;


to make your careless insights mine


in double homage to the teacher


and the book I loved.







JA asked other boys, ‘Who shot JR?’,


and I was jealous when you laughed


at Ian Shrubsole’s batsman’s Cleopatra,


six beefy feet of Nile kine – no match


for my remarkably pitched Antony.


The century passed. Now, I’m a man


– in Birmingham, disguised by age


and facial hair, my speech ad-libbed


for once, yet still recalling how it felt,


those few unopened afternoons ago,


to hear in someone else’s voice


the promise of my own, the fast


about to be broken. 







O, I am trying, Egypt.



























Majesty of Nature









‘At least a third of biomass


in any given area is ant’,


our genial host explained,


his smile dog-fought by flies,


the long haul of a plane above


his head serenely interposed


between the insect and the void.







You see how they get started,


these creation myths: the seen is


not the point, apparently. You


have to take a closer look,


behind the gums swaying


like cheerleaders, to ants,


to life’s original constituents.







High in the forest canopy,


a crow dies laughing at this


unevolved belief: that no one is


merely an entomologist, guide


or priest, but something much


more serious, albeit in glasses,


tidy piles and – gotcha! – pieces.
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