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               TO MAXIMIAN

            

            
               
                  This Easter, when smoke filled our eyes

                  from the Great Fire of England,

                  over the years I reached to you,

                  expecting at best a handful of ash.

                      No, but you did respond: not with consolation,

                  not that: rather dark-eyed and weary

                  in the teeth of our eternal similar mistakes.

               

               
                      (Bear this in mind: I call your book Homunculus

                  because I lack the balls to call it Sperm.) 4
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         I, meta-traveller from an antique land…
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               I.

            

            
               
                  I am old.

               

               
                                Oh fuck,

                                              I am old.

               

               
                  Life, what have you got against me, life?

                  Why won’t you release me?

                  What kind of a marriage is this, that I can’t escape

                  when it suits me? Why are you so slow?

                  I’m done. I’m so, so done with this:

                  death is instantaneous – I don’t fear death –

                      … Dying, on the other hand…

                      Y’know, I’d at least get out of the cage.

                  I’m past the stage of thinking, when I wake

                  in the middle of the night, oh, this is better

                  than not waking in the middle of the night.

                  When they abolished the death penalty

                  they knew what they were doing, the sadists,

                  to swap that useful noose for eternal jolt-legged decay.

                      I’m not the man I once was, in all senses:

                  I’ll break myself down for you but in short,

                  I was a pretty big deal. You would have heard of me.

                  And now, however loud I shout, no one hears me:

                  my voice is cracked and I am ill and I am scared.

                      … Languor and horror…

                  Life is boring; are we still allowed to say that?

                  Life used to be fun; now it is less fun,

                  and worse than the act of fading away

                  is my ASAP desire to fade. 8

                      OK, here’s how it was. When I was young

                  and hot – let’s not forget hot – I was famous,

                  a speaker transparently loved dans tout l’univers.

                  (If I fall into French, be aware I am building

                  my life from a foreign translation.)

                      When I was young I would lie, lie with sweet

                  poetic lies, and found I could exchange my fictions

                  for true glory. I was on fire, possible connections

                  sparking in my mind like a faulty electric chair.

                  I knew that if I held my mind right,

                  tremendous thoughts would illuminate it.

                      I took to the law, and won case after case after case.

                  My brain, my tongue, my thoughts: all of them glorious.

                      … And what of that is left to you, now you are old?…

               

               
                      As well as my wit, I was – how to put it? – beautiful.

                  It was almost unfair how many advantages I had.

                  (I say almost, because they were mine, and I used them:

                  if you had been more handsome and cleverer than I,

                  now that would have been a fucking tragedy.)

                      Beauty’s wonderful, useful even if you’re a moron.

                  And I was not a moron, and I was strong,

                  happy in my beautiful body and mind.

                      How did I use all this? Sport: if I rode to hounds,

                  I would cross fifteen large fields and kill a fox;

                  if I went trap-shooting, the clays would all explode.

                  I’d spit the eyes from the Jack of Spades

                  in any saloon of your choice. Think about the way

                  this arm moved, my right arm, muscles sliding

                  over muscles under my soft and flexible skin.

                      I never went in for that brand of Turkish wrestling

                  where one is permitted to stick a greased forefinger

                  up your opponent’s asshole for better purchase,

                  but, that aside, I tried all forms of unarmed combat. 9

                  I could run fast, and no one could run faster.

                  And, as I said, I was witty and praised for my wit.

                      Olympic medals, some talk of a Nobel Prize –

                  I was magnanimous enough not to care which –

                  everything working as one, the complete package.

                  Individually, my talents would have been exceptional:

                  when they all came together, they were… more than that.

                      Oh, and did I mention I was modest?

               

               
                      I went out in the wind and the rain without a hat,

                  in ways that I now, rheum and bored, cannot believe.

                  Too hot? Meh.

                  Too cold? Meh.

                  All weather? Meh.

                  I swam in tsunami residue, swam in the cold Thames,

                  swam, ideally naked, in the February Neva.

                  More examples.

                                           I was king of the power nap:

                  my batteries full off a ten-minute siesta;

                  my stamina was incredible (more on this later).

