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  Introduction




  It’s no secret that love is the poets’ favourite subject, and although writing a sonnet may not be the obvious way to the beloved’s heart that it was in

  Shakespeare’s day, poetry retains a talismanic quality for lovers.




  The path of love never ran smooth and in this book the process has three stations of the heart: the kindling of desire, the various tests, trials and torments that decide whether fulfilment will

  be reached, and, finally, that realm in which something like a civilization is founded.




  If you’re in the first throes of a new excitement, or need to put a new relationship to the test, or put a failure behind you, or have reached the point of the great affirmation,

  you’ll find a poem here for the occasion.




  





  First Sight of Her and After




  





  Conviction (iv)




  I like to get off with people,




  I like to lie in their arms,




  I like to be held and tightly kissed,




  Safe from all alarms.




  

    I like to laugh and be happy




    With a beautiful beautiful kiss,




    I tell you, in all the world




    There is no bliss like this.


  




  STEVIE SMITH




  





  Love: Beginnings




  

    

      They’re at that stage where so much desire streams between them, so much frank need and want,




      so much absorption in the other and the self and the self-admiring entity and unity they make –




      her mouth so full, breast so lifted, head thrown back so far in her laughter at his laughter,




      he so solid, planted, oaky, firm, so resonantly factual in the headiness of being craved so,




      she almost wreathed upon him as they intertwine again, touch again, cheek, lip, shoulder, brow,




      every glance moving toward the sexual, every glance away soaring back in flame into the sexual –




      that just to watch them is to feel again that hitching in the groin, that filling of the heart,




      the old, sore heart, the battered, foundered, faithful heart, snorting again, stamping in its stall.


    


  




  C. K. WILLIAMS




  





  Wild Nights




  Wild nights! Wild nights!




  Were I with thee,




  Wild nights should be




  Our luxury!




  

    Futile the winds




    To a heart in port, –




    Done with the compass,




    Done with the chart.


  




  Rowing in Eden!




  Ah! the sea!




  Might I but moor




  To-night in thee!




  EMILY DICKINSON




  





  The Mower to the Glo-Worms




  Ye living lamps, by whose dear light




  The nightingale does sit so late,




  And studying all the summer-night,




  Her matchless songs does meditate;




  

    Ye country comets, that portend




    No war, nor prince’s funeral,




    Shining unto no higher end




    Then to presage the grasses’ fall;


  




  Ye glo-worms, whose officious flame




  To wandering mowers shows the way,




  That in the night have lost their aim,




  And after foolish fires do stray;




  

    Your courteous lights in vain you waste,




    Since Juliana here is come,




    For she my mind hath so displaced




    That I shall never find my home.


  




  ANDREW MARVELL




  





  from The Bothie of Tober-Na-Vuolich




  

    

      I have been kissed before, she added, blushing slightly,




      I have been kissed more than once by Donald my cousin, and others;




      It is the way of the lads, and I make up my mind not to mind it;




      But Mr Philip, last night, and from you, it was different quite, Sir.




      When I think of all that, I am shocked and terrified at it.




      Yes, it is dreadful to me.




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        

                          

                            

                              She paused, but quickly continued,


                            


                          


                        


                      


                    


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      




      Smiling almost fiercely, continued, looking upward.




      You are too strong, you see, Mr Philip! just like the sea there,




      Which will come, through the straits and all between the mountains,




      Forcing its great strong tide into every nook and inlet,




      Getting far in, up the quiet stream of sweet inland water,




      Sucking it up, and stopping it, turning it, driving it backward,




      Quite preventing its own quiet running: and then, soon after,




      Back it goes off, leaving weeds on the shore, and wrack and uncleanness:




      And the poor burn in the glen tries again its peaceful running,




      But it is brackish and tainted, and all its banks in disorder.




      That was what I dreamt all last night. I was the burnie,




      Trying to get along through the tyrannous brine, and could not;




      I was confined and squeezed in the coils of the great salt tide, that




      Would mix-in itself with me, and change me; I felt myself changing;




      And I struggled, and screamed, I believe, in my dream. It was dreadful.




      You are too strong, Mr Philip! I am but a poor slender burnie,




      Used to the glens and the rocks, the rowan and birch of the woodies,




      Quite unused to the great salt sea; quite afraid and unwilling.


    


  




  ARTHUR HUGH CLOUGH




  





  In Defence of Adultery




  We don’t fall in love: it rises through us




  the way that certain music does –




  whether a symphony or ballad –




  and it is sepia-coloured,




  like spilt tea that inches up




  the tiny tube-like gaps inside




  a cube of sugar lying by a cup.




  Yes, love’s like that: just when we least




  needed or expected it




  a part of us dips into it




  by chance or mishap and it seeps




  through our capillaries, it clings




  inside the chambers of the heart.




  We’re victims, we say: mere vessels,




  drinking the vanilla scent




  of this one’s skin, the lustre




  of another’s eyes so skilfully




  darkened with bistre. And whatever




  damage might result we’re not




  to blame for it: love is an autocrat




  and won’t be disobeyed.




  Sometimes we manage




  to convince ourselves of that.




  JULIA COPUS




  





  It Was a Quiet Way




  It was a quiet way –




  He asked if I was his –




  I made no answer of the Tongue




  But answer of the Eyes –




  And then He bore me on.




  Before this mortal noise




  With swiftness, as of Chariots.




  And distance, as of Wheels.




  The World did drop away




  As Acres from the feet




  Of one that leaneth from Balloon




  Upon an Ether street.




  The Gulf behind was not,




  The Continents were new –




  Eternity it was before




  Eternity was due.




  No seasons were to us –




  That was not Night nor Morn –




  But Sunrise stopped upon the place




  And fastened it in Dawn.




  EMILY DICKINSON




  





  from Fifty Sonnets




  III




  

    When Dante first saw Beatrice, she wore




    a red dress – probably not much like mine.




    Allowing, though, for accident (design,




    and taste, and length, and Lycra), what he saw




    was more or less what you saw on the night




    when I decided you were mine. My dress




    was red in its intent and – more or less –
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