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FROM




  The Boy from the Chemist is Here to See You




  (1998)




  




  





  
Eaux d’Artifice




  The moon we know from dreams or celluloid




  is high tonight. A dried-up fountain bed




  gawps back, a baroque radio telescope




  the race has left behind, always on the up,




  defying gravity. The park seems of an age




  that tried, in other small ways, to oblige




  the same imperative – this domed palm-house




  that brought the sky down closer; these dark yews




  clipped conically and pointed heavenwards;




  and fountains that suspended arcs and cords




  of water, one so powerful it could hold




  the weight of terrified cats or ‘a Small Childe’




  in its jets. The water only comes here now




  to rest after the dream-days spent in cloud,




  to swill round with the leaves and empty cans,




  and then moves on. Its work is never done,




  like man’s, a thought that brings me back to earth:




  soaked through with sweat, under her bone-light,




  bouncing my signals back and forth all night,




  the moon drowns out a point low in the south




  that could be Mercury or the Eutalsat,




  though these days she in turn has to compete




  with our restless nightside. When I can’t sleep




  I walk these rhododendroned paths that keep




  to strict ideas of sunset and sunrise,




  and find my level on a bench, like this.




  





  
Depot




  You wouldn’t know a place like this existed.




  It shows the street its modest, oily features




  (a door I walked right past on my first day),




  but opens into hangar-like proportions.




  Here are the bays where dustcarts spend their evenings,




  where grit summers, dreaming of Januaries,




  and barriers mesh like deckchairs off-season.




  I’ve dreamt of something like this sorting-house,




  and walked its film-set streets, and tried its swings




  some nights – the perfect playground, deserted –




  but didn’t know a place like this existed;




  that crippled boys who stood outside our chemist




  would form ranks like a terracotta army




  in lives beyond thalidomide and weather.




  Was this what lay behind the knowing winks




  I caught between binmen, or am I dreaming




  that road sweepers held doctorates in philosophy;




  and knew, after the miles behind a big broom,




  they would return to worlds not unlike this one,




  find a spotless bench, and read their Echo




  in the irony of strip lights over street lamps.




  





  
Termini




  We lived where buses turned back on themselves,




  when drivers still referred to us as ‘scholars’,




  winding on their final destination




  and we would end up here: PIER HEAD.




  Today, a spinning blade blows surf ‘n’ turf




  from a steakhouse kitchen, luring those




  with appetites sharpened by river air




  after a windswept round trip on the ferry.




  What else is there? The city has shrunk back




  from the front, slowly, over the years




  leaving this airy strand the buses bypass,




  and now nobody’s journey into town




  ends with a top-deck, front-seat panorama.




  I left the slashed seat and the listing bottle




  to finish this journey on foot, in the rain,




  the same route where the brothers Lumiere




  cranked the first nitrate from a moving train;




  and stand now where we sagged the long school day




  eating hot dogs, watching buses turn




  back to the far estates with lower case names,




  an audience staying put for the minor credits.




  





  
Electricity




  It comes as a shock to that first audience.




  The street they walked in off just moments before




  hangs pale on the wall. All the colour has gone,




  and its faces and carriages have ground to a blur.




  Remember, no one has thought of pianos




  or credits. The performance will start off mid-scene,




  once each hard bench is filled, when the first usher nods




  and the lamp is turned up and the crank starts to turn




  and their hairs stand on end to a shimmer of leaves




  or the movement of clouds, and the way that the tense




  has been thrown like a switch, where the land turns to dreams,




  and where, sad to say, we have been living since.




  





  
A Thousand Hours




  There were false starts, but life, for me, really




  began the night he unplugged the telly




  and snuffed the pilot light. As last-man-out




  he worked right through to dawn, between the street




  and this bedroom, until he’d stripped it bare,




  but left me in his rush to check the meter,




  to turn the stopcock on a copper tank,




  count stairs and memorize that manhole’s clunk,




  the first hawked phlegm, the way a window pane




  was answering the early Lime Street train;




  and posted back his keys to nobody.




  I’ve hung here naked since, by day barely




  able to force a shadow to be thrown.




  It’s nights I come into my own:




  a halo for the ceiling, corners for mice,




  and through the glass a phantom of all this,




  a twin star that is shedding kilowatts




  in translation. Beyond these dark outskirts




  my creator sleeps. I recall how his eyes




  would whirr just like this night-time visitor




  that might outlive me. Of all his ideas




  I burn on, having been conceived in error.




  





  
Laws of Gravity




  (for Julian Turner)




  I found a guidebook to the port he knew




  intimately – its guano-coated ledges,




  its weathervanes, his bird’s-eye river view




  of liner funnels, coal sloops and dredgers.




  It helped me gain a foothold – how he felt




  a hundred rungs above a fifties street,




  and whether, being so high, he ever dwelt




  on suicide, or flummoxed his feet




  to last night’s dance steps, still fresh in his head.




  It’s all here in his ledger’s marginalia:




  how he fell up the dark stairwell to bed




  and projected right through to Australia;




  and said a prayer for rainfall every night




  so he could skip his first hungovered round.




