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Brian Bilston


Alexa, what is there to know about love?
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The Caveman’s Lament


me think about her when sun rises


me think about her when sun sets


me say to her how much me love her


she tell me love invent not yet


me make cave all warm and cosy


me lie bearskin on cave floor


me play song of love on bone flute


she choose cave of Tim next door


me no more go out hunt mammoth


me throw spear too short or long


me sit in cave me paint her picture


she say me got perspective wrong


me cook meal to show me love her –


diplodocus with fried beans –


she say food anachronistic


but me not know what this means


stone age mighty hard for lovers


yet rub two flints look what you get


small sparks lead to big inferno


but she say love invent not yet















The Erotic Shards of Hermaclides of Thrace*



  1   I confess I did tremble,


       for even the stiffest of branches


       must quiver


       with the first drops of rain


  5   after a long summer drought.


       The Eastern wind,


       no less than the mighty Euros himself,


       carried you gently to me,


       whispering your name


10   among the dripping leaves.


       O what love we made!


       For you were not of mortal descent


       but


                   like a


15   I showed you my


       and, in return, you opened your


and let me


       To gaze on such magnificence!


       In a frenzy, we began to


20              until


engorged


became moist


as sweet as peach juice


and down your thighs.


25   We lay there


while still stroking each other’s


and gasping like


       until we heard the angry shouts


       of Zeus, your father.


30   I fled across the field in terror,


       clutching my shrivelled


32   and my vestments.














Mrs Plato


‘Hard day at the agora?’ I asked him


as he polished off his supper.


I could sense him eyeing me nervously.


There were chickpeas in his beard again.


Earlier, he’d put his hands down his tunic


and whipped out – with a flourish –


a crumpled white rose


so I could tell something was up.


‘I’ve been thinking . . .’ he said,


(never a good sign, that) ‘. . . about love.’


Now this was more promising.


I adjusted my girdle.


‘It’s about time we moved things


to the next level,’ he announced grandly.


I wondered whether I should get


the goat butter out.


But then he began to prattle


about truth and virtue and whatnot


and I thought better of it;


it goes rancid ever so quick in this heat.


I went upstairs instead and waited for him.


‘There’ll be none of that now,’ he said


once he’d climbed in and removed my hand.


He turned away from me, untouchable,


like a newly-formed republic


asserting its independence.


I didn’t cross his borders for months.


‘We are trying to reach a state


beyond carnal desire,’ he grumbled piously,


the night he moved himself into the spare room.


He might have been. I wasn’t.


I’d had my fill of virtue.


But, by then, what did it matter?


Aristippus of Cyrene had arrived on the scene


and was busy educating me


in his own school of thought.


Five afternoons a week, in fact.


He’d knocked on my door one Tuesday


and thrust a flyer into my hand.


‘Join the Hedonists!’ I read.


He asked if I’d like to find out more.


‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘With pleasure.’
















Cleopatra


I still have it, the book we shared


(English lit, periods five and six,


each Wednesday afternoon)


in the semolina days of my youth,


when I was yellow in valour


and acned in complexion.


The desk she sat at, like a tarnished throne,


had the words ‘SHAKSPEERE IS SHIT’


compass-carved into its lid.


I had immortal longings for her.


My heart was to her rubber tied by the strings:


she erased a little more of me each day.


But I was no Antony


or Craig Reynolds, for that matter.


Rumour had it they’d been spotted


behind the science labs that lunchtime


and all was lost, irretrievably.


I would build my empire in other lands.


These pages play a trick on time


and I still think of her now as she was then,


unwithered by age,


her infinite variety


never to stale by custom,


reading out loud to the rest of the class,


and that look upon her face


as she pretended to clasp the asp


to her breast.


Oh, how the boys did gasp.


Oh, how I longed to be


that asp.
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