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A Note and Acknowledgements





Both the poems in this book are about various kinds of conflict, and both take the First World War as their starting point. Lines of Desire was written over several years, each of its parts emerging unpredictably. Joe Soap was written more quickly, and has a more obvious narrative structure.


I gratefully acknowledge the following: Elizabeth and Mervyn Dalley, Alan Hollinghurst, Blake Morrison; the Guardian, the Independent, the Independent on Sunday, the London Review of Books, the Times Literary Supplement; Rupert Brooke: A Biography by Christopher Hassall (Faber, 1964), Wilfred Owen: The Last Year by Dominic Hibberd (Constable, 1992), A Paper House: The Ending of Yugoslavia by Mark Thompson (Vintage, 1992), Memorial Candles: Children of the Holocaust by Dina Wardi (Tavistock/Routledge, 1992); and In the Name of God: The Khomeni Decade by Robin Wright (Bloomsbury, 1990).



















LINES OF DESIRE




























Dedication









In broad daylight and a familiar street –


the sort where gossips dawdle and nose-to-tail dogs meet –







some bastard with no face lurched out from behind a tree


and tried to kill me.







There was tooth-flash, black leather, the smile of a knife


and I saw the terrified puffed-out bird of my life







fly from my hand – so for a long second I knew I was dead


even though I was still fighting him off, even though I’d just 


                                                                               said







No! No! and then in a flurried muddle Go on! Go on!


(meaning all I most wanted to do in the world had hardly


                                                                         begun)







before my heart started working again and I stood there alone


dribbling a little thin blood from one finger on to a ringing


                                                                     paving-stone.







*







I thought that was it


but then night fell







and the knife became


an adder’s tongue







bitterly licking me,


slicing easily,







stripping the brain


from my open head







until all I’d begun,


half-finished, done,







or wished to be true


was gone. All except you.







*







But you were asleep and made no sound


when I left your side without a word







and slipped downstairs to my room underground,


a grown man like a frightened child. 







The fire is out at the heart of the world;


all tame creatures have grown up wild. 







The lives I trusted, even my own,


collapse, break off, or don’t belong. 







I leant my head on the window pane


and the hard-edged garden, lit with rain,







shimmered a million knives; the wind


caressed them with its painful hand.





 




The fire is out at the heart of the world;


all tame creatures have grown up wild – 







all except you, your life like a cloud


I am lost in now and will never be found. 






























1 A Dream of Peace









It starts like this


with stick or stone


or sharpened bone







and a hill in the wilds


where a crotchety oak


soughs over a cave







and the face of fire


flares all day


all night all day







and clink clinkety clink


might be the hammer


of something new







or might be a bird


buried deep in the oak


which sings its heart out







with nothing to say


except what happens


to strike home next.







*







It starts like that and it comes to this:


my father’s tank – clank clankety clank –


just one of hundreds, sprigged with leaves,


on a rippling road through northern France,


and blossoming light on apple trees,


and singing larks like dots in the sun,


and easy climbs and the summer wind,


and the …







*













In a twinkling the sun has vanished behind a barn, then it is out again. A moment ago he would have sworn everything looked like home – like Essex! But when he turns off the road into a field it is not like Essex at all. On the bank of a stream is a soldier’s fair-haired head with no jaw to it, no mouth. This is all he can find.











*







I wanted a big language for the people who died –


I wanted a big language for fighting. I found one,


but only when peace descended; then I looked back


and the apple-roads, my vanished brothers-in-arms,


the ruined flickering outskirts of the capital,


a dead dog in a pram, the enormous iron station


with its roof blown off, the herded people


all were part of my big language.


                                                  I filled my lungs


and shouted until I had ripped the leaves from every tree in


                                                                             sight


and raised a creamy wave on even the smallest buried lakes.


My language had conquered the world.


I was free to say what I wanted.







*







When I was a boy at the head of the stairs


my life was the life of the senses.


I cooled my face at a window above the yard


and saw in the melting distance a second boy


who could have been just like me but was not,


flapping his arms like someone about to take off







if only he could get free of the tangling grass


and the dull weight of his shoes, and the geese


he was driving ahead in a brilliant scattering cloud.







The grass, the wet, the melting light, the geese.


It was panicky, but it had something to do with peace.







*







What should I die for?


Answer me that.


What should I live for?


Clickety clack.







Give me your answer.


Clickety clack.