  The dates he’s noted chamois frozen tight




  into bucket. When he left the ground




  a sense of purpose overtook and let




  a different set of laws come into play:




  like muezzins who ascend a minaret




  to call the faithful of a town to pray.




  Take one step at a time. Never look down.




  He’d seen the hardest cases freeze halfway,




  the arse-flap of their overalls turn brown.




  As a rule, he writes, your sense of angle




  becomes acute at height. A diagram




  he’s thumbnailed shows a drop through a triangle




  if you miscalculated by a gram.




  Sometimes, his senses still blunted from booze,




  he’d drop his squeegee, watch it fall to earth




  and cling onto the grim hypotenuse




  of his own making for all he was worth.




  He seems to have enjoyed working that hour




  the low sun caught the glass and raised the ante




  on every aerial, flue and cooling tower,




  and gilded the lofts, the rooftop shanty




  town, when everything was full of itself,




  and for a while even the Latin plaques




  ignited with the glow of squandered wealth.




  At times like these I see what our world lacks,




  the light of heaven on what we’ve produced




  and here some words lost where his biro bled




  then clouds of dark birds zero in to roost.




  There’s IOUs and debtors marked in red




  and some description of the things he saw




  beyond the pane – a hard-lit typing pool,




  a room of faces on some vanished floor




  closed off and absolute like a fixed rule.




  His story of the boy butting a wall,




  the secretary crying at her desk,




  all happened in the air above a mall.




  Each edifice, each gargoyle and grotesque,




  is gone. The earliest thing I remember:




  as our van dropped a gear up Brownlow Hill




  I looked back at the panes of distemper




  that sealed a world. We reached our overspill,




  and this is where our stories overlap.




  The coming of the cradle and sheet glass




  was squeezing out the ladder and the slap




  of leather into suds, and less and less




  work came through the door. And anyway




  you were getting too old for scaling heights.




  Now, when I change a bulb or queue to pay




  at fairs, or when I’m checking in for flights,




  I feel our difference bit down to the quick.




  There are no guidebooks to that town you knew




  and this attempt to build it, brick by brick,




  descends the page. I’ll hold the foot for you.




  





  
Era




  Hide some under the carpet, line a drawer




  so they will know about us, who we were




  and what we did on one day years ago,




  our births and deaths, our sales and tide tables.




  Make a mental note of sizes no one




  has seen or heard of, before it’s too late –




  Colombier, Imperial, Elephant –




  and though the forests exhale a long sigh




  of relief, what hope is there for this page




  you’re reading now? Cash in your mattressed wads:




  they cease to be tender as of midnight.




  





  
Aquarius




  More fool you who believe in the end of decades.




  The seventies live on in top-floor flats




  you can’t see in for overgrown pot plants;




  where someone struggles to crack a dial-band set




  and Che stares down onto an unmade bed.




  Letters pile up, shoring the front door




  like a drift. Mung shoots replenish themselves




  and the tap water’s good for ages yet.




  They never leave the room or check the view.




  The neighbours wonder, as they come and go,




  at such bad taste in music and curtains;




  but eventually come to admire such cool retro.




  Behind closed doors there is low talk of scurvy




  as they carve a dice from the dwindling oatcake




  cast years ago inside a chest of drawers.




  After they tune out their hair will grow, for a while,




  and the plants will still pull to the sun, until




  the soil cracks and dries. Then, and only then,




  will the old decade die, and your amazing nineties




  shed its light; its seen-it-all-before light.




  





  
Treacle




  Funny to think you can still buy it now,




  a throwback, like shoe polish or the sardine key.




  When you lever the lid it opens with a sigh




  and you’re face-to-face with history.




  By that I mean the unstable pitch black




  you’re careful not to spill, like mercury




  that doesn’t give any reflection back,




  that gets between the cracks of everything




  and holds together the sandstone and bricks




  of our museums and art galleries;




  and though those selfsame buildings stand




  hosed clean now of all their gunk and soot,




  feel the weight of this tin in your hand,




  read its endorsement from one Abram Lyle




  ‘Out of the strong came forth sweetness’




  below the weird logo of bees in swarm




  like a halo over the lion carcass.




  Breathe its scent, something lost from our streets




  like horseshit or coalsmoke; its base note




  a building block as biblical as honey,




  the last dregs of an empire’s dark sump;




  see how a spoonful won’t let go of its past,




  what the tin calls back to the mean of its lip




  as you pour its contents over yourself




  and smear it into every orifice.




  You’re history now, a captive explorer




  staked out for the insects; you’re tarred




  and feel its caul harden. The restorer




  will tap your details back out of the dark:




  close-in work with a toffee hammer.




  





  
Dependants




  How good we are for each other, walking through




  a land of silence and darkness. You




  open doors for me, I answer the phone for you.




  I play jungle loud. You read with the light on.




  Beautiful. The curve of your cheekbone,




  explosive vowels, exact use of cologne.




  What are you thinking? I ask in a language of touch
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