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  Beginning


  
    At last, after an almost endless wait,


    the call came, and I set out as I was.


    I was well-prepared, and from


    the drumming darkness I began to beat


    a way through my soft tunnel to the sweet


    bewildering universe beyond.


    Believe me, I hadn't asked to be born,


    but still I pressed head-first toward the light.

  


  
    I shan't say much about the attendant nun.


    Nothing distracted me. I knew what I had to do.


    I eased my greasy shoulders through a narrow


    almost impassable fissure. Adventure, sorrow,


    puzzlement, delight were waiting. I pushed on through,


    breathed air, then wailed - and so again began.

  


  Eileen


  
    Last night she went to see Josephine Baker.


    But that was a long time ago, and she wrote


    it up in her diary. Today she is knitting


    little boots for me to wear - all duly recorded.


    I remember nothing of this. My first trip to Paris


    is obstinately hazy. Her eyes are blue.

  


  
    She's bunking off her job, hiding in a foreign city,


    hiding behind a musical laugh (she could laugh in French),


    and eyes she could widen at will. Strap-over shoes,


    a beret, red probably - you can't tell from the snaps.


    She kept accounts: pommes-de-terre cinquante centimes, choux,


    pencilled in a small notebook. Waiting for the earth to open.

  


  
    But it didn't. And French law was tougher than the English


    so she made the trip home - still carrying her secret -


    to Irish London and the priests and her mother. The world turned.


    She slowly became her portrait photograph,


    black and white (no greys), framed, charming, remote.


    Later the earth did open; a friend made her up in her coffin.

  


  Alphabets


  
    Next to the King there was a Lighthouse.


    It was spring and I galloped over the playground,


    a cowboy toting a two-fingered gun.


    A Bell rang. We lined up and went in.


    I rolled plasticine on a board with my palm


    making sausages. I wore short trousers and braces


    but I wanted a belt with a snake buckle;


    for girls it was frocks with stripes or flowers


    and there were flowers on the tables too, in jam jars.


    Slates rattled in their wooden frames


    and with a stick of yellow chalk I wrote Bs,


    the big one was like a sideways Bum


    but B was for Boat and Bat and Baby;


    and the whole story began with Apple.

  


  Ursula


  
    A firework explodes and without warning


    I'm crouching by an iron railing


    with a tartan scarf over my nose, when a car


    backfires, and a big boy whose name I've forgotten


    slumps, sprawling, then sits up and gasps,


    'They got me, pard,' and we can't stop laughing.

  


  
    Today a girl with a strange name has joined;


    her face a full moon. When we have to be birds


    in the Hall in bare feet and our various underwear


    Donald May and I are swifts, but she goes tiptoe


    very slowly, waving graceful wings,


    her fat bottom wobbling as she flies.

  


  
    Somewhere in my contempt for such


    soppy girly stuff is a stirred-up admiration;


    I still remember Ursula, her swan (was it?)


    and her name, the gravity of her imagination


    and the flight of her heron or whatever it was,


    wings wafting up and down while we zoomed past.
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