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               When

            

            
               
                  When you close your eyes,

                  lamplight, sunlight,

                  there they all are —

                  a host of invitations:

               

               
                  Birds at frosted crumbs,

                  a terrier’s pirouette,

                  enough blue sky

                  to patch Dutch trousers

               

               
                  Catch as catch can:

                  the pitch of their voices

                  hurries off the words

                  to the grand silence.

               

               
                  Her hair is shot silk;

                  his jacket hangs just so,

                  the bricks of their playhouse

                  tingle with love and shadow,

               

               
                  hiding the question:

                  ‘Where shall we go,

                  when, for the last time,

                  you close your eyes?’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Nature

            

            
               
                  His eyes calm, level:

                  ‘I had a dream last night

                  I know now there is no such thing

                  as the subconscious’.

               

               
                  From under his bed

                  crept this creature,

                  darkening the space

                  between floor and door.

               

               
                  Its voice knew the crunch

                  of broken biscuits:

                  ‘I am Nature

                  I have come to get you’.

               

               
                  There he stood,

                  suit pressed, tie straight,

                  cheeks glowing pinkly

                  from a close shave.

               

               
                  I watch those eyes

                  fix, then cloud.

                  On his cluttered shelves

                  the books play kiss,

               

               
                  Locke on Education

                  walking out in leather

                  with a paperback doll:

                  ‘Zazie dans le Métro’,

               

               
                  Under the bed

                  stuff chaws and mumbles,

                  nests between the lines

                  of tomorrow’s obituary.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Sticking it out

               
          For Anthony Thwaite
        

            

            
               
                  They’re sticking it out today: sages, poets…

                  There’s Doctor Spooner with his stalking wick,

                  a host of Marsh-land Georgians with blackthorns

               

               
                  and Mr. Thwaite, his ferrule twisting molehills,

                  hoping the velvet gentleman has paddled him

                  a Samian fragment or a clipped denarius,

               

               
                  his feet robust, well-grounded, even at times iambic,

                  and with Ben Jonson, his ‘learned sock’ well on,

                  taking new illumination from old footlights.

               

               
                  We brandish our armaments, or leguments —

                  my prop for Aged Hippies, Morris-flowered,

                  dating from the dagger in my femur —

               

               
                  and set our quarter-staffs at sharp riposte

                  while Charon watches from his pleasure-boat,

                  murmuring the name he chose for his dark water.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Dr Gauss

            

            
               
                  Just off the Winterstrasse, I think.

                  Appropriate: dogs leashed and muzzled,

                  black coats and female furs,

               

               
                  snowflakes drowning in your hair

                  and a sky that promised little

                  but more of itself, and that the same.

               

               
                  No reason to climb the stair at all,

                  Dr Gauss. Kuriositäten. We sensed

                  things tinkling, wary of wet sleeves

               

               
                  or less appropriate domiciles.

                  Locked. A door closed softly.

                  I think I saw him from the window,

               

               
                  neat, hair en brosse, bespectacled,

                  scurrying towards the Marienkirche,

                  nursing two ill-shaped packages,

               

               
                  but you, laughing, said you’d seen him —

                  lanky, blond, dangling a bird-cage —

                  swing left into the Zoologischer Garten.

               

               
                  No matter. But whose desk should it rest on,

                  that stumpy chunk of bone we found,

                  lipped over a rattling musket-ball

               

               
                  when we unpacked our foolish trophies?

                  And that card, in long-dead Fraktur,

                  Fröhliche Weihnachten!

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Winter Words

            

            
               
                  Calendar pages:

                  one scrumpled day

                  dies in a garden

               

               
                  spun to fool’s gold,

                  where wind mews

                  over twigs and bones

               

               
                  at an outhouse door,

                  black sky sustains

                  the buoyancy of loss,

               

               
                  dried sap

                  knots branch to branch,

                  caging a star

               

               
                  whose variable glance

                  is light’s tumult

                  cut to the quick

               

               
                  yet cold to the retina

                  as once upon a time,

                  remembered pain.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Out of Reach

            

            
               
                  Think of a hand-slip,

                  a spun summit

                  bothered by mist,

               

               
                  the whirr and thrum

                  of dark metals,

                  a stranded face

               

               
                  minding a gap

                  which widens, widens,

                  leaves one candle

               

               
                  to burn in silence,

                  late summer wings

                  to char on glass,

               

               
                  unspoken words

                  to spell their spells

                  forwards, backwards —

               

               
                  fine fruit to hang

                  in armouries of thorn

                  for the devil to spit on.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               For God, King and Country

            

            
               
                  Flags and flowers:

                  three bloody years

                  worked in silk.

               

               
                  At the needle’s eye

                  stand easy, ghost,

                  slip through my fingers

               

               
                  your blue, indelible,

                  weightless kisses

                  for the children.

               

               
                  Tell Charlie, Min,

                  time is short now.

                  Up to the firing line

               

               
                  for night operations —

                  a ‘fabrication française’

                  where threads unravel,

               

               
                  unvarnished truths

                  must be embroidered

                  by cheery cards.

               

               
                  Not the only one

                  not by a long way,

                  your loving brother

               

               
                  Albert.
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