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  from Selling Manhattan


  
    
  


  Correspondents


  When you come on Thursday, bring me a letter. We have


  the language of stuffed birds, teacups. We dont have


  the language of bodies. My husband will be here.


  I shall inquire after your wife, stirring his cup


  with a thin spoon and my hand shall not tremble.


  Give me the letter as I take your hat. Mention


  the cold weather. My skin burns at the sight of you.


  We skim the surface, gossip. I baked this cake and you


  eat it. Words come from nowhere, drift off


  like the smoke from his pipe. Beneath my dress, my breasts


  swell for your lips, belly churns to be stilled


  by your brown hands. This secret life is Gulliver,


  held down by strings of pleasantries. I ache. Later


  your letter flares up in the heat and is gone.


  Dearest Beloved, pretend I am with you  I read


  your dark words and do to myself things


  you can only imagine. I hardly know myself.


  Your soft, white body in my arms  When we part,


  you kiss my hand, bow from the waist, all passion


  patiently restrained. Your servant, Maam. Now you write


  wild phrases of love. The words blur as I cry out once.


  Next time we meet, in drawing-room or garden,


  passing our letters cautiously between us, our eyes


  fixed carefully on legal love, think of me here


  on my marriage-bed an hour after youve left.


  I have called your name over and over in my head


  at the point your fiction brings me to. I have kissed


  your sweet name on the paper as I knelt by the fire.


  
    
  


  Warming Her Pearls


  Next to my own skin, her pearls. My mistress


  bids me wear them, warm them, until evening


  when Ill brush her hair. At six, I place them


  round her cool, white throat. All day I think of her,


  resting in the Yellow Room, contemplating silk


  or taffeta, which gown tonight? She fans herself


  whilst I work willingly, my slow heat entering


  each pearl. Slack on my neck, her rope.


  Shes beautiful. I dream about her


  in my attic bed; picture her dancing


  with tall men, puzzled by my faint, persistent scent


  beneath her French perfume, her milky stones.


  I dust her shoulders with a rabbits foot,


  watch the soft blush seep through her skin


  like an indolent sigh. In her looking-glass


  my red lips part as though I want to speak.


  Full moon. Her carriage brings her home. I see


  her every movement in my head. . . . Undressing,


  taking off her jewels, her slim hand reaching


  for the case, slipping naked into bed, the way


  she always does. . . . And I lie here awake,


  knowing the pearls are cooling even now


  in the room where my mistress sleeps. All night


  I feel their absence and I burn.


  
    
  


  Deportation


  They have not been kind here. Now I must leave,


  the words Ive learned for supplication,


  gratitude, will go unused. Love is a look


  in the eyes in any language, but not here,


  not this year. They have not been welcoming.


  I used to think the world was where we lived


  in space, one country shining in big dark.


  I saw a photograph when I was small.


  Now I am Alien. Where I come from there are few jobs,


  the young are sullen and do not dream. My lover


  bears our child and I was to work here, find


  a home. In twenty years we would say This is you


  when you were a baby, when the plum tree was a shoot . . .


  We will tire each other out, making our homes


  in one anothers arms. We are not strong enough.


  They are polite, recite official jargon endlessly.


  Form F. Room 12. Box 6. I have felt less small


  below mountains disappearing into cloud


  than entering the Building of Exile. Hearse taxis


  crawl the drizzling streets towards the terminal.


  I am no one special. An ocean parts me from my love.


  Go back. She will embrace me, ask what it was like.


  Return. One thing  there was a space to write


  the colour of her eyes. They have an apple here,


  a bitter-sweet, which matches them exactly. Dearest,


  without you I am nowhere. It was cold.


  
    
  


  Miles Away


  I want you and you are not here. I pause


  in this garden, breathing the colour thought is


  before language into still air. Even your name


  is a pale ghost and, though I exhale it again


  and again, it will not stay with me. Tonight


  I make you up, imagine you, your movements clearer


  than the words I have you say you said before.


  Wherever you are now, inside my head you fix me


  with a look, standing here while cool late light


  dissolves into the earth. I have got your mouth wrong,


  but still it smiles. I hold you closer, miles away,


  inventing love, until the calls of nightjars


  interrupt and turn what was to come, was certain,


  into memory. The stars are filming us for no one.


  
    
  


  from The Other Country


  
    
  


  Who Loves You


  I worry about you travelling in those mystical machines.


  Every day people fall from the clouds, dead.


  Breathe in and out and in and out easy.


  Safety, safely, safe home.


  Your photograph is in the fridge, smiles when the light comes on.


  AlI the time people are burnt in the public places.


  Rest where the cool trees drop to a gentle shade.


  Safety, safely, safe home.


  Dont lie down on the sands where the hole in the sky is.


  Too many people being gnawed to shreds.


  Send me your voice however it comes across oceans.


  Safety, safely, safe home.


  The loveless men and homeless boys are out there and angry.


  Nightly people end their lives in the shortcut.


  Walk in the light, steadily hurry towards me.


  Safety, safely, safe home. (Who loves you?)


  Safety, safely, safe home.


  
    
  


  Girlfriends


  derived from Verlaine


  That hot September night, we slept in a single bed,


  naked, and on our frail bodies the sweat


  cooled and renewed itself. I reached out my arms


  and you, hands on my breasts, kissed me. Evening of amber.


  Our nightgowns lay on the floor where you fell to your knees


  and became ferocious, pressed your head to my stomach,


  your mouth to the red gold, the pink shadows; except


  I did not see it like this at the time, but arched


  my back and squeezed water from the sultry air


  with my fists. Also I remember hearing, clearly


  but distantly, a siren some streets away  de


  da de da de da  which mingled with my own


  absurd cries, so that I looked up, even then,


  to see my fingers counting themselves, dancing.


