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Author’s Note





The poems taken from News from the Front represent a book-long sequence that describes a drama of separation. A man goes to war, leaving behind his common-law wife, who is pregnant. While he is away, the child is born: a boy. The woman and the boy live in a house on the edge of Dartmoor. At times, the woman’s fancies are so strong, her inner life so keen, it seems the war might be going on just outside the window.


 


The sequence Marriage, from which ten poems appear in this selection, is very loosely based on the relationship between Pierre Bonnard and Marthe de Méligny, his life-long companion and model.
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from A VIOLENT COUNTRY (1969)






















Legendry









It was a violent country:


explosions and raw sunsets,


inexplicable cries,


glistening scraps


of butchered animals


caught in the forks of trees.







Soon the paths faded


into ferns; thornbranches struck


at our helmeted heads,


our silk and ermine


sadly tattered. It was


a quest of sorts.







Deep in the wood


we encountered the mythical child;


he was not pink


and smiling as we had been told.


He smelled of burning.


He was as green as ice.







We left him there – a bad


omen, like the sunset.  






























Dawn Walk









Flints chink underfoot.


Worthless lode,


they litter the topsoil. 







There is nothing here


for the birds


clattering in the hedgerow.







Their bald eyes swivelling,


they riffle their feathers


in the sallow light.







Spring. The whole earth heaving.


All winter long,


wrapped in their cauls of web,







their curious mosses,


the dead


have been practising







a whisper.


Ignore them.


They are the earth’s junk.







Buds needle the thin branches. 




























from AFTER DARK (1973)






















Plant 









As the train slowed I could see the plant


glimmering in its own steam,


a tangle of pipes and fragile catwalks. 







He watched it too, as he told me again


how he saw Italy for the first time


and Africa, like a graveyard. 






























Old Photographs 









The women are dark and seem


very beautiful; the men


look nervous, overdressed.


It’s always summer, where they stand,


arms linked, facing the sun,


their blurred smiles meant for no one. 






























Encounter









It was a bad day for fishing; it really was;


but the sun flashed tinsel on the wave tops


and the breeze offshore was flattering.


Then, just before lunch,


the power boats rounded the point –


in the foremost prow, the image of his mother.


‘Impossible’ he muttered, but there she was,


lipstick, eyebrows, hair, her flowered frock,


just like in all the family snapshots.  






























Cockade









The silence of auditoria, the groan


of ropes on a midnight jetty.







In the stalls, a glove, or a black cockade;


triplets of backwash ticking against the boats.







These are the missing moments in our lives:


perfect, unenjoyed.






























Here









it is grey rain


and you moving about these cold rooms


like an exile. 







Morning comes


with a flurry of wings


outside the window. Wake up; 







the valley is coddled in mist


as before. Wake up,


you can begin your vigil, 







waiting for the dim


stars to reappear,


for the wind to sharpen, 







for the last


slow flocks of birds above


this ragged skyline. 






























Terms 









The place put you at risk.


Stone buildings and a few bleak clumps of birch


ranged out along the low escarpments.


The house was still your territory though.


For a while, I thought you’d be content


idling amid your gimcrack jewellery,


your ancient silks,


believing everything I said.  






























Retreat









Looking back, I see how strange it was;


you drifting from room to room, getting things straight,


modestly winsome in one of last year’s dresses;


me with my loveless plans.


It seemed that we would never intercept each other


in that round of flawless summer nights. 






























Zoological Museum 









The snow fox is snarling behind glass,


gums smoothly pink, fangs arched. 







Above my head, an osprey is strung out







in full flight. Its wing-tips blur


to bright reflections of the neon strip. 







Last night, you were somewhere between 







me and the dulled horizon. I drove through


flickerings of moths, thinking how we 







have spent our lives







these eight years. You’d waited up:


not drinking, but the room was foul 







with cigarette smoke; and you slept 







wrapped in a coat, your face, amid the fur,


fragile, as if you wouldn’t last the night. 






























Leap Off the City Skyline









The first step


brought his face up to the sun. 







Turning, he fell


through a hall of mirrors 







where his eyelids silvered over


and the glow 







ran on his face


like highlights on the sea. 







That moment gave his purest breath,


sealing his lungs. 







That moment


was his last glimpse of the sky: 







a fractured blue, and clouds


like dark pools where his other lives submerged. 




























from DREAMS OF THE DEAD (1977)






















Dreams of the Dead







April 30




The women started downhill from the crest


sidling against the slope, their skirts


lifted at the hip,


their braided hair


releasing wisps of light into the wind.







The morning opened out with blues and golds,


the smell of chlorophyll.


                                          The sun


strung opal beads along


his eyelash as he woke.
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May 2




Hottest near the surface: vast white arcs in space


the sunspots crack in blackness.


Tidy in bed, his arms and legs aligned,


he recalled how swifts will sleep while on the wing:


a night-long, dreamless glide.







