

[image: ]








[image: alt]




















Six Bad Poets [image: ]



CHRISTOPHER REID









[image: ]

























I’ve half a mind to tumble down to prose,


But verse is more in fashion – so here goes.


     Byron, Beppo
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Charles Prime, an old, forgotten poet,


is back in town after ten years away.


Two country marriages, plus a spell in gaol –


brief fling with Her Maj – explain the unnatural absence;


but now he’s loping down Old Compton Street


in gingery hacking jacket and tight jeans.







Casting an eye on once-familiar scenes


turned not so, aloof, apart,


he won’t stop long enough to stare at


anything, but like a fox, both hunter and possible prey,


sniffs at and notes in his nerves the escape options,


before spurting on to his true goal:







that light-shy, literary pub, the Agèd Eagle,


where Jimmy McDodd once swam in pink gins


like a seal, and P. T. Thurrock made sprawling obeisance


to a more nimbly fist-flinging poet


in the course of a row about Mallarmé.


May not be home, but it should give him a start …










Look at Charles: trim, fit as a stoat,


packed with élan vital and animal guile –


and seventy-seven years old, if he’s a day!


Weather eye tuned to the main chance,


he’s suffered a thousand setbacks, upsets, prat-


falls, yet aspires to keep faith with his juvenile ambitions.







The Eagle’s crew of noonday apparitions


welcomes him in. ‘Here, Charlie-boy! Going straight?’


some wag asks. He takes his usual, a gin and port,


which the known and friendly gargoyle


behind the bar has poured unprompted, with ‘Keep the change!’


So far, touch wooden counter, OK.







Then: ‘Charlie, some young poof was in just yesterday,


asking after you. Sent him about his business.’


‘Young poof?’ ‘Yeah, bangles, pony-tail, all that monkeyshines.’


‘Strange. Asked for me?’ His manner is distrait.


‘Weren’t for his height, he could of been a girl.


Or some new-fangled poncy kind of pirate.’
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Antonia Candling, doyenne of London poetry,


gazes across her broad, well-ordered desk


at the figure of her husband toiling up Primrose Hill.


Tubby, in tracksuit and trainers, he appears


to her, for a truant second, like a sniper’s anonymous


mark. Pow! Then she cancels the image sharply.







Her own figure, at sixty, remains shapely,


and her face, she can honestly tell herself, rather pretty.


The Fates presiding at her birth must have felt magnanimous.


Yet how to account for the almost grotesque


contrast with Bernard: his complexion like plaster-of-Paris,


buck teeth, bald scalp, bulging midriff, bandy legs, and all?







In fact, it’s been a happy match, on the whole,


and, while she’s not one to look at these things soppily,


she blesses the evening when, as halves of different pairs,


they converged on the same bohemian party,


met, then went home with the pairs reshuffled. Tsk, tsk!


Their former partners are still their fiercest enemies.










She often has cause to reflect on the animus


her obvious good fortune rouses in others. Well,


let that be their problem; it’s not her task


to redistribute the world’s uneven supply


of luck, success, or money. Was there ever parity


in such matters? Take your complaints to the heavenly powers!







From a Lucie Rie jug, Antonia pours


fresh water into her Pleydell-Bouverie vase of anemones:


perfect taste in both flowers and pottery!


Not to mention the pictures on her wall.


Or, underfoot, the expanse of soberly


coloured kelims. Or the netsukes on her desk,







at which she sits in reverie till long after dusk,


forgetting to switch on the light, forgetting the prose –


book-jacket puff – she’s meant to be writing, simply


letting time drift. But then an ominous


thought occurs: Bernard? His footsteps in the hall


are normally unmissable, audibly portly.
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Jonathan Wilderness, a young poet on the make,


is sharing instant coffee and a joint


with his friend Baz, a self-employed criminal.


‘Plans?’ he says. ‘Sure, I’ve got plans. You won’t catch me


wasting my youth and beauty here.’ With disgust,


he surveys the kitchen where they’re sitting.







Distinctly foppish in this squalid setting,


where everything wears a tinge of grime and murk –


hard to say which is more heavily greased,


frying-pan or floor – he adds: ‘No, I shan’t


be more than a fortnight. End of May,


at the latest.’ With a long and exquisite fingernail,







he picks at a scab of ketchup, all but annealed


to the table-top. ‘That’s for certain.


Then I’m off and away and you won’t see me


for Stardust.’ ‘Yeah,’ Baz says, with a smirk;


‘but the plan?’ Jonathan keeps at his urgent,


fastidious work on the crimson crust










for a while, apparently too engrossed


to answer, till: ‘Nothing’s final,


you understand, but I’ve got this ancient,


clapped-out poet in my sights: a sitting


duck, you might say; fat, juicy, smack


in my line of fire – and just begging to have me







write his biography Or so he will when he meets me.


Our paths haven’t, as yet, actually crossed.


But when they do, there’ll be plenty of muck


to rummage around in. Vintage quality. Vinyl.


A whole cart of bad apples, ready for upsetting.


Of course, I’ll need a good, unscrupulous agent.’







A rangy girl strolls in, naked and nonchalant.


Jonathan frowns at her: ‘Oh, Mimi,


must you?’ Baz finds this fairly exciting,


but Jonathan’s underjoyed: ‘Not when we have a guest.


If you can’t be arsed to put your clothes on, I’ll …’


She yawns, turns about, and leaves, making no remark.
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Derek Dufton, poet and academic,


wakes with a start and shudder from his sleep


in the middle of a lecture he is delivering


on ‘Tennyson and le Néant’. So far


as he can tell from a glance at his meagre audience,


nobody has noticed. Nonetheless, he’s worried,







and for the rest of the day remains worried.


Can he really have been spouting on automatic?


If so, for how many minutes? Hard evidence


is lacking, but a sense of the slippery slope


that every superior intellect must fear


pierces him and has him inwardly shivering.







At weakest moments, he feels himself dithering


on the edge of confiding in one of his less weird


department colleagues; but that would be a step too far.


Day-to-day dealings with them are at best problematic:


even admitting to a need for sleep


at night could look like the wildest decadence.










Impossible, of course, to speak to any of his students –


apart, perhaps, from Gail, whom he’s been considering


making a play for, if only he knew how to slip


behind those defences: pretty, swotty, awkward,


unsmiling post-grad Gail, with her skin of ceramic


flawlessness and hair as gold and dense as the fur







of some legendary beast, who is therefore


untouchable and whom such a frank confidence


would merely bewilder. So, to the dismal tick


of his wall-clock, he sits, silently gibbering.


He can’t work. Can’t write a word.


Can’t even – irony! – snatch a wink of sleep.







Received poetic wisdom about sleep


is scarcely encouraging: next thing to death and hellfire!


Our obsolescence being hard-wired,


when, as this morning, the truth calls, we dance


like marionettes to its music: a skeleton’s fiddling


in a carnival caper we must not misread as comic.
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