                  Food: I ate a mouthful of grapes and… boom!

                  Energy for a week.

                      And, if a friend told me I just had to go to the pub,

                  I would go, and drink,

                  and match the Gods of vodka shot for shot

                  until pale Bacchus and green-faced Smirnoff

                  would admit Absolut defeat

                  and vom or slump under the table:

                  whichever came first.

                      I had a supernova inside me,

                  a burning, unstoppable core.

               

               
                      Now for the philosophy bit.

                  What I was doing was tough: 10

                  to bend a soul to such activity is tough,

                  to live an ascetic and a drunken life is tough,

                  to keep two paths within one mind is more than tough.

                  They say that Marx was good at double consciousness,

                  and Charles de Gaulle, and Socrates, and Cato.

                  Axiomatically: there is no such thing as vice,

                  just the inability to force an action to its end.

                      Choice between two things is always choice between four:

                  this or that, and, hidden underneath, both or neither.

                  I understood this early, and I lived

                  life in this knowledge, balancing extremes

                  without wobbling, like the tightrope walker

                  who feels safe with a long stick

                  and the cataracts beneath him.

                  I was happy with not much, and needed less.

               

               
                      And now here you come again, life-in-decay,

                  cock-blocking my reminiscences.

                  Only you can get the better of me,

                  put me in harness, put them all in harness.

                  Marx, de Gaulle, Socrates and Cato,

                  all the movers and makers, and here you come,

                  with your sticky pillows, insidious and horrid,

                  and your hagfish reminders that this will all go,

                  that these arms, so firm, will become soft as roux,

                  the brain, all of it. You will eat yourself

                  down to dust when you have eaten me.

                  Oh, here you come again, here you come.

               

               
                      Everyone hoped that I would get married,

                  but when I say I was not the marrying kind

                  I don’t want you to think I’m euphemising.

                  I mean, I never signed the temperance pledge:

                  lips that touch penis shall never touch mine &c., 11

                  but I was just… not the marrying kind.

                  I was having too much fun.

                  It was better to live free of all ties,

                  however pleasant, however apparently light.

                      I would walk through Rome – let’s call it Rome,

                  though all cities are the same and I’ve lived in them all –

                  and I was beautiful and my daily walk

                  was a parade of my beauty. And all the girls,

                  the ones who were looking for me,

                  the ones who happened to be looked at by me,

                  met my eyes and blushed. Labia-red, glans-red.

                  They would smile and run to hide, not too fast,

                  making sure I saw them as they ran.

                      Last night, I read a book about Fragonard,

                  tried to spark something from the embers.

                  Fragonard liked scenes in which a young girl,

                  running, fleeing, or crying out in mock terror,

                  in her flight and in her haste

                  inadvertently reveals one of her breasts.

                  And in the margin I wrote I bet he did.

                      But then I cried dry tears a little,

                  because that, indeed, had been my life,

                  my real life, and not my life in another’s art

                  two hundred and fifty years ago.

               

               
                  But I have been beautiful, and I used my beauty,

                  and all the girls saw in me the one

                  who would be their one, who would extinguish

                  the flame of their hymen. (This is wrong:

                  the French text says le flambeau d’hyménée,

                  which, whatever it means, doesn’t mean that.

                  I don’t know French any more, and never liked it,

                  though one word, pitoyable, is far superior

                  to its English equivalent. Not equivalent.) 12

                      I fooled around. I told you; I was modest,

                  and I wanted the whole world, very modestly.

                  My aim was to marry a beautiful woman,

                  but the marriage bed remained cold and unused.

                      The second-best bed, well, that could tell some stories,

                  if it could speak, and were not traumatised,

                  this odd sentient bed, to be so regularly abused…

                  I tried out the merchandise, discovered my calling:

                  the mons veneris, this was the hill I would die on!

               

               
                      I found I didn’t like thin girls, didn’t like fat ones

                  (oh, I can’t resist this other line from the French:

                  J’avais en horreur et la maigreur et l’embonpoint –

                  they order this matter better, &c. &c.).

