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Fulbright Scholars









Where was it, in the Strand? A display


Of news items, in photographs.


For some reason I noticed it.


A picture of that year’s intake


Of Fulbright Scholars. Just arriving –


Or arrived. Or some of them.


Were you among them? I studied it,


Not too minutely, wondering


Which of them I might meet.


I remember that thought. Not


Your face. No doubt I scanned particularly


The girls. Maybe I noticed you.


Maybe I weighed you up, feeling unlikely.


Noted your long hair, loose waves –


Your Veronica Lake bang. Not what it hid.


It would appear blond. And your grin.


Your exaggerated American


Grin for the cameras, the judges, the strangers, the frighteners.


Then I forgot. Yet I remember


The picture: the Fulbright Scholars.


With their luggage? It seems unlikely.


Could they have come as a team? I was walking


Sore-footed, under hot sun, hot pavements.


Was it then I bought a peach? That’s as I remember.


From a stall near Charing Cross Station.


It was the first fresh peach I had ever tasted.


I could hardly believe how delicious.


At twenty-five I was dumbfounded afresh


By my ignorance of the simplest things.






























Caryatids (1)









What were those caryatids bearing?


It was the first poem of yours I had seen.


It was the only poem you ever wrote


That I disliked through the eyes of a stranger.


It seemed thin and brittle, the lines cold.


Like the theorem of a trap, a deadfall – set.


I saw that. And the trap unsprung, empty.


I felt no interest. No stirring


Of omen. In those days I coerced


Oracular assurance


In my favour out of every sign.


So missed everything


In the white, blindfolded, rigid faces


Of those women. I felt their frailty, yes:


Friable, burnt aluminium.


Fragile, like the mantle of a gas-lamp.


But made nothing


Of that massive, starless, mid-fall, falling


Heaven of granite


                                 stopped, as if in a snapshot,


By their hair.






























Caryatids (2)









Stupid with confidence, in the playclothes


Of still growing, still reclining


In the cushioned palanquin,


The nursery care of nature’s leisurely lift


Towards her fullness, we were careless


Of grave life, three of us, four, five, six –


Playing at friendship. Time in plenty


To test every role – for laughs,


For the experiment, lending our hours


To perversities of impulse, charade-like


Improvisations of the inane,


Like prisoners, our real life


Perforce deferred, with the real


World and self. So, playing at students, we filled


And drunkenly drained, filled and again drained


A boredom, a cornucopia


Of airy emptiness, of the brown


And the yellow ale, of makings and unmakings –


Godlike, as frivolous as faithless,


A dramaturgy of whim.


That was our education. The world


Crossed the wet courts, on Sunday, politely,


In tourists’ tentative shoes.


All roads lay too open, opened too deeply


Every degree of the compass.


Here at the centre of the web, at the crossroads,


You published your poem


About Caryatids. We had heard


Of the dance of your blond veils, your flaring gestures,


Your misfit self-display. More to reach you


Than to reproach you, more to spark


A contact through the see-saw bustling


Atmospherics of higher learning


And lower socializing, than to correct you


With our archaic principles, we concocted


An attack, a dismemberment, laughing.


We had our own broadsheet to publish it.


Our Welshman composed it – still deaf


To the white noise of the elegy


That would fill his mouth and his ear


Worlds later, on Cader Idris,


In the wind and snow of your final climb.






























Visit









Lucas, my friend, one


Among those three or four who stay unchanged


Like a separate self,


A stone in the bed of the river


Under every change, became your friend.


I heard of it, alerted. I was sitting


Youth away in an office near Slough,


Morning and evening between Slough and Holborn,


Hoarding wage to fund a leap to freedom


And the other side of the earth – a free-fall


To strip my chrysalis off me in the slipstream.


Weekends I recidived


Into Alma Mater. Girl-friend


Shared a supervisor and weekly session


With your American rival and you.


She detested you. She fed snapshots


Of you and she did not know what


Inflammable celluloid into my silent


Insatiable future, my blind-man’s-buff


Internal torch of search. With my friend,


After midnight, I stood in a garden


Lobbing soil-clods up at a dark window.







Drunk, he was certain it was yours.


Half as drunk, I did not know he was wrong.


Nor did I know I was being auditioned


For the male lead in your drama,


Miming through the first easy movements


As if with eyes closed, feeling for the role.


As if a puppet were being tried on its strings,


Or a dead frog’s legs touched by electrodes.


I jigged through those gestures – watched and judged


Only by starry darkness and a shadow.


Unknown to you and not knowing you.


Aiming to find you, and missing, and again missing.


Flinging earth at a glass that could not protect you


Because you were not there.







