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Author’s Note





This Collected Poems (which I hope isn’t the same thing as a Complete Poems) contains nearly everything I have written to date. It consists of eight previously published books, six of which are currently out of print. Of these last, five were published by Oxford University Press, the other, Love-Life (1979), by Whizzard Press/ André Deutsch. I have left all of them as near as possible to the original, with only the occasional trim or change of order to some of the earlier books. Here and there I have re-lined a poem, or changed a title for the sake of clarification.


Some of the poems in Sugar Daddy (1970) first appeared in pamphlet form from The Review in 1969. Some of the poems in Billy’s Rain (1999) made up the Greville Press pamphlet Some R&B and Black Pop (1998). A Selected Poems came out from OUP in 1989 and a short selection appeared in Penguin Modern Poets 11 in 1997.


I would like to thank Neil Rennie for his straight talking over the years. I would also like to thank the editors of the newspapers and magazines who have published my work, especially the London Magazine, The Review, The New Review, the London Review of Books, and the Times Literary Supplement. Without the friendship and advice of Alan Ross and Ian Hamilton, both of whom died last year, everything would have been infinitely worse for me.






















SYMPTOMS OF LOSS (1965)



























Still Hot from Filing









The key is still hot from filing, silver


Against skin, like an arrowhead


And sharp. I close my hand over







Its bright surface and feel the fresh-


Cut notches dig into my palm,


Sterile within the wards of flesh,







But purposeful. It leaves its mark


And I become addicted to


The roughness, resolute as bark,







Or wire. I test the hardness of my nail


Against the barbed edge and recognize


A need to understand in Braille







My own antithesis, or that to which


I kneel. Then knowing what it is,


I turn and, keylike, feel an itch







To press my sharpened faculties once more


Upon more malleable stuff,


To watch my influence unlock a door.



























Don’t Look Down









Don’t look down. Once


You look down you own


The fall in your heart,


You rock your stance


On the stone


And hear your ending start.










It climbs up to you


Out of a deep pit


In sentences


Half followed through


And sighs which twist it


Till it wrenches







At your hold, or shows


You as a clown


Whose imitation rage


Will draw from rows


Of seats some laughter, thrown


Like nuts into a cage.







While high in the big top


A white-clad flyer springs


And it is he you were


Who made men stop


And wonder at your wings


So famous in that air,







Until you looked down


And saw your future there


In the dust and light


And suddenly were thrown


Into that pit where


Now you trot each night.



























At Six Years Old









At six he thought of death


As some kind of tribute


Paid with a great wreath










To the pure of heart:


Death, rather like a knighthood,


Setting people apart.







Death was courage


And courage death, so that


Even at that tender age







He could contemplate suicide


As a reminder to those


Who laughed when he cried.







For when they saw his closed


Eyes (with any luck


That would be all death closed),







Perhaps they would also see,


As he had done, suddenly,


That his life was his own property.



























The Cripple









Holding his hands like strange ivy,


He twines them round his mother’s broad shadow.


She is his tree, only with her he grows.


For him she keeps her leaves, her first love,


All the year round, surviving the cold.







Held in her branches like a little kite,


He sees the world below him in the fields,


As somewhere he has long outgrown.







Sometimes he sees a gesture far away,


A bowler flex his arms like wings,


Or someone leaning from a window, like a dove,


Which puts an ache into his shoulder blades


And flight into horizon-smiling eyes.



























The Net









Accidents will happen. Swiss


Watches smash themselves


On pavements, rockets miss







The moon and noes and yesses


Get confused in tests,


Answers become guesses,







Till the ministry of friends


Is not so sure it’s all


So simple, that it ends







In failure. They must let


You know they want to help


Erect a kind of safety net.







And then the trouble really


Starts: the mesh too gross


For explanations, nearly







Always misses abstract nouns.


Arms fast, legs caught, your words


Go crashing down among the clowns.






























The Pick-up









The hardest part is conversation. That is


Providing they both survive


The first shock of assault, the initial


Jolt of finding in a motive







Something more than interest in the bus-


Routes. (A moment when their manner


Falters into a new role.) Both know they walk


Tightropes like duellists and to gore 







The enemy is to fall on one’s sword.


