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            ‘Now when I address you

it is somebody else speaking.

I couldn’t be in two places at once, could I?
You sound like a real fruitcake, man.’

            — James Tate
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            FROM ‘LOOKING THROUGH LETTERBOXES’ (2002)
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               GEOGRAPHY LESSONS

            

            
               
                  When you’ve reached the peak,

                  the summit, the end,

                  you’ve come to the limit,

                  let me tell you gently

                  that the world is round, my sweet,

                  and it’s all a long walk backwards,

                  starting from here.
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               I KNOW THIS BECAUSE YOU TOLD ME

            

            
               
                  I’ll break my neck if I jump again from the top of these stairs.

                  I’ll suffer for the rest of my life in hospital

                  if I put my finger up my nose and then the wind changes.

                  I know this because you told me.

               

               
                  I’ll drown if I jump once more in this nice muddy puddle,

                  there’ll be a flash flood and the rain will rise and take us all.

                  The world should live in perfect harmony

                  and you’ll kill the bloody neighbours if they don’t trim their hedge.

               

               
                  I should never swear, I know this because you told me.

                  If I talk to the teachers about our mortgage and the fact

                  that we don’t pay our bills, then a monster will come out of the toilet

                  in the dead of night and pull me down.

               

               
                  You are not joking and only want to warn me. You are a good parent

                  and tell me life as it is, I know this because you told me.

                  If I fall in love at seventeen then it will not last.

                  If I eat too much I will explode and muck up your new shirt.

               

               
                  If I burp then I will blow myself inside out. The world

                  is quite a strange place and everyone is strange except you.

                  I know this because you told me.

                  If I take money from your wallet, it is called crime,

               

               
                  if you take money from my piggy bank, it is called borrowing.

                  If I never have a bath I will smell and people won’t walk

                  on the same side of the street as me,

                  but if I do then I’ll be sucked down the plughole. Some women shave. 17

               

               
                  I know this because you told me. The banister is for holding,

                  not for sliding down and you were never rude to your parents.

                  I will break my neck if I jump again from the top of these stairs

                  and no, I should not do it anyway.
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               DUSK AND PETROL

            

            
               
                  If you cross your eyes slightly then the lawn is on fire.

                  I stir my coffee twice and wait for it to settle

                  as the man on the radio with a voice like sinking bread

                  tells the nation that dousing yourself in petrol

                  isn’t a good thing to do. Spontaneous rainfalls of rolling eyes

                  are swooping across the country, they see everything,

                  so don’t go out of the house, don’t stay in the house,

                  don’t move, run for your life. My coffee is too hot,

                  I now have a mouth like the bottom of a steaming pipe

                  and it’s too early to go to bed. I think about hospitals

                  to pass the time, think about memories seeping

                  through scars, think about fainting surgeons.

                  The doctors said there was nothing they could do.

                  Why do we have doctors that can’t do anything?

                  Can they walk, talk, keep a clean house?

                  The lawn is burning itself out now. I pick up the phone

                  then put it down. I find it much easier to make enemies,

                  I can make them out of gingerbread, playdoh, leaves,

                  I can model them to look like you.

                  I can place them face-down in the sink.
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               GINGERBREAD HOUSE

            

            
               
                  He smelt of ‘fresh from the oven’ adulthood,

                  his tongue on the hinge of his lips, his eyes spinning

                  with sex and cinnamon as he invited you in.

                  You gazed with wonder at his gingerbread house,

                  rocking back on your heels with childish delight.

                  You took a long drag on your lollypop stick

                  then flicked it away.

                  Later you spat it all back out to your friends,

                  showed them the goodies you’d brought back

                  hidden underneath your tongue. You licked

                  their pink bedrooms with your knowledge,

                  spread your laughter thumb-deep on their walls,

                  tasted the irony on your teeth.

               

               
                  
            Look little children, come peek at the trail of bread,
          

                  
            look how the teeth marks are still fresh
          

                  
            since they were ripped from the loaf,
          

                  
            look how the birds swoop, hundreds and thousands
          

                  
            of hungry red mouths.
          

               

               
                  Liquorice doormat, sherbet-coated window pane,

                  marzipan-stained glass, milk chocolate letterbox,

                  gingerbread door. His hair like spun sugar

                  in your hands.

                  More cream in your coffee dear?

                  You really are the sweetest child.

               

               
                  Running through the forest, the soft breeze

                  at each girl’s back, like the sound of fairies’ wings.

                  Swooping, diving, disappearing in the shadows,

                  they come like wolves to the house where he sleeps. 20

               

               
                  The wizard, the prince, the eldest son

                  and as his walls are eaten from around his bed,

                  he dreams of adult things, running, swooping,

                  diving and of how the sugar doesn’t taste as sweet

                  once you’ve gorged, indulged, stuffed yourself

                  with every crumb, every lick and strip.

                  Left not a single melting piece untouched.

                  
            He smelt of ‘fresh from the oven’ adulthood.
          

                  They eat him too, his pale skin vibrates in their fingers

                  and the rain falls on his mattress and the place

                  where his house used to be.

               

               
                  At last, licking their lips, they return to the forest,

                  no longer wolves, just girls. They look for their path

                  through the night. Lost. They blame the robins,

                  they blame the swallows, they blame the swans,

                  the eagles, they blame the vultures

                  and their hungry red mouths.
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               PASSING THE TIME

            

            
               
                  Thirty paperclip statues on every table in the house

                  and things are slightly boring without you.

                  I’ve knitted a multi-coloured jacket for every woodlouse

                  in the park. But what can you do?

               

               
                  I’ve given all the cracks in the pavement pet names

                  and taken snapshots of individual specks of dust,

                  I’m not a trainspotter and deny all those claims

                  but have developed an interest in rust.

