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NEW POEMS



























Salt on the Tongue









We just can’t do without it, watery friends,


acrid sodium chloride, the spice of our lives


adding that Certain Something as a poem does:


our mineral tang of wry intensification


used even by the scribeless tribes for money.


Lacking it, life would be insipid;


poetry zings on the lolling tongue


                               having crept up on you,


quiet as a glittering lizard


or the water swelling in at last


                              by parched banks.







Between these angular crystals and


their dark blue sea we live.






























While Half Asleep









The muse of failed memory


                                            takes no hostages,


her coiffure has long been


                                           counter-curled by loss;


she drives you out beyond


                                           the senior moment


crumpling the wrappers


                                           of old familiar names


(Didn’t he surely begin


                                           with M or with P?)


and chucking them on the couch-grass.


                                           Without


a mini-scruple she batters


                                           and empowers you,


curt as a parade-ground


                                           sergeant major


or the pink-faced, blond


                                           Latin teacher at school,


who did however expect you


                                           to remember


all the unspoken verbs


                                           in their conjugations.







The muse of wilted memory


                                           will certainly hint


at the general outlines,


                                           vague geometry


of knowledge that ought to be


                                           sharp as a pencil,


but leaving it more, then, like


                                           slippage of dream.


Who wrote Thingo? you ask


                                           when you need it,


only to get the answer


                                           too bloody late,


over coffee. Yet she’s the one


                                           coming back up with


one big crazy


                                           illumination


that shakes the back teeth


                                           out of your head.







The muse of lost memory


                                           will wheel you


into the whitewashed nursing-home


                                           called Grief


and then console you there


                                           with her smorgasbord


of all the lost items,


                                           glittering


like those oddball gems


                                           on Kim’s memory tray


before which, though, she waits


                                           like a blackamoor page


for your green, ardent, hopeful


                                           tryings-out.






























On the Lawn All Day









Friday. Takes more than this to interest


Rhode Island reds mechanically clucking and dipping


in their ramshackle corner of life.


                                                     Au revoir.







Dark prunus frames a bodgy bedframe here;


one poor cupboard tilts over the lawn


behind intricate heads of smokepink valerian.







The tumbledown garage is plumfull of chairs,


reject paintings, exotic bottles, the globe,


everything from a drumlike pouffe to books







deeply miscellaneous in cardboard cartons.


Here are the dregs of sticky liqueurs,


easel, cushion pile, radio cabinet:







archaeology of a mind,


cheek by jowl and higgledy-piggledy


but rather less dusty now than yesterday.







The Murano salad bowl glows like coral


and here’s a neon tube, unattached;


somebody’s tennis racquet has no strings.







A garden’s long slope sighs round all such


reorganisation of a lifetime,


a raggedy sycamore flapping way above it,







and that swayed silver gum graceful as any harp.


Here’s a burgundy Peugeot, crammed


with indescribable rubbish for










its daily trip to the tip-face, meeting there


gulls, avid ravens and dust. These boxes and boxes


provide the punctuation of departure,







crooked boughs are pumping out crimson apples,


Blackie still carols from the gingerbread rooftree


and the chooks peck-peck, like wind-up toys.



























Spranto Lost









Once on a time


Time was a language


Once on a time


Old everybody spoke


In god’s esperanto







Once in the language


They made a lot of bricks


A bric-a-brac of bricks


To stack and stick and stack


Way up to heaven







A tower in clouds


Aloud in the cloud


Stack rattle pop


And they all could speak


In god’s esperanto







Not happy, little men,


Said the god like thunder


Booming broadly


Against that babble


Of people from Babel










So he broke their language


Like bits of firewood


And blew them all away


Across the desert


Of differing tongues







Off now they scattered


Camelback muleback


Misunderstanding


But yearning still for


The language umbrella



























A Language


for Jacob Rosenberg









The summer streets run full of other diction,


Bright faces, differential skirt-lengths


And the bare tummies of young girls,


Which is a curious fashion







But Yiddish sits in the café on his own


Mouthing sweet syllables as they fade


Over the final piece of strudel,


His coffee gone cold as forgetting.






























An Autumnal









When I come back to this garden after my death


will the black walnut tree have been cut down,


the brick-and-galvo studio made over into flats


reflecting what will have happened all over town?







