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            We travel emotional distances, carrying the same inexhaustible luggage.

            Adrian Stokes
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               Creature

            

            
               
                  All those hominids stood around to watch,

                  scratching their heads and hairy armpits.

                  So like them it was,

                                                   well, sort of

                  but ever so puny, while more or less rosepink.

               

               
                  Was this bod something to do with a future?

                  Maybe the rich grasses and coconuts

                  had a kind of blessing to grant him;

                  nightshade and garlic somehow able

                  to shield him from the big cats’

                                                      ravenous prowling.

               

               
                  They wondered what it could possibly

                  grow into, from this pipsqueak. But something

                  or other was in the balmy air.

               

               
                  They didn’t have a word for gods,

                  not the merest monosyllable,

                  but alien shaggy spines

                  were kind of tingling there, like electricity.

               

               
                  Male or female, the lumpen hominids

                  didn’t want to attack this new thing

                  of unattractive flesh.

                                                   Perhaps you could feel

                  it was filled with

                  what they would come to call a magic spell,

                  harsh millennia later on.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Chieftain

            

            
               
                  Calgacus, invaders who destroyed you saved you.

                  We know not a whit of your language:

                  it has sunk through the dank peat of history,

                  unable to ventriloquise stones,

                  however engraved they are

                                                             with rampant beasties.

               

               
                  Your ethnic tongue fell cold forever

                  and yet you live, thanks to your enemies

                  who chose to resurrect your resentment

                  in classical rhetoric.

                                                  You should thank

                  a governor’s canny son-in-law

               

               
                  for his latinate reading of you, poor

                  chilly chieftain of a dislocated folk –

                  bright-painted, tameable – whose blood

                  flows on through my own veins. And I, loosely,

                  describe it all as translation.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               By Stealth

            

            
               
                  Compass, rehearse for me again

                  your tremors of Chinese iron.

               

               
                  When I come back to an overseas city

                  the streets and sunny buildings remain

                  where they should be

                                                    more or less

                  allowing for elasticity

               

               
                  but rather too many of them

                  have been rotated

                                              ninety degrees

               

               
                  for some geophysical reason.

                  And it disconcerts the brain

               

               
                  which wants to have its own

                  ironical tools of true direction.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Oldish Poem

               after Thomas Hardy

            

            
               
                        In that crowding party

                  long decades back, it must have been,

                        you with another husband

                        no more than a visitor there

                  with no paint under your nails

                               it was said.

               

               
                        At that shouldering party

                  painters and poets drank along

                        in the colours of merriment,

                  none of us knowing then

                  how the seeds of our future were there,

                               biding their time.

               

               
                        At the frontlit party

                  your beauty was quite clear – even then –

                        but in some graver vein

                        three of my friends laughed along

                  who have now been tucked away darkly:

                               he, then he, now he.

               

               
                        How long ago, that party

                  planted your soul in my soil, dearest,

                        who have now grown all to me.

                        If they ever open me up

                  your laughing face will be seen in colour

                               printed on my heart.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Through the Looking-Glass

            

            
               
                  The hills were stiff with metamorphosis.

                  Their language can’t be quite the same as things

                  but each rejoices in some vividness,

                  the bright machinery of metaphor.

               

               
                  Since life can grow as sad as All Get Out

                  some of us hoard dreams. We love a looking-glass

                  which can be coaxed to flatter us to death,

                  when we are changing in a trouser-shop.

               

               
                  Otherness takes all mickey out of the Real,

                  pretending to dismantle transience

                  reassembling lots of splinters as pure form,

                  more delicious than hot buttered toast

               

               
                  or avocado. Thriving by similes

                  we look for likeness, parallels… whatever.

                  The mirror reprimands me when I shave,

                  wrinkles and whiskers turning cousins, then.

               

               
                  So I turn back to rigorous aesthete,

                  reject the living world for, say, Vermeer;

                  yet when all the blinds have been pulled down

                  another me treks, greenly, through blue dreaming.
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