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From BLACK SPIDERS


(1982)




Black Spiders




He looked up to the convent


she’d gone to. She answered no questions


but he knew by the way she’d turned away


that morning.


He felt like swimming to the caves.




*




The nuns have retreated. The eldest still


peals the bell in glee, although no one comes


from the ruins. All their praying was done


when they first saw the ships and the Turks’


swords reflecting the sun.


In the convent the cistern is dry,


the collection boxes empty – cleft skulls


severed and bleached,


are kept in a shrine, and stare to the East.




*




She caught sight of him later, below, brushing salt


from the hair of his nipples. She wanted them


to tickle; black spiders on her lips.







Women in Jerusalem




‘Alo! Germanee? Welcome! Alo! America?’


I hid from the spat crudities of Arabs,


the continuous stare, unblinking sun,


in a crumbling dorm all hanging with garments.


A drowsy voice asked ‘Alo, Englis?’


We were instantly friends.


In the market we discussed wares


in gobbledegook for the sake of peace.


We talked, in the shade of the hostel,


of the world’s brute men, money, politics


and the good things of home.


On the balcony we sat above the flies,


the broad mules’ backs, brown Bedouin hands


weighing and arguing figs; she spat


an insect from her fingers, handed money


to her husband. I saw a man


at the Damascus Gate, and cursed.


Obscured now and then by women in abayehs,


shaped like barrels and walking as barrels


would, hooped with belts. I was sure.


My friend peeped out. I was purdah’d: the door


opened into his view. We conferred like Arab sisters.






‘I’d invited him to Massada, and split.


We don’t understand each other


at all. “I,” he said, “protect you.”


From whom? He shrugged “It’s our mentality”.


I went alone:


On the plain in the haze the road is laid down


like an almighty crucifixion. At the junction


a fat hand twists my wrist. He offers


200 shequel, kaffiyas, toy camels,


the sundry geegaws of his stall and


a lift to Jerusalem.


His son watches and learns, and lets


ecstatic flies crawl over a scab in his ear.


There is dust; a mirage of a bus, a


sign of life. I run . . .’


We’d been under siege all afternoon,


telling tales, occasionally checking


and ducking. Neighbouring roofs


were reconnoitred for routes.


He expected my pale bare flesh


to mark me out, and sat tight.


We gave in towards night.


In the room were foul and ancient abaheys,


we hooped them round and laughed at ourselves.


They blacked out the sound of our voices


and hid our bodies from sight.







The Barometer




Last year


Mother threw the barometer


the length of the corridor. This:


she has set her jaw. There’s a chill


and the rustle of weeds. She’s come in


from the garden, now she’ll withdraw.


The maids are shivering. Outside


they’re talking of snow. I say no


to a fire – it’s an act of surrender.


I can see the bare fields from here


on the balcony. The nights


are growing longer. I know.


At least the harvest is gathered and safe.


– Every thanksgiving


I dance like a Romany. Indian summers;


I giggle and weep. Mother and me


go picnics in the blossoming . . .


My furs are laid out and waiting.


The maids keep tutting.


I catch myself biting


dead skin from my lips.


I have played with my gloves all day.


I ought just to jump


and meet Hades half way.







The Harbour




At the centre, red and dripping


are wreckers’ lights. By night


they await the occasional drift, but gallop


away at the fall of day, frustrated


by sure navigation and calm.


The harbour could be anywhere.


In its wall are a window, a board and door;


the home of a hermit whose


nights and days are tidal,


his house being rhythmically drowned.


On the board are meticulous notes,


on the rising and settling of waves,


his service to fishers and curious tourists:


only the price of paper – like this –


is requested and paid.


The dock where vessels leave is walked


by a resentful temptress who shrieks


if she catches you staring away from her legs.


She says she finds hammers


better than lovers.


Back country is as yet unexplored. They say


the sky is the colour of bruise. The sun:


underground. Rocks glow like night-lights


with the strain of containing it.







Inhumation




No one knows if he opened his eyes,


acknowledged the dark,


felt around, found and drank


the mead provided, supposing himself


dead.







Storm in Istanbul




Beware the temper of the only god.


We asked only rain to smother the dust.


By three we’d kicked off the single grey sheet.


The patrol passed in the alley.


We took it for a torch, a search, we could not speak


above the roar, we opened a window


and heard the boots. Leaned out, tongues out


to taste the rain.


In the flash you could read the armoured car’s plate.


The guard saw moving shapes, fired


shouts between the cracking of petrified cloud.


He laughed too loud when


he linked arms with his chum


(‘Thought you was a terrorist, didn’I?’)


Their uniforms scraped.


You could have shot him from here,


some mother’s gaunt son. Not even having


his big boots on could save him


from flinching when his almighty blue mosque


was lit from above.


He crouched below his bayonet. It gleamed


like the minarets jabbing the sky


that shuddered and roared in pain.


