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               Last Snowman

            

            
               
                  He drifted south

                             down an Arctic seaway

                                       on a plinth of ice, jelly tots

               

               
                  weeping lime green tears

                             around both eyes,

                                       a carrot for a nose

               

               
                  (some reported parsnip),

                             below which a clay pipe

                                       drooped from a mouth

               

               
                  that was pure stroke victim.

                             A red woollen scarf trailed

                                       in the meltwater drool

               

               
                  at his base, and he slumped

                             to starboard, kinked,

                                       gone at the pelvis.

               

               
                  From the buffet deck

                             of a passing cruise liner

                                       stag and hen parties shied

               

               
                  Scotch eggs and Pink Ladies

                             as he rounded the stern.

                                       He sailed on between banks 

               

               
                  of rubberneckers

                             and camera lenses

                                       into a bloodshot west,

               

               
                  past islands vigorous

                             with sunflower and bog myrtle,

                                       singular and abominable.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The Present

            

            
               
                  I shove up through the old plantation – larch

                  out of season, drab, drained of all greenness,

                  widowed princesses in moth-eaten furs –

                  and stride out onto the lap of the moor.

                  Rotten and rusted, a five-bar gate

                  lies felled in the mud, letting the fields escape.

               

               
                  Winter is late and light this year, thin snow

                  half puddled, sun still trapped in the earth,

                  sludge underfoot all the way to the ridge.

               

               
                  And no sign of the things I came here to find,

                  except in a high nick at the valley head

                  where a wet north-facing lintel of rock

                  has cornered and cupped enough of the wind

                  for dripping water to freeze. Icicles:

               

               
                  once, I unrooted some six-foot tusk

                  from the waterfall’s crystallised overhang,

                  lowered it down and stood it on end, then stared

                  at an ice age locked in its glassy depths,

                  at far hills bottled in its weird lens.

               

               
                  These are brittle and timid and rare, and weep

                  in my gloved fist as I ferry them home.

                  I’d wanted to offer my daughter

                  a taste of the glacier, a sense of the world

                  being pinned in place by a diamond-like cold

                  at each pole, but I open my hand

                  and there’s nothing to pass on, nothing to hold.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Nurse at a Bus Stop

            

            
               
                  The slow traffic takes a good long look.

                  Jilted bride of public transport,

                  alone in the shelter,

                  the fireproof bin and shatter-proof glass

                  scrawled with the cave art of cocks and hearts.

               

               
                  It’s late, Friday, the graveyard shift, you’re ready

                  to dab blood from a split lip,

                  to hold the hand of cancer till the line goes flat.

               

               
                  Cardigan, sensible shoes, the kids

                  with a neighbour, fob watch pinned

                  like a medal to your breast.

               

               
                  Winter sharpens the day.

                  The centuries crawl past,

                  none of them going your way.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Emergency

            

            
               
                  The four-pump petrol garage

                  finally closed,

                  its defeated owner

                  inhaling his ghost

                  in a disused quarry

                  by coupling the lips of his car exhaust

                  to the roots of his lungs

                  via a garden hose.

               

               
                  On the bulldozed forecourt

                  they threw up a tram shed

                  for decommissioned emergency vehicles

                  where a skeleton workforce

                  service all manneration

                  of mothballed workhorses

                  for occasional call-outs

                  to sitcoms, period dramas and film sets.

               

               
                  And the actual fire station

                  is up for rent,

                  that chapel-shaped building

                  where they stabled the one engine,

                  spit-buffing and wire-woolling

                  the chrome fenders,

                  T-Cutting the steel coachwork

                  to a flame red; 

               

               
                  so what you see,

                  as the letting agent puts it,

                  is what you get:

                  boot cupboard, functional kitchenette,

                  brass hooks – two still holding

                  a brace of yolk-yellow plastic helmets –

                  northlight roof windows

                  and inspection pit.

               

               
                  The makeshift crew

                  were volunteer part-timers:

                  butchers, out-menders,

                  greasy perchers and hill farmers

                  who’d pitch up in bloody aprons,

                  boiler suits or pyjamas

                  then venture forth,

                  fire-slaying on the tender,

               

               
                  and sometimes in dreams

                  my fire-fighting forefathers

                  appear, cosmonaut-like,

                  breathing from oxygen cylinders

                  through a sudden parting

                  of towering black cumulonimbus

                  on fully telescoped

                  turntable ladders. 

               

               
                  The bank’s gone as well,

                  and also the post office,

                  though in the store-cum-off-licence

                  you can sign a gyro

                  with a string-and-sellotape-tethered

                  half-chewed biro

                  or deface a scratchcard

                  or sell a bullmastiff.

               

               
                  The horizon ablaze –

                  is it moor-fire or sundown?

                  In the local taproom

                  prescription jellies and tin-foil wraps

                  change hands under cover

                  of Loot magazine

                  and Tetley beer mats.

                  What is it we do now?
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