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Well, it’s too late to say you’re sorry,


How would I know, why should I care…


– Rod Argent, ‘She’s Not There’
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Part One





Diary of a Night in Matlock Bath



for Katherine


At my back the compacted Switzerland


of the Heights of Abraham, the heights that brought


the world to this spa town. Soon I’ll wander


those cliff-face roads with no turning places


and eavesdrop on stone cottages jigsawed


like Whitby. But first I drift through days


of daytrippers on this one night, a night


so far from the coast, so seaside, how strange


when they talk they talk like family.


‘Tek it steady, lad’ – advice to my feet up


on a bench in the drowsy Edwardian park


with The History of Mr Polly,


the very book, bought just down the road.


This gander might have stepped from it. He stands


like sitting, snaking his neck and meeting


my eye, then whirrs fifty yards to splashdown


in the shaky Promenade. A huge willow


grows back into the current I rowboated on


one summer forty years ago, impossible,


the glass drop on the oar plunged back


into the heavy green present, this moment,


when a dalmatian comes startling by


with its head in a vet cone like a song.


All this wildlife. All these goings-on.


I close the hero in his house fire


and climb out of the valley into the sun.


Up to the rock-rose of Orchard Road,


a breather by the row of sash windows


across to Riber Castle, a zoo no longer,


with its scattered hamlet of dots of sheep.


David Hockney would five-minute iPad it


and his screen would last forever, being now


the sum of what he sees and who he is.


This pear tree and alpine richness, though,


is like reading Keats, the first time you really


live in it, almost a remembrance, all this


full-sail still-life of an evening. Even this


midnight blue Polo on the drive, bonnet full


of Landseer sky, and the pinpoint twittering


about white chimneys and pantile roofs,


are more than the moment, more than just here.


The big house next door, e.g., its lamplit plush


and velvet lawn calendared with parties,


deserves the hardworked, ingenious river;


below in the valley, the recent history


of mill and manufactories, an empire


down from the Luddite moors and hell-fire chapels


of another century through sleepy Cromford


to the model village of Belper and who knew


where it would stop, stopping at Derby


for that time being, and not stopping.


                                Now


the brown blackbird is the female, a voice


in my head says. And a people-carrier


arriving home moves me on, bent-over


up through a green aquarium of trees


and footfall absence, high walls whose worn steps


glimpse a climbing frame, a washing line,


the good life of a tree house. Here’s my


curious face in the road in a convex


mirror. A mirror for the commute I suppose


on rain-dark mornings: all the making-happen


and paying-for of things, a tactfully


folded-over bill. Downhill from here,


dismissing the too-late 4×4 lane


that runs out of houses at a white stile


into the woods. I walked into the woods


one sunny day burdened down (not like me)


and every day harder to manage. I lay down


where no path was and looked and looked


into kaleidoscope pinetops and the china blue


beyond them, tired beyond sleeping. I lay,


and couldn’t get up. It wasn’t sleep


but being locked like a blank dream. I lay there


an hour maybe till sound came back, birdsong
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