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The Gap
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Where the sky meets the earth

and where the horizon’s flat

there’s a gap, see? The contiguity’s

imperfect, like a bad piece of sewing,

or a parcel taped by a fractious PA.

And where the opening is, there’s another place, 

an inside to all we see and hear,

whose nature we can never know

(though we’re sometimes told it’s made of gold).

It’s the pathway back to all we’ve lost:

the fresh misery of adolescent appeal,

the birth of touch, of love,

of summer months when newness splashed from fields;

the one occasion tears came to a talkative aunt,

for a castle on a promontory too far for walking,

but burning in the evening like staging in a film:

- one not even Amazon stocks any more,

and which never got shown in cinemas anywhere.
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Summer Dance
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Autumn is sombre brown and magisterial, 

Winter is greyscale, damp and serious,

Springtime is eggs and sudden lakeside daffodils.

Only summer’s a rowdy, fishtank megalopolis

With summer, everything’s present at once: 

Umbelifers, nightingales, waffles with cream,

Fairground contraptions that make people scream,

Malta, Majorca, St Dunstan’s in Cheam.

The daytime’s scorching as a hearth might be,

Severe as the Sahara or the middle-east,

Yet from nothing, evening conjures a breeze 

And a moon with a blazing Sea of Tranquillity.

Now birds are chewing and chattering and chaffing

And four conversations shade into laughing.

The washing lines empty at seven o’clock,

And eternity flaps in like a cossetted peacock.
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Someday you’ll spontaneously set off abroad –

Drop everything, run, and get on a train

Visualising Paris or Mars, and much more

Powerless to speak, more so to explain.

What was that thought you once murmured in bed?

Or maybe a dream, I can’t recall what you said

About how a town would arise from a plaque on the wall 

And we’d build something there like a high concert hall.

Lilacs or pansies would grow from the mortar

And you’d have what you dreamed of last autumn: a daughter.

And she’d sit on your fast train right alongside you

In an ironed white T-shirt and glued to the window.

We’ll give her a name – we’ll call her Melinda,

Though she can’t quite see yet, or hear or remember,

Still, we know she’s alive and it’s only a question

Of reaching our faraway mad destination

When she’ll exit the carriage doubly-reborn,

Planting her soles on an alien world

Where she’ll see, hear and breathe beyond our imagining

And her thoughts’ll be pure and her voice everlasting 

And she’ll sing the refrain she’s accompanied us for,

The whole reason you built that sky-scraping hall.

Precisely the thing we’ve awaited for aeons

A one-syllable word with no parts and no passions

Subsuming appearances, gestures and fashions

Annulling all language, suffering, death

At your train’s destination, the last on the track.

This isn’t Paris; nor is it Mars; 

Life beyond death beyond death beyond death

The grey of a Victorian fairy-tale realm

A world without contract or caution or rest.
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Candidate No. 5242
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A girl sits on a plastic chair,

her thin knees clasped in organdie,

with a biro in her hand. She writes

a sentence about religious language,

how bits of it might encourage unbelief

(not that it matters, but the examiners care).

So here she is, not yet eighteen,

hunched over a pad in stingy light, 

a row of lockers behind, an office before,

a man leaning on a doorframe, dictating.

Outside, the grass sparkles in the singeing sun,

900 other girls stroll round the field

or chase each other squirting Evian.

The clouds roll by, the blackbirds sing,

and everything’s alive again.

She sighs and says she wishes it was over.

When is it? Thursday. Then ...?

Oh, then the waiting. Then off somewhere,

then get a job, better or worse, and a flat,

husband, house, a car, a raise, and

then you’re

standing in a doorway somewhere,

dictating nothing from planet to planet.

Lay down thy pen, maid, ask thyself

the fieryest question in the world! 

How each might leave the carousel!

But no, there isn’t any time.

Thursday, it’s Thursday, am. 
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We all seemed to gather as if by magic,

Waiting to be flown out, and the glee was fantastic,

And nothing we’d once thought of as mattering mattered,

Just: whatever came next, we shouldn’t be scattered. Meanwhile,

We tried to live as if already there. Colours, sounds grew intense, 

Fed by a verve that acknowledged no end

Because even those who couldn’t see now, quickly would. One by one, 

They’d know what we did, there on the plain, and abandon their

Careers, reputations, and guiding conceptions. 

Borrowed from others’ past discriminations. I’d enter you 

And you’d enter me and we’d travel abroad in each other’s bodies, 

Each seated in all; wholly self-owned, yet entirely shared.

And we’d burn with corporeal and rational alertness

All truths would emerge and all barriers be cleared

And we’d do one holy thing for the rest of eternity.

But somehow, it didn’t turn out that way. After seventeen days and twenty-one hours,

We agreed to disperse, it just wasn’t coming. Not that it never would, just not in this life.

Luckily, we’d held on to our jobs and, in large part, our goods.

So we went back to what we’d been doing before – doctor, builder, carpenter,

Butcher, baker, you know how it goes – and resumed the wait. 

Occasionally, we’re possessed by unannounced visions: 

Half-glimpses of things that we once thought we saw.

Alas, never at the same time. But we
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