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la naïveté est une condition de la fuite.


Édouard Louis





Invitation



Meet me in the lobby of the Hotel Europa,


the high lobby shadowed by palms,


where men in uniform stride with stiff


purpose and the pianist gifts us bland jazz.


We’ll never spend as many nights


in the Hotel Europa as we would need


to wake just once in all its pristine rooms,


to step lightly onto every balcony.


Let’s kiss in the garden of the Hotel Europa,


let’s scandalise the dowagers, their hangers-on.


We’ll be a mystery to those who meet us,


briefly, at the backgammon table


or in the cocktail hour, when the Hotel Europa


is pearlescent with afternoon light


and the time until dinner is too short for anything


but dozing and minor intrigue.


As soon as we arrive in the Hotel Europa


we long to leave, to find that little place


you once stumbled on – its courtyard walls


rippling with fig trees, its address a fiction.


And yet we cannot fault the service


in the Hotel Europa. Even though it’s just after


or just before a war and long-retired


waiters have been pressed back into the ranks


of the white-gloved. Half bent with age,


they’re a credit to the Hotel Europa,


younger by decades than most of the guests,


who don’t remember their room numbers,


the names of their children,


or even the location of the Hotel Europa


in a land so silent you can hear the blades


of grass turned by the breeze, steam


escaping from the crazed pipework


in the basement of the Hotel Europa,


where the boiler groans from years of obsolescence


and the maître d’ is stealing the better wine.


And if we’ve ever cause to quit the Hotel Europa,


let us not be consumed by recrimination


and regret. Call it a dream,


a happy accident. If you must, a lie.





Letter in March



Old friend, I hope this reaches you. The land’s


still yet and sullen as it turns towards


the spring. Dove-grey clouds. Ice expands


in ponds and pipes, while cyan sky rewards


a flash of sun. I hold my breath. These are


the days the people rise. I hear their far-


resounding curse and sigh, as rattled from


electric sleep they wonder what they’ve won –


a world perhaps, but still it slips away


from them. I walk to town through traffic, sleek


and closed. Wide TVs in shops replay


whatever news we’re meant to fear this week.


I watch the outsized heads of talkers talk.


We have to think they’re honest now we’ve bought


their line, but all neat arguments dissolve


to rhetoric. The foolish show resolve,


the barbarous their grit, and every shit


defends the culture he does not understand.


Along the morning high street, shops are lit


to show us what we think we want. I stand


before the glass. Crystalled pavement skins


this hunk of ice, the earth, as doubt begins


like hunger, in the guts. Then shoppers come –


I wonder what it is they’ve really done.





An Exchange



About midday we alighted that muggy coach,


wafted with us packed-lunch air of sweaty hams


and crusty rolls to settle on some verge


beside a modern monument in Essen,


Lichtenstein, or (was it?) Strasbourg-Ouest.


The sky the murk of mushroom soup, the air


a bouillon piqued with too much salt – rich fare


for kids whose land was known for boiling all


it ate. This was the 80s, since you ask,


when chaps in clogs and leather jackets


drilled us through the many conjugations


of to be, stroked their strangely sculpted


facial hair, their foreign wives hirsute in places


we didn’t dare to guess. Biology


or Culture? We could still write that fruitless essay –


just give us rain, an endless afternoon,


the props of that misunderstanding known


once as exchange – a plate of soft bread


smeared in offal paste, deep carafes


of wine with plastic caps, cheap cigarettes.


The method we preferred back then was five nights


in a bunk above a snide Johann


or sporty Yves, their dads’ impromptu lectures


on the future’s dull cascade of peace,


qualified majorities. We took the punctual


buses into reasonable towns, mooched


along the closed arcades, precincts tiled


in abstract forms. We bought ice cream that tasted


of the real thing – a kind of freedom,


mildly strange, like some holiday liqueur


that lurked behind your auntie’s sticky sherry,
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