Both guess at something more, the need


To escape. But the rules allow them


No more help. Now one must take the lead







And the hardest part begins. The same part


Played by the poet, all his senses alive


To the schemes in his head,


The twicking of his thumbs, who yet cannot give







Through a certain reluctance to lie,


To commit himself. A virgin, his first


Words on the page will comprise


Their anxious overtures, carefully nursed







Into something like sanity by similar


Desires: escape and the poem laid neat


In its place. Words having served their course,


The heart goes back to its simple beat.






























History









There from the window


Of a car you see her slowly


Turn, a short-haired woman


With a cloak and someone


Touching her. She looks afraid


At something he has said


And turning from him, sees


You watching her and lets


A signal fall between


The two of you, the sudden


Duplication of a sense


Whose reason is most clear.


It is a simple case


Which ends within the radius


Of strangers, almost touching


As they break away. But glancing


Back, they own a sentiment


As yet unformed and lent


An urgency because of it.



























Right Moments









The right moment doesn’t come


Ticking inevitably round like teatime.







It’s not a dental assistant saying:


‘Mr Williams were you waiting







For the right moment of the day?


Would you very kindly step this way?’










Right moments haven’t got time


To play the waiting game.







They picnic in the rain.


They would do the same again.







And not inside the head.


And not underneath the bed.







But suddenly, without consideration


For the opinion of the population,







Their exacting, clenched desire


Shall be let out into the air.







For right moments don’t happen


If wrong ones are never taken.







Right moments are pram covers


For those who have no others.



























An Anonymous Affair









We give animals their names as soon


As they are born. It makes them free,


Gives another cut at the umbilical cord.


We do this because we like them to be







People, one to be darker than the other,


Or fleeter. It brings them nearer our world


Of individuals. Sometimes we act almost


As if they were our own tightly furled







Bundles. Names allow them humanity, make us


Blood brothers. But names of people


Are different and introductions put an end


To hopes of finding simple







Lusting is reciprocal. Our murmured questions


Get no answers till the very end,


When speaking them, we find


That what we half-dreaded has happened.







We have become acquaintances


With nothing in the world to say.


Members of families with relatives in the north.


People. Individuals. Each free to go his way.



























The Actor









Sent by his agency to this bright


Box, all his lines straight, knew


Where to die, but was not quite







Sure who he was, or where he’d got


His hat and whether those breathless eyes


Were just his own, each pupil a dot







Of sanity or irony. In the cupboard


His uniforms were headless ghosts:


First, second, third, all safely stored,







Progressing through the acts alone,







Each of them a little more ripped


(Signifying war) than the one before,


The first being left almost undipped










In blood. Tools of his trade, they stand


Representing the passage of time: past


Present and future, ranged close at hand







Upon their hooks, while not far away


Our soldier sits, uncertain of which one


To wear and whether it’s all in play.



























The Hustler









This man never read books. He’d seen


What they could do to you. They provided


That false sense of security whisky


Gave you, a sense which divided







Your winnings by ten if it


Didn’t land you in jail. No. He couldn’t live


Without the threat of reality,


The repeated attempts it made to give







His own biography an epilogue. He’d


Shot pool across America since his teens.


He’d been in cabaret before that.


He used to help shift the scenes







After the striptease. They had one set


In the jungle and another in a big cage,


And then he would juggle billiard balls


For those who hadn’t gone backstage







To see what was left of the poor fat


Girls for them to enjoy. And after that phase


He knew all about the fronts of girls’


Bodies and also one or two ways










There were of softening them up if you


Hadn’t got a dime to your name. In fact


This man never had much time to read books.


He soon found he could have all he lacked







By shooting pool. He used to go to Nero’s


Every day to practise, and at night


Learnt how to hustle, which meant knowing


When you were safe and what to do in a tight







Corner if you didn’t want both your thumbs


Broken: act as if you owned the whole shop,


Get nice and drunk, cool as ice inside, then


Switch on the talent and watch them hop







Out with their empty money-satchels flapping


Under their coats all the way to the door.


