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From Borrowed Voices 2002






After Holderlin

When I was a young man, a drink

often rescued me from the factory floor

or the office routine. I dreamed

in the mottled shade in many a beer garden
among a kindness of bees and breezes,

my lunch hour lengthening.

As the flowers plucked and set in the little bottle
on the table still seem to hanker for the sun,
nodding in the slightest draft, so I

longed for a library loose with rare volumes

or a movie theatre’s satisfying gloom

where a little moon followed the usherette

up and down the blue carpeted stairs.

You characters caught up in your emotions
on the screen, how I wish you could know
how much I loved you; how I longed

to comfort the distraught heroine

or share a beer with the lonely hero.

I knew your anxieties, trapped

in a story that wouldn’t let you live;

I felt for you when you were thrown from the car
again and again; when the pilot

thought he was lost and alone,

I was speaking the language of the stars

above his tiny plane,

murmuring in the sleepy garden, growing up
among the complicated stories.

These dreams were my teachers

and I learned the language of love

among the light and shadow

in the arms of the gods.

[3]






From Parallax 1970






The Moment of Waking

She remarks how the style of a whole age
disappears into your gaze, at the moment
of waking. How sad you are

with your red shirt, your features
reminiscent of marble, your fabulous
boy-girl face like a sheet of mist

floating above a lake.

Someone hands me a ticket,

in Berlin a hunchback

is printing something hideous;

my passport is bruised with dark blue

and lilac inks. Morning again,

another room batters me awake—

you will be haunting the mirror like silver—

now the nights punish me with dreams
of a harbour in Italy—you are there
hung in the sky on broken wings

as you always have been, dancing,
preparing to wound me with your
distant and terrible eyes.

[7]



The City, the Tree

1

The city allows the trees a little space

at the edges of the road that angles
somewhere out to the airport

and the open sky, which is also permitted
to burn its flaring shadow on the tar.

The trees wave and clatter,
warning us of something, the city
is always busy, and when at rest
is better left alone.

2

This is the response the tree has

to the city: the film of lime

the skein of birds-feet, morning

polishing the blue windows of the yacht club
where the tree reflects itself

in a thousand images of green.

(8]



The Visit

The children stoned us, the bony girl

fell down bleeding at the mouth
frightened for her camera’s sake;

later we drank beer in the courtyard

of the smelly afternoon, talking of Rijeka.

At the city’s edge we found a monument
split down the middle; the sunlight,
preparing for the moment of anguish
laid out a stroke of warning on the rock.

The shabby soldiers wheeled in the street

or loomed out of helicopters, fondling guns.
Their movements are elegant and simple;

a sundial for a face, and memories

of Birmingham and postcards of the sea.

At the final wharf the children were playing
and we gave money to the blind man at the gate.

[9]



Kabul

From the broken, moving window

you see them alone in the desert afternoon
mad and burnt in a chorus of camels
walking somewhere invisible.

They have buried a city in the mountain.

A river like a soggy drain, they wash their feet
thinking of Tashkent gleaming out of Russia
across a plain of ice, the clack of a rifle bolt,
four thousand British corpses in the pass.
They dream their legacy of light

whatever the season.

[10]





