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Gooseberry Season









Which reminds me. He appeared


at noon, asking for water. He’d walked from town


after losing his job, leaving a note for his wife and his brother


and locking his dog in the coal bunker.


We made him a bed







and he slept till Monday.


A week went by and he hung up his coat.


Then a month, and not a stroke of work, a word of thanks,


a farthing of rent or a sign of him leaving.


One evening he mentioned a recipe







for smooth, seedless gooseberry sorbet


but by then I was tired of him: taking pocket money


from my boy at cards, sucking up to my wife and on his last  night


sizing up my daughter. He was smoking my pipe


as we stirred his supper.







Where does the hand become the wrist?


Where does the neck become the shoulder? The watershed


and then the weight, whatever turns up and tips us over that razor’s edge


between something and nothing, between


one and the other.










I could have told him this


but didn’t bother. We ran him a bath


and held him under, dried him off and dressed him


and loaded him into the back of the pick-up.


Then we drove without headlights







to the county boundary,


dropped the tailgate, and after my boy


had been through his pockets we dragged him like a mattress


across the meadow and on the count of four


threw him over the border.







This is not general knowledge, except


in gooseberry season, which reminds me, and at the table


I have been known to raise an eyebrow, or scoop the sorbet


into five equal portions, for the hell of it.


I mention this for a good reason.






























True North









Hitching home for the first time, the last leg


being a bummed ride in a cold guard’s van


through the unmanned stations to a platform


iced with snow. It’s not much to crow about,







the trip from one term at Portsmouth Poly,


all that Falklands business still to come. From there


the village looked stopped; a clutch of houses


in a toy snow-storm with the dust settled







and me ready to stir it, loaded up


with a haul of new facts, half expecting


flags or bunting, a ticker-tape welcome,


a fanfare or a civic reception.







In the Old New Inn two men sat locked


in an arm-wrestle – their one combined fist


dithered like a compass needle. Later,


after Easter, they would ask me outside







for saying Malvinas in the wrong place


at the wrong time, but that night was Christmas


and the drinks were on them. Christmas! At home


I hosted a new game: stretch a tissue







like a snare drum over a brandy glass,


put a penny on, spark up, then take turns


to dimp burning cigs through the diaphragm


before the tissue gives, the penny drops.










As the guests yawned their heads off I lectured


about wolves: how they mass on the shoreline


of Bothnia, wait for the weather, then


make the crossing when the Gulf heals over.






























Brassneck









United, mainly,


every odd Saturday,


or White Hart Lane for a worthwhile away game.


Down in the crowds at the grounds where the bread is:


the gold, the plastic,


the cheque-books, the readies,







the biggest fish


or the easiest meat,


or both. Consider that chap we took last week:


we turned him over and walked off the terrace


with a grand exactly


in dog-eared tenners;







takings like that


don’t get reported.


Carter, he’s a sort of junior partner;


it’s two seasons now since we first teamed up


in the Stretford End


in the FA Cup;







it was all United


when I caught him filching


my cigarette case, and he felt me fishing


a prial of credit cards out of his britches.


Since that day


we’ve worked these pitches.










We tend to kick off


by the hot dog vans


and we’ve lightened a good many fair-weather fans


who haven’t a clue where to queue for tickets.


Anything goes, if it’s


loose we lift it.







At City last year


in the derby match


we did the right thing with a smart-looking lass


who’d come unhitched in the crush from her friend.


We escorted her out


of the Platt Lane End,







arm in arm


along the touchline,


past the tunnel and out through the turnstile


and directed her on to a distant police car.


I did the talking


and Carter fleeced her.







As Carter once put it:


when we’re on the ball


we can clean someone out, from a comb to a coil,


and we need nine eyes to watch for the coppers


though at Goodison Park


when I got collared










two bright young bobbies


took me into the toilets


and we split the difference. Bent policemen;


there’s always a couple around when you need them.


It’s usually Autumn


when we loosen our fingers







at the Charity Shield


which is pretty big business


though semis and finals are birthdays and Christmas.


Hillsborough was a different ball game of course;


we’d started early,


then saw what the score was,







so we turned things in


as a mark of respect,


just kept enough back to meet certain expenses


(I’m referring here to a red and blue wreath;


there are trading standards,


even among thieves).







Carter keeps saying


he’d be quick to wager


that worse things go on in the name of wages,


but I’ve let Carter know there’s a place and a time


to say as we speak,


speak as we find.










Speaking of Carter,


and not that I mind,


he thinks I’m a touch on the gingery side:


my voice a little too tongued and grooved,


my locks a little


too washed and groomed,







my cuticles tenderly


pushed back and pruned,


both thumbnails capped with a full half-moon,


each fingernail manicured, pared and polished …


We can work hand in hand if we stick to the rules:


he keeps his cunt-hooks out of my wallet,


I keep my tentacles


out of his pocket.
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