But it wasn’t just the dollars that got him.


He’d never been king of anything before.







The way he felt was, anything could be great.


Bricklaying could be great if it built


Up something inside you, made you feel free.


And when he played pool he forgot his guilt, 







And why he was there, and remembered instead


That he was Fast Eddie Felson and when


He had a cue in his hands his arms were


Six feet long and he could show any hen-







Pecked, small-time billiard player what


The game was all about. He would slowly fit


The two parts of his cue together, then


Suddenly, smash – and afterwards would sit










Back and watch their faces fall as the balls


Journeyed over the felt, directing one another


Into the designed pocket or position. It was


Like watching your destiny. There was no other







Player like Fast Eddie. He was doomed.


It was no surprise to anyone. They all knew


Descent to be harder, feet blindly testing,


Than the upward climb, but only a few







Knew why he kept shooting all night


And all the next day, winning perhaps ten grand,


Only to drink his shots into oblivion


In order not to see it slip away like sand







Towards the evening, remorse arriving


In the morning with the bill. It was a compulsion


Which he had. To win until you lost was


Somehow more rewarding, an emotion







Taken from its simple preliminaries, through


To its natural fate. Not a sacrifice, an act


Like that of love, in which the sensual strokes


Of the game are superseded by the fact.



























The Veteran









It is not the scarred face I draw back from,


But the look of reproach I get,


Passing him in the street, the look







Of one alienated from the human race


By the thought of what it has done to him,


Not by what it has done.










For since he was wounded, fighting,


As he has somehow come to believe,


For his country, he has lived off self-pity







And hate, eyes like bayonets, aimed


Out through the swing doors of the inn,


His fury stretching the silken gauze







Of scar-tissue tight around his lips.


And sometimes, when he is drunk, one has


The story of his life, or the version of it







He has assembled over the years


Now that the truth is buried deep


In some hospital, God knows where. I wish







I could tell him bluntly that nobody notices


His scarred face when he goes resentfully


For his cigarettes: we are all too busy







Fetching our own and anyway we are fully


Conditioned to ugliness, through our surroundings


And in their defence, that nowadays we almost







Welcome it as an old friend to whom


No formalities are owed, tell him that it is


Beauty we cringe from, calling it ugly to preserve







The ugliness we live within, or beauty we try to


Ambush into art, lying in wait for it beside the road


And dragging it to the sheriff, dead or alive.







But I think it would break his heart.






























Driving on the A30









Now I hold exact location


Of my life within a single action.







This, the matched coherence of my route


And eye, the pressure of my foot.







It puts me there beyond the waste


Of nothing ventured, nothing faced.







It keeps me bold and fisted


Like a hawk which ranged and twisted







As we passed, then stooped to wrest


Its victim from a field. The best







In all of us is what we do


When forced to find an answer to







The will which thrusts us forth


In time of urgency, not aftermath.







*







Now it is dark. I only see


The outline of your head is near to me







And pale as headlamps briefly


Press into the gloom then swiftly







Pass. I try to see if you are smiling


And forget to dip. Immediately unsmiling







Drivers flash their hate at me. I glare


Mine back. It makes a fair







Analogy of what we offer in return


For smiles and scowls and how we earn










Our praise. Now I can see you sleeping


Next to me. A yellow light is falling







On your hands. I try to memorize


The picture as we move, but cannot close your eyes.



























Lines on a Train









Too much sailing away. It is always the same.


I say goodbye and I take the ship home.







All night I sit on deck listening to Irish


Songs. Later in the train I see the sun wash







Up the smut of Middlesex. Once back there


Among the familiar signs I feel my presence jar







And a cold hand over my heart. Such partings


Are made easy for us with their reckonings







Of distances and halts, their rival masks


Of gaiety we put on to stop the other’s last







Doubts and cut us free. But once the miles


Are set between us, all the sweet guiles







That healed it then are suddenly so close


I see their helplessness. Together we can lose







All thoughts of afterwards, but separate, the irony


Is fast and hard and takes my breath away.