  
    
  


  Words, Wide Night


  Somewhere on the other side of this wide night


  and the distance between us, I am thinking of you.


  The room is turning slowly away from the moon.


  This is pleasurable. Or shall I cross that out and say


  it is sad? In one of the tenses I singing


  an impossible song of desire that you cannot hear.


  La lala la. See? I close my eyes and imagine


  the dark hills I would have to cross


  to reach you. For I am in love with you and this


  is what it is like or what it is like in words.


  
    
  


  The Darling Letters


  Some keep them in shoeboxes away from the light,


  sore memories blinking out as the lid lifts,


  their own recklessness written all over them. My own . . .


  Private jokes, no longer comprehended, pull their punchlines,


  fall flat in the gaps between endearments. What


  are you wearing?
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  They start with Darling; end in recriminations,


  absence, sense of loss. Even now, the fists bud flowers


  into trembling, the fingers trace each line and see


  the future then. Always . . . Nobody burns them,


  the Darling letters, stiff in their cardboard coffins.


  Babykins . . . We all had strange names


  which make us blush, as though wed murdered


  someone under an alias, long ago. Ill die


  without you. Die. Once in a while, alone,


  we take them out to read again, the heart thudding


  like a spade on buried bones.


  
    
  


  from New Selected Poems


  
    
  


  To the Unknown Lover


  Horrifying, the very thought of you,


  whoever you are,


  future knife to my scar,


  stay where you are.


  Be handsome, beautiful, drop-dead


  gorgeous, keep away.


  Read my lips.


  No way. OK?


  This old heart of mines


  an empty purse.


  These ears are closed.


  Dont phone, want dinner,


  make things worse.


  Your little quirks?


  Your wee endearing ways?


  What makes you you, all that?


  Stuff it, mount it, hang it


  on the wall, sell tickets,


  I wont come. Get back. Get lost.


  Get real. Get a life. Keep schtum.


  And just, you must, remember this 


  therell be no kiss, no clinch,


  no smoochy dance, no true romance.


  You are Anonymous. Youre Who?


  Heres not looking, kid, at you.
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  Drunk


  Suddenly the rain is hilarious.


  The moon wobbles in the dusk.


  What a laugh. Unseen frogs


  belch in the damp grass.


  The strange perfumes of darkening trees.


  Cheap red wine


  and the whole world a mouth.


  Give me a double, a kiss.


  
    
  


  Valentine


  Not a red rose or a satin heart.


  I give you an onion.


  It is a moon wrapped in brown paper.


  It promises light


  like the careful undressing of love.


  Here.


  It will blind you with tears


  like a lover.


  It will make your reflection


  a wobbling photo of grief.


  I am trying to be truthful.


  Not a cute card or a kissogram.


  I give you an onion.


  Its fierce kiss will stay on your lips,


  possessive and faithful


  as we are,


  for as long as we are.


  Take it.


  Its platinum loops shrink to a wedding-ring,


  if you like.


  Lethal.


  Its scent will cling to your fingers,


  cling to your knife.


  
    
  


  Steam


  Not long ago so far, a lover and I


  in a room of steam 


  a sly, thirsty, silvery word  lay down,


  opposite ends, and vanished.


  Quite recently, if one of us sat up,


  or stood, or stretched, naked,


  a nude pose in soft pencil


  behind tissue paper


  appeared, rubbed itself out, slow,


  with a smoky cloth.


  Say a matter of months. This hand reaching


  through the steam


  to touch the real thing, shockingly there,


  not a ghost at all.


  
    
  


  Close


  Lock the door. In the dark journey of our night,


  two childhoods stand in the corner of the bedroom


  watching the way we take each other to bits


  to stare at our heart. I hear a story


  told in sleep in a lost accent. You know the words.


  Undress. A suitcase crammed with secrets


  bursts in the wardrobe at the foot of the bed.


  Dress again. Undress. You have me like a drawing,


  erased, coloured in, untitled, signed by your tongue.


  The name of a country written in red on my palm,


  unreadable. I tell myself where I live now,


  but you move in close till I shake, homeless,


  further than that. A coin falls from the bedside table,


  spinning its heads and tails. How the hell


  can I win. How can I lose. Tell me again.


  Love wont give in. It makes a hired room tremble


  with the pity of bells, a cigarette smoke itself


  next to a full glass of wine, time ache


  into space, space, wants no more talk. Now


  it has me where I want me, now you, you do.


  Put out the light. Years stand outside on the street


  looking up to an open window, black as our mouth


  which utters its tuneless song. The ghosts of ourselves,


  behind and before us, throng in a mirror, blind,


  laughing and weeping. They know who we are.


  
    
  


  Adultery


  Wear dark glasses in the rain.


  Regard what was unhurt


  as though through a bruise.


  Guilt. A sick, green tint.


  New gloves, money tucked in the palms,


  the handshake crackles. Hands


  can do many things. Phone.


  Open the wine. Wash themselves. Now


  you are naked under your clothes all day,


  slim with deceit. Only the once


  brings you alone to your knees,


  miming, more, more, older and sadder,


  creative. Suck a lie with a hole in it


  on the way home from a lethal, thrilling night


  up against a wall, faster. Language


  unpeels to a lost cry. Youre a bastard.


  Do it do it do it. Sweet darkness


  in the afternoon; a voice in your ear


  telling you how you are wanted,


  which way, now. A telltale clock


  wiping the hours
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