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This book is for my grandfather

Brian Hugh Ferris

1940–2012

for his forbearance,

for believing I’d come good

for Eric Kearsley

1930–2019

for gifting me the means

to study poetry formally

for children of alcoholics everywhere

& all families in the grip of addiction
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It was so long ago – I remember it still –

that I was felled from the forest’s edge,

ripped up from my roots.

[ . . . ]

And as we stood there, weeping, a long while

fixed in our station, the song ascended

from those warriors.

from Dream of the Rood
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My ideal weight is 205, actually.

Philip Seymour Hoffman






First Outing

I remember

how the iron

seemed to sweat

& heave its steam

around the room

disproportionately

when you first quit,

as if all of time

was Sunday

& everything

was so English

it hurt,

cut-glass

accent of

the news

& I thought

I’d made it worse

insisting you went

to Alcoholics

Anonymous

where you had to

stand up & say

your name like

a new synonym

for powerlessness;

you had to wear

a badge. Dry

three months

that first time,

coming off

spirits, then

blaming the spirits

so switching to

cider – no more

broken glass but

slight tin cans bent

double as your body

becoming bloated

from the extra sugar;

you were sweeter,

had us convinced




Fake Ransom Note

Duckers & divers keep some happiness in a pocket

to soften the way down. Be good to people. I will call

from every telephone box in the country of my mother’s

birth & walk the thoroughfares of all the club-footed

towns, still finding them surprising. To stop her drinking,

I made a ransom note with gluey words from headlines

demanding she quit or else her children would be taken;

it just meant I ate bread & silence alone for two days,

grounded, the saucy sod. Once I sent a great invention

to a chocolate bar company & they replied in writing

‘the bar is already too high’. Nobody was ever a toilet

cleaner in their former life, only a king or a queen.

Only once did I do something that meant something,

I’m sure of it, but I can’t remember what it was




Prescription

1. Blocked

I was just a boy when Mum was drunk

every night & I thought that meant

she did not love me. The unloved

still rents the rooms of my body,

working to teach the loved me

how unworthy of life I am,

presenting unreturned calls or

unreceived invitations as evidence.

Who hired this grey prosecution?

Mum’s patched up in the hospital;

they remove only traces & symptoms.

She drank so much she began to erase

her own memory of herself

– which self? The loved



2. The Nights

I have spent nights in this world watching

you fall asleep into black bean noodles,

hair in your mouth, eyes closed for business,

sunbathing on the beaches of the abyss.

Your love is a haul of mirrors buried below dirt.

Now all we share is a small council house.

What happened to you, this woman so proud,

who tied up my boots, cut my hair with a bowl?

Some day soon I’ll be moving your furniture,

covering stains on a newly rented carpet,

spreading plastic sheets over your mattress,

checking the alarm & if the nurse can hear it.

Some day soon I’ll be fixing your nappy there,

saying I love you, following the script



3. You’re a Joke

What did the fifth commandment

say to the other nine? For Chrissake,

tidy your rooms! What did Moses say

to the firefighter trying to douse

the burning bush? You wouldn’t

know God from a flame if He licked

a little red across your cheek.

What use is love if it’s conditional?

A mother’s love, a father’s love,

a young girl in Nazareth

hiding a bulge – her love,

pure as an angel’s. Breast milk

dribbling, wetting skinny straw,

an unfinished season




Fathers & Sons

after Tom Leonard

I built a foal with four loo rolls, a shoebox

& a birthday candle for its silky neck. I build

it here again. My gift to you at parents’ evening:

the teacher makes a presentation; you smile, nod,

put it in the bin as we leave. I’m a paperboy folded,

feeling the streets around us & pulling my weight.

You in the salt air of Blackpool, with steamy Mother

in dance halls, in Church’s brogues. Our shared taste

for motorhomes beyond our means, further & farther.

We sell my first guitar when the internet is young,

making one hundred pounds & did I love you

wrapping our shipment like an Egyptian queen.

You cannot extract our money from the screen.

You’re so embarrassed I say Let’s send it anyway




Dad’s still in a coma so I’m sent

beyond the hospital doors for five bags of chips,

three cod, plenty of salt & vinegar, mayonnaise

for my little sister. When I return, Dad’s mother

– whose name I have always loved, Pamela,

& whose mother’s name I have always loved more,

Elizabeth May West – says ’ark, put these chips

below his nose, see if he don’t wake up then.

Hahaha, applause in the family room.

When the others were away at football

I was all hers as we peeled potatoes

& Dad broke the silence falling through the door

with mud up his back & news of the final score.

Mum’s chips with fried eggs when all was good.

Look at me, I’ve found the biggest chip in the world!

*

I ask a blonde Irish nurse if geezers go to heaven

& she gifts me two handfuls of rectangular shampoo

like it’s mayonnaise or ketchup. I rub it into Mum’s scalp

over a sink in the family room, whoosh it up into a twirl

like a Smurf’s hat & send a picture to the group: LOL!

Dad’s being switched off tomorrow, so his best friend

takes Mum to an off-licence; a bottle of Strongbow

in a blue plastic shroud bubbles below the basin.

1 a.m. we walk out the automatic doors for a smoke

where newborns set sail smelling of peach & sawdust.

The bruised fruits of Denmark Hill, Camberwell & Brixton

glide in unconscious, plastic funnels mining into every orifice.

3 a.m. we’re still trying to sleep on gashed ICU settees &

Mum’s a girl again: Will he still love me when he wakes up?
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