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Suburban Vampire: the sonnets of Manfred Clootie 
 

I, Manfred Clootie 

I Manfred Clootie, alias Dracula, leech 
Of the soul, I'll ransack your poor head 
Until there's nothing in it. I will bleach 
Your skull, extract your marrow, and unthread 
Your knotted bowels - none of this in malice, 
But because it is my nature to x-ray 
And vivisect. I seek to fill my chalice 
With your life's blood, and then to walk away 
Bearing within me that which once was yours 
Alone, and is now mine. You'll not be aware 
That your essence now drips from my ample jaws, 
You'll never know I've eaten you, or care. 
Your life has meaning now, you may relax; 
For I've embalmed you in my own syntax. 

Left to myself I’d lie in bed 

Left to myself I'd lie in bed all day 
And dream of food that nobody would bring; 
Whistle sad songs to shoo bad thoughts away 
And give myself up to remembering; 
But I am not alone. Quick-spurred by needs 
Of others up I get, dishevelled, lurch 
To table; someone pours my tea and feeds 
Me as I might feed a parrot on a perch. 
And I go forth, unfruitful, multiplying 
Hours by coins, compelled to spend my days 
Divorced from being, endlessly trying 
To glean, to gather ... There must be other ways 
For demon poets to guarantee the dinners 
Of those who see them only as bread-winners. 

No one but myself? 

They say I think of no one but myself; 
But were this true I'd call myself a sage, 
For everyone, it seems, from giant to elf, 
Is cursed by altruism; this new age 
Has gripped their throats. Note the unwillingness 
To be alone, to tolerate silence; 
6See how they hate the soul's untidiness. 
They deny death, yet revel in violence. 



Take me, they say, and make me what you will; 
Ask me no questions, tell me who I am; 
Ease my mental ache with a coloured pill. 
So, if I am all self, then you should not damn 
But praise me, Manfred Clootie, proper gent 
Pickpocket, poet, lecher, heaven-sent. 

My last duchess is electronic 

She, my first typewriter, shook and rumbled 
As she worked, and I yielded to her ways. 
We fashioned fictions. Frequently she grumbled, 
And never offered me the slightest praise. 
She died, I stored her corpse in the garage. 
My next was like a Siamese cat, bored, 
Aloof, sleek. We sought to fence the mirage, 
Bind the rainbow, mechanise the word. 
Her body now lies next to number one. 
And they commune in silence while my newest 
Masters me, soft, silent, strict paragon, 
An electronic paramour, the truest. 
I age, she endures, pedantic and terse, 
Amanuensis, mistress, wife and nurse. 

My final decade looms 

My final decade looms, and I have reams 
Of unregarded paper here as spoil; 
These flat white bones embody all my dreams 
Enduring as I fade, mocking my toil; 
Are inkspillers doomed to marinade at last 
In Satan's vats?  That fate is not too stern; 
For well behind us killers and pederasts, 
Footpads and frauds must wait in line to burn. 
We are the very cream of sinners, we 
Steal from Father Adam himself the right 
To name; our god is vocabulary. 
We wallow in a lexical delight. 
But such long decades! Isn't it the truth 
That in our dotage we misspend our youth? 

A tribute to Henry L 

Manfred Clootie requests the assistance of the spirit of Henry Lawson. 
Written (circa 1955) while under the influence of another vital spirit, which inhabited a four-shilling 
bottle of Seppelts Royal Purple Para. 

You, my beloved Henry, pisspot-poet, 
After whom bars are named, whose haggard face 
Once graced a ten-dollar note, inchoate 



Master, lord of the vignette, vessel of grace, 
Be with me now as I unsheathe my sabre 
Or rather, flex my fingers, eager digits, 
Staunch workers who persist in voting Labor, 
And who, being small, proclaim the rights of midgets 
To be giants--be with me now, I pray. 
Tonight when I explore a loaded purse 
As Captain of the Push you'll show the way,  
You'll point, I'll act. We'll split the take and curse 
The stinginess of those who walk abroad 
With insufficient gold to swell our hoard. 

I remember how lean 

I remember how lean and dry it looked, 
The street I lived in, the mean and furtive 
Houses, the plane trees clawing sky with hooked, 
Arthritic fingers, lopped for neatness. Forgive 
Us, they said, prune back our vivacities. 
But I can neither forgive nor forget. 
Life's all vendetta against enemies 
Long dead and buried, gardeners who set 
Forks in my flesh and tried to fertilise 
The already fruitful - I'm out to strike 
Them. Although they're gone, I can victimise 
Their progeny, but not with axe or pike. 
Such clumsy hardware looks to me absurd. 
My weapon is the deadly poisoned word 

Manfred Clootie arose 

Manfred Clootie arose from his carpet. His nose 
Was all bent (as it had been often enough). 
A pocket he had picked was one of those 
That held a finger trap. How rough 
And cruel the world is to its bards, 
The pocket's owner hadn't understood, 
He thumped poor Clootie, bellowed for the guards 
And used the poet harder than he should. 
So off went our pickpocket poet, sore 
And savage, not quite caught, escaped 
In fact - as always. Through the door 
He sped, took bus, and at last shaped 
His hands to hold a chilled and foaming glass 
Then drank so deep that out the poet did pass. 

And that last line . . .  