It is all too simple a step backwards


Into the run of things to be considered










Worth the risk. Such moves should not be made


For any clear motive. Good reasons fade







Or turn sour as they win. One should obey


Only the tug on one’s heart, the sudden fleeting day







When all the swallows head south without warning,


For it is their own course they are following







And they have no words to reason it away.



























Lie









She might have


Been there. That


Was the best


You could say.


That she never


Came was not


What mattered.


It was not


For that


You journeyed


Overland


To get to


Where you knew


She had to wait,


But simply


To check


The image


That she left,


Make sure


She had not done


The same for you.



























Fog









Fog has got into this house


Like news of an illness,


Some kind of paralysis.







It is between us and around us,


Like the kindnesses


Of sickroom talk.







We have become visitors


To this house. We keep on


Our coats and stumble against







Familiars of our courtship.







What is it softens us away from


Those days and into this new house


Where everything is indistinct,







Sound-proof, covered with


Green baize? Outside, the fog


Is curling round the sodium lamp







Its sodden fur, and in this house,


Breathing its density between us


With a stench of hospitals.






























Symptoms of Loss









It gives off a smell of burning


At first. No definite pointer.


Just a nudge from the sixth sense


And then nothing at all, the way


Instinct yields temporarily to


Reason. The lull before the fray.







The next stage is not so peaceful.


It consists of a furious hunt


In some remote quarter where it is safe


To search without hope: our fears allow


Us there. You’ll see we’ve


Hidden from the truth till now.







This too is the way we react,


How nature postpones the fact for us


Until we are more obedient to loss,


Almost passive. The right places


Then are left until the end,


When the pulse no longer races.



























Delphi









Light is present in this valley


   As in no other. It is made of green


And black and comes from the sea.







   There is snow on the cliff face


And in the air, but you can see every leaf


   On the olive trees at the base










Of the mountain and a splinter


   Of rock like a bone on the opposite


Precipice. Light is empty in winter







   And throws back images of distant


Animals and birds which turn and look


   At you from miles away with vacant







Eyes and their wings hardly moving.


   It is part of a stillness


Which is buried in the hillside. Something







   Almost submarine about a silence


Of stones and the ghosts of temples


   And stadiums rising from their immanence.



























In Egypt









Turquoise wings on Diamond Harbour Road.


Miss Supra Bhose on Musky Street.


At Karnak, Gouda said ‘That will be colossal.’


Cracking sunflower seeds


He told us about his lost master.



























Women of the Nile









The women of the Nile wear gold


   Under the black. Bright crescent moons,


Three in each ear and the fold










   Of a shawl may hide large axe-


Like diadems, braided gilt. They seek


   To catch about them what the desert lacks







In brilliance of the shining perfect


   Surfaces they shield from the sun’s


Cheap metal and the disrespect







   Of men. They cloak their own beauty


In a similar doubt, as if


   Through sight a theft might be







Accomplished, or a kiss. Jewels they must


   Take safely to the grave,


Where ornaments uphold the dust,







   But lips and cheeks they bring


To a husband’s bed, who knows


   That a glance is valued like a ring.



























Crossing a Desert









This truck puts an end to dreams,


How we arrive in great cities


Simply by wishing on their names:


Bassora, Isfahan, casting a spell


On our senses, a coppery bell


Of their syllables. Or lie awake


Nostalgic for what might have been,


Reluctant to invade the wasteland


When all the leave-taking is over,


The image out of hand.


Up here the din is unmistakable: life


Aimed out of the silent shadows


Along its own path, a track into the last


Rays of sun, the meadows of dust.



























