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Foreword 

 

 

I wrote from that time and still write back. 

Looking for words that have grown in the muddle  

Like living things, to be plucked and prized. 

I find their tiny cues echo down dim halls 

Meeting needs like shy tyros walking carefully 

Into proper rooms and formal introductions. 

I must make sooner or later, if I am to reconcile. 

They are the stuff of an occasional diary  

Where wording must dance for its supper 

Events concertina to a tune and reading romance 

Folly, desolation and disaster, with a silver touch. 

The good things of life call for less reflection 

Are more like living for living more likeably.  

I heard them distractedly, glimpsed them 

Rarely. I clawed at a vantage point, gnawed at an insight 

That would only come later, elsewhere 

While I acted on intuitions, badly, 

Seized moments gone white and wayward. 

I can’t regret anything beyond my imagination 

To make of things a little more than they seemed 

In the end that can be no match for fate. 
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Taken for a Ride 

 

Hitchhiking back to London from Fishguard before 

Dawn dawdling through chirping fields climbing 

Through summer hills meeting a fellow traveller 

And thumbing down a school bus, around that hour 

Moving one small town along to another roundabout 

And parting ways with a ride to Swansea 

Past the giant slag heaps the grey mining town  

Abuzz with mid-morning radio cheer while onward  

Across the Avon to a vast intersection  

Of motorways, to be patiently negotiated on foot,  

Clambering up and down banks, scooting across busy lanes, 

Finding the right exit and rolling on east 

Into the warm afternoon in a tiny sports convertible 

Driven by an elderly lady teacher, smiling 

To a girls’ boarding school in stately grounds  

She insists on driving into the car park to impress 

Her young charges, allegedly watching, concealed  

In the upper floors somewhere and I oblige with 

A quick farewell peck before striding away manfully 

With my holdall back to the main road and on 

Riding with a veterinarian and an enormous Labrador  

Under my feet through the mysterious hills of Wiltshire 

Next a queer physiotherapist from Alberta who shared my name 

Suggested a brief stopover at his flat in Reading 

Where his flatmate was “just about to leave”. 

‘Gerry’ was a nice guy and quite cultured but  

The sexual part was not for me. 
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Back on the road to Maidenhead it was an old  

Electronics boffin from the BBC – “The Broken Biscuit Company” 

He recalled, while navigating by compass 

Fixed to the dashboard and relishing  

The challenge of the general direction 

Of Wimbledon Park - my destination at the time.  

We got within walking distance. I can’t remember where exactly 

He was going. I got the impression he was in no hurry 

To arrive anywhere. Destinations are only temporary 

In any case I carried mostly hopes, a super-8 camera, travelling light 

With a big zoom, bending perspectives 

And shaping a journey into one place. 

The worst times were with deadlines, anticipations 

To be somewhere, with someone when  

It starts to rain, sheltering under an overpass 

Wishing I had taken the train or bus, dying for 

A drink and nothing comes and nothing stops 

And I eventually look for a phone-box. 

The best times are learning all about someone 

Completely different, amazing coincidences while 

Seeing the lay of the land in season 

And out, humbled and grateful 

And getting there finally by the most 

Serendipitous of routes. Finding a room 

I can afford, a meal and a chat 

Sensing who to avoid and how, 

Where there will be magic and  

Music making the air warm and clever 
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 I saw so much and changed my tune 

Amongst strangers, gauged  

My options. Guessed at outcomes 

And discreet conveniences 

Grew accustomed to accents, manners 

Prices and routes. Passed quietly 

Through suburbia on a bicycle 

At night, the solitude  

Of the South Circular to Brentford 

And the Firestone Tyre factory where  

I collapsed one night from exhaustion 

Woke up in the canteen and was allowed  

To go home to a bedsit with nylon sheets 

Rejections for scholarships and long letters 

To and from my mother. I needed 

Cheaper digs introduced to the East End 

By others working ‘the black stuff ‘ 

Squatting in tribes, sussing the ropes. 

I never fitted in, was never given the chance 

Found a smaller, shabbier room and sunk into Clapton 

Where someone stole my bicycle. I walked 

To public transport read only Time Out 

For a long time hung around in record shops 

Without a player, just cassettes and the beat. 

It was all part of the long lesson 

All above bored and below par, middling 

Experience that I needed to absorb 

Prevail and improve by student parties 
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Formal dinners where girls wore sheer silk 

Evening gowns next to nothing teasing 

And I was run over in Liverpool Street, a crushed foot 

Carried the whole night on a snifter full of brandy 

Walking home at 2, still feeling nothing, finding  

Another party on the ground floor, more fun. 

I took it all in my stride, aching to be on equal terms 

In the know and yes and tipped to the day and hour 

Sensing opportunity for advancement, adventure. 

You take what you can get, make of it 

What you can and regret it all anyway. 
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Failings 

 

1. 

 

The solemn girl’s pronouncements 

Answering my hesitation. 

 

Throwing down a line – 

Holding on / feeding off / holding out 

 

On yourself. 

 

With what determination! 

 

The trial expressions 

Like “Darling...” 

It’s autumn again and work takes over. 

 

Faults and imperfections made over 

And over, little wonder 

At the damage done 

To that immediate person –  

Whom you do not recognise, but cannot disown. 

