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              If you’re the dreamer, I’m your dream, but when




              You wish to wake I am your wish, and grow




              As mighty as all mastery, and then




              As silent as a star




              Ablaze above the city that we know




              As Time: so very strange, so very far.
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  Sentenced to Life




  Sentenced to life, I sleep face-up as though




  Ice-bound, lest I should cough the night away,




  And when I walk the mile to town, I show




  The right technique for wading through deep clay.




  A sad man, sorrier than he can say.




  But surely not so guilty he should die




  Each day from knowing that his race is run:




  My sin was to be faithless. I would lie




  As if I could be true to everyone




  At once, and all the damage that was done




  Was in the name of love, or so I thought.




  I might have met my death believing this,




  But no, there was a lesson to be taught.




  Now, not just old, but ill, with much amiss,




  I see things with a whole new emphasis.




  My daughter’s garden has a goldfish pool




  With six fish, each a little finger long.




  I stand and watch them following their rule




  Of never touching, never going wrong:




  Trajectories as perfect as plain song.




  Once, I would not have noticed; nor have known




  The name for Japanese anemones,




  So pale, so frail. But now I catch the tone




  Of leaves. No birds can touch down in the trees




  Without my seeing them. I count the bees.




  Even my memories are clearly seen:




  Whence comes the answer if I’m told I must




  Be aching for my homeland. Had I been




  Dulled in the brain to match my lungs of dust




  There’d be no recollection I could trust.




  Yet I, despite my guilt, despite my grief,




  Watch the Pacific sunset, heaven sent,




  In glowing colours and in sharp relief,




  Painting the white clouds when the day is spent,




  As if it were my will and testament –




  As if my first impressions were my last,




  And time had only made them more defined,




  Now I am weak. The sky is overcast




  Here in the English autumn, but my mind




  Basks in the light I never left behind.




  





  Driftwood Houses




  The ne plus ultra of our lying down,




  Skeleton riders see the planet peeled




  Into their helmets by a knife of light.




  Just so, I stare into the racing field




  Of ice as I lie on my side and fight




  To cough up muck. This bumpy slide downhill




  Leads from my bed to where I’m bound to drown




  At this rate. I get up and take a walk,




  Lean on the balustrade and breathe my fill




  At last. The wooden stairs down to the hall




  Stop shaking. Enough said. To hear me talk




  You’d think I found my fate sad. Hardly that:




  All that has happened is I’ve hit the wall.




  Disintegration is appropriate,




  As once, on our French beach, I built, each year,




  Among the rocks below the esplanade,




  Houses from driftwood for our girls to roof




  With towels so they could hide there in the shade




  With ice creams that would melt more slowly. Proof




  That nothing built can be forever here




  Lay in the way those frail and crooked frames




  Were undone by a storm-enhanced high tide




  And vanished. It was time, and anyhow




  Our daughters were not short of other games




  Which were all theirs, and not geared to my pride.




  And here they come. They’re gathering shells again.




  And you in your straw hat, I see you now,




  As I lie restless yet most blessed of men.




  





  Landfall




  Hard to believe, now, that I once was free




  From pills in heaps, blood tests, X-rays and scans.




  No pipes or tubes. At perfect liberty,




  I stained my diary with travel plans.




  The ticket paid for at the other end,




  I packed a hold-all and went anywhere




  They asked me. One on whom you could depend




  To show up, I would cross the world by air




  And come down neatly in some crowded hall.




  I stood for a full hour to give my spiel.




  Here, I might talk back to a nuisance call,




  And that’s my flight of eloquence. Unreal:




  But those years in the clear, how real were they,




  When all the sirens in the signing queue




  Who clutched their hearts at what I had to say




  Were just dreams, even when the dream came true?




  I called it health but never stopped to think




  It might have been a kind of weightlessness,




  That footloose feeling always on the brink




  Of breakdown: the false freedom of excess.




  Rarely at home in those days, I’m home now,




  Where few will look at me with shining eyes.




  Perhaps none ever did, and that was how




  The fantasy of young strength that now dies




  Expressed itself. The face that smiled at mine




  Out of the looking glass was seeing things.




  Today I am restored by my decline




  And by the harsh awakening it brings.




  I was born weak and always have been weak.




  I came home and was taken into care.




  A cot-case, but at long last I can speak:




  I am here now, who was hardly even there.




  





  Early to Bed




  Old age is not my problem. Bad health, yes.




  If I were well again, I’d walk for miles,




  My name a synonym for tirelessness.




  On Friday nights I’d go out on the tiles:




  I’d go to tango joints and stand up straight




  While women leaned against me trustingly,




  I’d push them backward at a stately rate




  With steps of eloquence and intricacy.




  Alone in the café, my favourite place,




  I’d sit up late to carve a verse like this.
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