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Go forth now, moods and metres,

Sing your song and tell your story;

You have companioned me

Through hours grave and gay,

What will you say

To him whose curious hand

Shall turn these pages?




Soon all my joy in setting forth

My vagrant thoughts

Shall pass

Into the silence;

Soon I shall be

One with the mystery.




My book upon some quiet shelf

Beneath your touch

Shall wake, perhaps,

And speak again

My wonder, my delight,

My questioning before the night—




And as you read

Somewhere afar

I shall be singing, singing.
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I spend my life in a warren of worried men.

In and out and to and fro

And up and down in electric elevators

They rush about and speak each other,

Hurrying on to finish the deal,

Hurrying home to wash and eat and sleep,

Hurrying to love a little maybe

Between the dark and dawn

Or cuddle a tired child

Who blinks to see his father.




I hurry too but with a sense

That Life is hurrying faster

And will catch up with me.




Right in the middle of our furious activity

Two soft-voiced barbers in a little room,

White-tiled and fresh and smelling deliciously,

Flourish their glittering tools

And smile and barb

And talk about the war and stocks and the Honolulu earthquake

With equal impartiality.




I like to go there.

Time seems slow and patient

While they tuck me up in white

And hover over me.

The room gives north and west and the sunset sky

Lights the grey river to a ribbon of glory

Where silhouetted tugs

Like tooting beetles fuss about their smoky businesses;




Besides, in that high place

No curious passer-by

Can see my ignominious bald spot treated with a tonic,

Nor can a lady stop and bow to me, my chin in lather,

As happened once;

So I go there often

And even take a book.




There’s another person all in white

Who comes and goes and manicures your nails

On application.

One can read with one hand while she does the other.

Because I feel that Life is hurrying me along

With horrid haste

Soon to desert me utterly,

I used to take my Inferno in my pocket

And reflect on what might happen

Were I among the usurers.




One day a low-pitched voice broke in.

I listened vaguely,

What was the woman saying?

“Please listen for a moment, Mister Brown,

I’ve done your nails for almost half a year

You’ve never looked at me.”

I looked at that,

And sure enough the girl was young and round and sweet.

She coloured as I turned to her

And looked away.

I waited silently, enjoying her confusion.

The words had been shot out at me

And now apparently she wished them back.

“What do you want?” I said.

Again a silence while she rubbed away.

I opened my Inferno with an ironic glance

Towards Paradiso waiting just beyond.

“Well, rub away, my girl,” I thought,

“You opened up, go on.”




The book provoked her.

“I’m straight,” she said.

“I never talked like this before.

The fellows that come round—

Good Lord!

Showin’ me two pink ticket corners

Stickin’ out the pocket of their vest,

‘Say, kid,—tonight,—you know,’

Thinkin’ I’ll tumble

For a ticket to a show!

They make me sick, they do,

Boobs like that;

You’re different. I want to know

What’s in that book you read.

I want to hear you talk.

Oh, Mister, I’m so lonesome!

But I’m straight, I tell you.

I read, too, every evening in my room,

But I can’t ever find

The books you have.

I expect you think I’m horrid

To talk like this—but—

I got some things by an Englishman

From the Public Library.

Say, they were queer!

He thinks a woman has a right

To say out if she likes a man;

He thinks they do the looking

Because they want—

Oh, Mister, I’m so terribly ashamed

I’ll die when I get home,

An’ yet I had to speak—

I’d be awful, awful good to you, if only,

Please, please, don’t think I’m like—

Don’t think I’m one o’ them!

Whatever you say, don’t, don’t think that!”




She stopped, and turned to hide her crying.

I looked at her again,

Looked at her young wet eyes,

At her abashed bent head,

Looked at her sweet, deft hands

Busy with mine....




But—

Not for nothing

Were my grandfather and four of my uncles

Elders in the Sixth Presbyterian Church

Situated on the Avenue.

Oh not for nothing

Was I led

To squirm on those green rep seats

One day in seven.




And now,

The white-tiled, sweetly-smelling barber shop

Is lost to me.

What a pity!
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They sat by the fountain at a table for two,

The traditional couple—

An awkward, ill-dressed girl,

With a lovely skin and a country smile,

And the man who was paying for her dinner.

