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Peach









What were we thinking about


when we climbed up into the fork


of the lookout tree


and kicked the ladder away?







It was almost impossible to get down.


That was the whole point.


We wanted to eat a peach somewhere interesting.


We wanted to dribble peach juice on the world.






























A Gap in the Hedge









We go back a long way, you and I,


through a gap in the hedge, across a field,


through a gate we forgot to close,


to a farm museum, where we took off our shoes


and put on protective clothing


to enter the grain silo. A storm of grass filings


broke over our heads. We tumbled around


inside a giant vacuum cleaner,


until we were spat out, blinking in sunlight


to face our accusers. A valuable herd of cattle


had escaped into a neighbouring field,


where they gorged on poisonous berries.






























Leaving London









On my way to the ends of the earth


I saw myself going past


in the opposite direction,


heading back into town


through burning stubble fields.


Instead of entering the long tunnel,


I was pole-vaulting valleys,


wire-walking powerlines


over reservoirs, dawdling for seconds


in deserted allotments.







Suburban stations waved me through


with a rush of time in the face.


People and places I remembered


were lit up like tableaux


beside the track.


Flagship office blocks with logos


lurched silently towards me,


then staggered off into the blue.


Buses reappeared with the names


of familiar destinations.







I was hurtling backwards


in a machine of my own making,


feet braced against the seat opposite


as I re-entered the blurred city.


Now here was the OXO Tower


standing out against the night,


streets of shops disappearing under bridges,


a half-curtained window,


lit by a single naked bulb,


almost within reach of my hand.






























Heavy Father









When he jumped down from the train


as con-man Tony Gracey


in Michael Balcon’s Rome Express


I reached out a hand to steady myself.


I was old enough to be his father.







He lights a delinquent cigarette


in the shade of his fedora


and glances up and down the platform,


smudges of mascara visible


under each narrowed eye.







In One of Our Aircraft is Missing


he is actor Frank Shelley,


wireless operator on B for Bertie,


disguised as a Dutchwoman.


He raises one eyebrow in the mirror,







or stands looking out of the window


as Sir Robert Chilton in An Ideal Husband,


twisting his signet ring round


with circular reasoning,


all other action having cancelled itself out.







How to play anything


from dainty blackmailer to ruined politician


without his assumed character


affecting his performance in any way


was a trick he passed down to me.







How he achieved the transformation


from juvenile lead to Heavy Father


without the use of wigs and make-up


is the great mystery


that is currently being revealed to me.






























Elsie Byers









The little pop-eyed goddess


with fists clenched against the sky


he named after Elsie Byers, his American agent,


and placed on his desk


‘where I can keep an eye on her’.







His fortunes took a turn for the worse


and we had to move house, but before we left


we buried Elsie under a tree in the garden


to stop her following us.


All would have been well







if I hadn’t gone back to the house


to see how Elsie was getting on


in her confinement. There she was,


still buried under her tree,


her mouth stuffed with earth and leaf mould.







One of her eyes was missing.


One of her arms hung loose.


What possessed me to take her home with me?


As I hold Elsie in my hand, I shiver slightly


at the undiminished fury of her scream.
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