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From a Weekend First


One for the money. Arrangements in green and grey


from the window of an empty dining-car.


No takers for this Burgundy today


apart from me. I’ll raise a weighted stem


to my homeland scattering by, be grateful for


these easy-on-the-eye, Army & Navy


surplus camouflage colours that seem


to mask all trace of life and industry;


a draft for the hidden dead, our forefathers,


the landfills of the mind where they turned in


with the plush and orange peel of yesteryear,


used up and entertained and put to bed


at last; to this view where everything seems to turn


on the middle distance. Crematoria, multiplex


way stations in the form of big sheds


that house their promises of goods and sex;


to the promise of a university town,


its spires and playing fields. No border guards


will board at this station, no shakedown


relieve me of papers or contraband:


this is England. Nobody will pull the cord


on these thoughts, though the cutlery and glasses


set for dinner are tinkling at a bend,


a carriage full of ghosts taking their places.


Now drink to slow outskirts, the colour wheels


of fifty years collected in windows;


to worlds of interiors, to credit deals


with nothing to pay until next year, postcodes


where water hardens, then softens, where rows


of streetlights become the dominant motif


as day drains, and I see myself transposed


into the dark, lifting my glass. Belief


is one thing, though the dead have none of it.


What would they make of me? This pinot noir


on my expenses, time enough to write


this on a Virgin antimacassar –


the miles of feint, the months of Sunday school,


the gallons of free milk, all led to here:


an empty dining-car, a single fool


reflected endlessly on the night air.




11th February 1963


The worst winter for decades. In the freeze


some things get lost and I’m not even born,


but think until you’re many Februaries


deep in thought with me and find London


on that day as held inside a glacier;


a fissure where two postal districts touch,


its people caught mid-floe, at furniture,


the contents of their stomachs, a stopped watch.


At these pressures the distance has collapsed:


the studio clock winds up over Primrose Hill,


or the poet and her sleeping children crossed


the mile to Abbey Road. This milk bottle


might hold what John’ll drink for one last take;


that she’ll leave out for when the children wake.




A Field Guide to the Birds of Britain & Europe


was the first book I owned, not counting annuals,


eighteen volumes of the New Junior Encyclopaedia


and an illustrated Bible. I could tick them off


as they occurred: so the starling, blackbird and house sparrow


fell on the first day, though the hoopoe and bee-eater


never blew through the ‘wettest summer on record’.


Like a biroed Bede at his illuminations,


the pleasing lines of waders’ beaks or raptors’ talons


kept me occupied for hours. I wandered its pages


of saltmarsh, heath and scrub: it was its own landscape


and a codex to the calls that book-ended daylight,


becoming so revised and enlarged in the memory


that, sometimes, birds would bleed beyond their range maps;


so while the chough had pooled like glacial ink


in the Welsh hills, or the nightingale occupied that corner


of England left unscoured by the last Ice Age,


I half-heard a flinty kwak or the fluid phrasings


of ‘one of our best singers’ in a northern twilight.


How it came south I’ll never know. A stowaway


in that first case I thumped onto puce candlewick,


camouflaged among the set-texts. I can entertain


the image of it making the round trip


back here, to the city it was printed in,


shedding its dust-jacket like juvenile plumage.


It seems smaller now, an index of wishful thinking.


Look at the notes in the flyleaves – the accidental visitors


and colourful migrations of one, bored summer –
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