Ten years after your death


I meet on a page of your journal, as never before,


The shock of your joy


When you heard of that. Then the shock


Of your prayers. And under those prayers your panic


That prayers might not create the miracle,


Then, under the panic, the nightmare


That came rolling to crush you:


Your alternative – the unthinkable


Old despair and the new agony


Melting into one familiar hell.







Suddenly I read all this –


Your actual words, as they floated


Out through your throat and tongue and onto your page –


Just as when your daughter, years ago now,


Drifting in, gazing up into my face,


Mystified,


Where I worked alone


In the silent house, asked, suddenly:


‘Daddy, where’s Mummy?’ The freezing soil


Of the garden, as I clawed it.


All round me that midnight’s


Giant clock of frost. And somewhere


Inside it, wanting to feel nothing,


A pulse of fever. Somewhere


Inside that numbness of the earth


Our future trying to happen.


I look up – as if to meet your voice


With all its urgent future


That has burst in on me. Then look back


At the book of the printed words.


You are ten years dead. It is only a story.


Your story. My story.






























Sam









It was all of a piece to you


That your horse, the white calm stallion, Sam,


Decided he’d had enough


And started home at a gallop. I can live


Your incredulity, your certainty


That this was it. You lost your stirrups. He galloped


Straight down the white line of the Barton Road.


You lost your reins, you lost your seat –


It was grab his neck and adore him


Or free-fall. You slewed under his neck,


An upside-down jockey with nothing


Between you and the cataract of macadam,


That horribly hard, swift river,


But the propeller terrors of his front legs


And the clangour of the iron shoes, so far beneath you.







Luck was already there. Did you have a helmet?


How did you cling on? Baby monkey


Using your arms and legs for clinging steel.


What saved you? Maybe your poems


Saved themselves, slung under that plunging neck,


Hammocked in your body over the switchback road.







You saw only blur. And a cyclist’s shock-mask,


Fallen, dragging his bicycle over him, protective.


I can feel your bounced and dangling anguish,


Hugging what was left of your steerage.


How did you hang on? You couldn’t have done it.


Something in you not you did it for itself.


You clung on, probably nearly unconscious,


Till he walked into his stable. That gallop


Was practice, but not enough, and quite useless.







When I jumped a fence you strangled me


One giddy moment, then fell off,


Flung yourself off and under my feet to trip me


And tripped me and lay dead. Over in a flash.






























The Tender Place









Your temples, where the hair crowded in,


Were the tender place. Once to check


I dropped a file across the electrodes


Of a twelve-volt battery – it exploded


Like a grenade. Somebody wired you up.


Somebody pushed the lever. They crashed


The thunderbolt into your skull.


In their bleached coats, with blenched faces,


They hovered again


To see how you were, in your straps.


Whether your teeth were still whole.


The hand on the calibrated lever


Again feeling nothing


Except feeling nothing pushed to feel


Some squirm of sensation. Terror


Was the cloud of you


Waiting for these lightnings. I saw


An oak limb sheared at a bang.


You your Daddy’s leg. How many seizures


Did you suffer this god to grab you


By the roots of the hair? The reports


Escaped back into clouds. What went up


Vaporized? Where lightning rods wept copper


And the nerve threw off its skin


Like a burning child


Scampering out of the bomb-flash. They dropped you


A rigid bent bit of wire


Across the Boston City grid. The lights


In the Senate House dipped


As your voice dived inwards


Right through the bolt-hole basement.


Came up, years later,


Over-exposed, like an X-ray –


Brain-map still dark-patched


With the scorched-earth scars


Of your retreat. And your words,


Faces reversed from the light,


Holding in their entrails.






























St Botolph’s









Our magazine was merely an overture


To the night and the party. I had predicted


Disastrous expense: a planetary


Certainty, according to Prospero’s book.


Jupiter and the full moon conjunct


Opposed Venus. Disastrous expense


According to that book. Especially for me.


The conjunction combust my natal Sun.


Venus pinned exact on my mid-heaven.


For a wait-and-see astrologer – so what?


Touch of a bat’s wing easily exorcised.


Our Chaucer would have stayed at home with his Dante.


Locating the planets more precisely,


He would have pondered it deeper. What else? I left it


For serious astrologers to worry


That conjunction, conjunct my Sun, conjunct


With your natal ruling Mars. And Chaucer


Would have pointed to that day’s Sun in the Fish


Conjunct your Ascendant exactly


Opposite my Neptune and fixed


In my tenth House of good and evil fame.


Our Chaucer, I think, would have sighed.


He would have assured us, shaking his sorrowful head,


That day the solar system married us


Whether we knew it or not.


                                                    Falcon Yard:


Girl-friend like a loaded crossbow. The sound-waves


Jammed and torn by Joe Lyde’s Jazz. The hall


Like the tilting deck of the Titanic:


A silent film, with that blare over it. Suddenly –


Lucas engineered it – suddenly you.


