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On Standby



Pass me that small pencil, sharpened nicely


At both ends, a pencil with two eyes,


And up for anything – a screed, a scribble.


The gold and navy stripes, still visible,


Might be school uniform – the low-slung tie


Of anti-fashion, mocking and awry.


The pupils do their time; some pencils sidle


Off desks and drop and vanish. But the word


Is out, this pencil says, when a bright-voiced


Young teacher names the mist in someone’s head.


And the kid stares, and sees the point at last.


A pencil starts from scratch, like anyone.


It knows hard graft, despair and knuckled tension,


A shadow flickering like a footballer’s –


Designed for transfer. It diminishes,


But leaves hard copy, proofed by crossings-out,


Forensics of the rubber, and the bruise


Of graphite on our fingers. If you’ve never


Nibbled at a pencil-top, you’ve never


Tasted words.


                  Pass me the pencil! Yes,


I’ll leave it by the keyboard, just in case…





An Artistic Family



We were girl-wives with an idea of beauty so simple


it featured cushions and coffee-mugs, and, once,


the matching of wallpaper to high aspiration –


a frieze. On bands of coarse cord-trim she pearled


French knots – pale green on blue, maroon on grey; she plotted


hearth-rugs in black-and-white geometries famous


as Modern Art. I favoured stripped-pine floorboards,


clashed with acrylics; she preferred Axminster’s


Turkey-red with the dark-oak Jacobean


of nineteen-thirties marriage. Both of us relished


the irony of Woolworth’s ‘wrought-iron’ planters.


She liked to quote what a teacher said about her:


“She’ll have a beautiful home. She’s so artistic.”


The beauty we could buy was decoration’s


trivia, and we laughed about that, too.


“If you want a beautiful home, marry a wealthy man.”


Neither of us did, but we went on being artistic.


I see it, more and more often,


and farther back: – the drip of Liquid Lino


on the beaks and wings of her customised Flying Ducks,


the squirrel buttons, blue, for a girl’s first cardie,


and the delicate green-and-gold Greek-key design


of our famous frieze, the best in the Wallpaper Book,


lifting the child-long day in her tiny dining-room.





Easter Snow



“There was a man of double deed


Sowed his garden full of seed...”


                                    Anon.


“And so I’ve found my native country…”


                                    Attila József


There was a man of double deed


Sowed his garden full of snow,


Lit a stove he could not feed,


Sired a child he could not grow,


Who fashioned birds from wooden blocks,


And when their wings fused flight to dark,


And when the dark swept through the locks,


Fetched a book and made an ark.


But who could sail so deep a ship,


Or marry beast to bolting beast,


Dance as he would his flimsy whip


Over the backs of the deceased?


Poets must tell the truth, you said:


The poor must, too, although they lie.


We listen at your iron bed,


Under the tunnel of the sky,


And ask you softly what you need –


Blue roller-skates? A football team?


But you are far and far indeed.


And all the stumbling magi bring


Is the smoke-haze of a dream,


A floating girl, a greasy bear,
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