 

When things just get 

Physical: 

Destruction – why is that? 

 

You cannot admit as much  
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As you would like to 

Think you can. 

The arrangement of taunt limbs 

Will not hold the resolutions 

Or the chill of sudden thoughts 

That drive the future, on and on. 

 

Drastic improvements 

Are voiced in the dark, 

Along a dainty line of reasoning, 

I’m too cautious to grasp 

Yet am held in its sway. 

 

All night long 

 

I remain in an armchair 

With you curled on the floor 

In the ravaged old top floor flat. 

The streetlight’s orange gloom lifts 

And morning drizzle seeps 

Above the din of Euston Road. 

 

There is still more to say 

And to hear of, enthralled 

And I am filled with the light 

Of that unlikely countenance. 
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2. 

 

Beneath the window 

The dull procession of horsemen 

Round Regent’s Park 

 

A cold white day 

 

The military discipline 

Recedes into the mist 

While we flounder 

For a farewell. 

 

The phone calls you make 

Your job. 

 

Frequently 

At the British Airways desk 

The insouciant whim 

Makes sense of the senseless 

Disarms and entrances 

With its candid invitations. 

 

Keeping your options 

Open and indefinite. 

 

As we stroll down Shaftsbury Avenue 

You take my arm for the first time 
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And proceed to be cool, 

But not too cool. 

Leaving you at the bus-stop – 

That was uncool. 

 

It was winter. 

 

And the next day was so much better 

At the National Gallery 

I kissed my greatest kiss 

And was asked to stop 

Eating an apple. 

 

I knew that night 

I would sleep with you 

And that much of a plan 

Contained all others. 

 

And the inevitable 

Disenchantment. 

 

The swirls of snow 

As I hurried across Baker Street 

Or up the M1 to see you 

Thumbing through the despair. 

 

In the Observer colour supplement 

Seeing as much as you could show 
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As much as it could snow; 

In a Tipp-Ex brush blizzard 

You visit upon your world. 

 

Your sparse little room full 

Of clothes and dispossession 

And the unleashed fury 

Of too much freedom. 

 

Here, purpose dies. 

 

3. 

 

There’s just so much 

That’s not worth saying 

Because you won’t hear of it. 

Does it really threaten 

That exclusive domain 

Of your precious self? 

 

You grasp with both hands 

What will next prove useless 

And resort to leisure 

And then God, awhile.  

 

You start going to Mass again. 
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An ancient postcard 

Plucked from the clutter 

In the backstreets of Manchester 

Says “I am thinking of you”. 

 

I too can be high-handed and mystical 

Sometimes I even take a cab 

At three in the morning 

Holding a cut and swollen eye. 

 

That saw you give everything 

Once too often. 

The last word, the upper hand 

I could not allow 

This time. 

 

4. 

 

End Game. 

 

We retrieve what we can 

But the fault lies deep 

And we cling with impatience 

Amid the hardship and misfortune. 

 

We must take what we can. 
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Torn open with the excitement 

Of one minute past midnight 

On Christmas Day 1977. 

I was on a bus with twenty others 

Doing much the same thing. 

 

Sharing the exuberance  

With the driver and his mate 

As we left Scotland under moonlight. 

 

I treasure this one gift, 

A tiny loving cup 

And it hurts me to think of you, 

There, doing what you know 

Best, maybe even celebrating. 

 

While I long for the day 

And the warm clear light 

Yet must settle for the motorway menu 

I now know by heart. 
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What Reindeer? 

 

 

“It’s not your neck creaking, it’s the rain dear” 

In a delicate white morning’s fall 

As eyes flutter with bright stupidity 

And stray thoughts find slow, dry voices. 

 

Limbs roll on a tide, smooth and close, 

As we heave and flop, secure in sex holds. 

I crane my neck to the rattle of winter light 

And your answer is as casual and as perfect as that. 

 

Intimacy, where senses lapse loose and spent, 

With the scent that spreads or the numb of my arm 

Where your head rests, your stomach breathing 

Against mine, in the tender silence now, as we both listen. 
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Roman Holiday 

 

See his camera eye grab the transient beauty, 

In the morning blue bathrobe drawn tight 

Into a speech on the insanity of art. 

Of course he cannot follow this, it goes with saying, 

But beckons him to wait, wait and see. 

 

It is a sunny Easter morning in Rome, 

Not the time to cling or be clung to, 

By the sultry coquette gesturing 

With a piece of toast and waiting for the bathroom 

In her lofty old apartment, cool and solid. 

 

His concerns are exclusive, cropped 

Explanations, he finds it easier to refuse 

And to stalk the dark hills and deep gardens 

In a leather flying jacket and cowboy boots, 

Wearing out his welcome, like an expert.  

 

All this fumbling diffidence between poses 

Of anguish, gets us nowhere. Nor a wanton revel 

In the garbage dumps behind the Vatican, 

The backyards laced with chicken wire and crusts 

Of torn posters and graffiti, caked around a viaduct. 

 

The piazzas and the pizzas and the midnight 

Spring rain, swell the romance and yet 
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His frame of mind cannot arrange a compliment, 

And cannot leave her be. The weak laughter blurs 

With guilt. And everything reverts to sex. 

