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To Ilse and Jed
Jack and Jill

Like all love stories, its ending was tragic

as the one where they are killed by black magic,

or the neglect of society and education,

or having passed their formative years in the tower,

never out of the range of the power

of a mad uncle, or some other mad relation.

The comic element of their demise should not detract

from the intensity and commitment of the pact

that brought them to this; love does not always

show its most serious face beneath the moon,

and may as well flourish on a wet afternoon

outside a shop, as in a meadow on summery days.

We are drugged by drama, even if mere glamour

is preferable to acne and the stammer

of the third or fourth choice, for a kind heart and frankness

were sufficient for Jill to give her seeking heart

to one who was not to have been offered such a part

as Romeo, nor she a Juliet, for all their blankness.

Because of their domestic origins, the finish, when it came,

was, if anything, more awful than a steep decline from fame.

We are accustomed to think grandeur should sign off

with percussion, or make a hotel room a mess.

True greatness should decline with true distress,

but not that dullness have such loss to whine of.

So, regarding the male roll down the hill’s enough

to stir a crowd to laughter, and watching that garden love

grow foul, and as the woman, albeit in her prime, followed,

the exact pathos was like an empty egg, so we cried, almost,

at such innocence at such cost,

and the centre of our world was, if very briefly, lightly 






hollowed.

Little Miss Muffet

The future being the only thing you cannot predict,

and rather wish you could, it is no wonder

senility lures us to the past and all our time ticked

quite informally away.  Out of this come rumours

of the need to live days in the teeth

of a proneness to bad heart attacks and tumours.

Small wonder we feel pity for someone robbed of a meal, 

not to mention perfect love, and when life-long happiness

is plucked like a plum, sadness is the least thing we should feel.

A thousand stories make this point, of life

lived on a pinhead, of the lightening

that  takes a wife’s husband or a husband’s wife,

and that poor girl may do as well as any, the spider

puncturing her one leisurely moment,

to hone a sense of that insidious decider -

oh, poor, poor, poor Ms. Muffet -

and clearly shows how you can take a full breath

and sense things on the up and up then snuff it.

Paul Harrow Turns His Back on A Life of Sex

Paul had many opportunities for true love

in the normal sense, but chose imperfect solitude,

and the comfort of his own misshapen shadow,

following him through the house while he was nude.

He watched as she drew her curtains, dropped

her brassiere to the floor and stepped with high thighs

out of the smallest knickers he had seen.  What should he do?

She ran her fingertips across his flies.

He did not want to be touched, and when she kissed

he tasted vinegar, and felt her covered breasts

with clinical indifference, like a doctor

sensing tumours, mindful of necessary tests.

The zip down, she fingered at his Y, unloosed

the stern buckle of his belt and sausage-skinned

his trousers and his pants towards his knees.

This was no doubt a woman who had sinned.

What happened next was fearful.  Her right hand

drew gently on his thingybob, and her mouth,

well what it did was fearful, her mouth, her tongue

were everywhere, like summer bees, her teeth,

as though she were a cannibal. He gritted his,

and would not come again, would not, and went

through twenty strategies for putting off,

and settled on a family bereavement,

elderly, very close, requiring a trip, alone,

up North, beyond the North, the Orkney Isles perhaps,

followed by years of grief and house-bound,

devastated, anything, anything but these oscillating lips,

Paul Harrow Reconsiders A Life Of Sex

       As you gather the dry dust of the afternoons,


            Paul Harrow, and follow the slow metre of the white clock,

            and the pale blue numbers of that calendar,

            what have you made of all the fancy moons

            who crossed the summer sky in silver frocks?

            What have you made of the sun’s ridiculous hair?

            Loosen your tie, friend Paul, and rattle its firm knot.

            From the lapels of your light grey woollen suit

            stroke right away  the too conspicuous flecks

            of order, order, order.  Thereafter you may venture out

            into the ripe world, and quiver at the sight

            of all of nature undressing herself for sex.

            Come to the bleak window Paul, come, desert,

            for a moment or two, the whispering computer,

            the dandy icons of the World Wide Web,

            and stare across this open country, into the dense heart

            of this hyper-green world, and watch it reappear,

            magically, out of its enveloping robe.

            Think how rich it really is, like chocolate

            shining in a confectioner’s copper bowl,

            or dark red Madeira, or purple figs, or the juice

            of crushed exotic fruit.  It is not too late

            to try to start to feed on this, and lose control,

            even in full view of the Managers.

            That is all that is needed, Paul, mere

            desire.  Walk quickly through the flaccid room,

            and see the untidy girl and you, a careless man,

            stark naked in her pouring, yellow hair.