                  I didn’t like the giants or the dwarves.

                  Tall posh girls scared me the most –

                  even the inevitable erotic fantasies

                  were flawed, taking those tall, beautiful women

                  and creating the masturbatory equivalent

                  of an enthusiastic chihuahua

                  joggling behind an indifferent Great Dane.

                      I liked girls who were well-proportioned,

                  medium-sized, the happy medium:

                  it’s the golden mean where we find most pleasure,

                  and, to zoom in a little, the middle of the body

                  is where one finds… well, you know what I mean.

               

               
                      You say vagína, I say vagīna…

                  Let’s call the whole thing muff.

               

               
                      This sounds a little bit like judging livestock,

                  but I’m just sketching out my type.

                  Your mileage may vary, and who am I

                  talking to in any case, why are you listening to me 13

                  if not for me to spill these particular beans?

                      I liked girls who were slender, but not skinny:

                  no pleasure in the pleasures of the flesh without flesh.

                  I liked to hold them tight and feel them,

                  not their skeleton digging into my gut.

                      Oh, the ironies, when now the next woman

                  I hold will likely be just such a bony lady,

                  who will grip me tight in her version of lust

                                                                 and never let me go.

               

               
                      And I did not like pale-skinned girls.

                  Except that I did, when their pale skin

                  could be made to bloom like a rose –

                  could respond to some clever remark

                  or compliment just this side of suggestive –

                  the colour coming up from underneath

                  like a strawberry bobbing in cream.

                  There’s a dream there somewhere.

                      I think this is the perfect colour,

                  certainly I think it is the colour of love:

                  why else do we sell so many roses,

                  if we don’t think they are Venus’s flower?

                      In the matter of hair, I was in favour:

                  blonde for preference, long better than short;

                  a yoghurt-white neck and an innocent-seeming face

                  (the kind of face you scrutinise for the moments

                  when the inner devil outwits the outer mask).

                  I would love to watch such a woman eating fish:

                  the fork slowing as it reaches her mouth,

                  her pink cat tongue waiting to receive it.

                      Eyebrows? Do I have to have an opinion?

                  Dark, I guess, but I never really went for them.

                  A clear forehead, eyes like black fires:

                  these won me over, burnt my defences.  14

                  Lips that were full but not overflowing,

                  ripe not overripe, bee-kissed rather than bee-stung.

                  Modest lips responding immodestly to my kisses.

                  And a simple gold chain – noli me tangere optional –

                  was all the adornment a perfect neck required:

                  gold on such a backdrop shines brighter than gems.

                      … Gone, all gone, all gone…

               

               
                      Roses are red

                  Soon we’ll be dead.

               

               
                      I loved these things, and I was right to do so,

                  but at some point you have to stop,

                  if you don’t want to be the dirty old man

                  standing for schoolgirls at the school-gate or the bus-stop:

                  By the thumbing of my prick

                  Something naughty this way skips…

                  Sad old men, aware of their own decay,

                  with nothing in their minds to satisfy them,

                  whose memories swell and slump like the moon.

                  Lust used to be welcome, and now it is a crime.

                      You need to always grow up, do what is right

                  for now, for you. Do I need to learn to play dominoes?

                  Very well, I will learn to play dominoes.

                  There’s nothing so tragic as an aging hipster.

               

               
                      A boy is light-hearted, joyous, and that pleases us:

                  there is something suspicious about a twelve-year-old

                  who doesn’t eat toffee and who reads the Financial Times.

                      An older man is serious and that pleases us as well:

                  we laugh, not too kindly, at desperate tattoos,

                  the flailingly relevant, their surgeries and trophy girlfriends.

                      There’s a point where everything is in balance: 15

                  the young man, old enough to know what is serious

                  and young enough not to take any of it seriously.

                      I am breaking the rules: it is best for old men to be silent,

                  and to leave the children to babble and giggle.

               

               
                      Time takes us all. If it’s a river,

                  it’s not an academic river; it doesn’t wind quiet

                  through arcades and colonnades,

                  and high smooth banks.