 

While the swish of tiny Italian cars 

On the wet cobbled streets below 

Translates the night with a phony patience.  

Fun was no fun when you stopped and thought  

About it. It was false, in anyone’s language. 

 

Thrashing out some torrid psychodrama 

Over the tiny red kitchen table 

For hours, they savour life’s difficulties 

With their feminine complexities; lost on us 

As we find we can take just so much: spaghetti. 

 

The edgy farewells and wary kisses 

In the bright windy afternoon, taking the bus 

That crawls through the outskirts, tracing 

Outlines, worn smooth, thin and white 

In our talk – all this selfish luggage. 
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Second Mistake 

 

 

We were having lunch in a pub 

And just seeing each other as friends 

Do, months after an important love affair 

And exchanging the pleasantries 

This can afford, when it gradually 

Dawned on me that I was falling in love 

all over again as she recited her recipe 

For the perfect chip while I squeezed my glass 

Of wine and smiled at the purple cabbage 

And when she finished she looked so  

Happy I had trouble following my own  

Feelings and the logic of the situation 

But of course she was busy having an affair 

With someone else by then so I had to concentrate 

On what a mistake I had made. 
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Meet My Madness 

 

I pushed too hard, ran up against my head 

It hurt my thoughts threw everything into doubt 

Suspicion and confusion overwhelmed. 

I could not work out what had gone wrong. 

Everything had just got too much I suppose. 

The stress of no money, no sleep, no friends left to trust 

And still working in the Matchbox Toy factory nights, 

 (with wages withheld for four weeks)  while writing, studying, jogging, 

driving myself after film school toward the industry, somehow. 

Hoping for more summer work at the Central Office of Information 

An established back door, although strange things followed signing 

The Official Secrets Act, some sort of vetting I suppose 

Plus breaking up with my girlfriend who promptly took up with my best friend, 

Confiding unwisely in one I had warned of, for just that. 

Only to have it all work against me. 

 

It took its toll. Suddenly nothing seemed quite the same. 

It looked similar, but not absolutely, unquestionably the same as before. 

Streets looked not altogether familiar; I couldn’t vouch for every detail. 

I walked to my front door uncertain if my key would fit, uncertain  

Where the key fitted, if not there. I had to do too much thinking  

About everything; second guessing the possibilities. 

Everything I looked at seemed subtly wrong somehow, possibly 

Tampered with. Everything I heard sounded false, a contrivance  

For my benefit, to deliberately mislead or mock my powers of reasoning. 

I could take nothing for granted. I could prove nothing 
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And I had no faith. I imagined whole eras or ages subtly coalescing,  

In the manners and dress of passers-by, in speech and signage. I sensed immanent disaster 

If I closed my eyes or looked away; insidious manipulation by unseen forces 

While I remained awake, anxious. 

 

In the end friends from an animation studio took me to a psychiatric hospital  

In Camberwell. A doctor prescribed Stelazine (a ‘trifluoperazine’) now largely discredited 

As an anti-psychotic drug with severe side-effects. They took me home again 

And of course I was too paranoid to take the drug once on my own and eventually  

I was left on my own. At one point I walked into the River Lea, anticipating an attack by  

A swarm of giant killer bees or something. I walked right across the river 

 (It was not very wide and only chest deep as it turned out) and back,  

Relieved, I continued my perambulation around the Hackney Marshes.  

When I got home a flatmate noted my soaked clothes  

And tentatively concluded I had been caught in the rain.  

I thought this was some sort of code and nodded “Yeah”, meaningfully.  

Another time I was waiting in Kensington Gardens for a friend 

And imagined that an elderly couple seated on a bench were really 

My parents from a distant world, briefly come to observe me. 

I stood before them and stared, waiting for acknowledgement. 

It was crazy of course, they looked nothing like my actual parents  

But that too was moot. At the time I could not rule anything out. 

  

After about a week whatever it was wore off.  

I woke up one morning and nothing sounded suspicious. 

I lay there listening, looking, waiting. I felt strangely rested, relaxed. 

Things looked the way there were supposed to.  

I wasn’t saying crazy, cryptic or crude things to everyone, 
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And I wasn’t thinking them. I was back. 

Much later I read how continuous intense effort can sometimes pump 

So much adrenalin into the brain it causes delirium, disorientation and hallucinations. 

It felt like I had been on some sort of secret drug. 

It took a while to fully trust my thoughts again, to not be doubting all evidence. 

Because I had been deceived on some matters, no question 

By those I had trusted. Very peculiar things had happened, without doubt. 

There was this grey area, where exactly it had started, where to draw the line.  

It was difficult dealing with friends, family again. I had to keep my distance. 

Slowly I got little jobs in the film industry, built a little more security. 

For a while I just concentrated on day-to-day stuff. I had learned 

That I could not just keep doing more and more. There was a limit. 

And I also learned there was a limit to what I could ask of friendships  

In some cases, a limit to what they could give. 

 

I am forever grateful to them and more forgiving of others’ weaknesses 

For the experience. But most importantly I learned how narrow 

Our everyday focus on the world actually is. Once lost or ignored 

How incredibly rich and fascinating everything becomes! Although after a while  

That can be disturbing as well. That sounds like little more than a platitude; 

However to actually experience it directly, was quite literally a revelation.  