I wonder just what my airy after-self will find


that the present me could even recognise


roughly, as being something we lived amid;


what will confront my hypothetical eyes







and spiritual vision? Will the bluestone paving


be there, tangled vines and archaic gingko tree?


I wonder how my grandkids’ generation


will be getting along: at all familiarly?







If a posthumous person can view things with horror


will my airy unself shrink back from the tacky way


fashion can rot the linework of certitude,


making more of a mess from townscape every day?







Will the blackbird’s descendant still be pecking, though,


at our patchy lawn? Parrots will squeal overhead,


I’m sure. The hedge may still murmur hints of us


or the corrugated tanks.


                                     But I’ll be dead.






























Reverie of Dora Pamphlet









When I’m a-snooze in my basket


all the world’s at peace


(whatever ‘world’ connotes);


maybe my basket is all the world


in dark-time.







Those bipeds reckon that I dream


but I don’t entirely know


what they could mean by that.







In the morning, the two big ones


sip at their cups of tea


and I stretch pretty stiffly


half-ready to jump up


on their wide bed – if I still can.







After their morning paper thing


(whatever that is, really)


one of them scrambles up


and lets me out the back


or, now, their front door







where I have a welcome pee


somewhere familiar


carefully chosen.







Then I’m back in, safe as houses


under their kitchen table;


they have no meat at breakfast-time


for some creaturely reason.







Humans are regular animals


in my long experience:


they walk me and then go to work –


after my due biscuits.










Some days I even


go in to his lovely office;


it has difficult stairs, alas,


but those women spoil me to bits.







You’ll always know me, of course,


by these perfectly white feet.



























Skins









We feel at home in here:


in our skins that is, for they


are not in the least superficial


but snug and utterly ours.


Beauty may be no more


than skin-deep, as the old line has it,


but there are more ways


to skin a cat, if you want to,


than anyone ever let on.







The farmer’s cattle go forth


leatherbound, like old books,


and are better plump than skinny,


while the wine that goes with my steak


may well be a cleanskin


and easy on the purse.


We swallow the skins of cherries


but never of bananas.







Colour of skin can appear


to glow as the index of race,


the hue of prejudice,


so that Native Americans


were somehow called redskins


by the immigrant colour-blind.


Accordingly we might say


that the sneer of modern racism


is no more than skin-deep:


as frail as any dialect.







Turning out and upward


let’s peer at trees;


their skin is called bark


though nothing to do with our dogs


and proves bemusingly rich


in texture, tone and the like;


box, ironbark, peppermint,


mulga, bluegum, yate,


snowgum and stringybark,


these among many will all


display their selves on their skin.







Now, slender blokes are dubbed skinny,


baby boys have a foreskin


which they may or may not lose,


in the luck of the cultural draw,


a penny-pincher is of course


a miserable bloody skinflint,


and the sensitive lass next door


was appallingly thin-skinned.







Our globe, the one that we


are busily now despoiling,


wheels on beneath a giant skin


of soil and growing things,


except where those oceans roll.


We inflict on its patterned skin


ills far worse than sunburn;


we are harrying it on to death.







When Adam first named the beasts


he took particular note


of their skins, fur and of course


the funny shapes of their tails.


His own skin was elastic,


pored and grooved like our own,


replete with hairs and the nerves,


and in God’s view, no doubt,


a package for the soul,


which got itself in trouble


deplorably near the start,


egged on by a scaly snake.







But we still feel at home in here,


more or less, anyway,


packaged inside a skin.



























The Big Bad









Australian children lie there dreaming of wolves,


Sleek anteypes of anyone’s puppy dog


Drawn slyly out of midnight’s blue-grey groves,


Padding to steal a baby, or a chook.







We lack the wolf and yet we dream of him,


Grey fur, long muzzle, sniffing through the night


While doggily malign. A textual construction


Perhaps?


               Oh yes, darling: that’s right.






























A Lowly Cattle Shed









     Sweet enough, those


carols choiring away on the Bakelite wireless;


     whatever the piece is


we are late in it, vaguely summering on.







     Some rooms have the pine smell,


rich and green among its resins now,


     and I just can’t help


thinking along with hairy shepherds or Silk Route kings


     as they get up close


to that shelter where the Baby lies in straw,


     all for a moment so real:


stone walls, timber, donkey, amiable ox


     and in their midst,


his pink arms reaching up to the music,


     my dead son


Decembering round again.



























