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Whoever She Was





They see me always as a flickering figure


on a shilling screen. Not real. My hands,


still wet, sprout wooden pegs. I smell the apples


burning as I hang the washing out.


Mummy, say the little voices of the ghosts


of children on the telephone. Mummy.


A row of paper dollies, cleaning wounds


or boiling eggs for soldiers. The chant


of magic words repeatedly. I do not know.


Perhaps tomorrow. If we’re very good.


The film is on a loop. Six silly ladies


torn in half by baby fists. When they


think of me, I’m bending over them at night,


to kiss. Perfume. Rustle of silk. Sleep tight.


Where does it hurt? A scrap of echo clings


to the bramble bush. My maiden name


sounds wrong. This was the playroom.


I turn it over on a clumsy tongue. Again.


These are the photographs. Making masks


from turnips in the candlelight. In case they come.


Whoever she was, forever their wide eyes watch her


as she shapes a church and steeple in the air.


She cannot be myself and yet I have a box


of dusty presents to confirm that she was here.


You remember the little things. Telling stories


or pretending to be strong. Mummy’s never wrong.


You open your dead eyes to look in the mirror


which they are holding to your mouth.
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Liverpool Echo





Pat Hodges kissed you once, although quite shy,


in sixty-two. Small crowds in Mathew Street


endure rain for the echo of a beat,


as if nostalgia means you did not die.


Inside phone-booths loveless ladies cry


on Merseyside. Their faces show defeat.


An ancient jukebox blares out Ain’t She Sweet


in Liverpool, which cannot say goodbye.


Here everybody has an anecdote


of how they met you, were the best of mates.


The seagulls circle round a ferry-boat


out on the river, where it’s getting late.


Like litter on the water, people float


outside the Cavern in the rain. And wait.
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Letters from Deadmen





Beneath the earth a perfect femur glows. I recall


a little pain and then a century of dust. Observe my anniversary,


place purple violets tenderly before the urn. You must.


No one can hear the mulching of the heart, which thrummed


with blood or drummed with love. Perhaps, by now,


your sadness will be less. Unless you still remember me.


I flung silver pigeons to grey air with secret messages


for men I had not met. Do they ever mention me


at work and was there weeping in the crematorium?


Dear wife, dear child, I hope you leave my room


exactly as it was. The pipe, the wireless and, of course,


the cricket photographs. They say we rest in peace.


Ash or loam. Scattered or slowly nagged by worms. I lie


above my parents in the family plot and I fit neatly


in a metal cask in ever-loving memory of myself.


They parted his garments, casting lots upon them


what every man should take. A crate of stout.


Small talk above the salmon sandwiches. Insurance men.


But here you cannot think. The voice-box imitates


the skeletons of leaves. Words snail imperceptibly and soundless


in the soil. Dear love, remember me. Give me biography


beyond these simple dates. Were there psalms and hired limousines?


All this eternally before my final breath and may


this find you as it leaves me here. Eventually.
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