Something as simple as noticing the roofs or upper floors of buildings  

Rather than merely the street level one usually navigates,  

Changes sense of proportion, perspective, of light and even weather.  

So much depends on focussing or filtering ‘reality’ and there is no way to see it all. 

At best one switches focus for needs; finds and makes not just another building 

Or street but a world to hold one’s whole circle. If nothing else  

Madness made me more of an artist than any number of theories or skills. 
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Those 

 

 

“Those the Gods wish to destroy 

They first drive mad.”  

An old saying goes 

But I suspect the Gods 

Drove men mad for various purposes 

And did not always succeed 

In destroying them 

For various reasons 

The Gods had their problems 

Mostly with other Gods 

And men that survived  

Only became more divine 

While the Gods then looked 

A little more mortal.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 

 

Big Dismal 

 

 

The empty carparks of the big dismal 

The rethink in blue neon hours served 

Remembering so many details about you 

An electric persistence wearing me down 

In a crowd strayed from purpose 

Motions made in resignation spent 

Freezing a distance and conclusion 

Held at bay in a gust and then lapsing 

Battered and strange as blown garbage. 

Nothing holds these fine reasons I try 

For the purity of a green laser beam 

That celebrates Christmas the length of this street 

While disconsolate I rummage through the past 

Year and the logic of love that finds me 

So numb and alone my glassy wet eyes 

Like new scars pressed to sharp winds 

Scant traffic and the remote celebration 

In the tingling stupidity of this winter city. 
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Flash 

 

 

The city knew its way  

Around my finances 

Dropped me off in back streets 

And gave me a greasy spoon 

To go on with while it reached 

Deep into the ambitions of arrivals 

Steered them along the underground  

That delivered the daily beauties up 

To forgotten squares, dripping 

In a spring shower, festooned 

With parked motorcycles  sprinkled 

In fallen blossom. 

More on that story later. 
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Blue Christmas 

 

 

Gift wrapped winter 

Aches of occasional 

Country road cars 

Conversations like dreams 

Hit and run vocabulary 

Unexciting episodes link 

Emotions slop heavy 

Air conditioning the heart 

The matter remains 

Without being properly 

A solution from the grey estate 

Clouds shifted sifted 

Clip each tiny action 

Eyeflash across straggling 

Tasks for a furniture 

Supposing dignity supposing 

Strength for a season 

Room after room swallows 

This stray ashtray mood 

Inconsolable persistent 

Longing stealing 

Straining slack hours 

In ideal company. 
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Midget Therapy 

 

A purple dusk chills, as I stroll unminding, 

The sounds of the distant freight yards carry 

Across the vast expanse of playing fields 

And blend with the intricate domestic rhythms  

Of the housing estate that float down 

From tall blocks sprinkled with lights 

The smell of kitchens on a Sunday night 

And the blue din of televisions. 

 

A tiny gang play football by the canal 

I stand on the footbridge as their urgent cries  

Catch a little girl on the other side 

Rollerskating alone in a carpark. She stops 

By the wall and calls across 

In her piping little Cockney voice –  

“’Oo’s winnin’? – but is ignored 

And returns to her private routine. 

 

A gust of wind swirls wrapping papers 

And a strip of black plastic whips up 

And slaps itself around my knees 

Moulding itself there with a strange 

Flapping force, like a phantom midget’s bra. 

I sit on the steps under a streetlight 

Examining it for some time, 

Before discarding it. 
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Fade Out 

 

After a while I was granted a union ticket, earned good money and rode a motor scooter for 

convenience, weaving in and out of the West End. I shuttled between TV studios and cutting rooms in 

Soho mostly, rubbing shoulders with all the pretenders and hustlers that easy money attracts. I 

started to think about making movies again, wondered if I had the nerve. The ideas were there, I could 

work on them at night and money and facilities looked do-able through contacts. The real question 

was whether I could muster the nerve again. It was a matter of self-confidence really.  Getting out 

there, auditioning, recruiting, hiring, managing and directing.  Leading! It takes a lot. Independent 

filmmaking is nothing like the mainstream industry. Everything is done quickly, often ineptly and 

cheaply, on a gossamer of favours spun by the sheer dedication of the maker. It was an intensity I had 

learned (and lacked) in film school. It takes a lot of authority and drive. I just didn’t know if I could 

push myself that hard, after my breakdown. Eventually I had to try and although it was harrowing at 

times I found my experience steadied me in a lot of situations with cast and crew. I was pretty much 

the oldest person there. But I had to make myself into a ‘people person’ and interact and be sensitive 

and flexible when really I was more of a task-oriented, back-room kind of nerd. That’s probably why 

teaching never really appealed. Anyway the film was completed, had one or two screenings but failed 

to interest funding or festival bodies and at most I could now think of myself as a ‘filmmaker’ rather 

than a freelance assistant film editor. As with everything, I could see the flaws and what I needed to 

improve. So it was a start to a post film student life; that was about it. But it was a Jekyll and Hyde 

existence, with working on big budget, lengthy productions with their expense account luncheons in 

select clubs and bars, end-of-shoot parties and show-print viewings. The luvies. I could learn useful 

technical shortcuts but it was not positioning me as a director or writer. For that, I needed to work the 

independent side of the street and that was just as much a quagmire. There, academic doctrine and 

local or regional policies held sway. It was a business versus culture dilemma. I’d meet other guys 

juggling both worlds (occasionally, gals) and we could exchange notes but in the end we were rivals in 

approach, parted graciously, but no better off.  Even at film school there had been only so much 

common ground.  Students usually divided into those from art school, those from stills photography 

and English majors, some of whom might be film buffs. Most of them just wanted to work in the 

industry and had fairly pedestrian tastes.  The independent sector seemed too precious and 

pretentious to them. It’s always a shock meeting young people already thinking like that. I could never 

be that sensible and that’s probably why I gravitated to the students at University College Film 

