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  The Indoor Park




  





  The Park by the Railway




  

    

      Where should we meet but in this shabby park




      Where the railings are missing and the branches black?




      Industrial pastoral, our circuit




      Of grass under ash, long-standing water




      And unimportant sunsets flaring up




      Above the half-dismantled fair. Our place




      Of in-betweens, abandoned viaducts




      And modern flowers, dock and willowherb,




      Lost mongrels, birdsong scratching at the soot




      Of the last century. Where should we be




      But here, my industrial girl? Where else




      But this city beyond conservation?




      I win you a ring at the rifle range




      For the twentieth time, but you’ve chosen




      A yellow, implausible fish in a bag




      That you hold to one side when I kiss you.




      Sitting in the waiting-room in darkness




      Beside the empty cast-iron fireplace,




      In the last of the heat the brick gives off,




      Not quite convinced there will be no more trains,




      At the end of a summer that never began




      Till we lost it, we cannot believe




      We are going. We speak, and we’ve gone.




      You strike a match to show the china map




      Of where the railways ran before us.




      Coal and politics, invisible decades




      Of rain, domestic love and failing mills




      That ended in a war and then a war




      Are fading into what we are: two young




      Polite incapables, our tickets bought




      Well in advance, who will not starve, or die




      Of anything but choice. Who could not choose




      To live this funeral, lost August left




      To no one by the dead, the ghosts of us.


    


  




  





  Walking




  

    

      I am in love with detail. Chestnut trees




      Are fire-damaged candelabra.




      Waterbirds are porcelain.




      The planthouse is the room within the room




      And all this is England,




      Just left here, and what’s to be done?




      It does not remember the dances,




      Silk stockings and murders and money.




      We were not invited. We came late




      To trespass on ourselves among the furniture,




      Admiring the upholstery of Hell,




      Where the talk is the best and you know it.




      Adulterous cortège of cars around the park,




      Where the couples are solving themselves with despair.




      They will die of each other.




      They have names, they were born –




      If they’re held to the light they have souls,




      Like little ingots knocking at the heart.




      O Vaughan and Geoffrey, Annabel and Jane,




      Your time is up, you’ve gone professional.




      You are condemned to live this script




      Until the gestures make you retch,




      And then for ever, knowing it –




      The passive yes, the nominated self,




      The grammar till it vanishes,




      Among these great facilities,




      Where she and I are walking, I believe.




      We’re holding hands. I say, and then repeat,




      There is no nightmare big enough to hurt,




      Since it fits with the tick of the gold at my heart.


    


  




  





  Victorians




  

    

      White heads, white hats, in garden chairs,




      Enthusiasts of time,




      Adulterous and hopeful men, who met




      Their fallen girls at stations out of town:




      This day of summer’s yours in perpetuity.




      I cannot love your manners or your work,




      But accidental bravery persists,




      In homiletic lilac and your vanity in stone.




      We were the epic exegetes




      And called religiose.




      We are what’s left when time retreats,




      The syphilitic rose:




      How honesty becomes opaque,




      The reason drawing on:




      We looked into the little lake




      And wanted to be gone.




      Let this be noon, before the letter comes,




      The daughter coughs, the verses are exposed,




      Before the century goes black,




      And you go blind, and all the doors are closed.


    


  




  





  The Disappointment




  

    

      The sky becomes mother-of-pearl,




      A lady’s box of trinketry.




      The air inside it can remember




      Lavender at two removes,




      Like someone’s love once dreamed about




      But not possessed, and longed for now.




      In one of these burgherly houses,




      Room on room on corridor,




      It is someone’s finale, unpacking herself




      From lint and pins and looking-glasses.




      Bland with young ‘accomplishment’




      Not even the letters are cryptic here,




      Valuable only in histories of boredom:




      Chat of some dud couple caught




      In frames where time stands in for love,




      With their backs to a sea to whose ironclad rightness,




      Decked with pennants, fleet on fleet,




      They bore unthinking witness. They were cold.




      All afternoon I trudge around




      Inventing tasks. I look and sniff




      And find Victoria and Albert




      Brilliant white and everpresent.




      From windy plinths The Great outstare




      The disappointment of their will


 

      As dusk elaborates the park.




      A duck-guffaw, a lacy hem of frost,




      A salesman reading Penthouse in his car,




      Pianoforte being taught and loathed –




      Its sweet unwarranted effects,




      Not brave enough for sorrow but still there.


    


  




  





  The Snowfield




  

    

      It is so simple, being lonely.




      It’s there in the silence you make




      To deny it, the silence you make




      To accuse the unwary, the frankly alone.




