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The Neighbours









In the single-bedroom flat I used to cry the night through


as my mother walked the floor with me, rocked me and fed me


past the small, insensible hours, not to wake the neighbours;


though often upstairs there might be half the Group Theatre


going till daybreak – a tiny, bohemian airpocket:


Jimmy Ellis (in the Group, before Z Cars), or Mary O’Malley,


and over from next door, next door but one maybe, George


McCann, Mercy Hunter, John Boyd and the BBC,


talking politics or shop, intrigue or gossip the night through.







But perhaps on this occasion there’s only the baby


cutting in and out of silence in a high spare room


where the McCanns have just lodged their visiting poet


who by noon will cross from the Elbow Room to the studios


in Ormeau Avenue, and deliver his talk, unscripted,


on ‘Childhood Memories’; whose sleep now, if sleep it is,


remains unbroken through the small, insensible hours


between the whiskey nightcap and a breakfast of whiskey.



























The Weather









Weightless to me, the heavy leaves


on a sumach drag down their long stems


ready to fall, and spend their lives


on one inflamed, extravagant


display, when light like the rain teems


over and through them; ruined, pendant,


parading every colour of fire


on a cold day at the edge of winter.







They are like the generations of man


of course, and we knew that; we knew


everything pretty much in advance


about this weather, light like the rain,


the red-gold and the gold tattoo


that dying things can print on ruin


(no ruin, in fact, except their own),


flaring up even as they go down.







The sunshine makes reds virulent


and yellows vibrant with decay;


it’s not surprise, more like assent


when they fall, when I let them fall,


to what is fated, in its way,


of which this rain-cleared light makes little,


meaning the day can gleam, can glow:


and not a bad day, as days go.



























Singles









Unprotected for the most part, out of their paper sleeves,


and stacked in the sideboard as if it were a jukebox


with all of their nicks and scratches and sharp scores


pressed up together in the plastic-smelling dark,







the singles used to spill out like so many side-plates


once I got started on their daily inspection;


tilting the vinyl into sunlight, and closing one eye,


I squinted across the surface, over a dark







spectrum of grooves and dust, where the smooth run-out


ended at a milled ridge, then the label


in blue or black, with its silver-grey lettering


that I learned by heart, spelling the titles and names







slowly to myself, more certainly each time,


to put together words like Gloria, Anna-Marie,


and whole runs of language in THE HUCKLE-BUCK,


SHE LOVES YOU, or SORRY (I RAN ALL THE WAY)







as I ferried singles across our quiet sitting-room


to the Dansette with its open lid, a spindle


and rubber-plated turntable, ready to play them all


to destruction, till late in the morning, when







the patterned carpet was the map of another world


in some year that’s not coming around again,


like the showbands and Them, the Beatles and Jim Reeves,


and THIS BOY, DISTANT DRUMS, or BABY PLEASE DON’T GO.



























Reversing Around a Corner









Plato could have handled it: the turns,


half-turns and quarter-turns, the speed


and timing are abstract concerns


to be perfected in your head


before they enter the world of sense


and take you on a perfect course


back and around, intelligence


working with gentleness or force


on your hands and feet, your busy eyes


in that manoeuvre – the very one


I fluffed (to nobody’s surprise)


in my first test, and now, umpteen


years later, somehow I get right


exactly, without thinking, here


between your house and a building-site


across the road, in reverse gear


and barely glancing back, at best,


as I point myself the other way


(on what, you tell me, is a testroute)


easily, with enough play


in the wheel to give the look of ease


now it can hardly matter, now


there’s no one but myself to please,


and rules, and what the rules allow,


don’t figure, now there are times when


nothing is beautiful, or true,


with no great difference between


what I can do and I can’t do.



























Rainbow Ribbons


1980









At the mid-point of a working day


we are the solitary couple


in the Botanic’s upstairs lounge,


I with my sweet Martini, sweetened


with lemonade, where feathers of ice


make little prisms in the glass,


she with the same, as indoor lights


on the thousand and one tight black


curls and ringlets of her hair


create their own fair weather,


tumbling and falling like ribbons.







When we step into a sun-shower,


I press her close to kiss


wet hair that is springy and firm


and turns to a whole dark spectrum


as fast clouds hit and miss


each other over our heads, giving


a light so clear it never goes


back exactly as it was.



























The Reeds









On my own now with the lake, lake-water’s


suck and slap against a wooden jetty


accompanies the solitary, middle-distance


heron that my eyes follow in its take-off


and heavy flight beyond their farthest reach.





*




I can walk for yards across these narrow planks


and touch the tips of reeds on either side


of me, where they come level with my arms:


the reeds move in the water as they give


under my hands, then come back to their places.





*




To see her arms and long wrists in the water,


her fingers slim and definite as reeds,


would be too much, and in the building quiet


admit that now, when nobody can hear,


it might be a relief to scream aloud.





*




As I turn towards the interrupted noise


where reeds are parting for me like a sea,


my heron circles back from the far shore,


aloof, but still checking on everything


in the water, to see what is really there.



























Green Tea









That morning, when I was half-way


to all the way lost, the clouds


seemed to make way


for more clouds in a busy sky;


the path I wanted was one towards


the town, was it? This was country,


and the more progress I made,


it was more, and not less, countryside.







As I confess how I lust after


fluency, and how I distrust it,


fluent with light


our green tea fills the fragile cups


(I am too early or too late,


retracing, is it, my own steps),


cups that are luminous


with a whole language unknown to us.







A day when nothing really gets done,


when sentences break up, and when


nothing avails


against the clinches, snares and toils


of words that want not to be plain,


is it, or not to be held down,


not held to what I mean:


I mean a day much like this one,







between half-way to utter waste


and all the way, when bits of the past


count as pure loss


against the tea leaves’ secret signs,


visible, not readable – unless


to my grandmother and her dead friends


where they sit beyond recall,


cups in hand, in the parlour still.







Boiled, but not boiling, water stains


slowly where now it gives back the


glow of the sun


in a cup that’s made of porcelain,


and the leaves settle down exactly


across each other, one on one,


each more than half the way


to all the way askew, awry.
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