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Dear and dear is their poisoned note,


The little snakes of silver throat,


In mossy skulls that nest and lie,


Ever singing ‘die, oh! die.’


– THOMAS LOVELL BEDDOES






























Dominion









Rise up! we heard their war cry – Levitation!


the trembling leaves kept sighing –


Levitation! Then Hurry Harry abandoned


the way of the raccoon and beaver, and felt


his heart whirled aloft by some hand


or talon: Oh no more, he reasoned, will I scramble


blindly between settlement and clearing, mocked


by the melancholy loon. Off – off – again


off, ye buckskin garments! How it glints,


my rifle, in the sun, as it arcs


towards the lake. And listen – on the stony beach


the ripples whisper, Oh hurry



Hurry Harry, oh Harry, hurry, hurry …






























Invisible Hand









I


A white finger of frost along the spine


Of the country, and the first rumours of the first


Female Archbishop of Canterbury: while still


In her cradle the Lord filled


Her to the brim, and drove


Headlong the querulous demons whose riddles


End only in debt and pain; her dimpled


Right hand seemed to grasp and poise


A miniature crozier, and her eyes


Peered through tears at the sins of the world.







II


Weeping also, a woman in a coal-black dress says Adios


Amigo. She is fleeing


The grip of the huntsman, his suddenly


Drawn knife, his wispy moustache, harsh stubble


And secretly melting heart; through a tangle of russet briars


He watches her plunge into the woods


And be gone. Which way is home? The feathery bracken


Sighs and stirs, hisses around his knees, gets caught


In his gaiters. I spy, he thinks, with these tough stems


In my eye, something beginning with green. 







III


He called me better looking than a newborn canary, then asked


If I was asking him to dance. A cheap shot,


I trilled back, from a cheapskate. But here, at any rate, was one


Sharp enough to descry the thread that ties


Cause and effect. In a wing beat we’d agreed on what


We’d need to learn to love: guilt,


Unending guilt … and after a few


Dizzying flutters of fear, that proved not so difficult. Let Rome


In Tiber melt, we’d cry, pirouetting


Through patient skies, high above the city’s lights and sirens.






























The Death of Petronius


after Tacitus










Turning to Caius Petronius, there are a few things about him that deserve


To be remembered: he liked to sleep all day, then devote his nights


To business – or pleasure. Most have to work hard


To become well-known, but it was idleness that propelled


Petronius to fame. He differed, though, from most debauchee or wastrel types,


For he was a cultured, exquisite master of the subtle arts


Of indulgence. His way of speaking, his way of doing things, seemed always casual,


Fresh and cool. Appointed governor of Bithynia, and then later consul, he also showed he could be an astute


And vigorous administrator.


                             At length, resuming his life of


    vice – or apparent vice –


He found himself taken up by Nero, and admitted into the Emperor’s coterie


Of intimates. They dubbed him ‘Arbiter of Taste’, and for a time Nero’s sense


Of what was elegant or charming was determined wholly by Petronius. But this


So irked another of Nero’s favourites, and voluptuaries, Tigellinus, that he hatched


A plot designed to appeal to the Emperor’s overriding passion –


His cruelty. The Arbiter was framed


By a bribed slave, his household imprisoned, and his defence


Dismissed.


                 Learning his fate


While at Cumae, Petronius at once abandoned


Both hope and fear – yet he refused simply to fling away


His life, either. Instead, having opened the veins


In his wrists, he’d let them bleed for a while; then, when the fancy


Moved him, have them bound up, then opened again, all the while


Chatting with friends about this and that, steering the conversation away


From serious topics that might make him seem brave


Or stoical. He lay back, listening to them recite


Not dreary reflections on the immortality of the soul or the nature


Of wisdom, but light songs and nonsense verse. Some of his servants


Received gifts, others a good flogging. Having dined


As usual, he slipped quietly into sleep – or was it death? –


As if it were the most natural thing in the world.


                                                           While many


Doomed like Petronius compose deathbed testaments that shamelessly flatter


Whoever happens to be in power, his will contained a list


Of all the Emperor’s most peculiar erotic tastes and extravagant


Sexual experiments, and the names of his partners


In crime, both men and women, willing and unwilling. He sent this


Under seal to Nero, then broke his signet ring: it, at least,


Would be innocent of the blood of others. 
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