There they were—

Exploiter and Exploited.




I could see only his back, clad in grey tweed.

His neck rolled over his collar

In a thick red fold,

And his hands, which he waved about,

Were fat and white with shiny nails

And diamond rings.




I wondered if he was offering her better clothes

For the girl looked troubled.

Her shirt-waist wasn’t fresh,

Her skirt was draggled,

And her feet, curled up under the chair,

Shifted themselves uneasily, seeking cover

For most lamentable shoes;

But oh, her skin!




Soft rose and the delicate white of summer mist.

Her hair was the brown of hazelnuts after a frost,

Glinting to saffron as she turned her head

Quickly from side to side

Like an enquiring dove.




Soon oysters came;

She eyed them with distrust,

Then ate one thoughtfully and made a face.

He seemed concerned

And beckoned the waiter to remove the dish,

Asking if she’d rather have a “country sausage.”

She showed her baby teeth in a happy smile

And sausages were brought.

She ate them all while he watched her enviously,

Putting a little white pellet in some water

For his second course.




Champagne was set before them and he filled her glass

While he turned his bottom side up.

She sipped, and made another face, and choked,

Then tried again and laughed.

“I do believe it’s good,” she said,

And finished the glass,

Holding it out for more.

“You’d best look out,” I heard him say

As he slid his hand along the table-cloth.

She cringed away.

“Oh, please, please don’t!” she said;

But he hitched his chair softly around the table.




I watched it all,

Wondering miserably if it was my duty

To warn the girl,

And whether she would prove clinging if I did.




Finally to secure her hands he turned himself.

My God, what a mug!

His beady eyes over his glistening cheeks

Blinked like a hurrying pig’s:

His protuberent lips wiggled themselves

In amourous expectancy

While little beads of ecstasy bedewed his brow.

I turned my chair around and raised my paper.




Suddenly I heard her cry, “Oh, Mister!

That fuzzy stuff you made me drink—my head!”

And she grabbed her coat and slithered along the floor

To the front door, calling over her shoulder.

“Don’t come. I want some air,

I’ll be back in a minute or two.”




After a startled forward step

He settled back and called the waiter,

Who hurried to busy himself expectantly

With the inevitable reckoning.

By the time it was ready, Mr. Amourous-One

Was deep in the stock reports and dead to the world.

The waiter stood on one foot and then on the other,

Finally wandering off.




After some twenty minutes of troubled scrutiny

The paper was laid down,

And Mr. Amourous

Looked at his watch and jumped,

Then turned the bill and burrowed in his pocket,

Pulling out change.

Next came a leather wallet—

And then what a bellowing rent the astonished air!




“Eight hundred dollars gone!” he yelled.

“Hi! get that girl, I tell you, GET THAT GIRL!”

But nobody stirred.

Exploiter and Exploited—
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They were two disembodied heads on bath cabinets,

Just like “Une tête de femme” by Rodin, in a show,

Save that each head was topped

By a ruffled rubber cap,

One rose-lined grey, one brown.

They were two female heads,

And yet they were not pretty,

At least not then.




They fixed their level-fronting eyes on a sanitary wall

In front of them

And waited.

The Bath Attendant turned a crank,

Consulted a thermometer, and vanished.




Time draggled warmly by.




Finally one head heaved a heavy sigh and turned itself

And looked at the other head,

Which bit its lip and frowned.




Since names seem meaningless

When souls converse,

Let us call these souls quite simply Grey and Brown.

The one that heaved and turned itself was Brown;

The one that bit its lip was Grey.




“Are you pretending that you didn’t see me?”

Queried Brown.

“Oh no!” said Grey.




“I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you,” said Brown.

“And why not now?”

“And why not now?” said Grey.




“You may as well understand,” continued Brown,

“You’ve got to give him up.”

“Him up?” said Grey.




“That’s what I said,” said Brown.

“You very well know

His duty is to me. I bear his name,

I’ve given him seven children and a step,

All likely boys.

He’s very fond of them, you know.”

“I know,” said Grey.




“Well, what have you got to say?” Brown trembled on.

“Why
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