Some Kisses from The Kama Sutra









The Reflection Kiss, one given


Or blown to the reflection


Or shadow of the lover


In a polished mirror


Or on a lighted wall


Or on the surface of water,


Is called the Reflection Kiss







And is but one of many


Varieties of kiss, for example


The Balanced Kiss is a most


Tender expression, for it is placed


Upon a woman’s eyelid


Or on a man’s fingertips


And is called the Balanced Kiss,







Being neither too strong nor


Too light. Again, the Passion-


Arousing Kiss, that of an amorous


Woman who looks at the face


Of her husband sleeping


And kisses it to show her intention


Or desire is called the Kiss







That Kindles Love or Passion-Arousing


Kiss. And Vatsyayana lays down


Many more varieties of kisses


Besides those mentioned above


(e.g. the Drinking Kiss), stating


That these will not be needed


By those who are properly in love.



























Beginning to Go









I watch your complicated face


In a three-sided looking-glass,







Intent on a radio serial


As you pile the subtle







Darkness of your hair, each morning


Higher on your head. Last evening,







After two bottles of beer


We almost spoke: your sister







Manufactures silk in Bangkok.


She gets about £2 a week







And it’s no bloody good. Your own


Work here is harder to explain.







We laugh at almost the same thing,


Uncertain whom the joke is on.







The rift is here already, though we laugh


At it. And though I laugh,







I feel the dried-up sadness


Of it, like age coming into my face.






























Miroku Bosatsu









I remember its faint outline


At the back of a museum:


Vague, inviolate, hung







With a fallen radiance


Which seemed to keep from me


Its actual presence.







Even close to, it was an impression


One had, nothing more. 







Something fleeting, refracted


By centuries, a mere reflection







Of its true self, as this


Your alien smile, which allows me







No more than a passing guess


At what it really is.



























The Hitch Hiker









I have waited days


Beside roads in Queensland,


Got to know their ways.







I am familiar with


their bric-à-brac, pierced


Beer cans, combs, old hats,







Salvage of picnics, breakdowns,


Love affairs, scraps










Of women’s weeklies, used perhaps


For sandwiches, or worse.







The Townsville Times, September 10,


Carried an item on Floyd Paterson.







What year would that be?


Things seem to last indefinitely


Under the bone-dry dust


Of a thousand travelling salesmen.







Roadsides are desert islands. There


You are cast up like driftwood,


Dependent on the tides and moods


Of motorists, and there you stay,







Flotsam and jetsam of the highway.



























Aborigine Sketches









The black men hang their shadows


On ropes underneath the towers.







Their hats slip forward over their eyes


Like the hats of lynched men.







They have been left standing these


Few people, like the dead gum trees,







Grotesquely upright still,


But slowly whitening.







*







The Mission is embalmed in charity.


The dreams of dead










Misguided German Christians lie an inch


Under the dusty sand that will never


Be sown or broken with laughter.







All day the families of matchstick children


Shift like hour hands round eucalypts.


Hazed in flies, a bleary wolfhound


Shambles across the courtyard – ratbag


Mascot of some disgraced regiment in exile.







*







They hold out to us


Discredited skilled hands they have lost faith in.


We prune them back like jungle for the public good.







This silent Reserve, their country in Arnhem Land,


Is a lopped hand on each of them. Their hands


Are disappearing into the desert and the dreamtime.







*







He is only beautiful


In the manner of his country.


He was burnt by the same enemy,


Was at the same treaty.







And now he lives on a concession


Which shifts with the season,


That he must follow it


As a jackal follows his lion,







Licking at gnawed bones


Till he himself is one,


Hollow and dry as an old tree,


Full of strange, delicate energy.










He can walk a whole month


Into the desert in the dreamtime,


Can scent water on wind


And make rabbits jump into his hand.







He can hit a snake with a stone,


Can play a long, sad note


And burn stories on bark,


Beautiful in the manner of his country.







*







They came to us like lepers


To be cured of nightmares







And we woke them up


And showed them their sores







And hung them like flypapers


In museums called Missions







And said ‘We are barely


Keeping them alive’, as if







We regretted the way they sometimes


Stirred up their own dust







With a little rum


Bought for them by a tourist.







*







A child sulks upon the lawn,


Exhausted by the lawn’s piety.







She wants to take off her dress


And sink into the earth.










For the pink roses have twined


Braceleted arms round her neck







And roots round her body,


Sapping her strength.
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