Society, where they made their own 16mm newsreels and shorts and still had that genuine 

enthusiasm. How I came to connect there is a long story but I recruited volunteer crew there for a few 

productions, returned the compliment when I could (usually as a sound recordist) or slipped them 

supplies of splicing tape from the studios. So I slowly rebuilt my social circle and although there were 

dates and one-night stands, there was not any great romance partly because I was so focussed on 

films, partly because none of them were that interested in film, art or literature. I’m not talking about 

just students of course, post-grad and older women as well. The conversations just never took off. 

They idled on the tarmac, awaiting clearance from the control tower then spluttered to a halt. “Fancy 

a bop?” But it’s hard to say whether they just weren’t right or whether I couldn’t make the effort to 

make them right. I had put too much effort into making the last one ‘right’ and didn’t want to make 

that mistake again. So for the moment things just rolled along, working feverishly all over the UK for 

ITV companies, working on scripts, treatments, saving and seeing movies, hoping that my next one 

would be so much better and would click with the powers that be. They never did though, for basically 

political reasons – favours again for that lobby or this, this cause or that. Because I lived my projects 

24-7 I took every rejection to heart. Every one of them weighed against a fanatical dedication and 

crushed me. The films did get better, but they never found an audience, thanks to bureaucratic 

cruelty.  And they cost me a small fortune to finance. In total, I could have bought a house. But I was  
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in love with movies and so gambled. And as in gambling, the house always wins. In the end I had to 

walk away. I was not completely destroyed, but I was bitter and going on thirty. That kind of outlay 

just could not continue. I had to find a cheaper outlet for my art. And the whole life that went with my 

gamble could not help with that, as far as I could see. So I had nothing, work was going nowhere and 

there was no-one to lighten the journey. I don’t want to sound negative but the dream was not 

working. Working was not the dream. The obvious move was to take a permanent position in the 

provinces or regions and forget about London or at least lessen its importance. But then I thought of 

all those cities and staying in one of them for, well, years anyway, maybe painting or writing and that 

just seemed as much a dead end. Trying to make it new would take a lot of special effort again and I 

was leery of that kind of outlay. If I was going to pull the plug it would have to be on the whole of the 

UK. I didn’t even have anyone to share these plans with of course, which might have been just as well. 

Instead it was just a kind of rambling soliloquy in my head that went on and on, but keeping it there 

seemed like a sort of balance, between the present and future, art and life, form and content, motive 

and opportunity. I turned it over, like a tongue probing a toothache. As with so many things I teetered 

on the brink, looked longingly upon what I had and had not and wanted, waited and worried into a 

fade out.   
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Held in Abeyance 

 

The sighs for somewhere to live, for a start (chuckle) 

To eat my time, swill the aims of  

Just gone youth and prop the heavy head 

On the video beam from heaven 

Falling in endless resolution on the lounge floor,  

Oh it’s just somewhere to drop dishes and shoes 

And surrender a conscience under eyelids 

As the charged atmosphere becomes a texture 

Warm and sticky as a pocketful of Kitkat 

With an intensity that slowly becomes intolerable 

The big city treacles in the night with a seeping sound 

Advertises summer there, sweat on the wind 

The din from an adjacent block of flats. 

 

The suburbs fell away like his hairline 

Head rolling over the world, smoothing a vision 

“Now forget everything you’ve seen today...” 

Because it’s just so easy to avoid any sense of a stalemate  

With more scouting, research, perspective. 

“Persistence is enough now, can’t you see? “ 

When you’ve finally got somewhere, it becomes difficult  

To believe in more than that. Things become impossible 

For the slightest of efforts. 

The sensible head takes the room for granted 

And furniture serves as possessions ought 

Draws out life, when there’s no-one else to. 
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The career middles, friends dwindle for occasion, women  

Flirted with and found wanting (even when wanton)  

Fail the niggling, fatal template, almost from the outset.  

The small talk comes easy, goes easy in games.  

The little jokes taking me nowhere new or near 

Leaving me in drab office blocks and crowded lifts.  

“The sick bay has a bed” she giggles 

When I stand too close. The same parties, the same dim red light 

And tired music. Raised voices, blank topics. 

None of it plays. None of it is enough. 

I roam the city by invitation, appalled at the matches 

The well-intended feeble contrivances, the rides and the traffic. 

The moves don’t bring movies. 

 

A hand on the switch brackets the options 

Stretched skin folds and finds more sound 

Retuned to the distant civilisation of enthusiasts 

Who have succeeded in what they set out to do. 

They advise without hesitation or understanding. 