      In the silence you bring to a park




      When you go there to walk in the snow




      And you find in the planthouse,




      Next to the orchids in winter slow-motion




      And sleeping unreadable mosses,




      Sick men, mad, half-born, who are sitting




      As long as the afternoon takes.




      Left there by helpers hours ago,




      As if preparing for a test,




      Each holds a book he cannot open.




      Some days you put together




      Sentences to say for them




      As you leave to go back to the street.




      With work they might be epigrams




      Of love and modest government.




      And this thought frees you. You pick up the paper.


	  



      You eat. Or you go to the library and talk.




	  

      But some days there is nothing




      You cannot know. You still leave,




      But it seems to take hours, labouring




      Back to the street through the snowdrifts




      And not worth the effort.




      It seems that this is all there is.




      It happens like snow in a park, seen clearly




      After days of admiration, and looking




      As if it had always been there, like a field




      Full of silence, that is not beginning or ending.




      It is so simple. You just hadn’t looked.




      And then you did, and couldn’t look away.


    


  




  





  Late




  

    

      In the rented rooms above the bay




      The simmer of epistles was like sleep.




      Old men grow bored with young men’s books,




      But still they followed and were sold




      At the stall that an uncle had kept.




      His landlady found roses in the hall




      Without a note, and for the afternoon




      There was the itch of Sundays at the Spa:




      Band-music, marble, heat and wickedness.




      He did not have to work, she thought.




      Eat greens for the conduct; wear sensible shoes;




      Keep up with the journal; walk out to the light




      At the pier’s end, a mile in the ocean.




      Look back for the window seen only from here.




      It is only a place you can see.




      It survives you. It makes you a ghost,




      Where she lived, where we both lived once.




      I am embarrassed to have stayed




      So long and on so little and for this.


    


  




  





  Heatwave




  

    

      The chestnuts take their shadows in




      Like women bearing winding-sheets.




      I hear, though I’m not listening,




      The night’s held breath of fruit and meat,




      And all around my skin I feel




      The long day’s thick residual heat,




      Erotic, inescapable.




      Someone is dying on our street.


    


  




  





  The Widower




  

    

      Most men hire out their lives




      To finish off with nights like this,




      The blue from which the darkness pours




      Upon the knotted apple tree




      To simplify the shape of long neglect,




      And some of them have stayed in love




      A lifetime with intimate strangers,




      Discovered a talent for taking a walk




      Or for blether begun at the table at noon




      And kept through sleep and next day’s lack:




      But half will meet the end alone




      And from a cramped obituary spell out




      A name that cannot now be learned




      Though it is said like rosaries




      And written down the margins of the page.




      I’ve seen my elders pad their gardens




      Uselessly and try to read.




      Now there is only leisure to exhaust,




      And a tree by the builders’ default.




      It bore no fruit I ever saw.




      But let there be one widower




      To see one yellow apple wax




      Towards its perihelion




      And have his solitude precise




      And rich until the tree is dark.


    


  




  





  Le Départ




  

    

      You’ve been leaving for years and now no one’s surprised




      When you knock to come in from the weather.




      The crew is past embarrassment:




      They can live with their nautical names, and with yours.




      So sit, take down your glass, and talk




      Of all that is not you, that keeps you here




      Among the sentimental stevedores




      In the drinking clubs in the dank afternoons




      Of your twenty-ninth year. There may be news.




      Indeed. Somebody drowned last night, walked sideways




      Off a Polish fishmeal hulk. A rabid Paraguayan bear




      Was seen among the kindly hookers eating fruit.




      A hand-carved coelacanth was found




      When the cells were dug out to lay drains . . .




      How can you not be struck by these arrivals?




      The perfect boat is sailing Tuesday week.




      It’s heading southwards, way beyond the ice –




      Starsailing seems quite plausible by night.




      Until then there is querulous Ninepin




      (The loss of his ticket for thieving)




      And Madeleine’s never-secret grief




      (Be kind, and ask politely what)




      And someone selling crocodiles




      And hash from the sump of a jungle . . .




      Now even the Juvaro have secret accounts –




      Sell them your Service Forty-Five




      And get a tape-recorder back . . .




      The Amazon’s an answering service:




      No one’s ever really lost. A month ago




      Rocheteau, stuck for credit, offered up




      The pelvic bones of Mungo Park




      In exchange for a fifth of Jim Beam . . .




      We always thought that Scot was lying about Africa.




      It is easily night: soft boom of lighter-boats




      Beyond the fogwall, swung on inauthentic tides




      That left you here, that left you here




      As the lovesongs go over the warehouse




      Among patrolling cats and a lost ARP




      With his bucket of sand and his halberd.




