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from ZOOM! (1989)



























Snow Joke









Heard the one about the guy from Heaton Mersey?


Wife at home, lover in Hyde, mistress


in Newton-le-Willows and two pretty girls


in the top grade at Werneth prep. Well,







he was late and he had a good car so he snubbed


the police warning-light and tried to finesse


the last six miles of moorland blizzard,


and the story goes he was stuck within minutes.







So he sat there thinking about life and things;


what the dog does when it catches its tail


and about the snake that ate itself to death.


And he watched the windscreen filling up







with snow, and it felt good, and the whisky


from his hip-flask was warm and smooth.


And of course, there isn’t a punchline


but the ending goes something like this:







they found him slumped against the steering wheel


with VOLVO printed backwards in his frozen brow.


And they fought in the pub over hot toddies


as to who was to take the most credit.







Him who took the aerial to be a hawthorn twig?


Him who figured out the contour of his car?


Or him who said he heard the horn, moaning


softly like an alarm clock under an eiderdown?






























It Ain’t What You Do It’s What It Does to You









I have not bummed across America


with only a dollar to spare, one pair


of busted Levi’s and a bowie knife.


I have lived with thieves in Manchester.







I have not padded through the Taj Mahal,


barefoot, listening to the space between


each footfall picking up and putting down


its print against the marble floor. But I







skimmed flat stones across Black Moss on a day


so still I could hear each set of ripples


as they crossed. I felt each stone’s momentum


spend itself against the water; then sink.







I have not toyed with a parachute chord


while perched on the lip of a light aircraft;


but I held the wobbly head of a boy


at the day centre, and stroked his fat hands.







And I guess that the tightness in the throat


and the tiny cascading sensation


somewhere inside us are both part of that


sense of something else. That feeling, I mean.






























The Bears in Yosemite Park









are busy in the trash cans, grubbing for toothpaste


but the weather on Mam Tor has buckled the road


into Castleton. A crocodile of hikers spills out


into a distant car park as the rain permeates







our innermost teeshirts, and quickly we realise:


this moment is one which will separate some part


of our lives from another. We will always remember


the mobile of seagulls treading water over Edale.







Killer whales pair for life;







they are calling across the base of the ocean


as we sprint for the shelter of the Blue John mine.


We know the routine. In the furthest cavern


the lights go out and the guide will remind us







that this is true darkness and these splashes


of orange and bristling purple fibre are nothing


but the echoes of light still staining our eyelids.


Back in the car we peel off our sticky layers







and the stacks of rain







are still collapsing sideways as we gear down into


Little Hayfield Please Drive Carefully. On the radio


somebody explains. The bears in Yosemite Park


are stumbling home, legged up with fishing-line







and polythene and above the grind of his skidoo


a ranger curses the politics of skinny-dipping.


This is life. Killer whales are nursing their dead


into quiet waters and we are driving home







in boxer-shorts and bare feet.



























Phenomenology









Harold Garfinkel can go fuck himself.


This is a ten pound note. These are the keys


to your mother’s car, and my father’s suit


is nicely one half-size too big for me.







The tyres burst the puddles and the lamplight


spills like a moment from the past, only


to settle backwards, become distant and


still further distant in the long darkness







behind. Always we are moving away.


In the tunnel we test the echo of


the engine and check our haircuts in the


rain-spattered quarter-light. Someday, something







will give. When the sun comes up tomorrow


it will dawn on us. But for now we shine


like the stars we understand: I think I’m


Tom Courtenay; you think I’m Billy Liar.






























Don’t Blink









Because the six-year-old on the pavilion steps


keeps stepping out of her mother’s sling-back sandals


and a jogger on the road has barely enough breath


to say ‘It never gets any easier, just quicker’


to his brother who is hoisting a double baby-buggy







over the narrow gate. Other things we can take


or leave: the ambulance that stubs its shock absorbers


on the sleeping policeman; the incensed batsman walking


back towards the bowler, saying if he does that again


he’ll ram this steel-sprung Duncan Fearnley down his throat







or through the windscreen of his Ford Fiesta.


Not that this match could be close or anything;


the home team only have nine men and one of those


is the scorer’s friend, who at a sensitive age looks


ridiculous in blue shorts and his sister’s jumper.







Don’t blink. You might miss the perfect smile


of a boy whistling ‘Summertime’ who has to stop


when he gets to the bit that goes ‘Your daddy’s rich’


or the man with a dog who turns to ask his friend


why they can’t make aeroplanes out of the same stuff







they make black-box flight recorders out of.


You might not even notice that an evening breeze


which wafts the drone of a moorland rescue helicopter


across the field from a mile away, is the same breeze


that chafes the tip from a pile of sawdust










and rocks the jumper of the left-arm spinner, mislaid


for the moment, on the handle of the heavy roller.


The fight in the beer tent hardly gets a mention.


When the light fades, the swifts say more about the weather


than a poet ever could, picking up the smallest insects







dangerously close to the ground.






























Poem









Frank O’Hara was open on the desk


but I went straight for the directory.


Nick was out, Joey was engaged, Jim was


just making coffee and why didn’t I







come over. I had Astrud Gilberto


singing ‘Bim Bom’ on my Sony Walkman


and the sun was drying the damp slates on


the rooftops. I walked in without ringing







and he still wasn’t dressed or shaved when we


topped up the coffee with his old man’s scotch


(it was only half ten but what the hell)


and took the newspapers into the porch.







Talking Heads were on the radio. I


was just about to mention the football


when he said ‘Look, will you help me clear her


wardrobe out?’ I said ‘Sure Jim, anything.’






























