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  Half the Story




  Franz Kafka, the story goes, encountered a little girl in the park where he walked regularly. She was crying. She’d lost her doll. Kafka helped the girl search for the

  doll but they couldn’t find it. They arranged to meet there next day to look again for her doll, but still they could not find it. When they met for the third time, Kafka gave her a tiny

  letter that he told her he’d found nearby. She read, ‘Don’t be sad: I’m only travelling. I’ll write I promise!’ And every day that summer, when Kafka and the

  little girl met, he’d read a new letter to her describing places the doll visited, what it did there and who it met. The little girl was comforted. When the holiday was over and she had to go

  back to school, he gave her a doll that he said was the lost prodigal returned, and, if it seemed a little different from the doll of her memory, a note pinned to its scarf explained: ‘My

  travels changed me.’




  Or so ends this version of the story, popular with therapists, but in Dora Diamant’s own account, our one first-hand source, there was no new doll, nor a message of

  change and growth; instead, Dora had described a final letter sent to the little girl detailing how the doll met its soul mate and had married him; how it would be too busy with its new family to

  write again, enjoining the little girl to seek similar fulfilment in her own life. Dora also noted how this affair had driven Kafka to distraction, who’d endured white nights, tortured by his

  own compassion, feverishly thinking up new adventures for his changeling doll made out of letters and lies and love; how this correspondence had been maintained in this fashion for a period of

  three weeks – as long as that holiday when Dora Diamant had first met Franz, a place with a name that I only half-recall now, Graal-something.




  





  The Blue Queen of Ashtrayland




  What the fuck’s the Holy Grail?




  — Molly in Urban Grimshaw and the Shed Crew






  

  

    

      

        

          

            

              Her hair glows, burnished as the gold




              that trims her Nike cardigan;




              Ionian white her Fila trainers,




              DKNY jeans and cap.




              Her skin’s as blue as old skimmed milk;




              as blue the star on her left cheek –




              a Borstal beauty spot, tattooed




              with broken glass and laundry ink.




              The downers downed, the brown all tooted,




              the homegrown hydroponic skunk




              all shotgunned, blown-back, jointed, bonged,




              the Queen calls for her royal Swan.




              Through snakebite piercings on her lips




              the bitten red adaptor hissed




              like Cleopatra’s asp its gas.




              Our Queen jerks upright, claps her hands.




              With no round table, they hand round




              White Lightning in two-litre flasks.




              She necks a draught then kicks her minstrel:




              Skeeter fills the block with song,




              ‘Bring me my Dig of burning gold,




              Bring me Viagra of desire!




              Bring me my foil: O, clouds unfold!




              Bring me my Milligrams of Fire!’




              Her knights take off to rob a dealer.




              Urban’s passed out on his crate.




              Peeling back a cardboard curtain,




              their Queen looks down on her estate.


            


          


        


      


    


  






  





  Blockbusters


  

  

    



  He lives in Leeds, completely out of the literary world.




  — John Freeman, ex-Editor Granta




  Thrillers like The Da Vinci Code are key indicators of contemporary ideological shifts.




  — Slavoj Žižek, In Defence of Lost Causes


  

  


   








      

        



              For what might break the grip that held my pen




              so fast I couldn’t write another line




              I quested through the shops of Lady Charity




              in Urbs Leodiensis Mystica,




              the Shed Crew’s capital of Ashtrayland,




              a town beyond the literary world




              whose locals speak blank verse (says Harrison);




              Back-to-Front Inside-Out Upside-Down Leeds,




              according to the Nuttgens book I bagged –




              along with others offering keys to open




              secrets of iambic pentameter,




              to them, a ball and chain, a waltz – or best,




              in Žižek’s windsock for the New World Order,




              Gnostic code imprinted by five feet




              that lead us to a grail Brown liquefies,




              as Shakespeare sometimes turns this line himself




              to deliquescent decasyllabics




              like the blood of St Januarius.




              Brown quotes from Philip’s Gospel (where it suits)




              to build on Rosslyn Chapel’s premises




              his castle perilously in the air




              while staying blind to mysteries below,




              such as why you’ll see Rosslyn’s masons carved




              among the seven virtues Greed,




              and then set Charity with deadly sins . . .




              The world was made in error Philip wrote –




              Savonarola, in The Rule of Four,




              another blockbuster from Oxfam’s shelves




              that followed in the footprints of Dan Brown,




              is made to quote ‘the Gospel of St Paul’ . . .




              is this the fault of slipshod editing




              or does it hint perhaps at secret truth?




              What if ‘Paul’s Gospel’ really did exist?




              What if it was some long-lost Gnostic text




              thrown on the Bonfire of the Vanities




              but glimpsed once by our zealot’s burning eyes




              who then confided to the ancestors




              of those that seemed just greedy novelists




              a hidden road map to the Holy Grail




              a blind man saw on his Damascus road?




              My back-to-back looks on a blind man’s road




              that runs due north from here past Wilfrid’s city,




              Shandy Hall then on to Lindisfarne




              whose monks St Wilfrid was once sent from Rome




              to knock back into shape from toe to top,




              their sinful tops being ‘Simon Magus tonsures’,




              that Gnostic wizard and heresiarch




              the dog denounces in St Peter’s Acts,




              where that saint brings smoked tuna back to life,




              explains his crucifixion upside-down




              and how God’s Kingdom could be found on Earth:




              Make right your left, back forwards, low your high,




              a realm inverted on our retinas,




              much like Creation in the Gnostic view –




              then, in a flash, like Paul, I saw the light




              through Peter’s apophatic paradox




              to Stevens’ definition of a poem,




              a mirror-image of Frost’s melting ice,




              the fiery self-consuming meteor




              but one surviving as ‘the stone from heaven’,




              Wolfram Von Eschenbach’s holy grail –




              and knowing this, my pen was free again




              like that sword Arthur freed from its own block,




              but mightier and greedy for the words




              so close to silence they’re worth more than gold.




              My quest was ended: I began to write




              this poem backwards, as Da Vinci might.
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