            It runs like water through your outstretched arms.

      You kiss as if your pleasure were like pain.

      The Plan For Paul Harrow’s Decline

            Paul Harrow waits

            in the mid-light of the afternoon.

            It illuminates the quality of his suit’s

            pure wool, and his skin’s sepulchral tone.

            For years Paul has been the curse

            of young, ambitious men, holding his soft chair,

            without the force

            they thought was the root of a career,

            but with a wormy intellect, the cunning

            of an old fox slipping hounds,

            a quiet appetite for winning

            without glory, publicity without signs.

            They hear his steady count, the computer

            off for hours at a time;  only the scratching

            of his gold-nibbed pen breaks the neuter

            silence in which they guess his heart is beating.

            Over tea they talk of poison, a cross-sight


            of a rifle set at a relevant window,

            or gentle pressure at the railway side,

            and then the field he tills would lie fallow,

            and afterwards would wave with rags

            of red and yellow flowers, would grow over

            his bone-white grass and shake like the flags

            of freedom, the toes of a rapturous lover.

            They do not understand, they never will,

            as their hot sweat dries and their fierceness

            comes to nothing, how he is there still,

            driving them slowly mad with happiness.

In Memoriam, Philip Larkin

Poor Philip, being never much on looks,

rather like our Alfred, skinny and bald,

no girls will grieve him, a head full of books.

At seventeen he was forty years old.

He did not go for life, and thought of death

as most men think of sex, for life was dull,

and sex was duller still; he saved his breath,

he ate, smoked, went along, at last was ill.

So, Lord, if in the end you must exist,

be kindly to him now, whose only sin

(remember, after all, he died unkissed)

was not praise the muck you dropped him in.

St. Mary’s Harrow

Where horses pulled in little carts

its Saxon and its Norman parts,

the church is settled on the hill,

solid and historical.

To run up to its heaven, I

must climb the beanstalk through the sky,

and call like disobedient Jack

to  brings its dreadful giant back.

A Heart of Ice

You do not need a heart of ice

to throw romantic gods away.

It is clear from mathematics

that what the angels say

is fantasy.  Girders, concrete,

soil, air, flame, empty of gods,

exhaust descriptions of spirit.

All churches hang on lightening rods.

There is nothing to spare when you cut.

The sharpest tools

show absolutely nothing but

the total grip of molecules.

The space that fooled our ancestors

does not fool us.  It is no face,

or bright acne of  stars,

and no resting place.

Where would you rest?  It curves,

downward, outward, nothing sticks.

You rest only on your nerves,

your morals, or your politics.

My son asleep, Sicily

The grass is thin;

no more than stalk or wire,

or fired clay, or tin,

it punches at the rock, rears

at air as dry as lizard skin.

The tree is composite of dust,

dust for bark and leaf.

From resentment of lust

towards promise of grief,

it is becoming its own ghost.

Here, my small son’s blood

seems a flood; each breath

rolls through his lungs; his heart’s thud

shakes this geography of death,

stuns the high bird desperate for food.

Night Terror

At four am you scream from your dark bedroom,

our prisoner, our secret, our madman;

through the cold, purple night you scream

at the bleak tree-line and the dead moon,

and I struggle out of my own thin sleep

and slide from the tentacles of my nightmare,

to your room’s black slop

of light, and breathe in its searing air,

to find you face down inside god knows what

useless suffering makes you sob like this;

what knowledge has come knocking at this cot,

straight off the wastes of bitterness?

All I can do is lift you out, clamp you tight

to the ledge of my collar bone, and sit watching

the long night we both cower from, and wait

in the roofless sadness of your crying.

                  Papa

                  It is 1968,

                  and papa’s arm beats

                  like the blades

                  of a ‘Nam chopper.

                  We run for cover

                   into photographs

                   of ourselves,

                   burning and screaming.

                   In 1988 

                   we sit still with him,

                   drinking tea,

                   negotiating.

                   We have learned so much from him.

                   Our red-tipped missiles

                    await

                    his every move.

The Wild Bunch

‘Let’s go … 

Why not?’
If you were to go, where the hell would you go

on a day like this, so, so inopportune:

the cold, the wind, a predicted fall of snow,

the hopeless light of the moon?

You could go up to the ridge, or drive

to the bright hotel and take a room

in a vague future, but could you live

with all that rush of freedom?

It is not the rage sustains, nor the turn

into the pathway, but the not turning,

a slow going on, and on, a town

come into after all journeys and learning

the precise length of an individual night

of total silence.  No wonder you watch

their moment like a rabbit watching light,

that moment Pike and Sykes and Lyle and Dutch

dropped out of the whores’ beds, rose and spat,

concluded life was worth dying for now,

took insufficient rounds, tilted their dirty hats,

and moved like four spiders, into town.

