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The Unknown Citizen









How to exist


except


in a land of unreadable signs and ambiguous symbols


except


between the hache and the ampersand


except


between the ankh and the ziggurat


between the fylfot and the fleur de lys


between the cross and the crescent


between the twinned sigrunes and the swastika


or the sauvastika its mirror image, its opposite –


meaning darkness/light whichever –


with a blank page for a passport







except


under some flag


some bloody flag with a


crucially five


(or a six or a seven)


pointed star?






























The Man in the Comic Strip









For the man in the comic strip


things are not funny. No wonder he’s


running in whichever direction his pisspoor


piston legs are facing


getting nowhere fast.







If only he had the sense he was born with


he’d know there is a world of difference


between the thinks bubble and the speech balloon


and when to keep it zipped, so, with a visible fastener.


But his mouth is always getting him into trouble.


Fistfights blossom round him,


there are flowers explode when the punches connect.


A good idea is a lightbulb, but too seldom.


When he curses, spirals


and asterisks and exclamation marks


whizz around his head like his always palpable distress.


Fear comes off him like petals from a daisy.


Anger brings lightning down on his head and


has him hopping.


Hunger fills the space around him


with floating ideograms of roasted chickens


and iced buns like maidens’ breasts the way


the scent of money fills his eyes with dollar signs.







For him the heart is always a beating heart,


True Love –


always comically unrequited.


The unmistakeable silhouette of his one-and-only


will always be kissing another


behind the shades at her window


and, down-at-the-mouth, he’ll


always have to watch it from the graphic


lamplit street.







He never knows what is around the corner


although we can see it coming.


When he is shocked his hair stands perfectly on end.







But his scream is a total zero and he knows it.


Knows to beware of the zigzags of danger,


knows how very different from


the beeline of zees that is a hostile horizontal buzzing


of singleminded insects swarming after him


are the gorgeous big haphazard zeds of sleep.
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In the Black and White Era


for Ian McMillan









‘Hitchcock,


there was a Hitchcock on.’ he said. ‘Lifeboat.


I’d harped on about it that much that Dad and I


had stayed up late to watch it.


Cocoa, and there we were, father and son in


nineteen-fifties checky dressing gowns and striped pyjamas.


Mum was up late too, footering with the packing


because next day we were going on our holidays.


The big black and white TV


was a boiling box of cruel grey sea,’


he said, ‘when the door went.


We were normally such a family of early bedders too,


and my Mum was all for not answering –


the time of night and us going our holidays tomorrow –


which wasn’t a bit like her, not normally,


and obviously – door went again, and then again –


wasn’t going to be on, now was it? So


when she changed her tune from


“Don’t go, Jack,” to “You better go, Jack,”


Dad tied his cord again tighter and went to answer it.







What I remember, and I do remember


whatever my Mum says, and though my Dad denies it,


is the man sitting there on our settee,


sitting there the way no visitor ever sat,


not normally, without so much as a cup of tea


and a biscuit, which was unheard of, with that big dog of his


wetly wolfing down the water my mother –


and this wasn’t like her – had so very grudgingly


brought it in that flowered bowl I’d never seen before.







“I’ve never seen you before in my life,”


said my Dad to the man. And, honestly


it wasn’t like him to be blunt like that.


This was after the man looked long at him and said,


“I know you, you’re Jack Jones, I was


on the same ship as you, Ark Royal, remember?”


My Mum was wringing her hands and saying,


“A fine time of night this is to come to folk’s door –


and here they’re away on their holidays tomorrow too!


You with your shaggydog stories of walking to Hamilton


and needing a bowl of water for your dog.


The doorstep wasn’t good enough for you, was it?”







The TV was still on. Lifeboat. Which, with


a visitor in, it wouldn’t have been, not normally.


A Hitchcock I never saw the end of,


not that night,


and as far as I know has never been repeated.’
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Ira and George


for Michael Marra









‘First the phonecall’


as the man said – and he sure said a mouthful –


to that ‘which comes first, words or music?’ question.


Who knows? Except: for every good one


there are ten in the trash, songs you slaved over


that just won’t sing, in which no lover ever


will hear some wisecrack twist itself to tell


his unique heartbreak (so sore, so personal)


                                         so well


he can’t stop humming it. The simplest three chord


                                         melody might have legs


once it’s got the lyric, not tunesmith’s


                                         ham-and-eggs.


Each catchphrase, colloquialism, each cliché


each snatch of overheard-on-the-subway or


                                         street can say


so much, so much when rhymed right, when


                                         phrased just-so to fit


its own tune that was born for it.







A Manhattan night in twenty-nine or thirty.


It’s late, you’re reading Herrick. Just back


                                         from a party,


your brother calls out ‘Hey let’s work!’ You


                                         watch him shuck


his jacket, loose his black-tie and grab your book.


‘Gather ye rosebuds’ he says, and slams it


                                         shut. He’s right.


Hard against the deadline and at night –


shoes off, moon up (just daring you),


                                         piano open –


that’s when you two can make it happen.


The tune that smells like an onion? Play


                                         it very


slow, then the one that sounds like the


                                         Staten Island Ferry


till you hear the words – brother, they’re


                                         already there


under the siren and the train and the cab


                                         horn blare


of his jazz of endless possibilities that will


                                         only fit


its own fine-tuned lyric that is born for it. 






























The Beekeeper


for Carol Ann Duffy









Happy as haystacks are my quiet hives


from this distance and


through the bevel of this window’s glass.


This is the place I robe myself


in net and hat and gloves.


This is my vestibule,


crocked like a dairy, full


of the sexual smell of bees.







Bees that fizzle out singly


like smoke rising from one cigarette


then straighten-up and fly right


hauled


by olfactory magnets


while, loaded, laden,


their fellow workers make a beeline home.







This is the business


and I mind the time the old man,


showing me my first stuffed queen, the


tawny intricate purpose moving on the quiet comb,


made me initiate of this gold, this goodness.


He taught me the riddle of Samson –


Out of the strong came forth sweetness –


the honeycomb in the lion’s carcase.







Out of the eater comes something to eat


Out of the strong comes something sweet.







I flip my net back


and go bare-armed on and out to them


wishing only to trust my own good husbandry


and do nothing


nothing but feel them


crawl and trawl the follicles, stamens


and pistils of my unpollened arms.
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