And that last line so clumsily inverted 
Points to the state of Manfred Clootie's mind, 



His nerves were strung tight, all senses alerted, 
His psyche, like his underpants, entwined. 
Somehow his room was reached, the door unlocked, 
And Clootie, like a quaint old-fashioned spinster 
Afraid of violation, booted, socked,  
Dossed down on his decrepit old axminster. 
For the bed, you see, was to him a sack of dreams, 
And few of them were fit for revelation. 
Whereas, face down on carpet, the odd screams 
And grunts and sleeping cries met suffocation. 
So skinflint Clootie hoards the precious word, 
Says he: my work's declaimed, not overheard. 

His father’s ghost 

His father's ghost turned up the other night, 
Wrapped up in the traditional ghost gear -  
Bedsheets by the look of them, dead white, 
As if they'd been Omo'd. “Be still, and hear 
My words,” the ghost-dad said; and Cloot said: “Why”? 
This answer took the spectre by surprise. 
He fixed his son with ectoplasmic eye 
And said, “You’re impudent! Apologise.” 
Clootie beamed at him. gave the ghost a grin 
And challenged him: “Just what is it you’re after?” 
Dad shimmered, floated, faded out and in 
And said, “They've sent me back.”; I shook with laughter. 
Imagining the yawning heavenly host 
Expelling dear old dad, the boring ghost. 

Me? A summer’s day? 

Do you compare me to a summer's day 
Because I'm fidgety, intemperate? 
I can't control my tendency to stray 
From regularity, to vacillate. 
At dawn I am all misty and half frozen, 
By midday hot and dusty; afternoon 
Brings rain; night's warm and still. I haven't chosen 
Inconstancy, any more than the moon 
Has opted for rock-solidity; 
Each day I tackle destiny; I strive 
To be one thing: rock, beast or tree, 
And always fail. As long as I'm alive 
I'll envy the sweet stasis of cement, 
Hard, rigid, senseless, permanent. 

Up from the hold came Noah 

Up from the hold came Noah, furious. 



Who's been eating my oatmeal, he thundered; 
I'll mate him with a skunk, and curious  
Crowds will gather while I give him a hundred 
Lashes with a whip of barbed fettucini. 
Well, we quaked, old Mum, Ham, Shem, Japhet, me, 
Noah in a rage was quite a meanie. 
Confess, Leviathan, they said. You'll be 
Forgiven - or at least we will, so I 
Said in a tiny voice, 'twas me what et it; 
Noah tore a plank up and let fly, 
Conked me on the nut, said You'll regret it. 
I woke up in the brig, mateless. 
Condemned to be both celibate and stateless. 

This idle sonneteering 

This idle sonneteering bleeds the mind, 
And eats up my word-store: so off to Hell 
With it! Give up all mad attempts to find 
Agreeing sounds. Now what I'll do is tell 
In ordinary tones my simple tales, 
And penalise all lapses with the lash; 
And then reward success; for when one fails 
And pays, then surely virtue should earn cash. 
When I create a line that does not jingle, 
A free-verse intonation that seems deep, 
I'll dress myself, go out, get drunk and mingle 
With rich folk, start fights, break things, fall asleep 
In forbidden beds. Such emancipation! 
From rigid, sonnet-bound versification. 

Clootie lingered 

Clootie lingered in his hazy childhood 
For longer than was wise; and then vaulted 
Into a coming-of-age that should 
Have fledged him, not left him the half-moulted 
Clootie that we know and do not love. Could 
He have been otherwise, we wonder; Might 
He not, well-schooled, have tended to the right? 
Right! Left! Halt! he would have said, and by halt 
Meant maimed. The robot virtues only please 
The slaves and torturemasters who exalt 
Obedience. We'd all be Japanese 
If they had their way. I may be thought a dolt 
But I'll escape the vile dichotomy 
Of right and wrong - well, this side of lobotomy. 



Weeping Woman 

One night in deepest winter 
My wife sprang out of bed. 
Switched on her bedside lamp 
and stood up like a preacher's index finger. 
 
Go back to sleep, I said, 
and then I heard the sound she'd heard, 
and forced unwilling feet to hit the carpet. 
 
From underneath the house, a sound of weeping, 
no common misery this, but a waterfall 
of lamentation. 
 
I'll go, I said, and my wife did not say, 
be careful.  
Her face wore a look 
that said, I knew it would come to this. 
 
I crept in terror down the dark back stairs, 
torch in one hand, broom in the other 
(it was the only weapon I could find) 
and ducked my head under the high rear end of the house. 
 
Who's there? I called, as if expecting 
someone to reply, It's only me. 
 
The weeping now seemed loud enough to fill 
the universe. 
 
I moved on slippered feet. The broom was snagged 
and fell from my hand. 
And then I saw the woman lying there, 
naked, curled, on a square of old discarded carpet. 
 
She would or could not stand, 
and so I held the torch between my teeth 
and dragged the laden carpet 
through a forest of foundation posts 
until I had her in the open. 
And still she wept. 
 
Don't touch her, said my wife, 
now at the kitchen door. 
But I could not resist the urge 
to touch, grasp, lift and haul 
this unexpected prize into the house. 
 
She settled in quite well, too well. 



When once my wife had washed and draped her, 
and dried her hair and brushed it, 
the two of them locked eyes, for hours it seemed, 
and then both turned to look at me, 
and I knew that it really had come to this. 
 
Now when I wake up in deepest winter, 
I do not lie in my narrow bed lamenting, 
but rather listening, waiting, 
hoping for another opportunity 



A parcel of hauntings 

Although I have no evidence 
that any world could be 
than this defective one, 
in which I live my larcenous life, 
I sometimes glimpse a mental dragonfly 
that simply will not tolerate pursuit. 
 
