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            Undiscovered Islands

         

         
            On a dusty desk, in the east wing

            of my castle, sits my typewriter

            and my typewriter sits on my desk

            every day and night, never says a word.

            – mickey jupp, song lyric

         

         
            
               
                  Days going down with a splash and a hiss

                  into a restless sea,

                  words returning with a bang and a bell

                  to the left-hand margin,

                  pausing for a moment to reflect on the scene.

               

               
                  Nights struggling with the syntax of storms,

                  the grammar of dreams,

                  words setting out in lifeboats

                  in search of lost meanings,

                  tossing and turning in their sleep.

               

               
                  Words in mortal combat

                  with arm-wrestling octopi and squid.

                  Cries rising from near extinction

                  in luminous bubbles,

                  days going down with the ship.

               

               
                  Sun lifting its tousled head

                  out of yesterday’s wreckage

                  washed up on the shore,

                  words bearing news of undiscovered islands,

                  sometimes taking us there.
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            Pennies from Heaven

         

         
            
               
                  Spots of Leichner ‘5’ and ‘9’

                  alternate round my father’s face like warpaint

                  in his dressing-room mirror.

                  He rubs them down to a healthy tan

                  for the part of Julian

                  in ‘We at the Crossroads’ at Her Majesty’s.

                  Next morning, dressed to kill

                  in government-issue busman’s overcoat,

                  long in the sleeve

                  (white armband for ‘Officer Material’),

                  he finds himself drilling

                  with other actor-volunteers

                  in the Queen’s Westminsters,

                  presenting tightly furled umbrellas

                  in the pouring rain.

               

               
                  ‘Don’t just do something, sit there’

                  is the word of command

                  to the men guarding Staines Railway Bridge

                  during the Phoney War.

                  My father, whose debts to the Inland Revenue

                  amount to four figures,

                  receives only eight shillings and sixpence

                  in his weekly wage packet,

                  about what it cost him

                  to look after his top hat before the war.

                  He has placed the coins on the railway line

                  and let a train pass over them.

                  Now they are larger, flatter,

                  and completely useless,

                  except as playthings for his son.
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            Fast Music

         

         
            
               
                  The faster the better perhaps,

                  but not always for the best.

                  When ‘Tico Tico’ came on the radio in 1944

                  I ran round the room on the furniture,

                  I took off in a Spitfire.

                  The music stopped suddenly

                  and I crashed to earth,

                  shot down by an invisible enemy.

                  I must have tripped on the wire.

                  I was trying to push it back

                  when a flash of electricity

                  soldered my fingers together.

                  My tipsy grandmother

                  was babysitting asleep upstairs.

               

               
                  I came home from hospital

                  wearing a solid glove

                  made of plaster-of-paris,

                  inscribed ‘to a soldier in the wars’.

                  A wind-up gramophone

                  was waiting in my room

                  playing ‘Tico Tico’ by Ethel Smith.

                  I wanted to dance on the turntable,

                  the faster the better.

                  I was never so happy

                  as when my grandmother wound me up

                  and bounced me over the moon

                  on a lap of honour.

                  Black bakelite planets spun me to heaven.
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