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  Welcome, Major Poet!




  We have sat here in too many poetry readings




  Wearing the liberal rictus and cursing our folly,




  Watching the lightbulbs die and the curtains rot




  And the last flies departing for Scunthorpe.




  Forgive us. We know all about you.




  Autumn gives way to midwinter once more,




  As states collapse, as hemlines rise, as we miss both,




  And just as our teeth fall discreetly into our handkerchiefs,




  Slowly the bones of our co-tormentees will emerge




  Through their skins. QED and hic jacent.




  Except we are seated bolt upright on customized




  ‘Chairs’ of the torturers’ school. Here it comes,




  Any century now, the dread declaration:




  And next I shall read something longer. Please




  Rip out our nails and accept your applause!




  Stretch-limo back to the Ritz and ring home:




  Bore the arse off your nearest and dearest instead,




  Supposing they haven’t divorced you already




  Or selfishly put themselves under a train.




  Please call them, at length and at public expense.




  Send flunkies for cold Stolichnaya, an ox




  Or an acre of coke and a thousand-quid hooker.




  Why not make it three, in a chariot




  Flown to your penthouse by eunuchs on leopards?




  Whatever you like, only spare us the details of when




  You were struck by your kinship with Dante and Vergil.




  And don’t feel obliged to remind us just now




  What it was Robert Lowell appeared to be saying –




  You’d read him the poem you mean to read us –




  When the doors of the lift he was in and you weren’t Began closing. Just leave us the screams




  You could hear as the vehicle descended: Poor Cal.




  Up to then he’d been perfectly normal. Ah, well.




  


 







  Acheron, Phlegethon, Styx




  for Peter Reading




  Now they’re bricked over and leaking




  Victorian adipose into the friable earth




  In the heat of a seven-year drought,




  They deliver that steady industrial suck-fart




  (Like a Scots Pie machine making




  Full use of the eyelids and sphincters of pigs)




  At the foot of the drainshaft, down in the cack




  With rubbers, rags and jaundiced Telegraphs




  Rolled up in twos, sworn on by plumbers –




  Themselves long pulled under –




  For checking the flush. Furthermore




  The crimson hiss of the exhausted brain,




  Its library all clarted pages, corridors




  Knee-deep in grease, the gridlocked blood




  Attempting pinhole exits at the eyeballs.




  Gore and shite, crap-nebulae




  And greasy bubbles, steadily hurled




  Downstream in a stench of finality. Cheers!




  


 







  Nineties




  I




  Let’s drift again in these vast solitudes,




  The beer-and-tabs Sargasso of the shore,




  Anachronistic legal waterholes




  Down foggy chares alleged to have two ends –




  We’ll make a life’s work of an evening out.




  Let booths and gantries frame a ruined court




  That grants our bores’ and lone derangers’ pleas




  A hearing, though the verdict is the clock’s –




  Long boxes, six black horses, frosty plumes,




  The diggers leaning on their spades to smoke.




  Far overhead, a coal train grinds its way




  Across the viaduct. A grimy clang




  From the cathedral, echoed. Please call home.




  Tonight’s the nineteenth century sans crowds,




  A boozers’ heaven lit by blue dog-stars




  Whose image in the empty river draws




  Fanatics to the bridges for dispatch –




  Spent gambling men we used to read about,




  They seem to wear our faces as they plunge




  In sequence from the parapets, as though




  To cancel with a gesture thirty years




  Drunk dry with infidelity and waste.




  They print the water with their leader-dots . . .




  Theirs was the truly historical work,




  The ground on which we’ve been arraigned tonight –




  Since we’ve outlived both usefulness and art –




  A failure to imagine properly




  Our place in the supporting cast, to move




  From rhubarb to the boneyard in a blink . . .




  As if there might be politics afoot,




  The night the southside arsenal went up




  The people thronged the quays like citizens.




  Blood-lit in the inferno of the towns




  They hailed their unimportant misery.




  The river boiled red-black past walls of flame




  And watermen like local Charons cried




  Beneath the stairs for passing trade, their arms




  Outspread like angels in the burning rain




  Of lath and plaster, flesh and cobblestones




  That blinded the cathedral weathercocks




  And put the heat on whore and judge alike.




  Or so the picture shows, that no one sees,




  Crammed in beside a turning of the stairs:




  Old Testament confusion, modern dress,




  And on his non-existent crag, the bard




  Who’s too far gone to say he told them so.




  II




  Your hundred streets, your twenty names, all gone.




  A stink of burning sofas in the rain,




  Of pissed-on mattresses, and poverty’s




  Spilt milk, its tiny airless rooms designed




  To illustrate the nature of subjection




  To its subjects. They tell me politics




  And history are done: here’s grease




  Extruded from the dripping tar-skinned walls




  Of workingmen’s hotels; the ropes of hair




  Trapped in the sinks; the names perpetually denied




  A hearing, waiting in the smoky halls




  For their appointments with an age that bred




  And killed and then forgot them – names that now




  Forget themselves, the air’s mere allegations,




  Faces that the mirrors do not hold,




  Lockers with no contents, neither razors




  Nor the Bible nor an envelope of dimps




  Preserved against the certainty of worse.




  So Billy, Tommy, Jackie – did you live?




  Could it be you that Benjamin’s




  Averted angel is ignoring now




  As once again you leave your flooded graves




  Like newsreel ghosts to greet the Kaiser’s guns?




  III




  Blind walls and hidden roadways running down




  To water. Black windows wedged with newsprint,




  Morning after morning of the afterlife,




  Anacoluthon of streets and bars.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              The bar as survival, as figment,


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Dog on the shelf and women to rights,




  The Hole in the Corner where dead men meet,




  The dead of emphysema




  And of pneumoconiosis,




  

    

      

        

          

            

              bickering


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Beyond the grave like kids.




  There is football, or football. Occasional boxing:




  Jimmy Wilde and Woodcock, Billy Hardy




  Brave as owt




  

    

      

        

          and carefully done down,


        


      


    


  




  A lesson you have to pretend you’ve forgotten.




  Or else there was Hitler, that flag-waving cunt.




  Should have been a referee. Should have been hung




  By the balls and then shot at. The Jarmans want tellt.




  Eternity’s offside; a lockout.




  It’s stilted black coal-staithes becoming aesthetics.
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