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Proof of Identity









What he kept showed what he was: passports,


Wartime identity card, rare photographs


Snapped on his business travels or, much later on,


As a tired and portly district councillor.







He’d be leaving for work: polishing his shoes,


Checking his silk tie, kissing his wife goodbye;


A dewy garden carnation in his buttonhole,


His handkerchief folded to its alpine peak.







Or returning: News and Standard flung aside,


Reaching for the decanter, the evening’s first sherry,


Smelling of the world and his smoky journey home –


The last steam train from London Bridge to Reigate.







Then he’d be away for days or weeks at a time,


Piecing together Europe’s shattered glassware,


His passports crammed with kaleidoscopic visas;


The People’s Republic of Yugoslavia takes a page.







It’s Belgium and Holland mostly: his closest friends


The Wautys and the Dehandschutters of Manage,


And always, in Maastricht, the Mager Brothers


Who sounded, I thought, like something out of films.







And surely Willy Mager took these photographs,


In their continental treacle-tinted colour:


My father relaxed, ironic, in command,


Looking for once the statesman he should have been.







My mother’s with him (I’m packed off at school),


More beautiful and happier than I remember her


On the emotional see-saw of our life at home.


It strikes me now that she’s in love: with whom?







Unanswerable still. She stayed loyal to her man,


The father I’ve come too late to understand,


As I rummage through these remnants of identity:


His passports, a few photographs, and me.






























The Lindshammar Pig









This glassblower’s cheeks are bulbous as Dizzy Gillespie’s


As he forms what must surely be a blue glass flask.


He’ll add four feet, two ears, blob eyes, a curly tail,


And seal the aperture to create a stumpy snout.







But in truth he’s ruined it: that slit along the back


Turns it into a piggy-bank, a glowing deep-blue toy.


‘It would be great as a pig, without the slit,’ says the boy.


‘Okay’ – and the glassblower smiles – ‘for you I make one.’







We have come to Vetlanda, in the east of Sweden,


By slow train from cabbage-coloured Gothenburg,


Steaming in a warm wet summer. Some long hours later,


The pig is boxed and cotton-woolled, safe for its journey.







Caught in a North Sea storm, the ferry runs six hours late;


His mother brings the seasick boy a peach, then eats it.


Asked at Tilbury Customs, ‘Anything to declare?’


The boy replies winningly: ‘Yes, I have a blue pig.’







Now the Lindshammar pig surveys a Suffolk snowfield


And everybody from that day in Vetlanda is dead,


Except for the boy and, in a manner of speaking, the pig.


If there’s an afterlife, the glassblower will be smiling.






























Hotel Codan









With its perkily assertive fifties lowercase ‘d’,


The hotel’s sign has just gone out of date.


Otherwise, it’s as the man from Tuborg said:


All glassy restraint, and the best view in town.







I must earn the freedom of this Nordic city,


Its green oxidised roofs and gulping gargoyles.


The English bookshop has next month’s Penguins,


But I’m learning new words: smørrebrød, pilsner, duvet.







On a pleasure boat cruising the blue canals,


An olive-skinned boy my age is collecting fares:


Youthful outsiders, we exchange complicit smiles.


Lights dance in the water by the floating tattooist.







Dinner tonight in the rooftop restaurant


Where an elderly pianist, Viennese and dapper,


Plays lollipops spiked with melancholia.


Old Europe’s sadness drifts on the darkened sea.






























Me and Mr Jones









One side of Church Street was a bombed crater,


Fenced off with wonky posts and wire netting,


Torn and distorted like an old string vest:


We’d chuck pebbles from the school crocodile.







Across the street, where the Old Wheel teashop


Tottered genteelly, an anonymous parade:


Outfitter, off-licence, grocer, estate agent,


And RHYTHM, that strange unspellable word.







I’d park my bike against the double-stepped kerb


Outside the record shop. The manager, Mr Jones,


Crinkly-haired and smelling of the wardrobe,


Greeted me like an old friend. I was ten years old.







Did he guess at his corrupting influence?


I think he simply saw a fellow addict


To pamper with free catalogues and supplements,


Spare cardboard sleeves or bargain-price deletions.







Most of what I’d buy was junkshop stuff,


Threepence or sixpence, but sometimes I’d save up


Until I had the astonishing six bob


To become a paying customer of Mr Jones.







The little pegboard-walled audition room:


Last year’s top twenties dangling from a pin,


Frayed posters for forgotten pantomimes,


Giant portraits – Mantovani, Vera Lynn –







Caught on the cusp of the almost obsolete;


The steady electric hum, emphatic click


Of sapphire to shellac as the pick-up dropped


On the latest by Elvis or the Everlys.








Then the purchase made, the record wrapped


In its red-and-white-striped bag proclaiming


There is no form of music without Rhythm,


Lovingly nursed through its two-wheeled journey,







Hugged to my shed at the bottom of the garden,


Played there to a captive audience of ants


(A bright new needle in my wind-up HMV),


Catalogued and shelved. I see a habit,







Lifelong, clearly forming. More than that:


The fragile thing, brought safely home to cherish,


Had a sort of sacred magic which would vanish


When discs were vinyl, gramophones plugged in.






























The Break









Woodsmoke and dusk can always bring it on,


That September evening fifty years ago:


Absurd in my crisp new suit from Horncastle’s,


A starched white collar and a silly striped tie,


Pretending I was something I wasn’t quite yet.







The road through Godstone, Oxted, Westerham;


At Riverhead, the church perched on its hill;


A long town, yew trees and a gravelled drive;


Unloading cars and big uncurtained windows;


Inside, a crush of notice-boards and scurrying.







Then, snatched goodbyes in the hessian-covered hall.


I should have said: ‘I’m not staying here.


These people are mad. We’re going home.’


My mother would have said: ‘You know he’s right.’


And my father: ‘If you’re sure that’s what you want…’







The grey Wolseley would have swept over the gravel,


Through the gates, down Tubs Hill, into open country;


Lit villages would have glowed with benediction,


And soon we’d have been home, laughing and weeping


Over a scratch supper of bacon and eggs.







Instead, towards the middle of second prep


Each evening, I’d imagine them sitting down


To dinner, and my empty place at the table,


With a vase, perhaps, or a wine bottle or the cruet


To fill the space where my own plate should have been.







One wrong turning can mess up all your life.


It’s taken me fifty years to see that this was it,


The break that left me forever disconnected.


I hoped that it would all come right at Christmas,


With presents or prayer, but of course it never did.






























At the Piano


June 1/64. To: S/H Grand Piano in Rosewood Case by Cramer. £140–0–0.







1




Facing familiar letters, inlaid, uppercase –


CRAMER LONDON – I glimpse their burnished gold


Gleaming in a showroom. The year is 1912.







Grand double doors admit potential buyers.


Will they affront the air with dissonance from Vienna?


Or risk some ragtime? No, tryers-out play safe,







Meandering through a simple drawing-room ballad,


Wrestling with Chopin, ending with Chopsticks.


A show-off might tinker with Rachmaninov.
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