When sought, it flees, leaving no fading image, 
no scent, perhaps the spectre of a sound, 
or set of sounds: arpeggios in the void. 
 
I shake my doubting, reasonable head. 
It’s only the tinnitus of old age 
presenting its credentials - so I say. 
 
But how explain the laughter I have seen, 
the mad mountains I have heard, 
the vapours that have tripped me as I walked? 
 
No, these were merely biochemistry, 
like particles of undigested cheese 
in the belly of Ebenezer Scrooge. 
 
All that is I see and feel, I say, 
and as I see and feel it, so it is. 
 
Then why awake in panic now and then, 
hearing the sounds made by carousing trolls 
as they attempt to trample down the mist? 
 
I dream them, drunk and sportive, exulting 
in destruction and misrule, casually 
laying waste the world and ruining my days.   



A Ming antique 

God damn their colonial insolence. 
Do they not see how excellent 
a kingdom can be? 
 
No, the very plinth of civilization, 
resting as it must 
on entails and primogeniture, 
demands for its security, 
the notion of estate, 
and this is beyond them . . . 
 
Where is my pot? Even I 
cannot piss on the floor, 
yet I have no doubt 
that my opponents can - and do. 
 
I am, I know, a wild growth 
from the wheat belt, 
yet even I can bear the weight 
of aristocracy. 
 
Young what’s-his-name who writes on politics 
has said I stood upon this land 
 - I suppose he meant I bestrode it - like a colossus 
(of course he wouldn’t know what that word meant). 
 
Will I befoul the floor today 
without knowing it? 
Will I say: it must have been 
some red-fed from the Western Suburbs? 
 
I used to pretend 
that I liked sport, 
that football and cricket 
thrilled me –  
but those who knew me better, 
knew that I had rather close 
my day with volumes 
of Augustan prose. 
 
Where’s the pot? 
 
Well briefed, I could outfox 
all others in my day. 
It was so easy then 
to crush a pleb  
With southern-English diction 
but these days, old Demos rules, 



the hoi-polloi are hoi-ing and polloi-ing 
 
The bulk helped. If I’d been 
a small and skinny man  
I’d never have claimed the votes 
of all those women 
whose husbands never knew  
what happened in the ballot box,  
where I seduced their wives. 
 
Where is that damned doctor? 
If I could stand and walk 
I’d take a stick to him . . .  
 
Where am I? 
 
In this colonial hole 
when all I ever wanted 
was a book-lined cottage in Kent. 
 
I am chaired and blanketed. 
who once was sceptered. 
I am in Debrett’s Knightage . . . 
Pity it wasn’t the peerage. 
 
Others got that. I got a failing liver. 
Where are now the demagogues I lanced 
and the Communists I grilled? 
 
Not one now to mock my own grinning -  
No, that’s a quote from somewhere. 
 
If I am lord of all there is, 
which is how I think and feel, 
why must I fall to chaos and old night? 

  



Oldies 

When we were children we were very cruel, 
For easy glories were to be enjoyed. 
We captured insects, made them play the fool, 
Then threw them into spider-webs. We annoyed 
Our elders, we misbehaved at school, 
And we tormented old men. Derelict disasters, 
They were the victims, we the torture-masters. 
 
But the god who watches over current fashion, 
Promoting this one, and banishing some others, 
Has made a new decree, it seems: he’ll ration 
Now the Old Men, those I would call my brothers 
(If I could find them). But who now has passion 
To play the game of Hunt the Battered Oldie? 
A game forgotten grows distinctly mouldy. 



 The phantom in the mirror 

I’m now aware the looking-glass 
that Alice penetrated magically 
works by rules that can be ascertained 
by application of the questing mind. 
Angles of incidence and - is it reflection 
or refraction? - I haven’t yet found out. 
Great Wikipedia stands patiently 
waiting for my stern enquiry -  
but not today. 
 
Today my fading powers of recall 
must do their utmost to search for times lost. 
 
I stand before the huge mirrors 
that dominated once the front bedroom 
of my grandparent’s house, which still exists. 
I saw it recently. It’s quite rundown 
and probably now lacks the mighty wardrobe 
with varnished doors of rich Hungarian ash, 
each holding a mirror that in memory 
is still the height and width of a garden shed -  
so magnified by my confabulation.  
 
But probably the thing was not so high 
and not so wide. Yet still a thing of grace, 
and presence, unlike the gawky boy 
who contemplates his image In the glass, 
icy, ideal medium of mockery, 
unflawed, quite unlike what it mocks.  
 
He, the reflected one, has flaws aplenty: 
knobbly knees, a body short of muscle, 
black hair spotted with ginger, 
topping a head too massive for its frame, 
and eyes that see quite dimly in poor light -  
the light being always poor in that bedroom, 
even when every switch has been thrown  
and every window uncovered. 
 
This wobbly brat is tormented by thoughts 
that cannot be imparted to his mother, 
Whose mind is quite reluctant to accept 
the searing truth, that she has but one child, 
and that one sane enough, but strange in manner, 
fluent in speech but often loath to say 
what troubles him, since no one understands. 
 
