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          Wandering alone
        

            

            
               
                  
            Wandering alone
          

                  
            from abandoned room to room
          

                  
            down the corridors of a derelict hotel,
          

                  
            searching for the lost urinal…
          

               

               
                  I woke,

                  breathing a mental smell,

                  and tasted the night facts.

               

               
                   

               

               
                   

               

               
                   

               

               
                  Nightwomen,

                  picking the works of my days apart,

                  will you find what you need

                  in the waste still to come?
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               First Night

            

            
               
                  The older people in the neighbourhood

                  knew him and stayed clear.

                  Before they found themselves

                  laid hold of again, up against the counter.

               

               
                  Talking in his corner about the early days,

                  and the way everything went wrong. Refusing to take in

                  the realities of the past forty years;

                  the long sentences finding their way

                  to a legalistic close.

               

               
                  But there was no one else left

                  who had known all the major figures.

                  And I had learned to stand near

                  in case there was something he hadn’t said before.

                  And sometimes there was someone new starting to listen.

                  As I was, that first night.

               

               
                   

               

               
                  I had moved in

                  to the flat across the street: a naked room

                  up under the roof, with a thin bed;

                  the widows’ voices calling across the landing below.

               

               
                  And taken my first look in the dead moonlight

                  across the old roofs, back toward the edge of the city,

                  the new slum I had just left

                  – her teeth and glasses distinct on the night street.

                  Our voices unforgiving, exchanging refusals. 17

               

               
                  My brain at the window,

                  absorbing a new view of the world.

                  City loneliness.

                  One footstep down at the corner.

               

               
                  I saw the lights of the bar opposite,

                  checked I had enough left for a drink

               

               
                  … and was counting out the change, and turning away,

                  when I felt his presence beside me at the counter

                  on his high stool, his back against the partition.

               

               
                  After a few remarks, exchanged as though

                  I had been gone only a while,

                  he started talking.
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               The Affair

            

            
               
                  Standing, watching, on opposite sides of the grave,

                  we exchanged nods in old dislike.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  Our affair. How it began…

               

               
                  At a Government inquiry in the early Fifties,

                  finding ourselves placed together;

                  our perfunctory talk growing rapidly watchful.

               

               
                  My picking on one of his self-admiring tropes.

                  His fastening on something slack of mine in return.

                  A raw wound opening on the matter

                  of Yeats and Fascism. A lasting animus

                  established in less than quarter of an hour.

               

               
                  Aware from then on.

                  Our careers unrelated

                  but touching. Even in their beginnings:

                  in the same section, in the same Department;

                  his thought processes – his initials like insects –

                  earlier all over my files.

               

               
                  Recently, and sharpening our exchange

                  across the grave, his finding the occasion

                  in the press of public affairs

                  – debating his fixed viewpoints

                  in a three-piece colonial accent – 19

               

               
                  for an acid review: a flow of colloquialisms

                  dismissing a main thesis to be found

                  only in a misreading of the images off the cover…

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  The coffin touched bottom

                  with our gentle friend.

                  Goldenhaired. Spent in the service.

               

               
                  The prayers faded on the air.

                  The diggers stepped forward

                  to their pile by the open hole,

                  their hands around their shovels.

               

               
                  It was time for us to go

                  – his thick back moving off

                  familiar among the others.
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               Wedding Service

            

            
               
                  We approached the College chapel

                  along a gravel path by the old Library,

                  and across a wide private square in the heart of the City.

               

               
                  There was no trouble parking the car.

                  Once the scrutiny is over at the back gate

                  you are in a protected world:

               

               
                  the car door shut, and the sound

                  died along an avenue of old trees.

               

               
                  A quiet walk, past a park and playing fields.

                  Across the square to the chapel porch,

                  where the bridegroom received us, kindly and tall.

               

               
                  Full of care for her guests, he showed us in

                  – those of us liable to be unfamiliar –

                  all the way to our places

                  in an enclosed pew, on a low seat.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  I looked about me.

                  At the plain walls panelled in ancient wood.

                  The pulpit out in the middle of the floor.

                  The aisle windows rising with plain glass

                  to the timbered ceiling.

                  Three coloured windows at the far end

                  above an empty platform.

                  With a tang in the air.

                  Asiatic; familiar and out of place.21

               

               
                  The other ill-fitting particulars

                  ourselves, settling down, over-aware,

                  where we sat. Looking across

                  at a number of other guests. Looking at us.

               

               
                  Soon the families and the more immediate guests

                  had assembled and walked in procession

                  between us to their places.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  Out of sight, a little bell rang.

                  A priest entered, with a single server,

                  carrying between them

                  the tabernacle, the chalice and the Book;

                  a censer, tossing and exhaling.

                  Everything needed for the Mass

               

               
                  in this place purged of sacrifice

                  and the recognition of our dark side.

                  No murmuring over body and blood.

               

               
                  And Mass was said; diffident and determined.

                  With a brief address after the Communion

                  for the special occasion

                  – spiced with a few remarks for its happening here.

               

               
                  After which the celebrant stepped forward

                  to the waiting couple, and raised his right hand

                  in the coloured light, to bear witness.

               

               
                  The Bride comely.

                  The Groom steadfast.

                  Their hands primal 22

               

               
                  The ring fixed on her thin finger

                  in lovingkindness

                  and firm succession of the flesh.
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