

[image: ]













The Man with Night Sweats


THOM GUNN





[image: alt]



















Contents







Title Page




 





1


The Hug


To a Friend in Time of Trouble


Bone


An Invitation


The Differences


Lines for My 55th Birthday


Philemon and Baucis


Odysseus on Hermes


Seesaw




 





2


A Sketch of the Great Dejection




 





3


Patch Work


The Life of the Otter


Three for Children


Skateboard


Well Dennis O’Grady


Outside the Diner


Improvisation


Old Meg


Yellow Pitcher Plant


Tenderloin


Looks


To Isherwood Dying


The Stealer


JVC


Barren Leaves


Jamesian


Meat


Cafeteria in Boston


Nasturtium


The Beautician


‘All Do Not All Things Well’




 





4


The Man with Night Sweats


In Time of Plague


Lament


Terminal


Still Life


The Reassurance


Words for Some Ash


Sacred Heart


Her Pet


Courtesies of the Interregnum


To the Dead Owner of a Gym


Memory Unsettled


The J Car


To a Dead Graduate Student


The Missing


Death’s Door


A Blank




 





Acknowledgements and Notes


About the Author


Copyright


 






















1



























The Hug









It was your birthday, we had drunk and dined


   Half of the night with our old friend


       Who’d showed us in the end


   To a bed I reached in one drunk stride.


       Already I lay snug,


And drowsy with the wine dozed on one side.







I dozed, I slept. My sleep broke on a hug,


       Suddenly, from behind,


In which the full lengths of our bodies pressed:


      Your instep to my heel,


   My shoulder-blades against your chest.


   It was not sex, but I could feel


   The whole strength of your body set,


         Or braced, to mine,


      And locking me to you


   As if we were still twenty-two


   When our grand passion had not yet


       Become familial.


   My quick sleep had deleted all


   Of intervening time and place.


      I only knew


The stay of your secure firm dry embrace.






























To a Friend in Time of Trouble









You wake tired, in the cabin light has filled,


Then walk out to the deck you helped to build,


And pause, your senses reaching out anxiously,


Tentatively, toward scrub and giant tree:


A giving of the self instructed by


The dog who settles near you with a sigh


And seeks you in your movements, following each.


Though yours are different senses, they too reach


Until you know that they engage the air


– The clean and penetrable medium where


You encounter as if they were a sort of home


Fountains of fern that jet from the coarse loam.







You listen for the quiet, but hear instead


A sudden run of cries break overhead,


And look to see a wide-winged bird of prey


Between the redwood tops carrying away


Some small dark bundle outlined in its claws.


The certainty, the ease with which it draws


Its arc on blue … Soon the protesting shriek,


The gorging from the breast, the reddened beak,


The steadying claw withdrawn at last. You know


It is not cruel, it is not human, though


You cringe who would not feel surprised to find


Such lacerations made by mind on mind.










Later, the job, you haul large stones uphill.


You intend to pile them in a wall which will,


In front of plantings and good dirt, retain


Through many a winter of eroding rain.


Hard work and tiring, but the exercise


Opens the blood to air and simplifies


The memory of your troubles in the city,


Until you view them unconfused by pity.







A handsome grey-haired, grey-eyed man, tight-knit;


Each muscle clenching as you call on it


From the charmed empire of your middle age.


You move about your chores: the grief and rage


You brought out here begin at last to unbind.


And all day as you climb, the released mind


Unclenches till – the moment of release


Clean overlooked in the access of its own peace –


It finds that it has lost itself upon


The smooth red body of a young madrone,


From which it turns toward other varying shades


On the brown hillside where light grows and fades,


And feels the healing start, and still returns,


Riding its own repose, and learns, and learns.






























Bone









It was at first your great


Halo of aureate-


brown curls distracted me.


And it was a distraction


Not from the hard-filled lean


Body that I desired


But from the true direction


Your face took, what it could mean,


Though it was there to see.







When you, that second day,


Drew back the shower curtain,


Another man stood there,


His drowned hair lay


Chastened and flattened down,


And I saw then for certain


How Blackfoot Indian bone


Persisting in the cheek,


The forehead, nape, and crown,


Had underlain the hair,


Which was mere ornament


– A European mock.







Could that be what it meant?


That high unsoftened rock


With no trees on.






























An Invitation


from San Francisco


to my brother









Dear welcomer, I think you must agree


    It is your turn to visit me.


I’ll put you in my room, sunk far from light,


    Where cars will not drive through your night.


Out of the window you can sneak a look


    To see some jolly neighbours cook


Down in their kitchen, like a lighted box


    Beyond the fence, where over fox-


glove, mint, and ribs of fern, the small dark plain


    Fingers of ivy graze my pane.


(Perhaps before you come I’ll snip them off.)


    Once you have rested up enough


We’ll bolt our porridge down before it’s cool


    As if about to go to school.


But we are grown-up now, and we can go


    To watch the banked Pacific throw


Its rolling punches at a flowered hill


    Where garden seeds were dumped in fill.


Or we can take the Ferry across the Bay


    Scanning the washed views on our way


To Sausalito where the thing to do


    Is look at yet another view


And take the Ferry back. Or we can climb


    To murals from an earlier time:


A chunky proletariat of paint


    In allegorical restraint


Where fat silk-hatted bosses strut and cower


    Around the walls inside a tower


Shaped like the nozzle of a fireman’s hose.







    By then you will have noticed those


Who make up Reagan’s proletariat:


    The hungry in their long lines that


Gangling around two sides of city block


    Are fully formed by ten o’clock


For meals the good Franciscan fathers feed


    Without demur to all who need.


You’ll watch the jobless side by side with whores


    Setting a home up out of doors.


And every day more crazies who debate


    With phantom enemies on the street.


I did see one with bright belligerent eye


    Gaze from a doorstep at the sky


And give the finger, with both hands, to God:


    But understand, he was not odd


Among the circumstances.


                               Well, I think


    After all that, we’ll need a drink.


We may climb hills, but won’t tax a beginner


    Just yet, and so come home to dinner


With my whole household, where they all excel:


    Each cooks one night, and each cooks well.


And while food lasts, and after it is gone,


    We’ll talk, without a TV on,


We’ll talk of all our luck and lack of luck,


    Of the foul job in which you’re stuck,


Of friends, of the estranged and of the dead


    Or living relatives instead,


Of what we’ve done and seen and thought and read,


    Until we talk ourselves to bed.
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