                  We are thrown high and low,

                  bitter spray in our mouths;

                  we have to deal with rapids and cataracts.

                      We cannot choose which way we float

                  or even if we reach the finish line

                  with our heads still above the water.

               

               
                      My old age is heavy. I thought

                  the worst thing about adolescence –

                  apart from growing into a body

                  that you had not asked for –

                  was the stress of realising

                  this new tiredness,

                  foreign, immense,

                  was yours forever.

                      I might have been right, but think about

                  how it builds in the bones as it builds the bones.

                  My old age is heavy. My life is heavy, and useless.

               

               
                      One quiet night I was awakened

                  by a regular headboardish thud

                  that went on, and on, and, impressively, on.

                  How selfish of the neighbours

                  to make such a noise, I thought. 16

                  And I listened and listened.

                  It seemed endless.

                  It was my own heart beating.

               

               
                      I cannot live, just fucking let me die.

               

               
                      What law is this, what justice:

                  unhappiness stretched out over time?

                      I used to think beauty was more beautiful

                  when it was fleeting, that in the leaps

                  and arabesques of dancers there was a power

                  that cut me deeper than any poem.

                  I held my breath as I watched people dance;

                  if I’d done the same while I read a book I’d have fainted.

                      Onstage, the meaning, which was the beauty,

                  pressed itself into me all in such a short span

                  that I felt like I had been punched.

                  And then the beauty faded.

                      Why can’t ugliness be like that?

                  Why can’t all our experiences be temporary,

                  fading, impossible to reproduce?

                  Why can’t I move beyond a condition I detest?

                  Why, once again, life, why can’t I die?

               

               
                      I’m an old man, but I once was a great seducer:

                  although I don’t have the moves any more

                  I know what they used to be.

                      Death is the standoffishest girl in the room,

                  the one who won’t meet your eye,

                  who ignores your astonishing choreography,

                  and sends the drink back to the barman.

                      And then, when the man who wants to live

                  gets past the bouncer, stands diffidently,

                  hapless holds his casual Virgin Mary, 17

                  Death spins round, smiles her most radiant smile,

                  and within a minute is doing the mambo.

                      Death and life have taken it in turns

                  to rough me over, bad cop | bad cop,

                  but they’re both so careful. Look at me now:

                  heading, still alive, step by step, to hell.

               

               
                      What’s that? I’m sorry, my hearing’s shot.

                  And yes, these eyes are clouded and pathetic.

                  My sense of taste is feeble, and only perks up

                  at potent beef rendang, or vindaloo,

                  which cause their own, more embarrassing problems.

                      I have entered the soup years, the gruel years,

                  the years of desperate roughage,

                  the years of bland and distressing comfort food.

                      You’d have thought that touch would remain,

                  if only to taunt me, the curve of a back

                  or the swoop of a thigh embedded forever

                  in these hands. But no, I can’t remember touch,

                  and if you had me touch anything now

                  I would not be able to tell you what it was.

                      Never mind a back or a thigh,

                  I couldn’t figure out a Rubik’s cube

                  or a pair of tweezers.

                      Smell still sparks me, maybe. A scent or two

                  makes its way past my nostril hair

                  (hair from my balding head

                  takes thick refuge in my nose):

                  but what it brings me, once identified,

                  is more keen regret at all I have lost.

                      I was once so obsessed with her perfume

                  I imagined it as something to drink, or eat:

                  a smooth chocolate truffle shell

                  filled with 10ml of her perfume: Idylle 18

                  by Guerlain, with hints

                  of rose, patchouli and warm white musk, the scents

                  of that one dirty weekend your heart has tried to purify.

                  It burns as it goes down.

                      And the joke of it is that I have forgotten her name.

                  Laugh, you fuckers, har-de-fucking-har.

               

               
                      Seriously, if I don’t have any of this,

                  can I still be thought of as one of the living?

                  I don’t think I’m dead, I didn’t take the taxi ride

                  (you know: South of the Lethe, this time of night?

                  He-he. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to laugh:

                  the laughter of old men looks hellish),

                  but my mind is loose and I might be dead.

