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Poem




It was assembly and Kes, The Loneliness


of the Long Distance Runner; a window


onto winding gear at Teversall; and then


it was you


to contradict it with your glamour:







all public school and sixties London, you were


lessons outdoors one day-on-day of summer;


tennis after school and after tennis


the shower I watched you in; you were


the school play you wrote yourself







with me the lead. My writing took your slant,


your Greek e’s and buckled y’s.


You drove a minibus of us to France


and made Paradise Lost hilarious.


You were cynical and believed in us.







Then there was when it was just us,


the theatre or golf, jazz or Mozart round at yours,


and the afternoon you let me take the wheel


of your pride and joy


powder blue Volkswagen Beetle.







What you offered those days in good faith


has taken me this far, not far I know but far


for a boy going nowhere, till now


I have the means to write this at least – at last –


from wherever I am to wherever you are. 
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House









Half-three. Mum’s at bingo


so the house is quiet. Joss is asleep


with his hand covering his face


from the light or from view.


The clock ticks either side of his breathing.







There’s nothing in the paper


though the headline is ‘Fish for Free’.


The dolphin thermometer


from Marineland, Scarbrough, breaks surface


in the shine on top of the telly.







The fire’s built up but the room’s cold.


Out of the window is the weather.


Dad comes in from upstairs,


the blood on his collar


is where he’s been shaving







for tomorrow or the day after


if they haven’t a bed. ‘There’s Half-pint,’ he says,


‘back from the gardens.


Nice clump of beetroot that.’


He presses his hand against the glass







and I see us for a moment on the allotment,


my foot on the too-heavy spade


pushing into October soil.


‘I’ll be off then,’ I tell him,


‘take the barrow down for the winnings.’






























Snookered









Dad nods in the straight chair and me and Mum


are down to shandy. It’s less and less likely


Jimmy White will stop Davies now. Midnight


when our Steve knocks, black from bagging up since dinner.







He’s brought another hundredweight. Davies


puts another frame away while me and Joss


help him get it in the coalhouse. He stops for a fag


and a can of mild, and laughs when Davies







misses a sitter. ‘Mr Interesting,’ he says.


It’s tense. Jimmy can’t let this one slip.


Next door’s phone goes – it should be disconnected


and when it stops I picture a white hand







lifting the receiver. We groan. Now Jimmy


needs snookers, and sure enough Davies sinks


the last red. Right, says Steve, but he sits back down


when the cue ball travels three angles to go







in off. ‘The start,’ he says ‘of the biggest comeback


since Lazarus.’ Nice, but we’ve heard it before,


and we’d have to see it to believe it.






























Bingo









The stain on her finger like a bruise


told on her to the doctor,


a young man fool enough


to tell us in our own house


we’d not to smoke in here.







They’ll just be going in at the bingo.


Dad’s hands are jittery too


down the plaited wire


like a blind man to his cardigan pocket.


He turns the bevelled edge







like tuning a station


to what we’re not saying,


and the hearing aid whistles.


He looks blank when we tell him


and sings about bluebells: bluebells are blue.







Mother shouts, ‘You crazy mare,


switch that thing off.’


She holds the prescription tight,


like gripping a board with the winning card


two or three from house.






























The Folklore of Plants









Joss slices hunks of ham


off the ham-hock. His hand clamps


the bone to the table


and he cuts away from himself ‘because that way


you never cut yourself’. When he







eases the pressure, the milky pearl


of the knuckle shines more brightly.


I’m reading The Folklore of Plants.


It’s Saturday tea,


makeshift, because Mother is poorly.







Blockbusters tells us the Italian-born pioneer


of radio was Macaroni. Dad grips the loaf


and butters the open edge before slicing.


Tea appears by magic


from under the rabbit tea cosy,







and I pour. Dave has given up sugar


but has to go in any case. His car-coat


half-on he looks helpless


when Dad says, ‘You’ll be blower-catched,


it’s five-and-twenty past.’







So far no one’s thought to ask Mother


if she wants a cup or anything to eat.


She’s in bed again with the ulcer she kept


to herself for fear it was the cancer


that killed her sister.







Dave leaves and another brother comes in.


‘Our Brian,’ Dad says when he hears the door go,


but it’s Tony. He has a big bunch of holly,


he doesn’t say for Christmas


but for winter. He doesn’t know







it’s bad luck before Christmas Eve


(Mother wouldn’t have it in the house)


and nobody says. ‘Another book,’


he says cheerfully, shaking his head at me,


‘you bloody live in books.’






























Vacuum









The face and pate of a monk


and always wet-shaved to a blush.


Here to take the family to the sea


for the day, and by some anomaly







talking: explaining how a flask


keeps your tea hot or even Coca-Cola cold


to our Cynth’s youngest. She listens


politely, but flinches from his kindness







when he goes to stroke her hair.


His hand is webbed with plaster


from glazing the greenhouse. For a moment


there’s nothing to be done.







He looks round, an only son


to the aunt who’s saying,


‘Yes, they’ll put the flags out


the day he gets married.’ When he coughs







it’s the bronny he’s been off with


three painful weeks. He never took the tablets


and the doctor said they were


doing the world of good. At last







the sandwiches are done and stowed


with care in the huge beach bag. He stands,


suddenly a big man under this low ceiling.


But when he hands back the flask, he bends







beneath the tell-tale shingle-sigh


of broken silver glass.






























One Night









One night I lay on my back in a field,


a warm clear summer night in the Lakes,


and looked up, with nothing better to do,


at the stars. And thought about matter


compacted to a pinhole of light,


and considered for the first time that I lay


with my back to a planet, and I named


the constellations that a friend’s dad taught us


through binoculars in their back yard.


He took his own life, the dad, a hosepipe


to the exhaust in the middle of a forest.


I still don’t know why. Maybe nobody does.


He enters my head tonight walking a lane,


a cold, clear winter night in the Lakes,


and I look up.






























Funeral Morning









Another pot of tea at half seven and kick-off’s


not till one. Another go with the sellotape


at the cat hairs so the trousers look ok.


Mum’s put a button on the white shirt.


I won’t be going beneath anyone. She means







our Chris in his uniform. He’s in the navy,


was there when the Belgrano went down.


Half eight. They’re delivering coal across the road.


The pullover is Brian’s, ‘just your sort’.


She needs to pee like a dressmaker, but Dad







won’t put his socks on till she’s cut his toenails


and we’ll have a houseful in a minute.


A lad in a sweatshirt comes up with the flowers,


white chrysanths in the shape of a heart,


and I sign the card ‘Sister Ruth, Bill and Family’.







Auntie Olive. My auntie Olive, though I don’t


give her a thought. Or Donald, though we don’t know


what he’ll do now. I’m busy thinking


how I’ll look in Dad’s jacket and those brogues.


They’re all coming, from as far as Long Eaton







and Stoke. Our Joss is back with the milk.


He’s remembered the matches, and we light up,


a last cup, with a drop of brandy. I stand


to tie and retie the smart new tie in the mirror.


Dad’s jacket’s alright, but his shoes are like boats.
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