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For my children















  




Heart, fear nothing, for, heart, thou shalt find her –

Next time, herself! – not the trouble behind her 

Left in the curtain, the couch’s perfume!

 

                        Robert Browning, Love in a Life
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PART ONE
















Bad Dreams




I DERBY TO ST PANCRAS


That sob through the wall

which bolts my heart

with its pure distress,

start-stops, and I’m left

in the prickly dark

with my eyes open wide

to a broken-off dream

still alive in my head.




Help me, Jannie,

lying beside me,

forget that I saw

last century’s man

in a down train from Derby

(spats and port waistcoat

in clackety half-light),

whose hands were laced

round a bubble of glass

poised in his lap,

with the gift inside it

his sovereign had ordered –

the splayed purple hand

and puce second thumb

of the first and the only

bloom of a lily

to flower in the island

since time began.




Hold me, Jannie,

until I have seen him

through the last tunnels

and into St Pancras –

and not set him loose

to come back tomorrow,

and every tomorrow,

to show how the bloom

in its misty bubble

is dead as a stone,

how the beat of my heart

in time with his journey

is steadily slower,

and how as each morning

slops over the roof-tops

the sky’s smear of red

is a sky weeping blood.



2 COLOMBIA ROAD


I happened just to be thinking

how twenty-one years ago

a girl I had barely met

lay with me day after day

(lay in my head, I mean)

on a white, unpeopled beach

or tucked in a crevice of wheat.






And I happened to say her name

aloud in Colombia Road

just as Jannie and I

were walking out one Sunday

past stall after stall of flowers:

Tulips? Carnations? Cbrysanths?

Make up your mind! It’s murder!




Jannie just happened to hear.

Bryony? Did you say Bryony?

I knew a Bryony once –

black eyes, her father farmed.

She died in a car, I think –

and there was a brother, or sister,

or both, or something or other …




Just then I happened to see

a dainty Victorian ship

sailing up to an island

somewhere near the equator,

drop anchor, and put down a boat

which wriggled into a bay

of silky turquoise water,




with someone crouched in the prow

who knew from others before him

that here and nowhere else

grew the most beautiful flower

ever to spring in the world,

of a colour to drive you mad

and scent to steal your heart,

and I happened to see him leap

smartly into the shallows

and scale a crumbling cliff

to find the island nothing

but glittering flakes of rock,

like a white unpeopled beach,

or a desert of dead grain.


















Look





I pull back the curtain

and what do I see

but my wife on a sheet

and the screen beside her

showing our twins

out of their capsule

in mooning blue,

their dawdlers’ legs

kicking through silence

enormously slowly,

while blotches beneath them

revolve like the earth

which will bring them to grief

or into their own.




I pull back the curtain

and what do I see

but my mother asleep,

or at least not awake,

and the sheet folded down

to show me her throat

with its wrinkled hole

and the tube inside

which leads to oxygen

stashed round her bed,

as though any day now

she might lift into space

and never return

to breathe our air.






I pull back the curtain

and what do I see

but the stars in the sky,

and their jittery light

stabbing through heaven

jabs me awake

from my dream that time

will last long enough

to let me die happy,

not yearning for more

like a man lost in space

might howl for the earth,

or a dog for the moon

with no reason at all.


















One Who Disappeared





Did you ever hear me tell

of that woman whose only son

was walking the cliffs at Filey

a month after moving up here




(imagine them as strangers

new from the fug of the west,

and keen to snuff up air

blasting straight out of Russia)?




If you did, then you’ll have heard

how he footed the tufty edge

like a drunk walking a line,

pompously,




proud to think himself sober,

and how the smothering thump

of waves bursting in caves

drowned his giggly shout




when he floated up in a paw

of wind ripping over the cliff

like stubble-fire through a hedge

and immediately dropped away






as if he was young Mr Punch

whipped from a bare stage

and falling a hundred feet

on sheets of black rock.




      *




Our boy is ill,

When I loom above

his panting hush

he scalds my face.




I look and look

and he’s always there

on his soaked pallet.

I look once more




and see the woman

who watches her son

for the millionth time

in his final second




snatching a handful

of splintery grass

from the chalk fringe

then leaving her




gaping,

clenching his fists

in the salt air

as hard on nothing






as I grip your hand

when you tiptoe in

and side by side

we gaze down




at our boy in silence,

like nervous spies

in an enemy country,

marooned on a beach




waiting for rescue,

scanning the sea

for the wink of a light

which is hours overdue.




       *




I’m awake to a thrush

doodling with its voice,

to the scratchy fuss of sparrows,

to a blackbird chinking loose change,




and day swirls into the street

like milk billowed through tea –

a big light lightening nothing

as it colours the map of mountains




which is you beside me, sleeping,

that muzzy gap (the door),

and through it the luminous stripes

of the cot, lurching and snuffling.






Why do I feel that I’ve died

and am lingering here to haunt you?

Why don’t I say your name?

Why don’t I touch you?




I don’t even feel I’m alive

when I hear the padded thwack

of the boy kicking round in his cot –

a soft crash, like the noise




of a splintered spar of wood

which falls in the night for no reason

a long way away in a builder’s yard,

then is utterly still on the moonlit cement.
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