               

               
                  The budgies in the pet shop now speak fluent French

                  and I have made friends with a golf commentator.

                  I was restless one evening so dug a fifty-foot trench

                  then filled it in ten seconds later.

               

               
                  I drank ninety cups of tea in one afternoon

                  and filled the kettle by collecting drops of dew.

                  Gardeners’ Question Time is on really soon

                  and things are slightly boring without you.
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               MULTITUDE

            

            
               
                  An army of you, hiding at the back of my eyes

                  on the curve of my iris, trampolining.

                  I’m loping again down a street

                  much like the one on the letter.

                  The one dusting itself at the foot of my bed,

                  steaming with commas and question marks.

                  Your road is claustrophobic,

                  when I reach your house it’ll just be a straw

                  sucked on by sky. I have hands like slaughter,

                  I have blood on my chest, the left-hand side,

                  it’s gleaming like boiling red butter.

                  I have internal bruises too, just inside my ribs,

                  just below my shoulder.

                  I wish your house would puff away in a cloud

                  of transparent smoke, would leave me standing here

                  like a pole staring into space.

                  But it’s getting larger with every lope I take.

                  The dandelions in the garden have your face,

                  they frown and shake their heads.

                  Even the dog dirt looks like you.

                  How come you have such a big door?

                  Brass handles, padlocks and chains,

                  an inch of barbed wire over each daffodil,

                  each flower and weed. I knock, hoping

                  for some reason, that I might answer the door myself,

                  and that I might be you, coming to talk it over.
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               OWL POEM

            

            
               
                  I refuse to write a poem about an owl,

                  better to write about a person with an owl

                  or a person who wants an owl, or better still,

                  a person who hates owls and will never

                  have an owl.
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               PLAYING AT FAMILIES

            

            
               
                  When you can pick up your mother in thickset hands,

                  roll her over and tenderly remove her wings.

               

               
                  When you can rip off your father’s moustache

                  with a twitch of finger and thumb,

               

               
                  telling him, ‘It’ll never do good with the ladies,

                  not anymore.’

               

               
                  When you can place them on your shelf

                  like miniature models, knowing that every night

               

               
                  they search the bedroom,

                  looking for lovers and empty wine bottles

               

               
                  but melt into the carpet when you open your eyes.

                  When you can arrange your grandparents in tiny velvet chairs

               

               
                  and gently put them in the embers of the fire,

                  soothing them through cooing lips

               

               
                  that you’re ‘Well fed and educated,’ so there’s no need to worry.

                  When you can put your relatives in separate boxes

               

               
                  to make sure they don’t breed or cut each other’s hair

                  while you’re out of the house.

               

               
                  When you can lift them, light as a feather, kiss them

                  and tuck them in matchbox beds, 25

               

               
                  making sure your family are locked in innocent slumber,

                  before leaving to go clubbing every night.

               

               
                  When you can do all this, then you have to face the guilt

                  when finally, after too many years, you creep back in

               

               
                  to find each wide awake and crying

                  that they hadn’t known where you were.
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               I CAME TO SEE IF YOU WERE OK

            

            
               
                  I came to see if you were OK

                  not because I’m bothered but because

                  my mate asked me to because he

                  had something to do that probably

                  could have waited until tomorrow

                  and all that but he wasn’t going to

                  come anyway but his mum said

                  or something but anyway I was

                  asked to tell you, at least I think

                  I’ve remembered it right, that there’s

                  no need to be down and stuff

                  because we’ll always be your friends.

                  Um… I’m not actually part of that

                  we because I don’t know you.

                  Anyway you look OK.
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               YOUR HEARTBREAK

            

            
               
                  No one else is having your heartbreak.

                  Your perfect pulsing peach

                  in scarlet syrup,

                  your creamy self

                  pitying.

               

               
                  Not even when the whole world

                  is stacked like chairs

                  and you are milky-eyed

                  with sleep, honey, chocolate,

                  blues before bedtime.

               

               
                  Right here, where your hand is,

                  all yours. A beautiful, bleeding,

                  sprouting red roses,

                  picked in two halves

                  from the heartbreak tree,

                  heartbreak.

               

               
                  It is your prize, you’ve earned it,

                  heaved it up

                  from the wishing well

                  of your throat,

                  held its broken body,

                  treasured it, fed it with tears

                  the size of cupcakes

                  and nights like shining spoons.

               

               
                  No one else is having your heartbreak.

                  Or the way it makes the sound of horses’s hooves

                  if you hold a piece in either hand

                  and bang it together like a coconut.
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               SUDDENLY I WAS HILARIOUS

            

            
               
                  Even the rain was throwing back its head.

                  I never knew I was so funny. They were pulling out their hair

                  in clumps and stuffing it in their mouths, they were sitting

                  on windowsills and falling out of windows.

                  I can’t quite remember how it started,

                  maybe when the bedclothes tittered as I headed for the sink

                  and the toothbrush chattered on my teeth.

               

               
                  When I reached the foot of the stairs,

                  the girl with the ponytail choked on her own tongue

                  and the man with the face like a paving slab cracked up.

                  Suddenly I was hilarious. I was perched cross-

                  legged on the sofa,

                  the sky collapsing down into the drains,

                  I had everyone from the neighbourhood gathered

                  around my ankles, bursting.

                  I had them all in stitches just by twitching my eye.

               

               
                  But the rain stopped at midnight.

                  By this time their throats were bleeding

                  and helicopters had sifted people in from around the globe,

                  just to catch a glimpse.

                  But when the rain died there was silence.

                  Then shaking of heads,

                  and the stepping back into of planes.

                  After, it was kind of a shock

                  when I placed a mug on the table and nobody laughed.
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