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            Author’s preface

         

         Readers know an editor can make an author. In 1999 I came to know Christopher Reid. For Faber, he edited my volume of poems, The Quarry. He was a marvellous editor; even the title chosen was his. In 2024, a chance meeting brought us together again. Debris has its roots in that meeting. The idea of a ‘Collected Poems’ was Christopher’s, and in making the selection that became ‘Collected’, I generally followed his guidance. Thanks to him, a number of early poems, excluded from Noth, now find their way into print, while a few ‘occasional poems’ that had found their way into print now slip away, dismissed. The volume is further indebted to Christpher for his patience and for his uncanny eye and ear, ever alert to the cumbersome word or phrase, or to a jarring note.

         
             

         

         The poems assembled here span a period of seventy years, a period that embraced long silences, one lasting from 1972 until 1986, when professional duties and family life filled my days. At no time during those seven decades were poems more than personal therapy, or light diversion. They were never a vocation.

         
             

         

         Many thanks are due to my daughter Hanna for her diligence in transmuting the poems in this book into digital form. Finally my thanks are due to John McAuliffe at Carcanet Press for undertaking this publication. 10
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            The Party

         

         
            
               
                  ‘All I meet is Tom, Dick and Harry

                  Where I hoped for a girl who would change it all.

                  To make this a party not a funeral

                  A good deal of drink seems necessary.’

               

               
                  So he drank and his drollery made them all laugh

                  Till they cried. They thought him the wonder of men.

                  But the crowd did not grow on his fancy and when

                  The room began swimming he thought he’d be off.

               

               
                  They pleaded with him, they gently urged

                  ‘The party’s not yet over, come,

                  Just one more drink.’ But right away home

                  On twelve staggering legs he lurched.

               

               
                  The front door slammed like a thunder of stones.

                  So sound they slept, not a neighbour stirred.

                  The air was close and he was tired.

                  He took off his flesh and lay in his bones.
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            The Survivors

         

         
            
               
                  Survival would be the pick of a poor bunch:

                  Such was our joke, after a week adrift,

                  Tormented by the weather and racked at night

                  On the couches of phantasmal mermaids.

               

               
                  Yet a sun-fed paradise the island

                  In whose embrace we re-awoke to life

                  Promised our husbandry, we thought,

                  Once we had laid our apprehension.

               

               
                  But the natives whose hostility we feared

                  Kept to the forest like wild creatures.

                  Nature turned so lavish in her bounty

                  That labour would have seemed ingratitude.

               

               
                  If you love you could call such blest habitation

                  It turned suicide by love-in-idleness,

                  Which pretty flower was nature’s abundance,

                  And the days of dying bred spite in our tongues.

               

               
                  Their dissension whetted a blade of violence

                  Which one by one picked off our company

                  Till of a stalwart dozen alone remained

                  Besides myself John Pity and Jack Pride.

               

               
                  Soon Jack confided: her bounty is yet a knife

                  Thrust at our hearts. And we two, rashly wise,

                  In a night of unpremeditated action

                  Repaired the boat and stole to sea again.
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            Escape

         

         
            
               
                  To have woken into the clear of evening

                  With the tired feet wandering as they please

                  Across the avenues of an orchard

                  Where green cherries are thick on the trees,

               

               
                  And beyond the lane where the barbarous scent

                  Of mayflower billowed as did its white foam

                  In the short hour that is not yet night

                  To have strayed in a wood which seemed like home,

               

               
                  Where birch was birch and oak true oak

                  And their leaves spread a darkening green.

                  So much was certain. But the ringing song

                  Was of birds more nameless than they ever have been.
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            Waking in the Small Hours

         

         
            
               
                  Suppose you had slept in a room for half a year

                  And never known that the little patch of sky

                  Visible from your bed, no larger than a pane,

                  Lay in the path of the moon.

               

               
                  You awake in the small hours and a foot away

                  On the colourless pillow two pinhead-sized full moons

                  Are reflected in the grey eyes staring past you

                  From a luminous white face.

               

               
                  Can wives be allowed such night-time liberties?

                  To startle honest husbands out of their wits,

                  To wander centuries away, to bind themselves

                  To the moon, with the gaze of a corpse?
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            Goodbye to Tudor

         

         
            
               
                  In forgiving mood, this sultry July afternoon,

                  The last lingering child will be gone

                  From the gates of Tudor Secondary Modern School,

                  A school most teachers gratefully shun.

               

               
                  The intimate daily struggle so calmly ends,

                  Without victory to either side.

                  Goodbye to the staff and to the boys more sadly

                  And the girls most sadly I have replied.

               

               
                  And a friend offers congratulations, echoing

                  Complaints I should have kept unsaid:

                  ‘My God, you must be glad to leave.’ My children,

                  For his ignorance I could strike him dead.
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