Even allowing their gift is fictional,

even allowing for that, what would you give,

to rumble such a fulcrum in your soul,

to have a love of death to help you live.

  Natural Selection

  To a survival machine, another survival machine .. is part of     its environment .. It is something that gets in the way


Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene

  If you are not dead, you are alive.

  If you have at least one eye you look.

  Over the open ground is base.

  With just those legs you will arrive

  sooner, if not sooner; just follow the track

  that leads you to your place.

  If you have one tooth then you will hunt.

  You must find some unlucky thing

  to fit your mouth, go slow then slower,

  until it’s not so much in front

  of you as easy meat. This killing

  the doomed is what gives you the power.

  Naturally space is short and time is tight.

  You do not need to know this to be true.

  It has simply made you what you made of it.

  Indifferent, perfectly adapted,

  there is always an escape for you

  because your shape is the shape of the outlet.

  Even the end will suit; when you are dead

  you are merely not alive.  What jumps out from

  a subset of a set of scheduled meals,

  when others, in their own turn, will be fed,

  proves in one place there is only room

  for no more than a single individual.

The Quantifiers

They met, the quantifiers, and their tools,

with those believing in them, in a hall

as gloomy as a dying man.  With their rules,

their netted globes and their charts of the soul,

they spoke, always to the point, about control.

Their first task was to select a leader.

All candidates spoke crisply under lights

that did not oscillate, sound that did not meander.

The post was given to one as austere

as the moon, cool as the repression of fear.

Their annual operating plan curtailed 

all waste; machinery pruned to the bark

whirred in the centre.  Strange that they failed,

that their pure plans, for all they neatly boiled,

were poisonous, and their clearest routes were soiled.

Only the future is unpredictable. Predict

the past and watch it assume the shape

of all you value.  The present can be slicked

like a hair-do, but the future is stacked

with surprise; all horses lose you back.

Membership declined, became a joke

among those in another club; they too contrived

to tap the moral core of the typical man.

They said all previous nonsense had been sieved,

all mistakes now made, all truths believed and disbelieved.

They found the ridiculous is intransigent.

The fossils of this consequence were the first discovered,

the shell-shaped remnants of their collective effort

showed all strategies by which they had manoeuvred

to places from which none, including those they had despised,







recovered. 

Enlightenment

One morning, the soft light

grew hard enough

to set things tight.

There were no gods,

or raggedy women

on their thorn rods.

In its new pose,

the human mind

lay snug as a boxed rose.

And everyone seemed to try

to write the whole truth out,

as far as (.

Night in the Black Hotel

The night was permanent as we drove.

It had been for years.  The blue days were gone.

The yellow, the white, all gone.  It was black now.

Under the green lights we drove,

by the dry towns, dry as a bone,

and skeletons of sheep and horse and cow.

Nothing to do but drive, arrive, 

and move on, talk on the telephone

about where the deal is, what it is, how

to do the deal, stay semi-alive,

loading the petrol, paying the loan,

watching where the night-men skulk, stay low.

Night in the black hotel, then leave,

go to the border, holding a gun,

make the exchange in a flash then blow,

none of us cowardly, none of us brave,

the same black sky over everyone,

has been for years, it is all we know.

Death of a Winter Solipsist

It was only his own long face that he had recognised all winter,

in either the iced lake water or in the tall, iced mirror,

or in his gloomy appearance throughout the gutter icicle,

or in the facial shape of his own boot-prints in the snow.

What then had he been doing through these winters?

It was clearly not snow he ogled nor even the compulsive cold

of star-bright, frozen fields, nor the frost-bitten eyes of roe deer

caught in a sudden, electrifying hold.

It was only his own long face that he had recognised all winter,

safe in the ice blue barrel water, or the dead glass throughout his house through which he never saw the discouraged visitor,

or once, a patient, distant animal in a remote trespass,

but this was the first time he had ever seen

the immense break-out of light from winter, or begun to notice in

the slow transition from white to pale green

a reason for the strange, half-snowman who was becoming nothing.

The Work Dog

He is always at my feet,

needing his stinking food,

needing his exercise.

I forget what I loved in him.

I have vague memories

of something brighter, younger.

Now I resent his hunger

and his ongoing need for me.

Those two soft eyes.

I think of putting him down,

slipping that fine needle 

into his helpless shin.

But I remember the join,

the vein that runs his blood

back into our heart.