The room grew warmer. Dust rose in the sunlight.


Opposing mirrors, blank


and fathomless as water,


waited for his image while he slept. 
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May 7




Jungfrau. Snow slopes near the peak.


Each snapshot slightly fogged


by cloud and background movement.


Inside the Ice Palace


light struck in frosty lines across his eyes,


the silence like a hood.







Thousands of feet below


thin streams lace the lower slopes.


Sure-footed on the scree, the women move


down towards the foothills, the altitude of songbirds.  
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May 9




Like spiders’ webs unpicking,


something crackled deep inside his lungs.


Those mornings when his hands shook


and that same


bitterness rose in his mouth,


he let the dreams fade as he roamed the house.


The slow roll of a cypress in his garden,


or a crease


of rain across the glass, would be enough


to turn his thoughts.


                                  Then coffee and the papers:


the fire in Asia, the small world of statistics.  







[image: ]





May 15




Mornings arrived with tiny gaps in meaning.


The spring winds dropped at dawn:


time for the garden’s old inhabitants


drifting between


the glistening boles of pear trees.


Remnants of the first rain jostled down


from branch to leaf, splitting the early sunlight.







‘I live for those moments when we both


forget ourselves.’


                             He dreamed he woke,


seeing first the waxy curlicue


of a lily under glass,


a pomander,


a painted eggshell resting by the mirror.







For a moment he held them in focus.


Old bargains. The death wish in women.


When, finally, he surfaced from the dream


the streets were dry, the morning almost done with. 
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May 21




Albino. Poor child. He tiptoes through playtime,


his bloodless head


in negative against the wood’s penumbra.







Where the sun strikes back


from the blazing cruciform of the chalk excavations,


he almost disappears.







His constant companion, that dark boy,


crosses the wiry turf


at a dead run, his brown hair smudged with leaf-dust.







The women smile, shielding their eyes to watch.


They are laying out


fruit and wine and bread on a damask cloth.
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May 22




One mirror is sealed over by the sun,


a brittle barrier


where something is trembling for release.







A flight of doves, lit on their undersides,


wheel into view, then clatter overhead.


Too tired for that, he lets his eyes slide shut.


Fragments of retina


swim up beneath the lids. 
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May 31




Five massive rocks


chopped the undertow to ragged


bursts against the blue;


that vicious seething was the only sound.







On the farthest lip of sand,


a flutter of colour, the women’s parasols


spread pools of shade. Softer than breath,


a pulse ticked in his temple as he watched







then turned and went full-tilt


towards the breakers. Engulfment in that green


drifting light took hours: the throb of water,


the mild tug of the tide rolling him on. 
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June 2




His senses trapped,


he watched the views float back,


sharp-edged and colour-perfect.










Most of one night, sleeping and awake,


rehearsing someone else’s tragedy.


The late train to the coast,


the mourners grouped


on one side of the treeless, cliff-top graveyard;


and then, at dusk, the house awash with light,


a figure on the terrace


standing still, listening for the rhythm of the sea.







That sound set him afloat, his body caught


the motion of the swell.


A figure on the terrace,


looking out.


The salt taste of the child’s lips. 
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June 7




Above the slender elms, the local-stone


period chimneystacks,


the spire cut a wedge into the sky.







Lightning always struck there first.







A man had died one night,


drunk and desperate,


roped to its perfect profile. The churchyard crows


scored his cheeks next day


before the thatching ladders could be brought.







A peal of six bells, echoes into echoes.







Was that a dream as well? –


The Virgin’s mantle in the eastern window


staining the steepled hands;


the women’s veils


stirring as they mouthed the first responses. 
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June 9




Early-morning cloud banks nudged the hills,


the underside of heaven,


misting the true vanishing point,


the point of departure.


                                      The blues and blacks in nature


absorbed him: those shadows, the stiffening wind,


and then the first thin stalks of light.







Rays to redden women’s hair, a breeze to make it fly!


Unimaginable, the solar winds


roared through space, putting the earth awry. 
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June 10




For seconds at a time, his mind stopped dead.


Not faints, not petit mal; a loss of will


perhaps. He shuddered, then emerged.







Three nights without sleep had left him dull.


It seemed his friends, his generation, dwindled; some


had made a case for love –







the age would not permit it.


                                               ‘But it’s you


I fear for most. What’s to become


of your life now?’


                             A memory of the sea,


the southern rip-tides,


filled his head with noise.


His night-light dipped and flared behind the glass. 
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June 12




Eyes bright with fatigue, he walked to where


trees scattered the glare, a roil of leaves


flowing along the bough.







Six horses cropped the downland.


A gleam like silk


travelled their flanks. He dozed and watched.







In single file


the women left the treeline,


a flicker at the corner of his eye.







He blinked. They passed between


a stone wall and the wheatfields


into the shade, the blue bowl of the valley. 
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June 20




The children’s voices teased him,


always just beyond


the next dune, or the next warp of the cliff.