Show me a war


then take it back.







*







I fell in love with a soldier


seventy years younger than me,


who knew the country best


as soon as he left it to die.







Under a beech tree in Essex


he practised how it would go,


squeezing a gun barrel into his mouth


then deciding no.







But I knew nothing of that:


I only saw a soldier


hearing how death would be


in the dry crack of branches







echoing endlessly.







*







I knew nothing, or less than nothing.


I knew books.


I knew


‘Gas! Gas! Quick, boys!’


and learnt it,


saying it slowly:


‘Gas! Gas! Quick, boys!’


The wrong war, the wrong speed, the wrong accent.







Nobody noticed.


In the dusty classroom


sunlight went solid with dust.


Quick! Quick!


Slow. Slow.


My tongue turned heavily over


and sank in the deepest sleep.


I knew nothing, or less than nothing.


The wrong war, the wrong speed, the wrong accent.










*







Yes, I fell in love with a soldier


seventy years younger than me,


and after I had him by heart


I went to discover his grave.


This was not being brave.







Like mirrors, like snow, like chips of ice


white stones appear outside a wood.


Quick! Quick! It will soon be dark


and I won’t be able to read their names


or come here again.







His voice ran by like a wave on a buried lake,


so quiet I had to hold my breath.


There it was then! A whisper and gone –


a secret I wanted to have as my own


if I ever got home.







*







I dreamed a woman made me take off my ring


(my father’s ring) and at once I imagined a man


who stopped by a river somewhere up north from here


and threw in a ribbon which showed how brave he was.







Then in my dream the man was smothered by smoke


and I was aloft, catching the woman (the same woman)


up in my arms so we flew like a wounded gull,


me in my black, her in a rippling wedding-dress.







The whole country spread itself open below –


towns and villages, motorways, ring-roads, lanes,


water-logged moorland, grazing, a plain of wheat –


and we knew it contained whatever we meant by home.







The moon came out, and down we dipped close to the earth


where elm-tops tickled the woman’s defenceless feet


and we searched for the intimate, beautiful detail in things:


a marbled starling, for instance, asleep on a telephone line.







By now I was tired and knew we had left it too late;


all we could see was wire, and too many eyes,


and a big gate like a grill wherever we went,


and a searchlight we could not escape for a moment longer.







We circled and circled, helplessly caught in each other,


not like a man and a woman at all, and not like a gull,


but a frivolous smidgin of paper blown up in a fire,


which twiddles away from the earth and cannot return.







*







What language to speak


in a world apart?


How to describe


peace in a heart?







My tongue woke up


but could not speak.


I opened my mouth:


clink clinkety clink.










* 













They kept on jumping up, their happiness like a trampoline, and set to at once. Chunks came away, rare as moonrock, or fragments spiky with thick brown wire, or a whole door-shaped section blurted over with writing. You couldn’t read what it said, no sentence came away complete, so what they carried off were gasps and grunts.


We slumped in our armchairs watching, my father and I, and I wanted to know: did he recognize any of this? He shook his head while I imagined the ruined flickering outskirts, the enormous iron station with its roof blown off.


‘It must make you wonder?’


‘Yup’ was all he would say, ‘Yup,’ and kept on looking away.











*







Change the channel.







With our son between us


asleep and dreaming


the news floats up


in a blaring wash.







Press the button.







Now here is a soldier


who stands in the desert


and shouts a language


I do not know.







Change the channel.







Oh, but I see:


it’s ‘Gas! Gas! Gas!’


rattled so fast


it means nothing to me.







Press the button.







Now here is a tank


overtaken by camels –


it makes no sense.


Clank clankety clank.







Change the channel.







Oh, but I see:


the camels are leaving


the world where no one


expects to survive.







Press the button.







Now here is the nothing


we see in the dark


when pictures stop


and voices die.







Change the channel.







Oh, but I see:


it’s not nothing at all –


two faces are there


in the creaking drizzle,







faint and silent,


while rising between them


the child wakes up


and cries to be fed.







Press the button.







*







There’s nothing special in this goodbye at my father’s house:


too much to drink, too much to eat, too many rooms too


                                                                     warm,







and the talk slowing down to traffic and the best and worst


                                                                              way home


in a language not exactly dead but not exactly loving.







So let the music start. Then comes the spurt of tyres on gravel.


My father turns back to his house like someone walking


                                                                 underwater.
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