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            MILES BURROWS

            WAITING FOR THE NIGHTINGALE
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         Some of these poems, often in rather different form, have appeared in the Times Literary Supplement, Poetry Review, Poetry News, PN Review, London Magazine, and Ambit. Special thanks are due to Alan Jenkins at the Times Literary Supplement, Maurice Riordan at Poetry Review, and to Martin Bax at Ambit.

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
        
          For Dr. Su-Fang Wu
        
      

            
                

            

            
        ‘Like certain animals under the influence of love, he felt the need of uttering a complaint.’
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               WAITING FOR THE NIGHTINGALE

            

            
               
                  In Dewar’s Himalayan and Kashmiri Birds,

                  Songs of different species are set down clearly:

                  Soft, mellow pee-ho (Indian oriole)

                  A loud pleasant call of three notes: Think of me (Grey headed fly catcher)

                  Loud, plaintive pee-you pee-you (Great Himalayan Barbet)

                  Melodious Wherefore-wherefore (Indian cuckoo)

                  Crescendo ‘brain-fever brain-fever, BRAIN-FEVER’ (Large Hawk-Cuckoo)

                  A loud, shrill ‘Did he do it? Pity to do it!’ (Red wattled lapwing).

               

               
                  And we can imagine the wandering major in the foothills

                  Mapping out the shifting frontier posts

                  Disguised perhaps as a fakir with a goatherd’s crook

                  Concealing measuring tape and a surveyor’s protractor

                  And no doubt thinking, as brain fever descends on him,

                  About his own wife back in Hazelmere

                  With that awful car salesman type.

               

               
                  Meanwhile little is known about nightingales.

                  What do they do in daytime? Do they sleep?

                  Whatever we may think of John Keats,

                  He is little use to the birdwatcher in the field.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               WYATT’S DIARY

            

            
               
                  From melancholy I fled into the wood.

                  What plants could offer solace? Enchanter’s nightshade

                  Was foisting withered berries like a stage apothecary.

                  What time was it? Midnight, and the anxious owl.

               

               
                  The mise en scène was almost reassuring

                  In its chill familiarity. Stepping back to avoid a shadow

                  I trod on a mandrake. And looking up at the full moon

                  Was rewarded by the sight of two marsh harriers

               

               
                  Flying high, playing and tumbling in courtship

                  Tossing a half dead mouse one to the other

                  High in the air. With a light heart

                  I looked round for my secretary:

               

               
                  ‘That is me, tossed between Love and Death, Harrington.’

                  I struggled back through a thicket, careful not to spoil my clothes.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               PUSSYCATS

               
          after Wyatt
        

            

            
               
                  They used to leave their stilettos by the door

                  As I recall, coming in barefoot to my study

                  In nothing but deerstalkers. Now they look away

                  Or even cross the street, as if distrait

                  Or they never knew me, or oblivious

                  Of the time when they opened their mouths recklessly

                  For my risky canapés, like tame pussycats.

                  Now, splitting up is cool. Mutability is the new black.

                  And Buddha said it’s best to be detached.

                  Everyone has lost her memory, especially that one.

                  I’m let go with some vague understanding

                  Like an old retainer locked accidentally in a house up for sale

                  And treated with such noblesse oblige

                  That I’d give anything to see who she’s ended up with.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               FOUR LAST THINGS

            

            
               
                  1.

                  You will have time enough to sleep.

                  So get some practice now, you always need more.

                  Hold onto the penis tightly like

                  The stopper on a luke-warm hot-water bottle.

                  The other hand should be clenched like a fist over your mouth.

                  Relax and think of the happy times

                  You might have had.

               

               
                  2.

                  In Berlin for example. Somewhere you have never been.

                  You would surely have enjoyed it. In Berlin.

                  Eating German food. The hearty breakfasts.

                  You could have lived in Kantstrasse

                  And gone to work on a tram.

                  You could surprise people

                  By speaking words in German as you die.

               

               
                  3.

                  Or slip into Old Slavonic at the last.

                  Ask for shchee.

                  That’ll give them a shock.

                  They’ll come with banners and hampers,

                  Black headscarves, pirozhki,

                  Through the snow, out of the forest: sledges, horses’ breath

                  steaming in the cold air.

               

               
                  4.

