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  The Captain of the 1964 Top of the Form Team




  Do Wah Diddy Diddy, Baby Love, Oh Pretty Woman




  were in the Top Ten that month, October, and the Beatles




  were everywhere else. I can give you the B-side




  of the Supremes one. Hang on. Come See About Me?




  I lived in a kind of fizzing hope. Gargling




  with Vimto. The clever smell of my satchel. Convent girls.




  I pulled my hair forward with a steel comb that I blew




  like Mick, my lips numb as a two-hour snog.




  No snags. The Nile rises in April. Blue and White.




  The humming-bird’s song is made by its wings, which beat




  so fast that they blur in flight. I knew the capitals,




  the Kings and Queens, the dates. In class, the white sleeve




  of my shirt saluted again and again. Sir! . . . Correct.




  Later, I whooped at the side of my bike, a cowboy,




  mounted it running in one jump. I sped down Dyke Hill,




  no hands, famous, learning, dominus domine dominum.




  Dave Dee Dozy . . . Try me. Come on. My mother kept my mascot Gonk




  on the TV set for a year. And the photograph. I look




  so brainy you’d think I’d just had a bath. The blazer.




  The badge. The tie. The first chord of A Hard Day’s Night




  loud in my head. I ran to the Spinney in my prize shoes,




  up Churchill Way, up Nelson Drive, over pink pavements




  that girls chalked on, in a blue evening; and I stamped




  the pawprints of badgers and skunks in the mud. My country.




  I want it back. The captain. The one with all the answers. Bzz.




  My name was in red on Lucille Green’s jotter. I smiled




  as wide as a child who went missing on the way home




  from school. The keeny. I say to my stale wife




  Six hits by Dusty Springfield. I say to my boss A pint!




  How can we know the dancer from the dance? Nobody.




  My thick kids wince. Name the Prime Minister of Rhodesia.




  My country. How many florins in a pound?












  Litany




  The soundtrack then was a litany – candlewick




  bedspread three piece suite display cabinet –




  and stiff-haired wives balanced their red smiles,




  passing the catalogue. Pyrex. A tiny ladder




  ran up Mrs Barr’s American Tan leg, sly




  like a rumour. Language embarrassed them.




  The terrible marriages crackled, cellophane




  round polyester shirts, and then The Lounge




  would seem to bristle with eyes, hard




  as the bright stones in engagement rings,




  and sharp hands poised over biscuits as a word




  was spelled out. An embarrassing word, broken




  to bits, which tensed the air like an accident.




  This was the code I learnt at my mother’s knee, pretending




  to read, where no one had cancer, or sex, or debts,




  and certainly not leukaemia, which no one could spell.




  The year a mass grave of wasps bobbed in a jam-jar;




  a butterfly stammered itself in my curious hands.




  A boy in the playground, I said, told me




  to fuck off; and a thrilled, malicious pause




  salted my tongue like an imminent storm. Then




  uproar. I’m sorry, Mrs Barr, Mrs Hunt, Mrs Emery,




  sorry, Mrs Raine. Yes, I can summon their names.




  My mother’s mute shame. The taste of soap.












  Nostalgia




  Those early mercenaries, it made them ill –




  leaving the mountains, leaving the high, fine air




  to go down, down. What they got




  was money, dull crude coins clenched




  in the teeth; strange food, the wrong taste,




  stones in the belly; and the wrong sounds,




  the wrong smells, the wrong light, every breath –




  wrong. They had an ache here, Doctor,




  they pined, wept, grown men. It was killing them.




  It was given a name. Hearing tell of it,




  there were those who stayed put, fearful




  of a sweet pain in the heart; of how it hurt,




  in that heavier air, to hear




  the music of home – the sad pipes – summoning,




  in the dwindling light of the plains,




  a particular place – where maybe you met a girl,




  or searched for a yellow ball in long grass,




  found it just as your mother called you in.




  But the word was out. Some would never




  fall in love had they not heard of love.




  So the priest stood at the stile with his head
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