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I Wanna Be Your Dog


My son and I


have a dog called Hank


who


one of us


wanted to call Fluffy


but the other


refused to spend ten years in parks


shouting


Fluffy!


unless —


the dog was a Rottweiler,


or a Pit bull.


Hank is just an imprint


of light


in our idle conversations.


Sometimes we see a dog


in the street


and I ask him,


is that what Hank looks like?


It never is


and we like him just like this,


our endless Hank,


a piston on the beach,


jaws snapping at one wave after another


or laid out under my feet


while I read poetry


to strangers


who are no stranger than I —


except for that one


up the back,


and also the woman I meet in the loos


who sings me a song;


then tells me


her dog


overdosed on paint fumes,


and the stain (where he laid tripping


in his last hours)


is still on her carpet.


I don’t ask her why


she let her dog get high on paint fumes.


Or, why she didn’t open a window.


She tells me about a cult;


she’s trying to escape


but they keep peering through her letter box,


shouting


we know


you’re in there!


She says she didn’t realise they were a cult


thought they were just friendly people,


and she was lonely


and had nobody to talk to about Jesus,


or her dead dog


who asphyxiated


watched over by floral vases,


while saints


wept


        the


             hours


                      away.


She was walking home from Norwich market


when she finally realised,


by then she’d given them her money


and dignity,


she’d been lured


and indoctrinated


she said she had to leave


the country


immediately


— to avoid further brainwashing.


I didn’t let her know the brainwashers


have Fiddle-Dee and Fiddle-Dum


in every port and customs


to make sure


those with clear sight


don’t get through


unseen.


She wasn’t really


listening to me read poetry


and we were not in an echoey


toilet with a dripping


cistern . . .


We were on the phone


for the seventeenth time,


because we were trying to swap flats


or I was trying to swap flats


and she was trying to make friends.


She asked if my housing association


would mind


if she had


— seven parrots


— two cats


— a rat


— a budgie


and maybe (if she got over her heartbreak)


another dog.


I said no,


I was sure that would be fine


because I would have said anything — at that point


to get


        out


             of


                Edinburgh.


In the end I didn’t swap houses with crazy-cult-lady


and she’s probably still in the cult


calling strangers,


telling them about her dead dog


even to this day.


Instead, I swapped


flats with a woman in Peckham


who, when I visited to look at her place


had a stack of boxes


in the corner


covered with sheets


and from that part of the room


there was an endless scratching


and I had the idea


of tiny hearts


and lungs beating.


She told me about the council tax band


and the chinese neighbours


and the man out back whose wife threw him out once a month


who was 78


who would spend all day


shouting:


Jean! Jean! Let me back in,


I fought in the war for this country,


let me back into the house, Jean!


I didn’t kiss her, Jean!


I didn’t, let me in!


But Jean would not let him back in


until he’d been out there


for eight hours


and this would happen every three weeks,


all the neighbours would hear it


with our windows


flung wide


open


        to


            summer —


where trees would rustle —


where trees would shake their boughs


to get passers by attention.


Where I would later photograph the harvest moon


in Peckham park


at midnight


and it would turn into a dragon


and I would write a note —


on the back of the photograph


to a writer I admired


saying I wanted to send her a moon


that had turned


into a dragon


and wasn’t it the way of things — moons liked to do that sometimes.


All the while


this woman is talking


and some kind of thing is scratching


and I imagine


what might be under


this huge stack of boxes,


and thin paint-stained sheets.


So, I ask her


what’s in there?


and she tells me


it’s depressed rats,


she yanks the cover off nine crates stacked up to the roof


each filled with rats,


— they’re depressed, she says,


NO FUCKING SHIT! I think.


I rescue depressed rats, she says.


I nod like I understand


and wonder if I can set a few of those rats free


when she’s not looking.


She looks different now she’s showed me the rats


now I know she is the pied piper


of verminous Prozac


playing her
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