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        Move then with new desires,
      

      
        For where we used to build and love
      

      
        Is no man’s land, and only ghosts can live
      

      
        Between two fires.
      

      Cecil Day Lewis

       

      
        Poetry without junk is boring.
      

      
        (Básnictví bez veteše je nuda.)
      

      Vítězslav Nezval
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Summer 1944

The season’s last horse races. They’re off!

The fall, the finish… That day a card

for him from S… A dog howls of

the war, and smells the knacker’s yard.

The Great Dictator on release.

His father honeys the tobacco.

July! A heat that’s full of ice.

Assassinations. Miracles also.

From the butcher shop of Omaha,

the SS Argonauts withdraw.

Sterbe, Erika… sterbe wohl…

The baths. Hay fever. Cyrillics stain

the surface… Now, once more, in vain:

not thus in Russian, not at all.

Dead Girl Remembered

It’s ever closer now, the star

that saw the urnfield culture passing.

Back then it shone down from afar

on the local girl, dead at the crossing.

Innocence shrives the guilt to come:

it chooses and whites out the graves

of people who will leave behind them

nothing – a few stones, scattered staves.

The future simply loses sight

of them – tossed from quick carriages,

raped by drunk uncles, crushed by trains.

There’s just some pubic bones, picked white

in clay, in ditches where dogs piss,

on throughways with the stink of foreskins.

Splendid Isolation Destroyed

Alone. At sea. It seemed to lie on

the waters like a dream that drew you,

an island that was called Jan Mayen.

Europe and war meant nothing to you.

You loved it, wandering up the steps.

White peas go clattering in the bath.

Then Germans from the Eastern steppes –

two lines along the muddy path.

And in the kitchen Georgian girls

horsed round and whipped up ice-cream curls.

The dead draped on a van, a car.

Jan Mayen Island gradually

went floating off, lost in the sea,

and lost among those days of war.

Khlestakov Arrives for Harvest Home,

Summer 1945

Lots of new widows to go round.

They scrubbed until the floors were shiney.

And in the woods a keeper found

a shred of letter: Lieber Heini!

A cousin called: ‘Come on back home!

The cellar!’ Villages stank of spirit.

He jingled in his pocket some

gold teeth (German), and near it,

on the green, music set the mood:

The big shot’s here! His driver’s curse.

Warm greetings, cheers, some honest food,

the national costume (somewhat worse

for wear). All heard him softly soughing:

‘The first free harvest is now in.’

Evening Trains

The evening trains went hooting by

the factories and the fields of wheat.

Harmonicas would lilt and sigh

songs such as ‘Путъ далек лежит’…

in the year of nineteen forty-five,

in that year of first cigarettes,

when farms without a soul alive

gave hope – like red sunsets.

The evening trains made their way fast

to Prague and to new dizziness.

The weekend gone, I jumped a carriage

and left, the landscape rolling past.

Along the line of that express

youth fell away – a head of cabbage.

Sublet

That evening he returned and all

was as he’d left it. The ceiling white…

But something in it now was bright

and empty. He even failed to fall

or trip as usual on the way

inside. Stripped off his clothes. Then aired

the rooms. She was out. His coat shared

the same hook as hers yesterday.

Some books (not his). And smokes. Forsake her?

Her children all gone to their Maker.

And then? He’d nowhere else to go.

The radio next door. No takers

but him, surprised to finally know.

He’d walked long miles through mud and snow.

Prague Fall

The fogs came wandering in and covered

the still warm sleeper in the morning.

Fogs round the chimney, and on its warning

signs the butterflies lit and shivered.

Fair days toward evening, another mart:

tremor of lashes and kohled ridges,

and calls of ‘Such shy partridges!’

that got the dance off to a start.

Like a doctor, the alarm clock on the pulse.

Saturday. The city loud with bells

for weddings. Taxis whipped by wind.

Was itching to get dressed. I saw

the serious drinkers, waiting, raw,

outside the pubs, for their first pint.

For a Dead Girl

The clink of streetcars fades and dies.

Who went into that darkness later

for good, like grief? The perpetrator.

She’d long gone to paradise.

Her mother to this day still plinks

piano keys – ‘Who did for her?’ –

in some big villa. Logs of fir

and oak hauled into its precincts.

Her hair bright cilia: that jaunt

outside the town, alive it flashed,

when love led to her nemesis.

When every day the ‘old world’ crashed

and burned, a world she didn’t want,

that couldn’t have interested her less…

Young Ovids Say Farewell

And autumn again. The women’s limbs

departed here beautifully bronzed,

and just the lifeguard’s fish-hook swims

off from the deck across the pond.

These last few weeks the sound of jazz.

In shops, pink nylons are displayed,

fragrant and flashing, like music played

through parks, like a river through a sluice.

And still these young men hear those strains.

And horses race on Chuchle Downs.

And still the motor drowns them out.

Cologne behind her ears. She pouts

and prinks through these weeks’ aimless drift.

It’s halted by the general draft.

For Jiří Kolář

Decembrists

Like us they dreamed their dreams of pastures new

but had to find a path through rough earthwork.

The Summer Garden was their preferred purlieu,

for its leaf canopies above the Kronverk.

There they took poison beneath the statuary’s lime,

and shadowed by the trees built in a blur

their airy castles – this for the final time

when Nayabur ceded to Dekabur.

Jack-in-the-Box. Strike a match and blow.

As feelings like panaches skyward beat.

You voices in apartments, home you go,

the long way round down dark side-streets.

The empties strewn about – Château Lafite,

and even here and there some Veuve-Clicquot.

The Petrashevsky Circle as a Living Tradition

All goes well for the person who
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