Well, what of his father, that stalwart man, 



whose savage moods demand impulsive acts. 
The boy regards all fathers as home-tyrants  
and must be so - although in later life 
with adult cunning, he'll think otherwise 
 
What can the boy say? Mirrors terrify him. 
Mirrors falsify the world. Windows, drinking glasses, 
all reflective things - pools, hubcaps, eyeballs, 
even some oil-slicks will throw at the child 
images that snatch at his soul, Yet he knows 
that mirrors lie, and that thing in the glass 
is something other - doppelganger, ghoul, 
golem, monster. And he’s reminded of the mopoke -  
yes, that bird, an owl that late at night perches 
in the centuries-old gum-tree that grows next door 
to his parents’ house in a near-rural suburb 
two hours by public transport from the house 
whose mirrors frighten him, another spell 
cast by cruel nature - malicious hag!  
 
Some kid has told him that the mopoke owl, 
whose call comes for him at the close of day, 
the boobook-mopoke-boob-boop bird, 
that feasts on brains of boys who aren't quite right, 
will some time in the year of his worst dreams 
enter his room and suck the very thoughts 
from his head, leaving nothing but foul night. 
 
And he prays to himself (having no other deity), 
saying, do not take my mind, you horror bird, 
but utterly destroy my mirror image, 
and in its place, set my true living self. 
 
In later life he’ll find no other god 
to chat with, just the one that lives and breathes 
within his skull, and of course old Satan, 
his alter ego still locked in the glass. 



Reunion 

After the fire comes the dust and the ash, 
And you cannot even remember the light and the warmth. 
We met again.  
She said, Are you trying to tell me . . . ? 
and I said, No. 
 
Ages later, there was a meeting of eyes, 
which signified nothing. 
I mean, there wasn’t even a flash 
of recognition’ 
only two neutral stares. 
 
Her face broke first, I suppose 
(for of course I wasn’t watching my own)’ 
and then we both laughed, 
as if to say: 
Well, wasn’t that a surprise? 
 
As always, there had to be coffee, 
and over it she said: 
Is there someone? 
No, I said. And you? 
No. 
 
We’d now exhausted the possibilities 
of this grim affair with its stagnant hostilities, 
unable to decide 
who was beset and by whom. 
Only an outsider might know and could tell, 
someone we’d have eaten alive 
In return for their candour. 
 
So goodbye. 
Goodbye. 
Shall we ever . . .? 
No, better not. 
 
We stood, about-faced and walked away, 
neither turning to stare with longing 
at the other’s back. 



Clootie among the writers 

This is the room, so bare, with lots of glass,  
a vinyl floor, three ceiling fans, beige walls, 
We meet here when the month is waning to read and listen. 
 
Without people in it, and with the exits sealed,  
this place could be the ante-room of hell, 
But we fill it, fifteen or so of us,  
clutching our compositions  
as if they were lifebuoys.  
But they are merely A4 extensions of our teeming brains. 
 
I look about me and see faces I know,  
and as always I feel like an impostor,  
for these are amateurs in the true sense,  
lovers of the word, and I?  
I do what I can to ignore the void. 
 
Of course I cannot help being myself.  
I do what I always did.  
I catch glimpses of their faces  
and try to read their minds – which is ridiculous  
since they are here not to hide themselves  
but to reveal what lurks within.  
(Actually, what interests me most is their pockets.  
Even now in my dotage I dream of larceny,  
sometimes forgetting the arthritis  
that ended the career of my nimble right hand. ) 
 
We are most of us well past first youth. 
Many have climbed the long slope 
and now look back and then forward, 
seeing much to the rear and little ahead, 
the doddering years wait in a predatory calm, 
knowing they will claim their prey without a fight. 
 
Others, having shouldered their way 
through difficult years, 
are confident in their maturity, 
knowing that this, this mastery of body and mind 
is forever and there will be no decay, 
no termination of power . . . 
 
We sit at long table, 
looking like a board of directors, 
but surely not the board of some great enterprise 
(there aren’t enough suits for that) 
perhaps the governors of a social club, a kindergarten, 
perhaps a madhouse 



run by its own inmates. 
 
The chatter stops as it must, 
for we are here to listen and to judge, 
and then in turn to be judged. 
 
To read a piece aloud in such a group 
is to strip from the mind its cuticle 
to expose the monsters in the basement of the soul, 
to risk one’s own annihilation. 
I cannot imagine 
why anyone 
would voluntarily face such perils 
unremunerated. 
 
The convenor of the meeting 
nods towards an author 
whose opus grows and grows, 
but whose readership, 
or audience to use the proper term 
remains the same, we twelve to fifteen, 
who listen and pass judgment. 
 
He stands,  
holding his twelve printed pages. 
He looks briefly at expectant faces, 
explains the work’s provenance, 
and then reads. 
 
His words fall into the silence. 
I know how he feels standing there. 
He would like to look into each face, 
to see the effect of each sentence, 
to watch as he enunciates a phrase 
that might have cost him dearly to compose, 
and yet will fall among other phrases, other words, 
and may never be noticed. 
 
I like his style, envying his lightness, 
for I myself cannot truly be light. 
Underneath my jocularity, 
lurks a melancholy heaviness, 
which I now worry about, 
forgetting why I am there, what I am to do. 
 
His voice like rain on the roof, 
soothes, softens edges. 
Now there are no words, only sounds 
and my fancies leap out into world, 
free at last, free to turn and savage their owner, 
pit bulls of the brain. 



What must I do about the leaking gutter? 
A roof plumber perhaps? 
Oh, but think of the money, 
money reserved for more urgent matters. 
It was a mistake perhaps 
to prefer annuities to fixed deposits 
and the house account – so many direct debits. 
One day I’m sure some maniacal debitor will slash at my funds and find none there, 
and then will slash at me. 
 