Pleasure is all theirs and the benefits savoured, naturally  

Recorded so well, neat smooth grounds rising gracefully 

To an architecture of distinct period. 

Gerry pointed his camera at it as they drove past 

But did not film it. The action represented a form 

Of salute he paid almost without thinking 

To the prospect of grandeur awaiting tribute.  
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What is the name of the station finally reached 

By degrees of sheer misfortune? There 

Where the majority of possibilities are exhausted? 

Is it Tiverton Junction? That is still a possibility. 

An empty train on a Friday night, surging in and out of silence 

As the journey turns abstract for the remaining few. 

These little interludes only amplify the problem, 

Family ties in a rural retreat spell out the isolation 

The empty social calendar that gets no busier  

For sitting in on another’s sabbatical.   

There’s all that history spread across a green landscape, true, 

An idle curiosity. I get my bearings, but bear only misgiving. 

 

Another weekend in abeyance, wandering 

The smooth familiarity of surrounding moors  

Sodden consolation in a raging gale, prompts memories 

Not so long ago in the north, landscapes soaked in pain 

Ending on railway platforms, where the desolation is stretched 

Across winter countryside, black and bare. Along canal paths  

At night, freezing under a rusted metal bridge  

before the bustling Christmas interiors, farewells 

That can never be fair or well. Patrolling the perimeter 

Of an old life without really finding renewal. Recognising 

The relics, as we linger over ancient fortresses, whole ages 

Of invasion and assimilation, rounding out a perspective  

On our fleeting presence, flip chatter and idle strolls. 
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Tschüss 

 

A wet autumn night in a cathedral city 

Neon calligraphy against grey stone, 

Glows through dripping trees, pink and purple. 

It was down to a survival course heading north 

Now that my heart had made a fool of itself. 

 

That touching faith in the long shot 

Blown away with the sound of trains. 

How reckless! Thoughtless! Stupid! 

Pacing it out through the empty shopping plaza. 

There was no point making a scene. 

 

Blaming her wouldn’t change anything. 

But it was all so cool, too cool. 

Was that just the language barrier? 

Even in English, I would have trouble 

Finding the words, and then using them. 

 

I had built this up to be some sort of escape, 

And now I realised it was not. 

I watched kids rollerskating by, expertly, 

All that grace and energy to spare 

Where did they learn those tidy manoeuvres? 

 

I could concentrate on buying something  

as simple as an apple. One apple was a big deal. 

Or memorising the streets – the town plan. 
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Fending off the fury, I had for myself 

In a cinema Brando groaned, “Der Schrecken....” 

 

But the claims made have an accumulative effect 

And what you don’t realise is the feeling 

Sooner or later will strike a balance 

From my dwindling supply of alternatives. 

Deeds will honour the debt – one way or another. 

 

It is felt – and moves you relentlessly 

Towards this reckoning. In one more city 

Gambling on some last minute payoff, 

At odds with a world that can take it 

Or leave it – the misunderstanding spreads. 

 

I kept trying to outsmart myself, 

To break predictable habits. I was inventing 

A brand new person, it seemed 

There was nothing he could not do. In Hamburg 

The mist and rain were his latest friends. 

 

Finally someone had to stop me, 

Before this stranger grew any stranger. 

Down by the Elbe taking stock 

The Reeperbahn, crappy hotels, driving  

The wrong way through tunnels  

Exciting u-turns and last-minute shopping 
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We part on amicable terms 

Return by train unimpressed 

For hours at distance, dim daylight, 

Misfortune and the dishonesty of the rich ditz 

At large versus the forbearance of the meek  

Berliner at his disposal, temporarily.  

Germany!  Freezing on the ferry bored 

By the homecoming that isn’t a return  

Bout but a living on a layman’s launching pad.  
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Perfect Stranger 

 

I always think I’m the crazy one 

And that my love will be  

A steadying influence 

But it turns out 

Everyone thinks like that 

And things never get any steadier. 

 

At best one craziness balances out 

Another, and between you 

Miraculously you make enough  

Sanity for one.  

For a while, at least  

The world seems manageable 

 

Things halved or doubled 

A basic routine established 

Before breaking down inexplicably 

Over understandings lost and while  

Temporary, perhaps, only temporarily. 

At best, we pause. 

 

Some new corner of a personality  

Emerges with a whole new angle 

New friends, new history you never 

Heard the half of it somehow 

I am being the sane one bitterly 

Confronting a perfect stranger. 
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Grief 

 

A sudden loss 

Acknowledged 

With a burst of tears. 

 

A whole frame of mind 

Proved so wide of the mark 

And then the panic to find  

My thoughts on the matter –  

To gauge the implications, even roughly 

But by then it was too late. 

 

I had lost so much, 

Control and concentration... 

 

This precarious life I choose 

Has no other consolation. 

It serves my ambition 

Or it does not serve. 

And I accept that. 

 

Sometimes there is nothing 

I can do. 

 

The mind baulks, tears tear 

When love ends, exhausted. 

That helpless heartfelt investment 

Finally written off . 
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And this much of my life 

Was just not big enough 

To measure it. 

 

I put down the fucking phone 

In a kaleidoscope of feeling.  

 

My self-imposed exile 

Avoids an unworthy fate 

And denies so much of myself 

In the name of freedom. 

