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To my parents with love
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Soft Companion


for Lawrence Gough









He sat in the under-heated flat, alone,


Usefully passing time (he thought by choice),


Not missing anything, until the phone


Brought him the soft companion of your voice,







And then he looked around himself and saw


The scraps of clothing on the floor, in shreds,


And felt his keys hang heavy in the door.


He thought of powdered milk and single beds.







Unsure of him, you said, ‘It’s only me,’


Meaning not quite enough, but you were right:


Yours was the only face he hoped to see


And only you remembered him tonight.






























Summary of a Western









We see a dusty desert scene and that’s


The way the film begins. Some men in hats


Deliver gritty lines. They all wear braces.


They’re cool and tough. They hate the darker races


Who paint peculiar stripes across their faces.







Goodies meet baddies, mostly in corrals.


Cowboys ignore or patronise their gals.


We see a gun twirl in a macho hand.


Who’s killing whom we don’t quite understand –


There’s always some vague reference to the land.







Women in aprons have to be protected.


Stagecoaches fall. New sheriffs are elected.


The cast consists primarily of horses –


They gallop to the ending, which of course is


A happy one, where nobody divorces.






























Symptoms









Although you have given me a stomach upset,


weak knees, a lurching heart, a fuzzy brain,


a high-pitched laugh, a monumental phone bill,


a feeling of unworthiness, sharp pain


when you are somewhere else, a guilty conscience,


a longing, and a dread of what’s in store,


a pulse rate for the Guinness Book of Records –


life now is better than it was before.







Although you have given me a raging temper,


insomnia, a rising sense of panic,


a hopeless challenge, bouts of introspection,


raw, bitten nails, a voice that’s strangely manic,


a selfish streak, a fear of isolation,


a silly smile, lips that are chapped and sore,


a running joke, a risk, an inspiration –


life now is better than it was before.







Although you have given me a premonition,


chattering teeth, a goal, a lot to lose,


a granted wish, mixed motives, superstitions,


hang-ups and headaches, fear of awful news,


a bubble in my throat, a dare to swallow,


a crack of light under a closing door,


the crude, fantastic prospect of forever –


life now is better than it was before.






























The Affair









The lamp post bends his head. His face is red


above the frozen fringes of the street.


Dishevelled night is climbing into bed.


She strokes the waking clock, then steals the sheet.







Something disturbs the symmetry of hedges;


a recent scandal seeping through the grass.


The breathing curtains lose their heavy edges,


touched by the light that settles on the glass.







A small dog kicks the pavement into stretching.


The postbox mouth hangs open for receiving.


I almost hear a taxi driver fetching


your suitcase. Very soon you will be leaving.






























Six Sonnets







WHEN I AM FAMOUS




When I am famous, in the years to come,


I know how keen you’ll be to share the glory;


When journalists whip out a hefty sum


Before your nose, to make you sell our story,


You’ll have no qualms. I, therefore, will expect


Full details of our sex life in The Sun.


I will not sue you, nor will I object


In any way – I’ll treat it as good fun.


Make sure to give them all the dirty bits.


The truth gets dull – why not throw in some lies,


Some strange inventions? Say I’ve got three tits


Or four. Meanwhile, I’ve got a nice surprise


In store for you – I’ll make you tremble yet:


I know about your flower-pressing set.





WRONG AGAIN




I did the right thing once (may God reward me);


Restrained myself. I took a moral stance.


Virtue, I found, was not my thing – it bored me


Rigid, and I would like another chance


To earn myself a wicked reputation


Equal to yours. I’ll match you sin for sin.


Lies, promiscuity, inebriation –


It all sounds lovely. When can we begin?


I used to be afraid of rumours spreading.


You made my fear seem fussy, immature.


Here’s my new motto, then: just change the bedding


And carry on exactly as before.


A single, happy night beneath your quilt


Is all I want. I’ll risk post-coital guilt.








THE PHILANDERER’S ANSAPHONE MESSAGE




I’m not at home to take your call. Bad luck,


But leave your number and I’ll be in touch.


You’ll hear from me next time I want a fuck,
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