                  No, I might as well be dead, for all the use I am.

                      I have forgotten so many things,

                  and if I end up forgetting myself

                  that’s only one more item on the list.

                  There’s nothing asked of my mind –

                  I never tried, but I sometimes think

                  you could hold a candle-flame to the palm of my hand

                  and I would say nothing, notice nothing, feel nothing.

                  Mind and body, zimmerframing down the hill together.

                  Every now and then we pause and count our curses.

               

               
                      What you’re reading here doesn’t count:

                  I have stopped writing poetry.

                  My songs are stilled, the joy I had in them

                  vanished like a dancer completing his role.

                  Why should I care about words any more,

                  when I can’t speak them as they should be spoken?

                  My voice is wine that has turned to vinegar,

                  the last ghost of a fine vintage,

                  fit only for dousing lettuce. 19

                      And poetry, because it is full of lies,

                  is no comfort. When you are young,

                  you don’t notice the lies,

                  or you think they don’t matter,

                  but you find they do matter, are matter.

                      My years as a lawyer are done,

                  except for occasional soft cases

                  to keep my unfeeling hand in.

                      My personalised number-plate

                  reads, in Yiddish, ve15 mir.

               

               
                      I myself am gone. I have waved goodbye

                  to my beauty, put my beauty into its grave,

                  and am as dead as it is.

                      My complexion was a mixture of snow and roses,

                  and now it is meltwater and lilies, linen and paper,

                  pale as the vampire death I need to come and take me.

                      I mentioned my nose;

                  the rest of me is equally grotesque.

                      My skin is dry, hardening and loose,

                  takes minutes to sit back when pinched.

                      Tendons stand like umbrella struts beneath it:

                  desperately sketched lines of force

                  under this abhorrent cover.

                      I can no longer cut my fingernails,

                  and file the brittle claws to some more human shape,

                  but even so I sometimes scar myself as I scratch:

                  my arms look like I keep an angry cat.

                      My eyes used to sparkle, and now they seep,

                  proving my life a constant, low-level lamentation.

                  Day and night tears gather too cowardly to fall.

                      I had eyebrows once, didn’t really notice them,

                  but now I have a horrible forest of hair

                  that stretches above my sockets 20

                  and shades them deeply: my eyes seem trapped

                  against the mica-backed wall of some dark cave.

                      When I look at you, it is the gaze of… what?

                  What beast or devil stares out of these holes?

                      It is a fearful thing to look at an old man:

                  you look at me and don’t think that I am human,

                  that there’s no link between the man I was

                  and the mumbling soft-mouthed thing I have become.

               

               
                      I pick up a book, or have one given me:

                  Here you are, Homunculus, why not read a book?

                  The letters blur and split in two,

                  and pages I recognise are larger in my hands.

                  My eyes are filled with clouds,

                  and every now and then a bright light behind them.

                      I think night has fallen by mid-afternoon:

                  isn’t that the very definition of hell,

                  to live in eternal thick and thickening fog?

               

               
                      Which preacher or prophet screwed things up so badly,

                  told us to love our afflictions,

                  to ask for more of them, beg for corruption,

                  call for our bodies to suffer further, suffer faster?

                  The ascetics who tell us to pray for boils

                  are, to put it politely, nuts.

               

               
                      I am sick, and in sickness there is danger;

                  food brings me no joy: funeral baked meats.

                  All pleasure is the sick pleasure of a funeral.

                  We move from one state of unhappiness to another,

                  and lessen our lives, that we may continue to live:

                  cigarettes are extinct; alcohol is extinct.

                  Every morning I wake up dreaming

                  I’ve got bad breath. My whole body’s rotting… 21

                      I used to eat everything: slick little snails, tripe and onions,

                  steak so bloody you could imagine a miracle:

                  that it might get up from your plate and walk.

                      I would order shells and offal in restaurants:

                  liver and langoustines, whelk and small sheep’s brains.

                  And now, if I have a relapse – steak-frites, vin rouge –

                  I know from the very first mouthful I’ll regret it,

                  and so I abstain, and regret having abstained.