First sight. First snapshot isolated


Unalterable, stilled in the camera’s glare.


Taller


Than ever you were again. Swaying so slender


It seemed your long, perfect, American legs


Simply went on up. That flaring hand,


Those long, balletic, monkey-elegant fingers.


And the face – a tight ball of joy.


I see you there, clearer, more real


Than in any of the years in its shadow –


As if I saw you that once, then never again.


The loose fall of hair – that floppy curtain


Over your face, over your scar. And your face


A rubbery ball of joy


Round the African-lipped, laughing, thickly


Crimson-painted mouth. And your eyes


Squeezed in your face, a crush of diamonds,


Incredibly bright, bright as a crush of tears


That might have been tears of joy, a squeeze of joy.


You meant to knock me out


With your vivacity. I remember


Little from the rest of that evening.


I slid away with my girl-friend. Nothing


Except her hissing rage in a doorway


And my stupefied interrogation


Of your blue headscarf from my pocket


And the swelling ring-moat of tooth-marks


That was to brand my face for the next month.


The me beneath it for good.






























The Shot









Your worship needed a god.


Where it lacked one, it found one.


Ordinary jocks became gods –


Deified by your infatuation


That seemed to have been designed at birth for a god.


It was a god-seeker. A god-finder.


Your Daddy had been aiming you at God


When his death touched the trigger.


                                                                  In that flash


You saw your whole life. You ricocheted


The length of your Alpha career


With the fury


Of a high-velocity bullet


That cannot shed one foot-pound


Of kinetic energy. The elect


More or less died on impact –


They were too mortal to take it. They were mind-stuff,


Provisional, speculative, mere auras.


Sound-barrier events along your flightpath.


But inside your sob-sodden Kleenex


And your Saturday night panics,


Under your hair done this way and done that way,


Behind what looked like rebounds


And the cascade of cries diminuendo,


You were undeflected.


You were gold-jacketed, solid silver,


Nickel-tipped. Trajectory perfect


As through ether. Even the cheek-scar,


Where you seemed to have side-swiped concrete,


Served as a rifling groove


To keep you true.


                                 Till your real target


Hid behind me. Your Daddy,


The god with the smoking gun. For a long time


Vague as mist, I did not even know


I had been hit,


Or that you had gone clean through me –


To bury yourself at last in the heart of the god.







In my position, the right witchdoctor


Might have caught you in flight with his bare hands,


Tossed you, cooling, one hand to the other,


Godless, happy, quieted.


                                             I managed


A wisp of your hair, your ring, your watch, your nightgown.






























Trophies









The panther? It had already dragged you


As if in its jaws, across Europe.


As if trailing between its legs,


Your mouth crying open, or not even crying any more,


Just letting yourself be dragged. Its real prey


Had skipped and escaped. So the fangs,


Blind in frustration,


Crushed your trachea, strangled the sounds. The Rorschach


Splashing of those outpourings stained


Your journal pages. Your effort to cry words


Came apart in aired blood


Enriched by the adrenalins


Of despair, terror, sheer fury –


After forty years


The whiff of that beast, off the dry pages,


Lifts the hair on the back of my hands.


The thrill of it. The sudden


Look that locked on me


Through your amber jewels


And as I caught you lolling locked


Its jaws into my face. The tenacity


Of the big cat’s claim


On the one marked down and once disabled


Is a chemical process – a combustion


Of the stuff of judgement.







So it sprang over you. Its jungle prints


Hit your page. Plainly the blood


Was your own. With a laugh I


Took its full weight. Little did I know


The shock attack of a big predator


According to survivors numbs the target


Into drunken euphoria. Still smiling


As it carried me off I detached


The hairband carefully from between its teeth


And a ring from its ear, for my trophies.






























18 Rugby Street









So there in Number Eighteen Rugby Street’s


Victorian torpor and squalor I waited for you.


I think of that house as a stage-set –


Four floors exposed to the auditorium.


On all four floors, in, out, the love-struggle


In all its acts and scenes, a snakes and ladders


Of intertangling and of disentangling


Limbs and loves and lives. Nobody was old.


An unmysterious laboratory of amours.


Perpetual performance – names of the actors altered,


But never the parts. They told me: ‘You


Should write a book about this house. It’s possessed!


Whoever comes into it never gets properly out!


Whoever enters it enters a labyrinth –


A Knossos of coincidence! And now you’re in it.’


The legends were amazing. I listened, amazed.







I lived there alone. Sat alone


At the hacked, archaic, joiner’s bench


That did for desk and table,


And waited for you and Lucas.


