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A Long Story




1 A Midnight Walk


I set my alarm for midnight, and took

a midnight walk. This was years ago,

when I was a child first sent away,

bemused or stupid in unhappiness.




Ludicrously wigged ancestors;

Keats and Hazlitt hot under the collar

in a copy of Haydon’s Christ’s Entry;

the granite judges of Charles I




interrogating a child on a footstool:

all these told me I was off my head

just by the way they looked askance

or scathing in the glum stairwell.




On the other hand, the empty hall

and the furious white atom-storm

I survived with such comfort – these

proved I was able to come and go




as I pleased. So I pressed ahead,

ghosting into a classroom where desks

crouched like boulders in a stream,

and the parching smell of Quink





had stained the air Dark Blue for ever.

The window, where I sat by day

not noticing a thing, revealed itself:

cream frame with greenish chips,




and a handle like a cross between

a spanner and a can-opener. It worked,

and was mysteriously oiled, and that

was that. I slipped out to the world




I knew, where I had never been before.

A gust of wet air made the lawn

enormous, bulging like spilt mercury

which wanted to go wobbling off in other




smaller spills. Left, into the Wilderness?

Or right, towards the Lake? I took the Wild-

erness, plunging through its yew trees

with their oozing, too-soft tassle-berries




(red, but grey like in a negative), my eyes

tight shut, then wide. The bamboo clump

had turned into a vat of clicks and hisses,

eruptions of its single waving stems




too hard to contemplate. The Wellingtonia:

a rubber giant which might send me mad

by taking all the punches I could give,

not feeling them. The gardener’s shed





beneath its mesh of sweet-pea tripods,

rakes, witch’s brooms, and string lassoos,

was somewhere I would never leave alive.

Where was the clearing I had stood in happily




before? Just here, and now a perfect circle –

moonlight focused in a single blast

exactly onto me, exactly, so the Wilderness

around me melted, and I might have been




a body underwater, waxed and purified,

waiting to wear out whatever held me –

chains, a stone – before I broke the surface

in a cavalcade of weeds and bubbles …




After that, the Lake: the stepping-stones

a curved parade of broken paving-slabs

on wobbly brick supports. A small-scale

swamp was sweating round the first,




churned up by people who had jumped

and landed earlier, and lumps of coal

were sunk in it – no, conkers, from the chestnut

overshadowing, their polished skins popped open,




stinking, and the eyes inside pure ivory.

I held my breath, and made my get-away,

clinging to a bulrush clump and wrecking it,

then finding each step coming at an easy pace





just as it should, so with my own eyes down

and seeing nothing but my feet spring smartly

to attention, then divide, I reached the centre

sooner than I thought. I raised my head again.




The house I lived in, which was not my home,

took up the distance – cut-out chimneys

and a cartoon tower. Next, the Wilderness –

from here a pinned-up pelt, and bristling.




Closer still, the lawn, which might be ice.

And all around me, which was everything,

the Lake – its silver rippling into pearl,

its stars skedaddling as the night-




breeze swelled and died.

This was what I wanted, though

I had not guessed it: fragments of the world

in place, yet muddled, and me floating too




between the earth and water. Out of nowhere,

moorhens gave their nervous, metal squarks.

A golden orfe, aged almost white so maybe

I imagined it, rolled over sluggishly




and sank. Neither one of them

could tell that I was here, and did not care.

A water iris with its rumpled purple flag,

and that thing like a giant rhubarb – they





persisted with their own lives just as quietly.

The one thing that had found me out was me

my footprints jumping step by step across

the stones behind me, skips and scuffles




coming close and clearer with each leap,

so I could see how they were being made

by what I had been then and was not now.

Which meant that I would feel my own hand




tap me on my shoulder soon, and lead me

back across the lake again, the swamp,

the lawn, towards the window – open

just a fraction, as I left it – and so in.



 


2 Territorial


The war ended. My father’s war went on

in a Territorial twilight: one-off dances

(which meant scarlet jackets and drainpipes)

and dull drill at week-ends – close by in Colchester,




or further off and more exciting on Dartmoor.

‘Yeo-boys’ was my mother’s word for them,

‘Yeo-boys; soldier boys; his boys’, half resentful

and half in awe, which in turn meant whenever




I heard the brusque gravel-squirt of his car

swirling home into the yard, I felt the same,

caught between a thrill and a warning.

Live up to him. Think what he went through.




Then the car was hushed and he filled

our whole doorway, waiting for me to go to him –

my father, his uniform smart as a shop manikin’s,

the Sam Browne slashing his chest like a sword-cut.




What had I been doing, he wanted to know,

which I see now was fair enough. In those days

it meant: do you deserve the life you’ve got –

and made me stare beyond him silently





at post-and-rails glimmering outside,

at the deep hay field, at the drowsy fuzz

of elders and other weed-trees by the road,

and feel my head empty. When I came to




we were still in the dark hallway, him

gripping my shoulder now, scanning ahead

for my mother in her kitchen cooking supper

with the light off, appreciating the money saved.




Another time, we would all be away to Dartmoor,

my mother and I sheltering under a tall hedge

and protected – out of the wind –

as well as the posse of sharp uniforms




which haw-hawed and jaw-jawed with her,

and now and again tousled my hair heavily,

telling me one day I too might ‘like to have a go

in that’ – ‘that’ being the Armoured Personnel Carrier




which had my invisible father bouncing inside it

as it nipped about on the ochre-green below us,

giving bucks and stumbles when it hit tussocks,

and occasionally firing off rounds of blanks.




I could tell this, because the perky gun-barrel

sometimes coughed a cigarette-smoke breath –

though the bang only reached me seconds later,

and anyway the thing was too like a toy





to be true, or like a film, or a run-together series

of frames in a war comic – the kind I often read,

where I knew how the war ended, but never saw

the end itself, only the same faces fighting on




over the same black ground, where days rushed

forward in jagged frames but always stood still.

It felt like my duty, but how could I hope

to join their story? That was just one question




I could not settle, and there were others as well.

Was I brave? Would the son be less than the father?

What was the father’s gift to the son? Recently,

it so happened, a small silver-plated pen-knife




which I loved – practicing miniature bayonetings

and stabbings in our hay-shed, where the bales

were stacked floor-to-roof each late summer,

the top ones whiskered by spiders in the rafters,







































 


3 The Aftermath









































































































































 


4 Serenade
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