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                  I was leaving home, now I was crossing the water

                  to where I would need everything – bedclothes, books,

                  towels and crockery, a kettle, a toaster –

                  and all of that was more than could be carried:

                  the solution was to send it on ahead, and so

                  Dad took me to Smithfield market to find a trunk.

               

               
                  To what was left of Smithfield: once, it was where

                  (he said) you could find anything in the world

                  you needed – though that was a long time ago –

                  and when we got into town on Saturday,

                  within ten minutes – look, that’s the very dab –

                  we had found and bought and taken away the trunk.

               

               
                  It set out maybe a week ahead of me,

                  never to return: at first, it was furniture

                  in a little room, just sturdy enough to sit on,

                  then it summered in storerooms, went to basements

                  where it held nothing that was ever much needed,

                  and five or six years later, I had lost the trunk.

               

               
                  It was small, about four feet, but deep enough

                  to climb completely inside if you bent double,

                  with the outside a dull, metal-effect grey,

                  stickered and stained, and the clasps brass-coloured:

                  everything it used to hold must have gone for scrap,

                  and when I last saw it, it was just an empty trunk.

               

               
                  But you never know when something will be needed,

                  at least, I was told so – advice I ignored –

                  and maybe now it’s exactly that emptiness

                  I want for what I hold only a last time

                  then pack away: all of this stuff weighs nothing,

                  and it could lie safe forever in that trunk.
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                  It was a little circle about two feet high,

                  a shallow dish

                  where the slight shapes of a few goldfish

                  would navigate, and lazily turn by

                  the short, thin stick

                  I stirred the surface with, working around

                  one water-lily

                  on that autumn morning in nineteen sixty-

                  five, as I tip-toed on the gravelled ground:

                  not a fountain really,

                  no burst of vapour pluming a clear sky,

                  but at the centre enough of a jump and splash

                  of drops to keep me listening, as I

                  leaned on cold stone

                  to scan the surface of a round ocean

                  that was filling itself from that slapdash

                  spout in the middle; I wasn’t alone,

                  for others my size had all been drawn in,

                  making a loose circle, never again

                  together in one place

                  (they might be grandparents now, or some dead),

                  and in this snapshot mine is the one face

                  I recognize, though barely, laughing on

                  under a bobble hat,

                  through a second not to be repeated

                  that matters to no one, that doesn’t matter,

                  and the water-patter

                  has stopped long since, and that fountain is dry,

                  or maybe it’s filled with soil, and planted

                  up with low shrubs, as if in memory 15

                  of something forgotten that was briefly there –

                  spray faint in the air,

                  and children at play just before a war,

                  forgotten too, in time as far away

                  as shallows where

                  the frail fish-spirits move, not knowing why.
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                  My first proper poem, forty years ago,

                  had muses in it – the muses were real girls;

                  real girls were muses: as if it was true,

                  they were all crying as they walked in circles.
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            Paraphrase on St.-John Perse, Anabase IV

         

         
            
               
                  The gannet I found stranded in a car-park,

                  something all wrong with its wings

                  and its head too heavy for the neck to bear,

                  beautiful bird, beautiful ugly bird.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  Not the street-parties day and night tomorrow,

                  but the morning after that, and the bin-men

                  redding up shredded pieces of palm-trees

                  like the débris of enormous wings.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  The gannet’s eyes, the gannet’s big clown-face.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  A touch of yellow, and the town in yellow light,

                  close, damp, and heavy now with a storm coming;

                  shadows that latch the streets, and windows open

                  where dresses flap and hang, and never dry.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  A great sea-going bird’s single blue egg.
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