The Sharpener









Soft cedar turns against the blade


coming away in aromatic flakes.







The red of a Staedtler stains each edge


of these rising, falling petals







and instrumental black emerges


ready to limn a comic face







or mark a pine plank


for the careful carpenter’s cut,










implication drawing to


the very point.







A tiny screw ensures how


the steel edge can snuggle down







into its yellow plastic bed.


There. Stop now. The pencil’s done.



























Surfaces









A shiny parquet floor


displays your timber best,


yet we gravely admire


the matted crumble







and meandering cracks


of history as houses.


From afar, the field


is billiard-table green







but close up now it’s all


variously clumped.


Forster called our faces


pinko-grey, never white;







a hostile mirror


returns a horrible picture,


rather like muesli.


Fashion can mask your pimples.







Chrome has become a common


display of good fortune


like mink and ginger suede.


The sea wears a bland smile










of silver or baby-blue


over which all


the people-smugglers go


with death in their hands.







Yet beauty is lying sin-deep


retaining its own charm,


and lambent colours are cool,


entrancing the eye.



























Summertime









What is plangent


about the bunched Pleiades


is how they tremble


at the edge of seeing


through their veil of urban smog,


modest as mice.







Yet a city’s veil of pollutants


are all breathed away


when I stroll under the spinney


of campus bluegums


and the past is resurrected,


hale, intact.



























Shadows









We follow them around, or trot ahead


besotted, rather, by some dream of freedom


but they stay anchored to our heels and toes.







Even a factory may lay claim to one


which, in flat parody, will serve to add


a cloak of shoddy dignity.







For a sundial, say those my father made,


the swivelling triangle of shade becomes


a clock, distinguished by pure silence.







When you reach the equator (if you do)


you can pretty much find yourself standing


calmly on top of most of one,







your own personal double, that is;


but they learn self-denial, abnegation,


on any day with solid banks of cloud.







The cinema is built on them, of course:


we sit and gawk at dames with cigarettes


cavorting on the screen of Plato’s cave.







But long ago, in a vertical foreign city,


I spoke to the living shadow of myself,


both of us in herringbone overcoats,







and then again, a few weeks later,


one block east… No, that was quite enough:


I want to be the one I really am.







Shadows are marvellous for photographs,


those good old artful ones in black and white.


I had dinner with Walker Evans once,










only the shadow of what he once had been,


as a metaphor might say of him


but he’s gone off long since to join the shades







as have too many of my friends:


when they peer back these days at their former lives


what sort of insubstantial echo would they see







where I think myself standing? Feather-light,


translucent, grey, umbrageous, or


hardly a skerrick of what they once had thought?







Evening, the sun tips us all back into shadow,


reminding me that we are something less


than our chunky, colourful, diurnal selves,







and still we reach out for the ghost of truth.



























More Swift than Stern


for Peter Steele SJ









For years you’ve taught us all those things


To disconcert imaginings


Or glint like hummingbirds’ flashed wings,


           Dear Peter;


None of us wanted your imaginings


           To be neater.







Discerning planets from prismatic angles


(Far from drab academic wrangles);


Your verse can prance but never tangles


          In granny-knots


For all its curlicues and spangles,


          Of which there’s lots.










You are sustained – I guess I know –


By the Holy Spirit fluttering below


And you become its Papageno,


          Sagacious poet.


If there’s a conceptual furbelow


          You’ll know it,







Taming that jigger as metaphor.


But the merest bud or apple core,


A cairngorm or a mouse’s paw


          Can be your grist


As you give it several octanes more,


          Evangelist







Or prestidigitator of


A maplike sphere infused with love,


Showered with subjunctives from above,


          Sublimely good.


Even your Trinitarian faith


          Can serve as food







For those of us who blandly lack


Such nourishment, or at our back


Hear the vague tread, the clickety-clack,


          Of those great stories


And gorgeous King James Bible prose,


          In weakened flurries.







You’ve written, alas, that you’ll no more travel


To hallowed sites where cameras marvel.


Hearing this note, I’m stung to cavil


          That it can’t be true,


But no blip or snitch will ever unravel


          My love for you.






























The Dream Injunctions


for Cassandra Atherton


‘I want to drive along thin, lost roads.’









The hand has its firm grip on the fist.







He who ties a knot around his thumb has other knots up his sleeve, for himself.
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