There are other slashers. 
Think of the way she, my wife’s sister, 
looked at me when I said . . . but what did I say? 
Something about fat . . . but she is not fat, fat as she used to be, 
and now lean, like Jack Sprat . . . who was he?  
Someone must have written his story . . . 
Story . . . 
 
I am now out of my mind, 
not mad, not likely to offend, 
but like a neutered animal, 
steered, not steering. 
Yet who is doing the steering? 
No, that way lies paranoia. 
 
I must attend, 
sweep away the unproductive thoughts 
and concentrate. 
 
I am afraid that the reader 
will see in my face what I feel in my heart –  
complete absence from the here and now. 
 
And then the gods smile 
and grant me a reprieve. 
“Between he and she,” said the author, 
and then, a few lines later, a dangling particle, 
and after that a wrong date. 
My hand snaps up a pen 
as a frog’s tongue takes a fly, 
and I write my three comments. 
 
The author finishes. 
Any comments? 
My hand raises itself 
and I get the nod. 
Clearly I have heard every word, 
for I comment so wisely. 
The author nods, 
thanks me, pens a few notes. 
 



Next we hear a poem. 
The poet, a woman whose name I know 
but of whom I know nothing 
has an enviable skill: 
she can make words live on paper 
and in the air. 
I think she sees every word as a friend 
who loves her. 
 
And now I am easier. 
I can comment, 
and I tell her how magical her poem is, 
and how appealing . . . 
 
And again the terror strikes. 
Suppose I had let my tongue slip 
and instead of “appealing” 
I had said, “appalling.” 
 
Then Earth itself would rumble and convulse, 
Swallowing us all and making human paste, 
And I, the cause, would lose at last my pulse, 
And vaporise into the cosmic waste. 
But just before this dismal escapade, 
Perhaps as I lay crushed, awaiting doom, 
Expiring, yet making one final raid 
On all the bulging pockets in the room’ 
Or pent with all the rest of this sad gang, 
In some drab room in hell itself or limbo, 
I’d try my luck, attempt one cosmic bang 
With some late-celebrated bimbo, 
And when that failed, give up my senseless grieving 
And go back to the thing I know best – thieving. 
 
If, as I said, I had said that one word, 
But I did not. 
But if I had, then there would be no choice, 
I’d have to look from face to face and ask simply: 
What? 



Clean exit 

I saw her briefly at the window, 
and then she drew back, 
the daughter of the family. 
 
I shot the front-door lock away 
and walked into the house 
that now was mine. 
A bearded father ran at me, 
and so I shot him down. 
Then came the screaming wife, 
but she soon fell. 
 
The daughter now was mine. 
A pretty thing, not black, 
but having skin far duskier than mine. 
She cowered under the dining table. 
I took her by the hair 
and drew her out. 
 
When I was satisfied the girl was dead, 
and just before I set the cleansing fire, 
I made use of the bathroom. 
For officers might come upon the scene, 
and I could not afford to look untidy. 
 
Now you, my captors, ask me 
why I feel no guilt. 
Because, I answer, all the guilt was theirs. 
Had their ancestors chosen to remain 
where God had clearly placed them, 
there would have been no need to do His work 
and keep my homeland clean. 



Paradise lost for words 

In Heaven, those who talk too much are banished. 
De-winged and shrunken, down the golden stairs  
They're tumbled; and when completely vanished 
From Paradise they take on earthly cares. 
 
They're born again to worthy parents, who 
Know nothing of the antecedent glory 
Of their tot. They think he is bright and new. 
Then childhood ends and things get rather gory. 
 
He stays out late, won't work, lays psychic traps 
For mum and dad to fall in, cheats at school, 
Plays word games, plots his course by crazy maps; 
Then suddenly starts rhyming like a fool. 
 
All poets once were angels who were noted 
For loquaciousness and afterwards demoted. 



Not a mean bone 

I could not find a bad thing to say  
when a friend would ask me  
how I could put up with Jim.  
He was my own good man.  
 
I knew there were some who did not like him,  
who said he was bad  
and that I should go to some place  
where he could not find me.  
 
To me he seemed all that was good. 
I could not call to mind the date we were wed.  
That was far in the past.  
 
Jim said I had the mind of a child.  
He called me his girl, not his wife.  
But I was more than his girl.  
I was his friend.  
 
He was not a man to have a lot of friends. 
 He would try from time to time  
but then the fire in his heart would blaze up 
 and his fists would cut and slash and 
 no one liked Jim after he'd knocked them down.  
 
But I liked him as well when he roughed me up  
as I did when he let me be  
 
Jim was a strict man. He used to say,  
Spare the rod and spoil the child.  
I wish I knew what that meant.  
I know that when I went wrong he would use on me  
not a rod but a strap.  
 
And oh, how often I did that!, 
go wrong, I mean. 
 I could never get things right.  
I’d burn the potatoes or forget to put the garbage out.  
And not only small things like that. 
 Once I rolled our car  
and was never gain allowed to drive it.  
Another time I put four blankets in the washing machine 
 and burned out the motor. 
 
Jim always forgave me 
after a time. 
He hadn’t a mean bone in his body. 
Having been a bricklayer all his working life,  



he had strong hands.  
His fingers were like sausages.  
But he never, never hit me with those hands -  
well, not the whole hand.  
Instead he’d correct me when I went wrong  
by flicking me across the cheek  
with his huge fingers - not a backhander, you understand. 
Just a flick.  
And when once he broke my cheekbone,  
well, we both knew it was an accident. 
 
Then accidents happened more often 
as we grew older. 
The children never understood.  
They both left home early. 
 
