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               THE ENIGMA OF SURVIVAL

            

            
               
                  The fittest, who survives, seeks no reward

                  but rest from mortal combat’s melodrama.

                  By plighting his devotion to a sword

                  and delegating feeling to his armour,

                  anaesthetised by neat adrenaline,

                  he barely feels the piercing of his skin.

                  He need not even be the pluckiest

                  so long as he remains the luckiest.

               

               
                  The fittest, who survives, tries to conceal

                  his wounds, as if they suppurated thought.

                  Detached from the beliefs for which he fought,

                  a guilty conscience his Achilles heel,

                  he sways above the body of his rival,

                  upbraiding his own heart for its survival.
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               RECORDS OF AN INCITEMENT TO SILENCE

            

            
               1

               
                  I woke in the night and struggled to find

                  the light switch, my glasses, a pen. I wrote:

                              It was as if all sounds

                              and smells were smells and sounds

                              of you.

                  I kept looking back. Did I not want to leave?

                  Did I already regret the journey I was embarking on?

                  Did I fear I would never pass this way again?

                  Was I expecting someone to appear on the quayside

                  to wave me away or call me back?

                  I wrote only sonnets.

                  They seemed to fit the shape of my complaint.

               

               2

               
                  A truck was broken down at the side of the road,

                  its cab folded forward to expose the steaming engine.

                  The driver was crouching with his eyes shut

                  in the low shade of a banana tree.

               

               3

               
                  For several years I lived in a city in the South.

                  Its people had a reputation for great warmth.

                  The climate of the gulf it clings to

                  had given them every reason

                  to be open-hearted and optimistic.

                  The furtive corruption of their officials went unremarked.

                  There was a uniformed guard with a submachine gun

                  at the door of every bank.

                  All was for the best.3

               

               
                  In those days we were young. What we learned of the world

                  we thought we were creating. We often looked for ourselves in mirrors.

                  We tested our edges against other surfaces.

               

               4

               
                  The only trace of previous passers-by

                  was that of their roadside defecations,

                  coils of remorse, offloaded with relief,

                  coprolites to be picked over

                  by fossil-hunters millennia hence.

               

               
                  I ate the last of my bread before walking down into the village.

                  Where I had expected hostility my arrival was met with indifference.

                  I was the invisible traveller so often to be seen

                  in places no one visits without reason.

               

               5

               
                  The annual tribute exacted by the Sovereign

                  was a single pebble from each province.

                  The regional governor was expected to deliver it

                  in person in dress uniform, but otherwise

                  to add nothing by way of embellishment.

                  A symbol was enough. The pebble represented the land.

               

               
                  There had been an attack. A plume of black smoke

                  hung over the commercial district.

                  We were diverted before we could enter the city.

                  Men in unrecognisable uniforms waved us off the main road.

                  Much of the outlying plain had been turned into a refugee camp.

                  Dark figures were huddled under sheets of tarpaulin and plastic.

                  Life smelt of excrement.4

               

               6

               
                  I waited at the level crossing for a train to pass.

                  It was carrying soldiers to the front.

                  Leaning out of the open windows, they waved

                  and shouted patriotic slogans.

               

               
                  On second thoughts, these may have been obscenities,

                  both gestures and words.

                  I had waved back, in cheerful solidarity,

                  but must have seemed an idiot.

               

               7

               
                  Back in my hotel room, I sat down at the desk and started a poem,

                  writing on hotel-headed notepaper with the free hotel pen –

                              Forgetfulness prevails

                              in these contested forests

                  – but I was hungry and dirty. I ordered some sandwiches

                  from room service. When the boy delivered them I was freshly showered,

                  wearing only a towel. We gaped at each other but missed the connection.

                  I ate in front of the television.

               

               
                  I felt I was in the wrong place. The wrong time. The wrong life.

                  One night a policeman asked me, not who I was

                  but who I thought I was. It was as if he knew better.

                  I showed him my papers but he seemed unconvinced.

               

               8

               
                  I was waiting at a crossroads for a bus

                  rumoured to pass there from time to time.

