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The Front


It stood firm for a fortnight, a cloud coast


that marked the front. All along the west


it towered; a full pan from north to south


held it in view. We watched it from the beach


each day for signs of  movement. It didn’t budge.


I thought of  a tidal wave, freeze-framed,


but didn’t say. Somebody on the third night


described it as a parting of  the Red Sea


and then I couldn’t help but squint for seals


or fish caught in its watery updraft,


but saw nothing. At certain times of  day


you would have sworn you looked upon a land mass


with terns and gannets nested in its darkness.


Once, it grew the grey lip of  a carrier deck.


Sunsets came a few degrees early


and, backlit, it glowed like something molten,


the birds heading for home crossing its lid


like car adverts with the sound turned down.


A two-week high of  learning to live with it,


of  tuning into paperbacks and rock pools;


the way the thrill of  snow-capped peaks in summer


will slowly thaw, become invisible


and be just there: so it was with the front.


On the last day we woke to rain as thick


as diesel slicking the windows, all the shadows


scattered, the light turned low. We were inside it.




Night Swim


No one’s looking. Take off  your clothes. Step in.


At the Ceremony of  the Keys, the chief  yeoman


is thinking, ‘Fuck this for a game of  soldiers.’


A car slows for a red light on a B-road


then speeds up into the oncoming nothing.


Inshore vessels move through pools of  radar.


Cocky watchmen turn a blind eye everywhere.


No one’s looking. Take off  your clothes. Step in.


You’re not withdrawing money or propping up


a friend in some foreshortened city square,


nor are you entering crawl spaces to feed


or moving, ghost-eyed, through the infra-red


in until-now-never-before-seen footage.


Those satellites are shooting stars; that hum


the sound of  blood and both our nervous systems.


No one’s looking. Take off  your clothes. Step in.


No Life Room three-bar heater will come on


for a copse of  easels to slightly readjust itself.


There is no mythical figure you can turn to,


or turn into. When you take the plunge you’ll find


no glass-walled observation lounge; the night


is still, and so dark even Orion


has found himself  outgunned by lesser stars.


So no one’s looking. Take off  those clothes. Step in.





The Lapse


When the cutting edge was a sleight, a trick of  time,


we blinked our way through Jason and the Argonauts,


thrilled by the stop-motion universe,


its brazen Talos grinding like a Dock Road crane,


and the Hydra’s teeth sown into studio soil


by Harryhausen, who got between the frames


like a man who comes in bone dry from a downpour


by stopping the world and snapping out a path


through glassy rods right up to his front door. 


Something as simple as Edgerton’s milk splash


stilled to an ivory coronet would do it,


keep us quiet for hours as we learned to understand


the howling gale we stood in. Chilled to the core


we gasped as Ursula Andress stepped from the flame


and the unseen British-Pathé make-up department


took down her face, applying gravity with a trowel.


And I’d have to say something was taken from us.


On the dead sheep’s seconds-long journey to nothing


with maggots working like a ball of  fire,


every now and then a long bone settled awkwardly


like a break in continuity. Like an afternoon


of  finding out for ourselves what death smelt like.


Long afternoons. Lying on our backs watching clouds


with the slow Doppler of  a plane being bowed across the sky.


Give us back the giant day. Give us back what’s ours.




Ruin


I knew their names and shapes from books


before I saw real clouds.




The walk home from the optician


was full of wonders: birds




on wires, the vertical hold of rain,


a bus’s destination,




as if I’d climbed out of a mist


onto a peak. I’d missed




a decade’s middle distances


but I’ve been grateful since




as nothing now’s too low or small


to honour: one dark brick




stares right back from its newbuild wall


to the ramparts of Uruk.




Liverpool Disappears for a Billionth of a Second


Shorter than the blink inside a blink


the National Grid will sometimes make, when you’ll


turn to a room and say: Was that just me?




People sitting down for dinner don’t feel


their chairs taken away/put back again


much faster than that trick with tablecloths.




A train entering the Olive Mount cutting


shudders, but not a single passenger


complains when it pulls in almost on time.




The birds feel it, though, and if you see


starlings in shoal, seagulls abandoning


cathedral ledges, or a mob of pigeons




lifting from a square as at gunfire,


be warned, it may be happening, but then


those sensitive to bat-squeak in the backs




of necks, who claim to hear the distant roar


of comets on the turn – these may well smile


at a world restored, in one piece; though each place




where mineral Liverpool goes wouldn’t believe


what hit it: all that sandstone out to sea


or meshed into the quarters of Cologne.
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