 Our daughter Katie wouldn’t speak to her father 
and our son Frank used to ring me up and say such things as 
Has he killed you yet? 
They never understood.  
 
He corrected me because he loved me.  
That was his way. 
As the years passed, something strange happened.  
Jim lost all his power.  
Not only did he stop correcting me 
but also he himself came to need correction.  
 
He would wander and forget 
and use the wardrobe for a toilet.  
God forgive me, but the only way I could control him  
was to give him a sharp slap.  
The first time I did it,  
I wanted to rush to confession,  
but you get used to everything in the end. 
 
And then a day came when I decided to give Jim  
one last gift.  
He fell asleep in the backyard amid the roses.  
I found him and did not wake him.  
What I did was easy for me. 
 
I went into the house  
and found a long, sharp skewer.  
Then I went back to Jim, knelt beside him  
and slid the skewer into the back of his neck.  
 
He was quiet in less than a minute.  
It was the least I could do for a man who, as I said,  
hadn’t a mean bone in his body. 



Clootie’s appraisal – a canto 

The shop was from an earlier time. 
Antiques, a sign said, bought and sold. 
Inside the lighting looked impoverished, 
yet there was a gleaming 
that seemed quite unreflected. 
It emanated from old artifacts, 
Cups, pots, tureens and cutlery –  
even old dark wooden things 
seemed to possess a constitutional glow.. 
 
The owner had a customer already, 
a shabby hopeful with a thing of wood 
that I could not identify. 
- Ah, said this bald appraiser, 
who looked himself like something manufactured 
in a past century. 
-Ah, he said again. 
Was it possible, I wondered, 
to buy old suits like his in this, our time? 
Or had he stolen it from his own stock? 
  
I stood in a mockery of patience, 
holding my well-wrapped pot, 
hoping for cash to pay a debt or two. 
 
- Ah, he said once more, taking from the customer 
an old weird object made of some dark wood. 
It looked a little like a coal scuttle. 
 
- This is lovely, a prize. It’s old, it’s genuine, 
see how thick the veneer is – that’s hand-cut. 
And the little leather wheels. They’re for sliding along the table 
without scratching the surface. Original varnish. 
 
But I was staring not at the object 
But at his lustful hands 
as they caressed the wood, 
and I knew that Doctor Freud had got it wrong. 
Men lusted after things, not after organs. 
We value breasts and gonads because, 
when we stroke them, 
we are stroking in our minds 
guns, mechanisms, truncheons, shrunken heads 
 and polished marble. 
 
This lubricious seller of antiques 
had almost forgotten his customer, 
of that I’m sure. 



He wandered blindly in a world mapped by his hands, 
a region where the language captured craft 
and manual cunning: 
majolica, ormolu, marquetry, stringing, 
patination, knurling, salt glazing, porcelain, 
earthenware, tempera, gesso – 
these were some of the terms that magically 
had realised themselves as walls and grounds and roofs and windows 
and made a place where he could sit and rule. 
 
- Look, he said, at the carving underneath, 
but he did not so much look as consume 
with his fingers. 
 
The customer had had enough by now. 
- What is the bloody thing? He said in a voice so loud 
that I could swear it made the bric-a-brac tinkle. 
 
- You mean you don’t know? 
 
- I’ve no idea. It’s been around forever. 
  
The appraiser held the heavy wooden thing 
At arm’s length and said: 
- This is a cheese boat. 
The customer frowned. 
- When this was made and used, 
they knew how to banquet. They sat and ate, and ate 
and drank for hours.  
The wheel of cheese travelled along the table, 
each diner – 
 
- How much is it worth? The would-be seller snapped. 
 
The appraiser hooded his eyes, breathed deeply 
and named a figure that almost tempted me 
to kill the pair of them and steal their piece of wood. 
 
- That’s not enough, the shabby, seedy, would-be seller said. 
The appraiser smiled and I could not see his eyes. 
Reflected light made his glasses quite opaque. 
He handed back the cheese boat  
and gave the man his card. 
- If you change your mind, he said . . . 
But the customer was wrapping up his prize. 
  
- You shouldn’t use newsprint. The ink will transfer . . . 
but the customer was bent on escaping 
into the harsh outdoors. 
Perhaps he was a thief suddenly afraid of capture. 
 



- Now, what can I do for you? 
The head turning, the automatic smile, 
a happy expectation of something to stroke. 
I unwrapped my aunt’s beloved cheese dish, 
which was big enough to hold 
more cheese than I could afford. 
Its cover showed bluish nymphs  
on a yellow background. 
 
- Could you tell me, I said . . . 
 
- Ah, yes, this is a good day for cheese. 
 
He set the base on a table 
and scrutinised the top, turning, staring, stroking. 
Then he shot me a quick look and said, 
- Do you like it? 
- Yes, I said and I could tell 
he saw straight through the lie. 
- I hope you do, he said 
because this – he set the top on the base – This 
is a fake. 
 
- A fake? You mean it isn’t a cheese dish? 
Then what is it? 
  
- It is a cheese dish –  
earthenware pretending 
to be porcelain. 
 
- And worth how much? 
 
- Even (he said) – Even if it were true porcelain . . . listen. 
He lifted the cover and flicked it, 
and even I could hear the sharp flat clack 
of cracked china 
when there should have been a chime. 
 