                      When I was a baby, the doctor prescribed me Guinness:

                  what’d he say now if I asked for a pint?

                  I had a refined palate; now I mouth pap:

                  drool and food gather, dry where my lips meet:

                  pulped-down proteins crust in my wispy beard.

                      My tongue forgets to work: I fill my mouth

                  and have to pause and think what happens next?

                  Old turtle mouth, jaw that hangs loose from my skull:

                  for my next trick, I’ll try to eat a cough sweet,

                  sucking and slurping, then the final worrying crack.

                  Wine | women | song: a line scored through each word,

                  women scored through twice, with unnecessary vigour.

                  They used to make life bearable, now they mock me:

                  wine is a mocker, but un-wine, non-wine, mocks harder.

               

               
                      I am a cannibal on myself. Tick by tock,

                  nature chews itself down, dissolves and dribbles away.

                      I am a knight, charging over and again into a mirror:

                  splinters of glass and lance cut me to shreds.

                      I have tried patent remedies, antibiotics;

                  have burnt sage, sat in ashrams, been injected

                  with plasms I didn’t ask about too closely,

                  and none of this has helped me in the slightest.

                  In the past, perhaps it would have done,

                  but when nature fails, art cannot be her substitute:

                  loss following on from loss 22

                  makes even the initial loss hard to bear.

                  I shit little pellets, like a rabbit,

                  and when I piss a whole teaspoonful

                  of sad yet virulently yellow urine,

                  I often, secretly, wheeze and punch the air.

               

               
                      My life is a Gothic cathedral, blocks of stone

                  with more stone leaning against it

                  to stop what stone wants to do, which is fall down.

                  A Gothic cathedral? Balls, my life is Jenga.

                      Party game, place of worship, no difference:

                  whatever it is, my life is shuddering and in trouble,

                  and I shore these fragments against it,

                  which is useless.

                  Time comes and tears the temple down.

                      Now I got my way

                  Now I got my way

                  Now I got my way

                  And I’ll tear this building down.

                      Samson sang that just before he died,

                  or was it the Big Bad Wolf?

               

               
                      Maybe out there there’s something

                  I could visit and enjoy?

                  An art gallery, a public hanging,

                  a football match, a play?

                  Anything that would let an old man cast a veil

                  over so, so many troubles and hurts?

                      I will get dressed up and they will see me

                  and whisper, mutton dressed as mutton.

                  I will clean my face and they will see me

                  and say out loud, doesn’t he look tired?

                  I will be, just be, exist and nothing more,

                  and they will wonder right in my ear: 23

                  I thought he was dead? Shouldn’t he be dead?

                      And then they will say, Oh, alright for some,

                  coming out here, not a care on his mind,

                  some of us have jobs to go to in the morning.

                  Or else, How odd to see you out here, Homunculus,

                  I wouldn’t have thought this was your kind of crowd.

                      Yes, even our pleasures are blamed now:

                  an old man in public is out of place,

                  unworthy, indecent, almost a little obscene.

                      What’s the point of having money

                  if you can’t spend it? What’s the point

                  of my having money if I can’t spend it

                  without fingers being pointed,

                  and mutterings behind my back?

                  If you take away my pleasure,

                  what would you have me do?

                  Sit in rags on a heap of gold?

                  It’s sinful to have earned a little nest-egg,

                  and equally sinful to want to spend it?

                  Is this my torment: to watch over my gold

                  and know that if I buy stuff I’ll be damned?

                      …Questions, questions…

                      Old age is the story of that man in the limpid pool,

                  bending down to quench his thirst

                  as the water sinks from his parched, begging lips.

                      My job – others so kindly interpret it for me –

                  to be the guardian, not the master, of my wealth,

                  to hold in trust for others

                  that which I am assumed to no longer need.

                      In this story I am the dragon,

                  winding round the gold-leafed trees,

                  hissing and showing the pink roof of my mouth

                  to anyone who comes to take the apples,

                  these golden apples which I do not eat.  24
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