I fled what I could not face. 

 

London. 

 

One night I picked up the phone 

And my sister told me  

My father had died, suddenly 

I was so alone and had no way  

To hold all that it meant. 

 

Speeding through the wet city 

Searching 

For anywhere, anyone. 

 

But who cares? 
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I have no right to expect a hug 

For sheer endurance. 

 

 

And it’s a pity I do 

With less and less to offer. 

 

An invitation to the West Country 

Is a diversion I can use without costing me 

More pretence. I tour expertly. 

 

My father always told me 

What a hard cruel world it was 

“Out there”. 

 

But now I must persevere 

With this ruthless course 

That has reached the point of no return 

Knowing that sooner or later 

It must surely return me 

To grief. 
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Peel Appeal 

 

John Peel whispered in my ear 

In a hundred B+Bs 

All over the country 

Greeted me every night 

Back from some TV studio 

Canteen or bar 

In welcome retreat. 

 

John’s quest for a balance 

Between variety and familiarity 

A constant lesson in novelty, 

Attitude, discernment and joy. 

I heard and heeded, hummed and hahed 

As I walked around cities 

In lunchtimes and holidays. 

 

Trawled the city centre route 

Through malls and precincts 

Libraries and galleries, 

Parks and canals, 

Bridges and subways, 

Castles and roundabouts. 

 

Gathering a prospect, scouting 

A project, a platform and posture 

I posed among billboards, hoardings 

On station platforms, in airport lounges 
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The sound of life piped and summoned 

To a backbeat of commerce, customs and  

The cordial.  

 

I drank slow but deep 

listened for accents, lyrics and solos 

Always brought my radio 

and a handful of cassettes 

Had a soundtrack to look to 

To move among the set pieces 

Mustering extras, missing leads, 

While musing on a plot. 
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Gliding 

 

Sometimes we would leave the city, 

Drive out and lunch on The Broads. 

The tedium of the job rankled both of us, 

But in different ways. “What to do!?” 

When the injustice of it all fills one 

With such bitterness and frustration. 

Where are the kicks that replace conviction? 

An amusing diversion will postpone the impasse 

But we could see nothing beyond that. 

 

A little yellow plane bobs back and forth  

Towing the glider in a wide rising arc. 

Then the cable is released and it bursts away, 

Leaving us in a languorous creaking silence. 

The glider banks then sniffs a thermal 

And begins to climb above this elaborate 

Green jigsaw. The flat lush land of Norfolk 

Stretches into a blue haze where the sky begins 

As scattered clouds, like a Constable painting. 

 

The plastic bubble around me, like an aura 

Ensuring all perceptions arrive profound 

And exhilarant, and yet remain plausible, discreet 

As we turn on the wind like a big lazy bird 

Over the battered wartime airstrip 

Where James Stewart once commanded squadrons  

Of Liberators and sense for a moment  
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An obscure triumph enshrined in movies 

As the land slips green and alluring beneath us. 
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Madding Days 

 

1. 

 

One look sees the perfect something! 

And I’m suddenly stopped by the same old thrill, 

And cannot resist zooming looks  

After looks to a strange young girl 

Sitting with her friends in a corner of the pub. 

I’m the invisible type so it’s completely safe 

To sit so close and use the rudest stare. 

She had big brown eyes and long fair hair, 

A long nose, a wide grin and a pointy chin –  

In fact she looked a bit like a goofy young witch. 

But that’s hardly the secret I’d hoped to discern 

With a steady scrutiny from an adjacent table. 

Surely I could fit that face to something 

Less than beauty? What was it that clicked 

Somewhere inside? Something deep and private 

Some vague familiarity, inspiration has displaced. 

 

2. 

 

You sat beside a younger sister, almost your twin. 

Your boyfriend sat opposite, listening to your complaints. 

I could overhear familiar names and situations 

But could not quite deduce your name. 

Later we would meet briefly in a college crowd, 

And I was surprised and reluctant to match your face 
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With the name in George’s endless stream of gossip 

That for months had harped on the finest details 

Of some sad and scarcely credible flirtation. 

Where was your judgement? Surely that was not it? 

Then you appear at an awful party in Peckham, 

Sitting in an armchair, aloof and bored. 

You turn to me with the eyes of the High English Tease 

And command “Entertain me”. It worked up to a point. 

But I hadn’t the courage to throw myself out the window. 

Petulance will carry a scene just so far. 

 

3. 

 

The peripheral vision persists, and her prospect 

Is never entirely dismissed. Outside The Hayward 

Awaiting two Americans, I smoulder as you pass 

Dumb and tired with your old boyfriend, 

Your hand skipping lightly along the parapet. 

Then there’s his successor, and the awkward scenes 

With the student film unit. In the rushes you haunt 

A public garden at dusk, flushed with the wet spring air. 

Your admirers hover behind equipment, jealous and depressed. 

I’m too old for all this really, yet I watch with glee 

As  you turn handstands on a cricket field 

While the game meanders, somewhere in a green county summer. 

And in the warm evening outside a nearby pub 

Your sharp tongue catches me up and leaves me listening 
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To that brittle accent and the girlish falter 

As if anticipating some impediment. 

 

4. 