Whatever I was thinking I was not thinking


Of that Belgian girl in the ground-floor flat,


Plump as a mushroom, hair black as boot polish:


The caged bird and extra-marital cuddle


Of the second-hand-car dealer who kept


The catacomb basement heaped with exhaust mufflers,


Assorted jagged shards of cars, shin-rippers


On the way to the unlit and unlovely


Lavatory beneath the street’s pavement.


That girl had nothing to do with the rest of the house


But play her part in the drama. Her house-jailor


Who kept her in solitary was a demon


High-explosive, black, insane Alsatian


That challenged through the chained crack of the door


Every entrance and exit. He guarded her,


For the car dealer, from all, too well finally.


Not, seven years in the future, from her gas-oven.


She was nothing to do with me. Nor was Susan


Who still had to be caught in the labyrinth,


And who would meet the Minotaur there,


And would be holding me from my telephone


Those nights you would most need me. On this evening


Nothing could make me think I would ever be needed


By anybody. Ten years had to darken,


Three of them in your grave, before Susan


Could pace that floor above night after night


(Where you and I, the new rings big on our fingers,


Had warmed our wedding night in the single bed)


Crying alone and dying of leukaemia.







Lucas was bringing you. You were pausing


A night in London on your escape to Paris.


April 13th, your father’s birthday. A Friday.


I guessed you were off to whirl through some euphoric


American Europe. Years after your death


I learned the desperation of that search


Through those following days, scattering your tears


Around the cobbles of Paris. I deferred for a night


Your panics, your fevers, your worst fear –


The toad-stone in the head of your desolation.


The dream you hunted for, the life you begged


To be given again, you would never recover, ever.


Your journal told me the story of your torture.


I guess how you visited each of your sacred shrines


In raging faith you’d catch him there, somehow,


By clairvoyance, by coincidence –


Normally child’s play to a serious passion.


This was not the last time it would fail you.


Meanwhile there was me, for a few hours –


A few pence on the fare, for insurance.


Happy to be martyred for folly


I invoked you, bribing Fate to produce you.


Were you conjuring me? I had no idea


How I was becoming necessary,


Or what emergency surgery Fate would make


Of my casual self-service. I can hear you


Climbing the bare stairs, alive and close,


Babbling to be overheard, breathless.


That was your artillery, to confuse me:


Before coming over the top in your panoply


You wanted me to hear you panting. Then –


Blank. How did you enter? What came next?


How did Lucas delete himself, for instance?


Did we even sit? A great bird, you


Surged in the plumage of your excitement,


Raving exhilaration. A blueish voltage –


Fluorescent cobalt, a flare of aura


That I later learned was yours uniquely.


And your eyes’ peculiar brightness, their oddness,


Two little brown people, hooded, Prussian,


But elvish, and girlish, and sparking


With the pressure of your effervescence.


Were they family heirlooms, as in your son?


For me yours were the novel originals.


And now at last I got a good look at you.


Your roundy face, that your friends, being objective,


Called ‘rubbery’ and you, crueller, ‘boneless’:


A device for elastic extremes,


A spirit mask transfigured every moment


In its own séance, its own ether.


And I became aware of the mystery


Of your lips, like nothing before in my life,


Their aboriginal thickness. And of your nose,


Broad and Apache, nearly a boxer’s nose,


Scorpio’s obverse to the Semitic eagle


That made every camera your enemy,


The jailor of your vanity, the traitor


In your Sexual Dreams Incorporated,


Nose from Attila’s horde: a prototype face


That could have looked up at me through the smoke


Of a Navajo campfire. And your small temples


Into which your hair-roots crowded, upstaged


By that glamorous, fashionable bang.


And your little chin, your Pisces chin.


It was never a face in itself. Never the same.


It was like the sea’s face – a stage


For weathers and currents, the sun’s play and the moon’s.


Never a face until that final morning


When it became the face of a child – its scar


Like a Maker’s flaw. But now you declaimed


A long poem about a black panther


While I held you and kissed you and tried to keep you


From flying about the room. For all that,


You would not stay.







We walked south across London to Fetter Lane


And your hotel. Opposite the entrance


On a bombsite becoming a building site


We clutched each other giddily


For safety and went in a barrel together


Over some Niagara. Falling


In the roar of soul your scar told me –


Like its secret name or its password –


How you had tried to kill yourself. And I heard


Without ceasing for a moment to kiss you


As if a sober star had whispered it


Above the revolving, rumbling city: stay clear.







A poltroon of a star. I cannot remember


How I smuggled myself, wrapped in you,


Into the hotel. There we were.


You were slim and lithe and smooth as a fish.


You were a new world. My new world.


So this is America, I marvelled.


Beautiful, beautiful America!
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