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The Dead Sea Poems









And I was travelling lightly, barefoot


over bedrock, then through lands that were stitched


with breadplant and camomile. Or was it







burdock. For a living I was driving


a river of goats towards clean water,


when one of the herd cut loose to a cave







on the skyline. To flush it out, I shaped


a sling from a length of cotton bandage,


or was it a blanket, then launched a rock







at the target, which let out a racket –


the tell-tale sound of man-made objects.


Inside the cave like a set of skittles







stood a dozen caskets, and each one gasped –


a little theatrically perhaps –


when opened, then gave out a breath of musk







and pollen, and reaching down through cool sand


I found poems written in my own hand.


Being greatly in need of food and clothing,







and out of pocket, I let the lot go


for twelve times nothing, but saw them again


this spring, on public display, out of reach










under infra-red and ultra-sonic,


apparently worth an absolute packet.


Knowing now the price of my early art







I have gone some way towards taking it all


to heart, by bearing it all in mind, like


praying, saying it over and over







at night, by singing the whole of the work


to myself, every page of that innocent,


everyday, effortless verse, of which this







is the first.






























The Anaesthetist









Hard to believe him when he trundles in,


scrubbed up and squeaky clean, manoeuvring


a handcart of deep-sea diving gear.







As crude as this after all these years:


the gown, the bottles and the hose, the tap,


the champagne gas, the stopwatch and the gloves,







the mask. As if it were extra,


filched from the air at random, at leisure –


hooking this hoof at the end of its trunk,







or planting one kiss from the bridge of the nose


to below the lips. Or legerdemain,


or sleight-of-hand to put them under,







to ask them to mumble from one to ten:


two is usual, three outstanding,


four is a miracle, by five he has them.







The giveaway signs - the pearls of the eyes.


In the palm of his hand, the valve, the throttle,


as he drops them down. A rule of thumb







is the ducking stool of nitrous oxide


for a duct or gland. For a limb or organ, either


a keel-haul of chloroform, a free-fall










of ether. They find themselves again


in houses, rooms, bend back to life


like willows after worshipping the flood;







they check their hands, their knees: still skin,


still blood, no worse, no better off for being


taken in. What must they make of him?






























Man with a Golf Ball Heart









They set about him with a knife and fork, I heard,


and spooned it out. Dunlop, dimpled, perfectly hard.


It bounced on stone but not on softer ground – they made


a note of that. They slit the skin – a leathery,


rubbery, eyelid thing – and further in, three miles


of gut or string, elastic. Inside that, a pouch


or sac of pearl-white balm or gloss, like Copydex.


It weighed in at the low end of the litmus test


but wouldn’t burn, and tasted bitter, bad, resin


perhaps from a tree or plant. And it gave off gas


that caused them all to weep when they inspected it.







That heart had been an apple once, they reckoned. Green


They had a scheme to plant an apple there again


beginning with a pip, but he rejected it.






























From the Middle Distance









I am found out


down south, holes pecked out for eyes and a mouth,


a scarecrow planted in a true square mile


of fallow ground.







Who set me up,


hammered this stake from the nape of my neck


to my left foot, down through the hips and ribs?


I think you did.







And the broomstick,


you cued it through the cuffs and sleeves, then lashed


the upright to the crosspiece at the heart,


then tied the hands.







That’s how I stand.


And the black birds hang, waiting to feed


from the one tall thing in the flat of the land.


Well, here I am.






























C.V.









Started, textiles, night shift,


no wheels, bussed it,


bus missed, thumbed it,


in my office sunbeam, fluffed it.







Shoe-shine, gofer, caddie,


bellboy, three bags full sir,


busker, juggler, bookie’s runner,


move along there.







Sweatshop, mop and bucket,


given brush, shop floor,


slipped up, clocked in


half stoned, shown door.







Backwoodsman number, joiner,


timber, lumber, trouble,


axe fell, sacked for prank


with spirit-level bubble.







Sales rep, basic training,


car, own boss, P.A.,


commission, targets,


stuff that, cards same day.







Grant, small hours, square eyes,


half-arse O.U. student;


painting job, Forth Bridge,


but made redundant.
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