- No, he said. I can’t help you. 
And as he handed me back the pieces 
of my worthless heirloom, he took off his glasses. 
I saw his eyes glaze 
and turn to finely wrought majolica, 
and I knew he was still slavering 
over the recently departed cheese boat 
 
I thought my aunt deserved a reprimand. 
Once free of the shop, 
turning back once to make sure it had really been there, 
and hadn’t been my own fevered creation, 
I walked into a traffic-maddened intersection, 



and placed the cheese dish down right in the middle. 
  
Then I moved on to the footpath 
and watched. 
 
And do you know, the thing had magic in it. 
For an hour trucks, cars, motorcycles and buses 
swerved to avoid it. 
 
At last a scowling policeman scooped it up 
and took it away. 
 
I wonder if they dusted it for prints. 



Magpies 

Six magpies in my backyard 
demanding food 
Are telling me in their trill-tones 
that they won't take no for an answer. 
 
I retreat up the back steps, 
with one following, 
hopping confidently 
from step to step, 
and leaving white shit-reminders 
so that I'll know where my duty lies. 
 
They say you shouldn't feed them 
because it makes them dependent on you 
for sustenance. 
 
This lot show no signs 
of dependence. 
They spread out over the grass 
trilling sweetly, heads tipped up 
to keep me under surveillance. 
 
I have had three cats 
in the past forty years. 
Each one had to learn 
that cats are no threat 
to magpies. 
Each cat,  
as soon as it left kittenhood behind, 
went swaggering through my backyard 
looking for birds to kill 
and found magpies. 
 
To see a crow-like bird 
that looks as if its black feathers 
have been crapped on by another bird -  
to see one of these creatures 
turn on a stalking cat 
and explode 
like an electric fan 
dropped inside a feather pillow 
is a necessary part 
of one's education 
(and certainly of the cat's). 
 
So now I turn' 
half-eaten sandwich in hand 
and use the other hand 



to tear the bread to pieces 
and feed the bosses. 



Mania 

Aped by children, barked at by dogs, I lope 
Through the long grass, drooling and yodelling, 
My long coat snagged by twigs, the cantaloupe 
Which is my head a-wobble. I'm modelling 
For the maniac's gazette, and truly hope 
To grow rich and enjoy some coddling, 
I haven't had such fun since grandma's head 
Was found inside a loaf of home-baked bread. 



When rain reigns 

1 

Rain, they will tell you, is the life-giver 
I don’t like it. 
When wind blows from the Antarctic 
with ten million buckets of winter water 
I hide. 
I curse fate. 
I spit chips. 
I moan. 
As rain drums on the roof, my heart falters 
As rain flattens the grass, it flattens me. 
If only it could wait for a heat-wave, 
then I might like it. 
But when heat sets in, rain stays away, 
at home, in the south, where it belongs, 
and where nobody needs it. 
I think there’s been some cosmos-tweaking error. 
I think that life could function very well 
without such frequent deluges of water. 
Of course, I could move to the balmy north 
where rain still falls, but falls warm on the earth, 
but why should I move at all, when you-know-who 
can sort things out. Now let’s all join in prayer, 
so that in future rain will fall elsewhere. 

2 

The queer stillness of very heavy rain, 
though it may pound its fists to nothing, 
nothing but water, that is, yet I hear the ticking 
of my antiquated kitchen clock, hear the dust 
as it settles in corners; hear it driving the mind inwards 
where things germinate . . . 
Now all the birds are still 
except for one braggart starling 
hiding in the eaves. 
On such a day, perhaps, Thales found 
to his surprise 
that all things were nothing 
if not wet. 



A brace of nightmares 

1 If no one comes 

If no one comes 
we must retain a few diversions: 
such as the raucous games of our childhood: 
Mad Hatter’s chess in underground rooms; 
mocking the tea-and-cakes chatter of dowagers; 
devising idiot calculi to aid us 
in impulsion and arrest. 
Oh yes, we’ll fill our time quite well,  
ignoring its slow down-spiralling suck. 
We’ll mortify our impatience, 
as we wait stolidly for that last moment 
that must enternally hinder all waiting -  
Oh, passivity will be our consolation; 
its own reward. 
And as Time’s lips grow pursed with disapproval 
as she (and she it must be) draws us in, 
we’ll counterfeit panache, and with a chuckle say: 
Well, we’ve enjoyed the play, and now it’s time 
to leave. Our cars are waiting. 
A smooth, complaisant people, we shall learn 
maddening ways to balk eternity 
if no one comes. 

2. What shall we do now? 

What shall we do now, 
now that all to-do is done 
and we have all time left 
to do and to be? 
What shall we think now 
in a time when all thought 
daily unthinks itself, 
when concepts are played with in sunlight 
and put away at bedtime? 
We’ll find some maddening ways 
to inform our nothingness . . . 
but must I write a catalogue? 
 
Sweaty palms upturned, both hands 
greedy for the non-falling manna, 
we the old, the bespectacled -  
whose bellies precede us 
even when we enter empty rooms -  
what shall we do? 
The mermaids have moved out. 
The centaurs have been gelded. 



The fairy queens have gone away to die. 
We could always take up golf, 
or sit around a dead campfire 
fashioning monologues 
as bored sailors carving scrimshaws 
until . . . 



Septets for Belacqua 

A permutation 

I settled recently amid the ruins 
Of my life, let my lazy mind slither 
Through memory's lush grasses; all airy 
My dreams, lacking even the practised lisp 
Of the dream-haunting ladies who drily 
Plot one's downfall every day, and whose call 
Lures one at night to a premature doom. 
 