Meteoric

We stand on the edge of ourselves, hearing

the accent of local radio, the reports

of a blue, earth-like meteor steering

around the sun, and they say that when it hits

we’ll buckle, and plunge a mile before rearing

in a county-wide fire.  We realise this is it.

But my wife and I are ready, quietly drinking

quietly drinking, quietly drinking.

She goes to the window unsteadily, draws

the curtain open,  gently says I see it all now.

I rise, go to her side, share in the views

we love so much: the garden, hill and town,

and note the metal darkness that flows

across the sky, blotting the horizon.

We tug the curtain to, and in her face

lies wonder blended with a sense of place.

Strange it comes to this, that our small house

of light pastels and terracotta tiles,

must join with something of a universe.

We had planned for normal deaths, the slow files

of friends to chalky churches, the still hearse

holding traffic back, but nothing in this style, 

this tour de force,
so reminiscent of the end of dinosaurs.

And then, for all the glamour, our deaths,

now seconds away, seem only natural.

We follow one another’s last few breaths.

Like children, we hold hands.  I gently pull

her near me.  We close our eyes like mice, and breathe.

The radio dissolves.  The room is suddenly full

of light, more light, more light, more light,

then the sullen whisper of the infinite.

Prospects of a Nuclear War in Pagham

From where the chalk-white houses are

the backbone of a middle class

as neat as sums,

you cannot see what missile comes,

whose house will get it, whose car,

or up whose arse.

So best not worry.  Centuries show

they last the longest who refrain

from such concerns,

and say, while any dwelling burns,

a shame, and hope that eerie glow

leaves Mulberry Lane.

The Last Resort

As we are the last few here,

you and I, our son, that loyal pair,

the swimming pool attendant and the char,

the couple with the bookish daughter,

the young man who owns the red sports car,

somehow we must all learn to kill

the limited kinds of animal

remaining, and how long we must boil

their poisonous meats, and the lost skill

of flavour without pepper and salt.

And we, who have been slaves to fashion,

must learn to measure water-ration,

and look for signs of illness: dry skin,

irregular trembling of the chin,

a visual sense of distance closing in.

And being slow, thus far, to socialise,

we must add to our hellos and our goodbyes

the ciaos, arrivedercis,

bonjours, guten that and this,

of the few who are left here with us,

so that we manifest at last good grace,

through mere manners be oblivious to class,

to origin, to style, because we learned these

commonest words that have the simplest sense,

their words of morning greeting and evening release.

For the girl’s large book has now been read

three times, and the red car’s engine is dead.

Now, through only what we say are we divided,

being  equally un-watered and under-fed,

being equally positioned for the end.

We may still swim.  The char still cleans our rooms.

This is a welcome thing, whatever comes.

The most intense normality consumes

all drift to irony, and there have been worse times,

if not for us, perhaps, and much sillier tombs.

Cloudy Day At Skull Rock

Not even looking at the compass or the stone,

we knew that somebody was coming, out of the ordinary,

on a thin horse, by Skull Creek to The Rock

and the two things that he did would shake

a saloon of story-tellers into story.

It was about time to flip the two-tailed coin.

Zeet O’Clinker thought he had the mark

of any man west of High Point and South

of Dog River, but they might have started shaping Zeet

for pine already, given the dry street

was laying for him; a slug for his big mouth

was even yet working out of the dark.

Same for Cab Calloway and a bunch of others.

The cloud gathered like black sheep at a gate,

blanking the way out, pinching the sky.

In those days you never saw the cavalry

and when the lawman showed it was too late

for a queue of broken-hearted, weeping mothers.

The new telephones came and ran these old days out,

and then the automobile went farting over the spot

Zeet O’Clinker took a mouth of, and we knew the days

of the hellraising men were giving ways.

Day after day the sun shone down less hot.

We upped and went into a world of doubt

and you are linked to our past by a needle shadow

of a skull over Skull Rock, when the sun arrows past

at around two, and even as the Model T Ford

shits along the street you are all sleeping or bored

and miss the noise of the blue stranger who was too fast

for Zeet O’Clinker once; I’ll tell his story slow.

The Bad News

Where elections change almost nothing,

a man climbs a hill to see

the fire of a neighbour’s house and hears a bell ring

in the hysterical city.

Where there is nothing left to eat

and the wind shaves the earth like a plane,

groups come together and fight

for the few things that remain

after the exchange of their blood.

We watch them from the roof.  The skies

bring the bad news, that our good

is driven out by their evil, not otherwise.

The Last Three Minutes

It will all wind down

to a gentle, red repose,

the last star,

like the disappearing rear light of a car,

or the red nose

of a rain-soaked, disappointed clown.
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