Beside the rancid heap where it eats a dog wept.


All the cats howled. It gave him


the creeps. He whispered through his teeth


to calm them. For him


someone began to play a pipe,


a few shaking voices sang. Light was coming . . .


From the towers came the wail of a failing old imam.


The faithful went to pray.


The heathen, we slept.







Permanent Cabaret




Our highwire artiste,


knowing nothing of fear, will take


sparkling risks fifty feet high.


Her costume, ladies, is iced with


hard diamonds.


While she mounts all those steps


our old friend the clown will stand


upside down in a shower of confetti


and chirp ‘Love me!’


Their lamp is the last on camp to go out.


Coco reads Jung, sometimes aloud to


Estelle, if she’s sewing on sequins.


More often she practises alone in the ring


for the day she enters permanent cabaret,


perhaps in Zurich. Coco cracks his knuckles,


thinking vaguely of children, or considers


repainting the outside of their van.


Half way across Estelle glitters like frost.


She has frozen. ‘Remain professional.’ She


draws breath through her teeth, wavers


her hand: ‘Let Coco sense something for once!’


His red boots are edging towards her. He


coaxes, offers aid – his absurd umbrella.


The audience wonder: is it part of the show


this embarrassing wobbling,


this vain desperation to clutch?







From THE WAY WE LIVE


(1987)




Julian of Norwich




Everything I do I do for you.


Brute. You inform the dark


inside of stones, the winds draughting in


from this world and that to come,


but never touch me.


You took me on


but dart like a rabbit into holes


from the edges of my sense


when I turn, walk, turn.




*




I am the hermit whom you keep


at the garden’s end, but I wander.


I am wandering in your acres


where every step, were I


attuned to sense them,


would crush a thousand flowers.


(Hush, that’s not the attitude)


I keep prepared a room and no one comes.


(Love is the attitude)




*




Canary that I am, caged and hung


from the eaves of the world


to trill your praise.


He will not come.


Poor bloodless hands, unclasp.


Stiffened, stone-cold knees, bear me up.


(And yet, and yet, I am suspended


in his joy, huge and helpless


as the harvest moon in a summer sky.)







Peter the Rock




The last trumpet of sunlight blows over the sea,


he moves high on the cliff, sure of his grace


and raises an arm. The fingers connect.


He pulls up and leans out, hair falling straight toward earth.


He tells me he dreams about nothing


but falling, though we sleep on the sand.


His arms always round me, golden hair


spilled over my face. That mysterious injury


torn in his shoulders: ‘I told you, I fell.’


Even in kissing you feel for holds,


grip through to bone.


It doesn’t surprise me, I do it myself,


enrage you with symbol, the meaning of things.


You practise moves and hate gestures,


God-talk with vengeance, imperfect shoulders.


I change the tapes. He drives, and will go on denying


into the night. There is nothing


but rock and the climbing of rock under the sun.


Which I say is falling and setting behind us, unfolded,


flashed in the wing mirrors, golden, your skin tone.







from Karakoram Highway


4




At the sharp end of the gorge;


the bridge. Like a single written word


on vast and rumpled parchment. Bridge.


The statement of man in landscape.


And how they guard it.


Drifts of people in either bank


like brackets, knowing it can crash


to the river in a mangled scribble


and be erased.


They write it up again, single syllable


of construction


shouted over the canyon.





5




And all the driver wants is eye-drops


before he straightens up the bus, commits us.


At least malevolence concedes your existence;


worse is indifference, power and indifference.


The river brawls beneath us, self-obsessed,


narcissistic. Wheels turn, turn again, full weight.


The bridge starts to undulate and we’re hanging


out of windows half-roads over the Indus,


grinning at each other, impotent, enlightened.


The world grew tight.


It must have been about then we first saw the mountains.





6




Emotion is human, the foothills brown,


the valley floor very low. We haven’t slept.


Our thoughts are slow and wide.


The mind can turn its own death in its hand,


chat blythly about mountains, until


the last moment, that appalling rise that ends


in total unemotional blue.


First sight of the summits, distant


and almost transparent, like glass.


Call it distance, not menace. White, not frightening:


emotion is human, is returned to the human


along with your life. A slight


clash of terror, you lower your eyes.


The sun reflected from glass,


more fearsome than glass in itself.




7




It’s earthly and brown, deep inside canyons.


Stones at the roadside:


‘Here rock fell on men’, ‘men fell to the river’


and the river and rock were unmoved


being river and rock.


He takes it fast.


Some nameless white mountain


has closed off the end of the canyon.


The walls grow taller, the river hysterical.


He brakes, hauls the wheel. No talking.


No colour but brown –


except in the mind. It’s been many hours.


Fear passes out into long passive blue,


a slight smile – there is nothing at all we can do.


And the sky widens, the canyon gives out


to a strange sort of kingdom


and the first hanging village swings in.
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