But certainly there is no hint of doom 
In my latter-day life of the sunlit ruins, 
Only bird-cries and the hasty slither 
Of the thoughtless lizard and the airy 
Toss of a cat's tail, no haughty mouth to lisp 
The phrases of condemnation, or so drily 
Bid me to stay within its call. 
 
For now I live without a sense of call, 
Such aimlessness being perhaps my doom, 
The jungle beast that lurks amid the ruins 
May be no leopard born to snarl and slither, 
May be nothingness, a beast so airy 
That you may think its roar is but a lisp, 
Until it leaps, then your dead soul drily 
 
Cracks in its jaws - nothing quite so drily  
Tangible as nothing, following its call, 
Eternally pronouncing present doom, 
Which thought, as I loll stupidly in ruins, 
Almost awakens me, as the slither 
Of a rat in a room drags the airy  
Dreamer to Earth, breaking his roar to a lisp. 
 
Ought I, erstwhile enemy of the lisp, 
Raise again my voice, that now croaks drily? 
Arm myself with virtue, utter a call 
To all men: Follow me! The voice of doom, 
Bounding from rock to rock in these dry ruins, 
Loosening tongues, sending tyrants a slither -  
Castellan fancies, suitably airy. 
 
No, I shall lay myself down in some airy 
Region in which I'll listen to the lisp 
Of the wind in the trees, their leaves drily 
Condemning my sloth. Heedless of the call 
That could raise me from sleep to face my doom, 
That could lead me far from these sheltering ruins 



Into a land where basilisks slither. 
 
Here there is nothing that may slither 
Uncommanded by me. In my airy 
Domain I play my guitar and lisp 
The lyrics that lie on my lips drily. 
I leave it to them to answer the call 
Who would lightly fly to encounter doom, 
Here I may dream amid my life's ruins. 



She who comes at night 

I cannot track her down; the dripping hair 
That never dries leaves no drops in the dust. 
No angel she, but shadowless she must 
Herself be shade, a ghost without despair 
In her slow-turning face, her Medusa stare. 
Nine nights in a row I have seen her pass 
Coldly through the cold garden, where the pear, 
Ripe and eager to fall, holds back for fear, 
And apples wither, as wither I must, 
Yet unlike them tormented by disgust, 
Dribbling ecstasies in the autumn grass. 
Through forests dying from her passing she 
Might come again tonight, and come for me, 
As lie unresisting in her snare. 

  



How the cat ate my spleen 

Coming out of the house 
mad for the kill, 
a frenzied robot banging doors 
and clumping, 
I looked for something I could grind to paste, 
a paper manikin perhaps, whose head 
could be pulped, eyes gouged, 
arms and legs torn off, 
whose remnants could be hosed away, 
flushed like ordure and forgotten -  
almost as forgotten as the event 
that had started the mind-quake 
(a clumsy child defended by its mother 
with one word leading to another . . . ) 
 

The Universe was one red eye of spite. 
I had to act, to burn, to stab, to slay -  
 

and then I saw the cat, cleaning herself,. 
One hind leg stuck up in a mock salute. 
She lifted her black head and looked at me 
as a duchess might look at a rag-picker, 
surprised that such a creature could exist 
in her exclusive world; and then she dipped 
her nose, and concentrated on the point 
where the hind legs met the tail. 
 

Putting anger aside for the moment, 
but meaning to return to it quite soon, 
I asked the philosopher in my head: 
What does she do with the fur that she licks? 
God forbid that she should swallow it. 
Does she spit it out and bury it? 
Does she wrap it in leaves and seal them up? 
Does she turn it into feline bird-bait? 
Well, perhaps she really does swallow it. 
 

At last I gave up this investigation 
And went back to the place I’d left my anger, 
only to find no trace of it at all, 
so I looked for the cat, but she also had gone 
as cats do, without making excuses, 
without assurances, perhaps for good. 
 



I turned and walked into the brooding house, 
tasting the acrid liquor of remorse. 
 



Lackey fantasy 

Madam, I remain your humble servant: 
Having mown, swept, emptied, chopped and washed, 
I am purged of my debt; but what comes now, 
my erstwhile creditor? It’s time to play. 
Do you wish me to grunt and snort and sweat 
only in service to the meanest arts? 
There are other uses, Madam, to which 
I’d put my strength – if you were only here. 
Come now, hear me, leave your gainfulness. 
Let’s waste each other, since we can’t be saved, 
and each breath leaves us one removed from life, 
off with our working clothes; our very skins 
will give sufficient cover for our toil, 
and we shall be servants of each other. 
I cannot think of any overlord 
who would pay us in such delightful coin. 


	Manfred Clootie’s Pickpocket Songs
	Robert Dalvean

	Suburban Vampire: the sonnets of Manfred Clootie
	I, Manfred Clootie
	Left to myself I’d lie in bed
	No one but myself?
	My last duchess is electronic
	My final decade looms
	A tribute to Henry L
	I remember how lean
	Manfred Clootie arose
	And that last line . . .
	His father’s ghost
	Me? A summer’s day?
	Up from the hold came Noah
	This idle sonneteering
	Clootie lingered
	Weeping Woman
	A parcel of hauntings
	A Ming antique
	Oldies
	The phantom in the mirror
	Reunion
	Clootie among the writers
	Clean exit
	Paradise lost for words
	Not a mean bone
	Clootie’s appraisal – a canto
	Magpies
	Mania
	When rain reigns
	1
	2

	A brace of nightmares
	1 If no one comes
	2. What shall we do now?

	Septets for Belacqua
	A permutation

	She who comes at night
	How the cat ate my spleen
	Lackey fantasy