How long ago was that? They learned


to walk lopsided on the pebbles


towards the shimmer where the sea fell back,


a mist of blue and amber.







He dreamed the place again:


in moonlight, calm, deserted, with a sea


flat, black and frangible.










And all at once


was certain of a desperate energy


beneath that placid surface –


of a form,


teeth clenched against the salt,


swimming upwards, wildly, through the dark. 
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June 23




The summer lasted, month to month.


Neighbourhood children tanned


and ran the streets till evening.


His household glass


beamed chips of rainbow on the walls and ceilings.







All brightness taxed him;


the blinding linen


that lapped his face each morning,


the glance that scorched his eye,


the inexhaustible


crystal at the centre of the sun. 
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June 25




He broke


eggs into a pan and watched them settle,


perfectly smooth, a fleck


of brighter red in one; energy arrested.







(The sounds of five a.m.:


birdsong out of blackness,


a wind riffling the orchard).










The dreams that spoiled his sleep


still kept their hold:


the kitchen – warm with cooking –


hung everywhere with women’s implements. 
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July 3




The sweep of their skirts leaves tracks in the morning wet.







One whistling a tune, and one


hanging back from the rest


to watch a poppy’s petals smudge to mauve


as they are torn …







Brightness like a backwash draws them on.







Bones into chalk. Pelts into melting pap.


Victims of the twilight kills


treading to mulch and fragments underfoot …







They harbour a gift: decades of memories.







Their high-necked blouses dampen,


a pool


of moisture at the hollow of the throat;


the cling of cotton at their calves and thighs.







What ripens is their flesh …







The wakening town hangs in a pale haze


beyond the valley’s rim;


they keep it always in sight.


A pair of swifts are shuttling across the blue.
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July 9




An ensign in his dreams,


the storm beacon


flew each day above the tallest outcrop.


Each day


the sky’s first flush turned indigo by noon


and a wind poured in from the sea.


                                                          The house


stood four-square to the weather, windows flexed,


the verandah’s raddled stanchions


soaking up stain.


                            That much was familiar:


light teeming across the bay,


a building rooted in stone,


a figure on the terrace, looking out. 







Later, the focus altered – something new –


to sandflats furrowed by the ebb,


gulls and clouds and shallows,


inshore rocks,


all fixed, an instant, in the frame.


And barely visible in so much space,


that form, beached on the dunes,


shrouded by seagrass,


pungent with shells and brine. 
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July 15




He lay in the sun, motionless through the day,


a blizzard of red


roaring behind his eyes, while his skin


tightened and dried.







––The scorch that withers greenness, melts


the flesh from cattle, leaving them bones and leather,


that burns its starvelings,


bleached the orchard at its boundaries.







That night he shed a glow,


a child with a fever needing a woman’s touch.


The solar gold


flooded his sleep, the whole life of the dream. 
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July 20




His sleeping eye


flickered to show the white; he saw


his own feet tamping grass, and pale moths


rising from the stalks.







He traced the lip of the hill by its darker line


on the sky’s near black.


Miles beyond that ridge


the streets of the village were strung with coloured lamps







raising a glow, like beacons starting up


on peaks above the farmland.







The chalk slopes on the sheer side of the hill


were struck with the shadows of trees.







He waited for the sense of place to come


as the first flare cracked and rose 
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July 20




a sudden livid red


dipping towards the shore.







The cliff-edge slick with spray, the signal fires


flattened to orange circles by the wind,


acres of cumulus


streaming off the skyline …







Just to stand full-face watching the sea


numbed him with effort.


He knew the rest, a drama of repetitions:


death by drowning,







the drift and muffle of narcosis.


The body washed in,


a froth of limbs and spume across the rocks.


He screamed and seemed to wake. 
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July 23




Insects ticked against the glass


or found the open fanlight,


trailing in


a flicker of tendril legs.


From somewhere in the house, the sound


of water trickling.







‘If you die, I’ll hear of it


and arrive to parade the churchyard


in my blue hat


pinned with flowers.’







The day assembled clear shapes in the heat,


outlines and edges;


colours sharpened through the early haze.







‘What more


can love do to us now?’
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July 24




The day gone grey with rain,


a thinner spray


blown like spindrift through the fall;


each room uninhabitable


as if the house had seen a death.







A keen eye could have picked them out


in moments when the downpour slackened,


crossing a high field beyond the town,


ranged like climbers.







He meandered back to bed,


wanting to sleep.


The whole eastern valley wall


glowed as beaded water caught the light –


luminous green when the cloud broke. 
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July 29




Tiny scavengers broke cover


from sour corners of the kitchen garden.







His room built heat


behind sealed windows; roof beams cracked and settled.







There were piles of books


stacked beside the bed. There were ashtrays,







soiled clothes, the sightless mirrors.


There was his small collection of knives.
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