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Courting Danger


for Bella Akhmadulina









Those red sea urchins, Bella, on a platter of ice


alarmed me. Their spiky skins had to be


cracked open like chestnut cases, the creatures


still alive inside. Did I dare to broach them?


We were eating in Paris, somewhere near the Bastille.







You must have known that to dine with editors


from Kontinent was risky, but you’d spent


your life flirting with Soviet danger:


other writers lost pensions, ration cards, freedom


and some their lives for milder infringements







but mostly you avoided punishment,


and lived flamboyantly as Queen of Moscow.


In the West, émigré admirers bought champagne


and Sevruga caviar. These I shared greedily,


though your beauty made me dumb.







I could not ask if you still shook with a fever


that broke thermometers and appalled your neighbour,


or whether the gentle spirit of rain pursued you


into the houses of rich Party members


who urged you closer to the fire







as once a mob would have dragged you


into the flames as a witch. Perhaps that Yelabuga


you invented – whose eggs you threatened


to crush under your heels in payment


for Marina’s death – took her own revenge







one day when her yellow eyes swivelled


towards you, hearing the tone of your laughter.


Or maybe she decided she could wait until,


many years later, she would find you


sick and blind, and could move in for the kill.






























April Fools’ Day


i.m. Isaac Rosenberg (1890–1918)









Does anybody know what it was all for?


Not Private Rosenberg, short as John Keats.


A nudge from Ezra Pound took him to war,


to sleep on boards, in France, with rotting feet,


writing his poetry by candle ends.


His fellow soldiers always found him odd.


Outsiders do not easily make friends,


if they are awkward – with a foreign God.







He should have stayed in Cape Town with his sister.


Did he miss Marsh’s breakfasts at Gray’s Inn,


or Café Royal? He longed for the centre


though he was always shy with Oxbridge toffs –


he lacked the sexy eyes of Mark Gertler –


and his Litvak underlip could put them off.


‘From Stepney East!’ as Pound wrote


Harriet Monroe, while sending poems to her.







He died on April Fools’ Day on patrol.


beyond the corpses lying in the mud,


carrying up the line a barbed wire roll


– useless against gunfire – with the blood


and flesh of Death in the spring air.


His was the life half lived, if even that,


and the remains of it were never found. We remember:


the iron honey gold, his cosmopolitan rat.






























Life Class: A Sketch









In Paris, perhaps. On wet cobbles,


walking alone at night, fragile


and wispily dressed, Jean Rhys,


without a sou, past streets


of lit cafés to a meeting place.







Cold to the bone, she has it all planned:


when they go home, she’ll fall


at his knees, gaze up like a child,


and make him understand


he cannot abandon her,







lost in a strange land.


His grey eyes are indifferent as


the North Sea to her need –


if she tries to plead


her words will drown.







So she smiles instead.


That’s how she’ll cope with crooks


and pick-ups, drink and veronal


in those grim boarding houses


that now stretch ahead.







Over and over she will write the story


of frail girls and the unkindness of men,


speaking in the voice of her cool notebooks,


until one day a frightened Creole self


climbs down from the attic of memory







in the shape of the first Mrs Rochester,


betrayed, barefoot, imprisoned


in an England of snow and roses,


constrained in Thornfield Hall, a dangerous


ghost – that apparition brings success. 







Jean entertains in a Knightsbridge hotel,


elegant in her seventies to meet her fame,


with eyes like dark blue pools:


‘Too late,’ she says, ‘Too late’, without irony,


as her looks fade – into a ninth decade.
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