                  The sandpaper gales of the previous day had died down

                  and a mackerel sky was filtering the worst of the heat.

                  The milestone I was sitting on gave a reassuring feeling of permanence.

                  Distance was precise, as easily measured as time.5

               

               
                  The council workers were on strike.

                  For weeks rubbish had been piling up in the streets.

                  No amount of disinfectant could sweeten the pervasive odour of death.

               

               9

               
                  The gulf was full of rusty hulks, merchant ships

                  belonging to companies that had gone out of business in the latest slump,

                  oil tankers fallen victim to the latest OPEC cut in the supply,

                  even warships, stripped of their ordnance,

                  too decrepit to be worth selling on

                  to even the most desperate of banana-republic navies.

               

               10

               
                  The priest had none of the complacency of his tribe.

                  His face was scored with anguish.

                  Maybe he had just taken one of those confessions you hear of

                  – a murder or the rape of a child, not yet committed but about to be –

                  and was being gnawed from within by the rat Indiscretion.

                  Or perhaps, poor fellow, he had simply heard that his mother had died.

               

               11

               
                  The town hall having been put to the flame

                  by an aggrieved mob,

                  when I went to have my papers stamped

                  I was directed to the grandest local hotel.

                  Its top floor, an open belvedere,

                  had been requisitioned as an office by the commune.

               

               
                  Two rows of typists, sideways-on

                  to the view of the mountains beyond the lake,

                  faced the desk of their supervisor,

                  which rejoiced in its aptly raised status

                  on a creaking wooden dais.

                  If there was birdsong – and there must have been –

                  it was drowned out by their clacking racket.6

               

               
                  As I waited in my suppliant pose

                  at the feet of the desk, I imagined all those young women

                  were typing out the names of incendiaries.

               

               12

               
                  My beard by now was white and stiff with rime

                  and my fingers were trembling. I hunched and shuffled forward

                  as if against an obstinate wind

                  but the air was stiff and still. Even my shadow was cold.

                  There was a uniformed guard with a submachine gun

                  at the door of every place of worship.

               

               13

               
                  I visited the bath house. I sweated out the week’s events

                  and a boy with a strigil scraped me clean.

               

               
                  Was I dreaming? An unearthly glow seemed to emanate

                  from the city, or from under it, as if all

                  of its buildings were floating on a lagoon of magma

                  or as if all of its basements were on fire.

                  Had some effect of the dawn been projected there

                  from above those clouds

                  draped over the rooftops like a thick canopy?

               

               14

               
                  I changed my identity. In those days it was easy enough.

                  Typewriter, scissors, glue, approximate photograph.

                  Leaving the hotel the next morning,

                  I added a slight swagger to my gait.

                  It seemed apt to my new past. (The things I remembered!

                  The tales I could tell!) In no time I reached the harbour gate.

                  Striding up to the official at the barrier,

                  a uniformed woman with a clipboard,

                  I spun a yarn about my accreditation and my duties.7

               

               15

               
                  I wrote:

                              The last I saw of you

                              was when the lights had all

                              gone out…

               

               16

               
                  I often spent an evening walking out

                  along the road beyond the edge of town,

                  my only company a thoughtful dog

                  I’d given shelter during the bombardment

                  and now could talk to since we shared a past.

                  We often walked along the railway line

                  as if to catch a scent of somewhere else,

                  some distant terminus with no beyond,

                  a feast of spice and liquefying loins.

                  Content to speculate, we’d sniff the air

                  with equal appetite but no resolve.

                  Reliant on each other’s cunning, we

                  imagined other possibilities,

                  a trail of other scents to other ends.

                  In those days nobody believed in love:

                  its inconvenience disrupted systems

                  and its sublime expression tore the sheets.

                  We thought ourselves objectively immune.

                  The only body that remained to me

                  was hers, the dog’s – her warmth, her hunger and

                  the way she kicked my ribs while having nightmares.

                  She listened when I read my poetry

                  but seemed to like it better when I stopped.
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