                  Afterwards, old men in felt-lined boots

                  Will walk back into the woods, taking snuff, talking about billiards.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               THE FAMILY DOCTOR

            

            
               
                  My father would summon Doctor Wilkins

                  As he would summon my mother’s dressmaker Picton Beyton

                  Directly to the house like tradesmen

                  Though in recognition of their being artists

                  They would come in at the front door

                  (At different times of course)

                  And have a glass of Bristol Cream in the lounge

                  Where the couch would be strewn with copies of The Stage,

                  Horse and Hound, and Plays and Players.

                  Doctor Wilkins, in that pre-Odorono period,

                  Would emanate a discreet suggestion of formalin

                  As if he had just returned from an autopsy.

                  Having viewed my toenail with unconcealed distaste

                  He suggested private referral to a specialist.

                  The strange thing was that Wilkins himself

                  (Known by his surname like the vet and the tailor

                  Though sometimes dignified with professional title

                  Depending on his performance) always wanted to be an actor.

                  For some reason I was once in his waiting room

                  And noticed in the glass fronted bookcase

                  A whole set of books on voice projection, posture, and gestures,

                  And facial expressions denoting different emotion:

                  How to dominate the stage but not too much,

                  Upstaging, and the different ways of leaving the stage while

                  sustaining a special effect

                  With what was called a ‘slow curtain’.

                  Wilkins himself left no lasting mark on the theatrical world

                  Though with his moustache and small stature

                  He could have made a convincing stage detective.

                  Possibly my mother chose him as family doctor

                  Being herself a prominent amateur at the Little Theatre 

                  Where she achieved good ‘crits’ in the Leicester Mercury

                  For her performance as a nun struck by hysterical blindness.

                  But she could never forgive him for taking a holiday in Madeira

                  In those days before air travel

                  As if he failed to appreciate

                  That the sacred bond between actress and devotee

                  Should never be broken by a moment’s absence.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               ENGLISH PROVINCIAL POETRY

            

            
               
                  In a Sussex farmhouse before the war, simple ingredients in the rough

                  Were readily available (sunsets, owls, ferrets, wood smoke).

                  They required time and attention to process, yet were rewarding.

                  They are prized now by town dwellers who find them hard to obtain

                  And often only in processed or second hand form.

                  A lot of nonsense is written about Form.

                  Form is no more or less than shape.

                  The 1930s kitchen had its shapes cut out of tins

                  As moulds for trifles and junkets, themselves called moulds.

                  Have a few shapes and keep them clean and sharp.

                  Rhyme is no more needed than a two tone doorbell.

                  The reader is entitled to a Theme: e.g. loss, attraction,

                  Nausea, mystical union with nature. It is little use

                  Mixing themes (nausea with mystical union). Do not strive

                  For originality. Never lose contact with your reader.

                  Once lost it is hard, sometimes impossible, to regain.

                  Do not use the word ‘gyre’. This can produce a severe reaction

                  In some readers. The same goes for ‘desolate’. More importantly

                  Resist the temptation to introduce your poem

                  With a couple of lines from Dante. This will look

                  Like pampas grass in front of a 1950s terraced house.

                  Feeling: Standing in front of an old ruin (in Italy for example)

                  Can induce a poetic feeling in many English people.

                  Objective correlative: Having decided theme and shape,

                  Get hold of your objective correlative (see glossary page 47).

                  This could be a sunset, often a wild bird (e.g. a hawk, perhaps lame)

                  Or some obsolescent piece of country apparatus, such as a spade,

                  A dibber (perhaps belonging to your old father) preferably with some nostalgic flavour.

                  Old carpentry tools can often be found in car boot sales.

                  By contrast also try up to date materials like old betting tickets, 

                  iPhones, tube tickets, deodorants, pizza packaging. With the right treatment

                  (prolonged whisking, montage) a ‘sophisticated’ dish can surprise.

                  But a reliable effect is produced more easily from ruined artefacts

                  And can rarely be beaten: an old Bakelite wireless or ‘crystal’ set,

                  A ruined Hoover (perhaps with torn bag or ill-fitting plug).

                  This is because many readers being themselves damaged

                  Or feeling damaged, or wishing to feel damaged,

                  Will identify more easily by means of the ‘pathetic fallacy’

                  (See Chapter 10, footnote 37), though it is doubtful if this is really a fallacy,

                  Or they could be happy but still enjoy considering ruins in the same way

                  That we enjoy reading about murders or executions, floods, landslides,

                  Or people without enough to eat.
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