 

Nothing is pursued, opportunities lapse 

In the dark. Negotiating the wet city, sparks 

Hopes, but there is no point even acknowledging  

The temptation. Our paths diverge 

And then converge again with the enormous grace 

Of spent freedom. You talk of holidays 

In France and suddenly you’re so much more! 

There is no indulgence or superiority now – instead 

I’m confused and grow helplessly sad and distant. 

Caught up again in that chain of acquaintances, 

On a Sunday morning at your place, you finally appear 

In some crazy style, a long necklace and earrings, 

And insist you’ve been dragged straight from your bed 

By nothing more than the proprieties of a hostess. 

While those big brown eyes sweep across the crowded room 

And that wry, sliding smirk trails behind, triumphantly. 

 

5. 

 

The flights from London, dark blue and indecisive, 

Squandering month after month on remote contracts, 

No more than holding patterns, as your college days slip 
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Into finals. I read two of your father’s books somewhere, 

And they were good. But mostly they were your father’s. 

At Joe’s party I land on the sofa and hear all the gossip 

While you climb through the window looking off-hand 

And cute, in your little brown-striped button-down dress. 

It’s the usual busy scene, played for laughs and spilling 

Onto the street, clinging, sweaty dancers lurch and cheer, 

The summer night, buzzing with cheap wine and old tunes, 

Claims the old gang, one by one. Those indispensible  

Stooges that covered for so much and for so long 

Finally exhaust one another and quietly move on. 

But I’ve nowhere to go and no courage to stay, and then 

As I ride off, you wave and I burn burn burn away.. 

 

6. 

 

There’s no time anymore and it’s all my own fault. 

Your plans will soon take you as far as New York, 

A swank apartment on the Upper East Side, I imagine 

You walking your charge through Central Park in autumn 

And immediately resolve to find you! By motorcycle 

Speeding through the harvest landscape to Cambridge, 

Then a phone book and it’s not so hard after all 

To make a date and wait for you to cycle around 

Looking immaculate! In black, The Fitzwilliam, Kings, 

And then as we sit by the river in the afternoon sun 

I sink with desolation in the face of all this 
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Perfect languid beauty. I want so much from you 

Where should I begin? It’s so pointless, I know 

Almost nothing about you and can talk only 

About my own problems! On and on  

In the late neurotic style, when I want to be 

Listening and looking in wonder. I know it makes no sense 

But I can think of nothing else. 

 

7. 

 

We repair to a rooftop cafe where your sister sits 

Looking quite different now and I sense some form 

To the quiet splendour of the day, in spite of the silliness 

Of the whole idea. When you must leave 

And we stand by your old bicycle, observing the courtesies, 

I wonder about a kiss and then settle for a handshake. 

“How very proper we are” you retort and I’m caught 

Out again and hang my head, full of the zing 

Of complicity, the squirming smile and nod 

That keeps nodding, all the way back to London. 

Under the slow pink evening, filled with tiny birds 

Darting over the burning stubble of passing fields. 

I resign myself to Cardiff next, in the dim wet flutter 

Of days drawn in, and the empty weekends in London. 

A postcard from The Big Apple appears, promising nothing more 

I see that clearly and yet want to reply, to just that. 
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8. 

 

I know that you know that I know that you know 

And we orbit giddily on the margins 

For error. A footnote to friendship  

Ruled with a delicate but deliberate line. 

Chat that dances, dallies and dreams 

About Greenwich theatre for a matinee, say 

An outrageous production of Webster’s The White Devil 

With its swirling sets and black machinations. 

That was for me, wasn’t it? The theatre for once  

Its startling diversions an acceptable foray. 

I fell as I always do, from the outset, headlong 

Into the dark and dizzying concoction. 

I wanted you to share this, crazily. 

Would you have come with another? 

I daren’t even ask myself what it might mean 

Although I then recall a visit years before 

To see Max Wall performing Pinter. That too 

Had been a date with some grander romance in train 

Fittingly, it had been by train and at night  

An elaborate excursion into the unknown, 

 comic in recollection. This time there’s a rush 

after to get you to your job in a pizza restaurant  

On the other side of town and we ride by a feat 

Of memory west, zooming around the Oval 

And across the river, winding up toward Notting Hill 

In the long bright evening. We make it! 
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Only just. And there is no kiss 

But a fond and fumbled parting.  
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Afterword 

 

 

I was writing about everything as if 

 I were the seething anti-hero with a chip 

On his shoulder,  gritting his teeth  

And sauntering through televised fiascos  

With a hip quotient that stuns ad-breaks,  

Dissolves Timeout and NME reviews,  

Drowns the purr of Beeb bubbling.  

Drills club floors dumbstruck, colour supps simp 

Shunts chat show schmooze , blazes a trail  

Through the flotsam of promotion, the jetsam of salutes . 

Everything happened to me with a pen in my head 

And a snag in my heart, I gave it a hand 

A big hand, for an hour, it seemed I whirled 

The wonder, stole the show unannounced 

Came full circle in seconds.  

Nothing surprised me, nothing got past me.  

I‘d seen it all before, in a private screening  

With the clients and I laughed 

After they left, to myself I reserved 

The biggest laugh, the longest leer, 

I’d had it all, all along and it held no fear. 

 

 

 

  


