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            For my children

            
                

            

            Verweile doch, du bist so schön
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            NOTE

         

         Courrières is a commune near the Belgian border of France. The first coal shaft was sunk there in 1849 and a mining concession was granted in 1852. In 1906, an explosion killed 1,099 miners. On that occasion, German workers came to help rescue their French comrades – the basis for G.W. Pabst’s classic film Kameradschaft (1931). On 28 May, 1940, an SS division set fire to the village and shot forty-five hostages.

      

   


   
      
         
            
3
               THE PATH TO COURRIÈRES

               An 1854 oil sketch by Jules Breton

            

            
               
                  The gleaner in her shawl, the rough linen sling

                  at her waist, figured against the evening sky

                  as she returns to her village, is absent here;

                  it is the painter himself who trudges home

                  in the receiving dusk, his harvest done.

               

               
                  The place of the woman is held by the tallest elm,

                  its crown drawing a scatter of silent rooks.

                  The path leads the eye peacefully round

                  to the low houses, brick-red and white,

                  and to the church tower and beyond.

               

               
                  No hint of surveyors, trial drillings already

                  there at the time as exploitable veins

                  were opened and spoil heaps begun. Not yet

                  the coaldust explosion, the Kameradschaft,

                  the burning church, the massacred hostages.

               

               
                  Time has scumbled all that history.

                  I come into the gallery out of the Sheffield rain,

                  put down my shopping bag next to a bucket

                  catching the skylight drips. There it is,

                  its frame a little brighter gold than the corn.

               

               
                  I let my eye be led again by the curve

                  of the path to Courrières, past the verge

                  of poppies, the everlasting elm, the wheat

                  as permanent as Ruth. The rooks, chipped

                  into the paint, may never settle again.
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               AN APPEARANCE OF SPRING

            

            
               
                  In diagonal composure

                  as though in wood-block print

               

               
                  my daughter     the very person of Spring

                  stands over me in her slender kimono

               

               
                  as I stoop to the running stream

                  and reach down to touch      an iris tongue

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               LIFE-WRITING

            

            
               
                  A slug is grazing on a flowerpot.

               

               
                  Feeling its way by waves of contraction

                  it rasps away at layers of green algae

               

               
                  so as to clean a cursive trail of pot-red characters.

               

               
                  It is life, writing.      It is      indecipherable.
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               THE CORE

            

            
               
                  The wall I see from my desk where a core

                  thrown aside has become a blossoming tree

                  an apple core thrown by the wall

                  becoming as though to read my thoughts

                  a small bearing tree

                  noticed by passers-by who scrump

                  an apple or share to their friends

                  its blossom in Spring

               

               
                  shows me this morning a woman so

                  magnificently pregnant and so

                  utterly defenceless with laughter

                  at some story her man insists

                  on telling her that she has to lean

                  quaking against the apple-tree wall.

                  Here’s

                  to the accident that chucked that core!

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               ANTIQUITY AT ARLES

            

            
               
                  In a glass case of Roman remains

                  a neonate is given decent sepulture

                  in the cradle of a gutter tile.
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               SPECIMENS OF MAGNOLIA

            

            
               
                  Almost everyone walking through the magnolia grove

                  in the Botanical Gardens will take out their mobile.

                  If alone, they snap a close-up of some selected bloom

                  and instantly move on. If a couple, they will take snaps

                  of each other against the blossom and may spend a while

                  head-to-head confirming whatever it is they have seen.

               

               
                  A daddy taking out his little girls is now phoning

                  a single perfect flower. His daughters are picking up

                  fallen petals – pink and pulpy but already rusting

                  at the edges – and hold them up to each other, using

                  them as fans, wings, antlers, hats, trying to fly them, until

                  a squirrel appears and a girl goes chasing after that.

               

               
                  The other stands as still as she can. It approaches her.

                  It is she who discovers she can write on these petals

                  with her fingernail and that her scratches will soon turn brown.

                  And yet, who am I to prefer the less boisterous girl

                  or my own peculiar lens as I stroll through this grove

                  to observe magnificent petals preparing to fall?
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               NOT THAT I ALWAYS NOTICE

            

            
               
                  For minutes each morning, through

                  chance alignment of window

                  staircase and neighbouring trees

                  a spot of sunlight searches our house,

                  sometimes so brightly I think

                  someone must’ve left on a light.

               

               
                  This morning it casts its own

                  leafburst onto the kitchen wall

                  in fluctuant shadows. I open up,

                  click into My Recent Documents

                  and catch myself saying aloud:

                  These may be the best of our days.
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