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                  Sitting in Lipp’s with this in-

                  fernal ticking in the ink I find myself

                  remembering the quiet of Manhattan, the low-slung

                  crooning cabs with Rolls-Royce engines

                  shushing the sidewalk buzz, gliding

                  on soft rubbers along the deep pile

                  of roadway like butlers in Wodehouse;

                  and did they really smell

                  so sweet? Was that Persian air

                  odours from the bay or whiffs of perfumed petrol?

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  In the church over there, which gave its name

                  to a whole way of life, and now squats

                  on a square devoted to the stars of the Fifties,

                  I heard all those years ago the handsome voice

                  of Pierre Emmanuel. Did I understand

                  the poems, with my Cambridge French? Were there truly

                  so many women, agog like Philaminte?

                  Poetry as fiery reason, he wrote, a mind

                  that has the good sense of a body wholly

                  in touch with the world and ready for the exact

                  exacting flames of the candid, the white-

                  hot depths. And then

                  the volume from the T.L.S. with his signature

                  shaking in the corner like an invalid

                  not long before dying, which by then had occurred.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  A waiter, distrait, picks the wax from his ear.

                  The cars, with not a single Simca, go flying past,

                  honking like geese. I see

                  in the coffee grouts two boys on an empty road,

                  swinging their heels against a wall, waiting for the rare

                  prize of a motor-car, the brilliant

                  Triumph Gloria, swift-footed Lagonda,

                  ponderous Standard Vanguard,

                  to approach down the long perspectives

                  and enter their little books.
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                  A hard rain splashes on the uneven centuries.

                  We were lucky whose childhood survived

                  the Second World War, though that is neither

                  here nor there when I recall the condemned

                  and crazy tenements down in the treizième

                  where painters of exotic speech perched in eyries

                  linked by filigree flights of stairs

                  and stop-gap corridors. They were the elders,

                  moiling all hours in this provisional world,

                  each in his cell, to prize

                  open the cryptogram, from zenith to abyss,

                  or conjure dazzling elsewheres with Prussian red

                  and yellow viridian. I felt foreign,

                  listening open-eyed as the talk passed round

                  with the budget cocoa, a heady brew.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  That baby with the candid eyes squeezed by the sun

                  is probably the me the gods prefer

                  or dislike the least. I deal him

                  on the table, face up, a winner.

                  Installed on my mother’s early-Norman shoulder,

                  he stares me out, smiling the way they do,

                  still-born in the country beyond recall,

                  on a shiny surface retruding memory.

                  Dammit, he’s the me I prefer, touching her hair,

                  a chubby fellow, yet the little blighter,

                  innocuous in Shanklin in the summer of ’39

                  and placed mostly naked on a Channel beach,

                  lifted his hands and feet promptly from the good sand

                  and registered dislike, so I was told.

               

               
                  *

               

               
          
        

               
                  Coffee on the Piazza Navona had followed

                  a station in Keats House, not that he ever

                  had one. The police

                  were busy already, stripping the walls,

                  burning the furniture, cursing their luck,

                  hurriedly fumigating the meagre room

                  of the little pig-sick foreigner, pains

                  his breathless body no longer needed. Beneath

                  a small pyramid he was being lowered

                  into the pasture, among the sheep and the goats.

                  With crowds in the circus scenting spring

                  and gushing waters plashing on marble basins

                  in the naked Roman light, one can mourn.
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                  At Hastings, now, did we lose or win?

                  The English, underdogs then and sympathiques,

                  had slogged all down England from Stamford Bridge

                  (no, not from Chelsea; it’s in the North)

                  and huddled, in the shield-ring, on a hill

                  by the hoar apple tree near Andredsweald.

                  You know the story: the dogged English

                  stood their ground, killing continued all day, until

                  the Normans made as if to make for their boats,

                  the cloth-capped English scampered after,

                  and were considerably hurt when the Normans turned and charged.

                  The natives took a drubbing, were plucked, and that was

                  one in the eye for English intelligence. One owes

                  allegiance to Harold as the rightful king

                  and thanks to William for most of history

                  and for having become, after so many stubborn Springs

                  and implacable Autumns, one of us.

                  As the sun hovers behind banking clouds,

                  Harold kneels among the tourists in the Waltham ruins.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  I can imagine it, the Wehrmacht vaunting

                  in well-drilled high-kicking chorus lines

                  out there, along the stunned half-empty boulevard.

                  I can see the iron green that clads them

                  in the colours of myth and the Teutonic fir-forest,

                  and the Forties hair-dos of the girls that serve them

                  from behind bars in look-alike restaurants

                  in a thousand films; and I know

                  the decency of the two German lads

                  watching from a bridge as they smoked my father-in-law,

                  and his, caching arms in the wine-dark earth,

                  and walking away. England occupied,

                  insularity breached, one cannot picture.

                  But then, we won the war,

                  or we outlived it, as the man said,

                  through being entirely incapable of imagining

                  Hitler at Lords.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  Whether the din that stunned the air

                  above a cornfield in the place of larks

                  was a demon patrol of Halifax or Lancaster,

                  the trace of that passing wonder in a six-year-old

                  survives in the warren of memory. Exning.

                  In the East, beyond Tashkent, and Samarkand.

                  Such a brief

                  translation to paradise (the scented orchard,

                  the open skies, the room, the conviction

                  of being elsewhere) from the Thirties estate

                  to which the child Sigismund usually belonged

                  visited my dreams for decades as a rare

                  vision. Though even the later

                  mile-high insect drone of perfectly civil

                  airliners traversing the garden heights

                  of our little house on the Heathrow flight-path

                  returns as the proper sound of gold-green summer.
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                  Sitting here sipping at life it is easy

                  to float light-minded on the wavelets of now.

                  I remember, however, the terra firma

                  of the real world, which included, among other

                  things I might withdraw from the long and musty

                  sock of memory, debutantes and haystacks

                  coming out in their season, not that I made

                  much contact with either. Where are they now

                  (I mean it: where are they now?)

                  that time has pulled the staircase from under the ones

                  and parcels the others in glossy bin-liners?

                  After thirty, the real is history.

                  I think with bewildered affection of those

                  elders who passed their musing youth

                  wearing Oxford bags and surfing the crystal-set.
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