A Painted Bird for Thomas Szasz









It was his anorak that first attracted me.


The foam lining was hanging from a split seam


and a tear that ran the length of his back was patched


with sellotape and sticking plaster. So I watched


as he flitted between the front seats of the bus


and fingered the synthetic fur around his hood.







The next time I noticed was at the terminus


where he was pretending to direct the buses.


From then there was a catalogue of incidents,


moments and locations where we coincided,


and each time I watched him talking to the drivers


who ignored him, and jotting down the route numbers.







One particular time he was in the arcade


eyeing the intricacy of a timetable.


He caught me watching the reflection of his face


so he exhaled onto the surface of the glass


and wrote his name on it. Billy. I passed by him,


breathing in, and he smelt like a wet dog, drying.







Another time I noticed more than I meant to


was a lunchtime at the Probation Day Centre


when I squinted through the gap in the serving hatch


to see him watching the traffic on the bypass.


His focus settled on a simple bicycle


which he followed till it slipped below the skyline.










I also saw him, once, in the covered precinct


pissing himself through his pants onto the concrete


and fumbling with the zip on his anorak.


He bothered me, and later I had to walk back


across where the dark circle of his stain had grown


and was still growing, slowly, outward, like a town.






























November









We walk to the ward from the badly parked car


with your grandma taking four short steps to our two.


We have brought her here to die and we know it.







You check her towel, soap and family trinkets,


pare her nails, parcel her in the rough blankets


and she sinks down into her incontinence.







It is time, John. In their pasty bloodless smiles,


in their slack breasts, their stunned brains and their baldness,


and in us, John: we are almost these monsters.







You’re shattered. You give me the keys and I drive


through the twilight zone, past the famous station


to your house, to numb ourselves with alcohol.







Inside, we feel the terror of dusk begin.


Outside we watch the evening, failing again,


and we let it happen. We can say nothing.







Sometimes the sun spangles and we feel alive.


One thing we have to get, John, out of this life.






























The Civilians









We signed the lease and knew we were landed.


Our dream house: half farm, half mansion; gardens


announcing every approach, a greenhouse


             with a southern aspect.


             Here the sunlight lasted;


evenings stretched their sunburnt arms towards us,


held us in their palms: gilded us, warmed us.







We studied the view as if we owned it;


noted each change, nodded and condoned it.


We rode with the roof down, and if the days


            overstepped themselves


            then the golden evenings


spread like ointment through the open valleys,


buttered one side of our spotless washing.







Forget the dangers of iron pyrites


or the boy who ran from his mother’s farm


to the golden house on the other hill


            which was a pigsty


            taking the sunlight.


This was God’s glory. The big wheel had stopped


with our chair rocking sweetly at the summit.







For what we have, or had, we are grateful.


            To say otherwise


            would be bitterness


and we know better than to surrender.


Behind the hen-house the jalopy is snookered:


            its bodywork sound,


            its engine buggered,










but still there is gold: headlights on the road,


the unchewable crusts of our own loaves,


            old leaves the dog drags in.


            Frost is early this autumn.


            Wrapped up like onions


we shuffle out over the frozen ground,


prop up the line where our sheets are flagging.






























The Stuff









We’d heard all the warnings, knew its nicknames.


It arrived in our town by word of mouth


and crackled like wildfire through the grapevine


of gab and gossip. It came from the south







           so we shunned it, naturally,


           sent it to Coventry







and wouldn’t have touched it with a bargepole


if it hadn’t been at the club one night.


Well, peer group pressure and all that twaddle


so we fussed around it like flies round shite







           and watched,


           and waited







till one kid risked it, stepped up and licked it


and came from every pore in his body.


That clinched it. It snowballed, whirlpooled. Listen,


no one was more surprised than me to be







            cutting it, mixing it,


            snorting and sniffing it







or bulking it up with scouring powder


or chalk, or snuff, or sodium chloride


and selling it under the flyover.


At first we were laughing. It was all right







            to be drinking it, eating it,


            living and breathing it










but things got seedy, people went missing.


One punter surfaced in the ship-canal


having shed a pair of concrete slippers.


Others were bundled in the back of vans







            and were quizzed, thumped,


            finished off and dumped







or vanished completely like Weldon Kees,


their cars left idle under the rail bridge


with its cryptic hoarding that stumped the police:


‘Oldham – Home of the tubular bandage.’







           Others were strangled.


           Not that it stopped us.







Someone bubbled us. C.I.D. sussed us


and found some on us. It was cut and dried.


They dusted, booked us, cuffed us and pushed us


down to the station and read us our rights.







          Possession and supplying:


          we had it, we’d had it.







In Court I ambled up and took the oath


and spoke the addict’s side of the story.


I said grapevine, bargepole, whirlpool, chloride,


concrete, bandage, station, story. Honest.






























Zoom!









It begins as a house, an end terrace in this case


but it will not stop there. Soon it is an avenue


which cambers arrogantly past the Mechanics’ Institute, turns left


at the main road without even looking and quickly it is


a town with all four major clearing banks, a daily paper


and a football team pushing for promotion.







On it goes, oblivious to the Planning Acts, the green belts,


and before we know it it is out of our hands: city, nation,


hemisphere, universe, hammering out in all directions until suddenly,


mercifully, it is drawn aside through the eye of a black hole


and bulleted into a neighbouring galaxy, emerging smaller and smoother


than a billiard ball but weighing more than Saturn.







People stop me in the street, badger me in the check-out queue


and ask ‘What is this, this that is so small and so very smooth


but whose mass is greater than the ringed planet?’ It’s just words


I assure them. But they will not have it.




























from XANADU (1992)
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