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For Michael





Diplomats






Diplomats



We left none of our blood in the stones


Which you battered, bit and torched.


Our hearts are not in the leather suitcases


In which we keep the documents


Of our sojourn in your midst.


The sea of hatred which has washed you


Is tidal. There’s no monopoly


On suffering, no contest, no winners.





About Her Person



You see her as a bully,


Stiff as she moves around.


What you don’t know


Is that she carries something difficult


About her person, a history


She can’t talk about to herself,


Along with things she’s heard.





Furlough



You think it makes no sense


As you look up, walk


Across the lawn,


Your rifle shouldered.


For a moment it seems your unit’s


The only place you feel at home.


As you get closer, smell your dinner,


You remember.





Joker



Unmasked,


Every word you speak


Wears its own question.


“Joker,” they say


And laugh, that always


Comes as a surprise.


If you wore make up,


Skewed your clothes,


Dyed your hair, would


The way you were heard


Be different?


The way you hear yourself,


Only on paper,


After a long time,


Unrecognisable.


Masks, jugglers, acrobats,


Clowns go home and wait


Quietly for a visit, before


Going back to work.





Honourable Discharge



1


What You Know Is


His nerves are shot.


Well they would be, and his mother,


Well she doesn’t know what to do,


Leaves him to himself mostly.


That girlfriend of his


Hasn’t been seen since March,


The good weather did it,


Off to Margate was her excuse,


He’s got nothing to say on that


Or anything else. Yes he’s had


A lot to contend with,


His tours were all in Afghan,


Bomb disposal, it’s a wonder


He came back at all,


Well he hasn’t really


In a way. He never goes out,


But you’ve got it from Mavis


That he looks shocking.


II


Have You Heard What They’re Saying?


It’s easy for them


To tell your story,


Dine out on it,


When you’re not there


To say different.


Bowed and broidered


Even jumped-up and kick-started


You can’t go anywhere


With your eyes up from the pavement,


Thoughts unconstricted, fists unready.


All it’d take, would be to buy the story


Along with rounds of drinks


And back slaps


Unflinched over, all it’d take


Would be for you to do the shopping,


Cook something, take a bath, shave,


Open your mail, switch on the telly,


Answer the phone, share, smile, plan something,


Leave your room, stop waiting, interrogating silence.





Shelter



She can’t believe what happens,


Even with the welts on her arms


Her children mock her,


Even with the promise of escape


He rules her breath,


Deafens the promise of shelter.





Not Afraid



A living thing


Lay on the pavement.


Someone else had trodden


On it until the stone shone red


And made other people slip.


You hadn’t slipped,


But had knelt down


And put your palms out,


Tried to rub them raw.





He Became a Criminal



When his whole family introduced him


To the craft, first it was pockets


To pick, daylight robbery.


Later he learned how to open a computer


And raid its bank accounts,


Now it’s books he steals from, first


He pats them down, then after a glance,


Spits their pips onto his pencil,


Everything’s unsayable.





Risen



Silenced cobalt, copper, bauxite, amethyst, topaz


Rise like the curve of a wave, you say,


Water is the heal of your hand’s cycle


From the future to the past, even while roads


Sussurate with cars so no one can hear


Any part of you, when you’re buried,


Forgotten, your bones are dry, colour


Here speaks sharp as flint, soft as cub-love,


Day is paint, rain is polish.





When It Started to Appear



It wore a suit and tights and always


Smelled of perfume, had a joke,


New hairstyle, wore a string of pearls.


As the years went on you aged


It didn’t, but it always seemed wiser
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