      You are doped on the stairs on the way to the moon




      With Yvonne, who has aged but not quite,




      Who knows the words to every song




      And places one flattering palm on your spine




      Till you move, who keeps a special bottle




      For you (but half gone, half gone) by the bed,




      A black fire of sugar that says all there is




      About travelling. You’re halfway there.




      And all shall sing until the awful morning




      Reminds them of themselves,




      Then sleep in early restaurants,




      Boastful of such daft endurance,




      And then inspect the shipping lists




      Until the time is right.




      ‘You talk in your sleep,’ says Yvonne.




      ‘So I woke you. All this travelling –




      You leave the girls for what?




      Are we not always, always travelling?




      Let’s drink to that, and one before you go.’


    


  




  





  The Seaside Specialist




  

    

      As every mag along the front reveals




      It is the festival of skin,




      So if your own is grey or loose




      Lie down with a gatefold and wank




      In the sock-smelling fug of your choice,




      At which only the mirror will look.




      Then read of how the Anabaptists,




      Choosing to go naked, played




      With nuts and berries and their friends




      To be as little children; how




      These heretics were brought to book




      And burnt in the sociable squares.




      It will look like a posture




      Supportable only in summer,




      Like those embarrassed couples racked




      On postcards in primary colours




      Of nuptial malfeasance and loathing,




      Sent to prove a holiday was had.




      Extended families of pain,




      They float in batches to the shore




      You reach beyond your book at night.




      The sea, the blue comedian




      Who rolls the drowned along the aisles




      Of an interminable act,




      Has autographed each card with love.


    


  










  The Police




  

    

      No one believes them. Their windows get broken.




      It rains in their yards and their kids




      Dress in black and are sullen and pasty.




      Their wives would like going to hangings:




      They knit and they think about crime.




      The police, they have allotments, too:




      Like us they don’t get paid.




      But their beans are like stone




      And their lettuce like kelp




      And black men come on moonless nights




      To burn the greenhouse down,




      And their windows are broken




      So they don’t eat tomatoes.




      The police, when they pot their begonias,




      Press down with both thumbs, like that,




      And a fly can be killed with one blow.




      They are not jealous, the police.




      When they stare at your allotment




      They’re sure there’s a body below.




      But if you say, ‘Yes, he’s a Roman,’




      They ask you, ‘And how do you know?’




      We are all called Sunshine,




      Or else we are liars, or both.




      We would be better off without ourselves,




      Or cordoned off, at least.




      The world is guilty of itself,




      Except the police, that is.




      The police are not immortal, though they try.




      They are buried with honours and bicycle clips.




      But black men come from the allotments




      And chop their gravestones down.




      Then lots of queers with foreign names




      Dig them up and make films of their bones.


    


  










  For Lowell George




  

    

      What fills the heart is felt to make amends,




      Until the flooded heart can no more choose




      Release than never sing its staggered blues.




      I wish you had not found such special friends.




      At thirty-four, at three a.m., in bed,




      Of overweight helped on by dope and booze,




      Before your talent bored you you were dead.


    


  










  The Lamp




  

    

      Slowly, these evenings, it warms to its business,




      Adding its ivory miniature wattage




      To headaches unbidden or begged for;




      To love doing overtime, vicious or civil.




      A simple but brilliant composure




      Of levers and springs, with a bulb and a flex,




      It should be an eye but is not, and should know




      But does not, and should feel but cannot.




      It squats at my shoulder and silently stares,




      Giving nothing away of the dreams it can’t have.




      These dreams concern high cold




      And long views from a clinic to Europe




      Set out beneath its haze of sun




      And politics. No loneliness, no cry,




      Can climb to the terrace where money is dying,




      In rarefied purple, with desperate good humour.




      The lamp is in place by the notes on the desk




      In the room that is kept at the dry heat of health




      And has four walls of medical journals.




      Nobody lives here and no one is missing.




      Strange if when some modernist made this




      He failed to see its perfect sex. Plug in, turn on




      And leave alone: blank ecstasy




      Unbounded by the mortal physics.




      An anglepoise lamp done in white.




      If you were to ask me that now I should act




      In reasonable faith to find a name




      For what it does, then I would have to say,




      You asking me, you being you, and reason being




      What it is, and the lamp being here,




      A prosthetic of dark in the room,




      It sheds light, I suppose. It depends what you mean.


    


  










  Tides




  For Peter Didsbury




  

    

      There are tides in the paper that lies on the desk.




      They are slow. They are burdened with junk,




      The circular diaspora




      Of piracy and empires, on the Middle Sea.




      They are bored with the half-life of scholarly myth,




      Bored with the gaze of the sunblind student




      Attacked by nausea on a bus to the Gut,
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