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To whom then am I addressed?

To the imagination.

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS
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Aide-Mémoire

A goat has been following me for hours. There is a sign hung around his neck that reads NEVER FORGET. That’s not very original I think but I’ll see where it leads. ‘I have no grá for you goat’, I say, and clap my hands, say, ‘Go!’ His goat eye asks if I am half-cracked. ‘Grand’, I say, and keep walking. He follows at a discreet distance, beard jigging crooked as he jaws blankly at some grass he cropped years ago, I suppose. What am I meant to remember? Leaves are smeared on the street, a salad of dragged newspaper. Nobody appears to notice what is following me. I detour into a dive bar, roll a cigarette, drink a double whiskey and try to decide where, if anywhere, all this might connect. Goat stands by the door, NEVER FORGET dripping to the tiles. I watch wet leaves fibrillate outside the window, think of the small, delicate feather on this morning’s egg. Leaf, light, leaf, light. Quick silverfish glimpses of a freedom that spooks on approach. The goat chews on, relentless. I mash my cigarette, touch my ear, and it comes off.




Shadow Box

So this is the after party

our cherished stuff attends

when we’re gone.

A draughty, sunless place.

The hours you’ll lose

in this carnival

of corners, and not clock

what you’re after!

But you know, between

such linty chintz

and shadows

it will suggest itself.

You inhale fathers

of tobacco-smoke from suede.

Your foot snags on a dress

as though it pleaded –

it might have been

stitched by a miniaturist

from stray histories

quilting waste ground. 

The piled strata

of vinyl, the defaced sleeves

composing ring on ring

a family tree of sorts.

Not heaven, this

whistling vacuum in space,

lives shunted to the side,

a price tag in biro.

Suspended here

in its topheavy, lopsided

geometry –

a walk-in shadow box –

the platoon of gooseneck

lamps at oblique angles,

the poignancy of a hedge-

hog posed in brass.

A bald doll looking down

from its circle, one eye

turned back into the skull,

fixed on the future. Yours.




Rachael’s Coat Inside Out

It’s floating on a wire hanger now

from the lowest branch in a corner

of the forest. You unhook it,

thumbs worrying stitches for what

you missed last time in the dark

shifty material lining the interior –

the slit left by a torn-away button,

burns, the nervous designs of moths

flickering in and out at the collar.

Your dreams make all kinds of no sense –

locked cabinets with cobwebs across

the wobbly glass knobs. Rachael

adjusts on her nothing shoulders

the winter coat she’d have worn,

the stitching so gone in the pockets

her hands believe they’re bottomless.

She could keep a rat in one, the teeth,

the pink loop of tail, brush against us

this close, and who would even know

what she carried there?




Scuttle

I’m somewhere I shouldn’t be.

Eight, allergic to dust,

asthmatic, stigmatic

with mystery rashes,

balanced tiptoe on a stack

of peat briquettes

wound in butcher’s twine,

fingers smutty from

Suttons Premium Polish Coal.

In that bungalow

shadowed by mountain, things

clenched past function –

blunt tools, used batteries.

Hand-me-down grudges.

Where do you dispose of them,

old keys? One’s blue-green

brass with smoky thumb stain,

chunky, no discernible fit

with anything begun since me.

Layabouts could scan clouds

in that pinhole in its head.

This memory flukes through it.

And I press the edge,

the teeth, till it hurts.




Flinch

The dead, they’re scattered everyway under, like a knocked-over toybox.

I can’t put a foot right.

Of course I don’t feel them like an upturned plug

forking a bare sole, a quick, bloodless shock

in the dark of the landing, for example.

And why there? There’s not even a socket close to there.




Today I Want to Miss Only My Favourite Shoes of All Time

More akin to ousted nestlings now

than brogues, the laceless caramel suede

withered scrotal. Once, daylight was kinder,

bouncing back off the polished toecaps. Cloudlike,

cushioning low arches nicely. I felt handsome,

airborne. The sex.

My spirit, iridescent organza.

Should have enshrined them. I stormed them

into French onion soup

weather too often, they went the way of all things

beautiful: wore up one side,

the wet seeped in.

Whatever craft joined the sole steadfast

degraded, came unglued.

You must imagine them reduced

to a flipflop smackety-smack against

the path’s dodgy pop-up flags.

I thought of the deep-fried sleaze of chitterlings

killed on the cusp of fun-loving.

Thought of beachcombers in oilskins

liberating from the sand and wrack

these two buffeted currachs

that returned as skeletal relics west.

My various travels strewn

for dissection on the cobbler’s bench

like stunned bats

any second to flap wild about the room.




Pinball

He let the oxygen mask slip

from the crow’s nest of stubble

so I leant in closer, to catch

that he didn’t want a headstone –

no wings, no spidery gothic script –

instead, an old pinball machine

should mark the place of his grave.

He liked the plink under his thumbs;

he talked bumpers, flippers, kickers,

forbidden tilts, ‘shooting for the moon’,

how a ball knocked out of bounds

might come back, Lazarus, and win.

I saw tournaments among the tombs,

a horsebox paused by the fresh earth,

a generator, set up to the side

under that knuckle of hill in Donegal.

He inserts the first cold coins

by the yew trees, under the moon,

pulls the plunger – flashing outlanes

bop and spark against the marble,

focusing names and dates,

gilt epitaphs, and stone angels

watching hi-scores rack up.

I know before the night is out

his initials will join the wizards’.




Spacer

Orphaned young, giving up on love

before it gave up on him, bluesman Byther Smith

approaches NASA, keen to be

First Man to Play the Blues on the Moon.

It would be a homecoming. He couldn’t skirt

the maternal aspect of that satellite.

Escapist much? the arch rejoinder came.

Even space exploration has its coffee hour –

nobody was more surprised than me

to uncover archival evidence

thanks to the tethered space photographers,

albeit all skewed angles, moon-debris.

Space being airless, how’d he get the juice

for the tune, where all sound halts? A problem

for engineers. But a studio was installed

on the lunar surface, half a kilometre

or so from the flag; the astronauts

beamed Byther up with his Silvertone.

There are 128 Hawaiian bobtail squids in orbit

currently, why not one blues guitarist?

Down here, with ragwort and crabgrass

under my window open to moonless drizzle,

I turn the dial to static. One whisper of

groove should reach my hopelessly sublunar ears,

the infested hush between frequencies,

that might be him, long-fingered virtuosic

fosterling of the moon, in the incredible

heavens; his hoped-for excursion

six decades on, transmitted to this street.
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