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A Dying Race









The less I visit, the more


I think myself back to your house


I grew up in. The lane uncurled


through candle-lit chestnuts


discovers it standing four-square,


whitewashed unnaturally clear,


as if it were shown me by lightning.







It’s always the place I see,


not you. You’re somewhere outside,


waving goodbye where I left you


a decade ago. I’ve even lost sight


of losing you now; all I can find


are the mossy steps you stood on


– a visible loneliness.







I’m living four counties away, and still


I think of you driving south each night


to the ward where your wife is living.


How long will it last?


You’ve made that journey six years


already, taking each broken-off day


as a present, to please her.







I can remember the fields you pass,


the derelict pill-boxes squatting


in shining plough. If I was still there,


watching your hand push back


the hair from her desperate face,


I might have discovered by now


the way love looks, its harrowing clarity.






























In the Attic









Even though we know now


your clothes will never


be needed, we keep them,


upstairs in a locked trunk.







Sometimes I kneel there


touching them, trying to relive


time you wore them, to catch


the actual shape of arm and wrist.







My hands push down


between hollow, invisible sleeves,


hesitate, then take hold


and lift:







a green holiday; a red christening;


all your unfinished lives


fading through dark summers


entering my head as dust.






























Anniversaries








The fourth





Anniversary weather: I drive


under a raw sunset, the road


cramped between drifts, hedges


polished into sharp crests.







I have it by heart now;


on this day in each year


no signposts point anywhere


but east into Essex,







and so to your ward,


where snow recovers tonight


the ground I first saw lost


four winters ago.







Whatever time might bring,


all my journeys take me


back to this dazzling dark:


I watch my shadow ahead







plane across open fields,


out of my reach for ever,


but setting towards your bed


to find itself waiting there.









The first





What I remember is not


your leaving, but your not


coming back – and snow


creaking in thick trees,







burying tracks preserved


in spiky grass below.


All afternoon I watched


from the kitchen window







a tap thaw in the yard,


oozing into its stiff sack,


then harden when evening


closed with ice again.







And I am still there,


seeing your horse return


alone to the open stable,


its reins dragging behind







a trail across the plough,


a blurred riddle of scars


we could not decipher then,


and cannot heal now.






The second





I had imagined it all –


your ward, your shaved head,


your crisp scab struck there


like an ornament,










but not your stillness.


Day after day I saw


my father leaning forward


to enter it, whispering







‘If you can hear me now,


squeeze my hand’, till snow


melted in sunlight outside


then turned to winter again







and found him waiting still,


hearing the slow hiss


of oxygen into your mask,


and always turning to say







‘Yes, I felt it then’,


as if repeating the lie


had gradually made it true


for him, never for you.






The third





Three years without sight,


speech, gesture, only


the shadow of clouds


shifting across your face







then blown a world away.


What sleep was that, which


light could never break?


What spellbound country










claimed you, forbidding you


even to wake for a kiss?


If it was death,


whose hands were those







warm in my own, and whose


astonishing word was it


that day when leaving


your sunlit room I heard







‘Stay; stay’, and watched


your eyes flick open once,


look, refuse to recognise


my own, and turn away?






The fourth





The evening falls with snow


beginning again, halving


the trees into whiteness,


driving me with it towards







the end of another year.


What will the next one bring


that this has abandoned?


You are your own survivor,







giving me back the world


I knew, without the years


we lost. Until I forget


whatever it cannot provide










I’ll always arrive like this,


having no death to mourn,


but rather the life we share


nowhere beyond your room,







our love repeating itself


like snow I watch tonight,


which spins against my window


then vanishes into the dark.






























The Lines









November, and the Sunday twilight fallen


dark at four – its hard unbroken rain


battering the garden. Vacantly I fill


this first weekend alone with anything –







the radio, a paperback you never read:


In 1845 200,000 navvies, 3,000 miles of line.


Lost faces lift – a mania, a human alligator,


shovels clinking under high midsummer sun.







The heat-haze dances meadowsweet and may,


whole cliffs collapse, and line by line


I bring your death to lonely hidden villages,


red-tiled farms, helpless women and timid men.






























Inside and Out









Two hundred miles from home I found


the one freezing room where you live,


and that, as you said, was Nothing,


really. Not even my own. See this?


It’s Madame Dussart’s funeral gown,


filling a whole drawer. Supposing


I died first, of boredom, what then?







Then nothing again. A vacant space


where no one would see the sunlight


mark time in dust towards your bed.


As if we were ghosts of ourselves


we waited for darkness, watching it


deepen to bring us together again


like shadows, our close definition.







And shadows we stayed, or tried to,


knowing, before it fell, that night


after night would discover us still


caught in our absolute lives. If not


the room, what was there outside to blame,


hidden except when headlights below


reminded us where they travelled towards?







Vimy, Arras, Bapaume: I thought of


the brilliant signs, whitening south


through your country of maps and towns


in history. Nothing escaped itself –


not even the wind, tracing a ridge


of lost lines over the fields, always


raising the same delicate spray of graves.







They were complete societies, flickering


stones I knew by distant village names.


However I chose I remembered them,


all preserved no matter what deaths


succeeded them there, and us, who talking


each other to sleep at last heard only


their luminous silence we could not survive.






























Leaving Belfast


for Craig Raine









Driving at dusk on the steep road


north to the airport, Look back,


you say, The finest view of Belfast,


and point, proud of your choice to stay.







How clear the rows of streetlamps show


which way we came. I trace them slope


by slope through marshland slipping down


to lanes, and find the roofs again,







their stern geographies of punishment


and love where silence deepens under rain.


Each sudden gust of light explains itself


as flames, but neither they, nor even







bombs redoubled on the hills tonight


can quite include me in their fear.


What does remains invisible, is lost


in curt societies whose deaths become







revenge by morning, and whose homes


are what they pity most.


I watch the moon above them, filling rooms


with cut-out politics, though whether







voices there pronounce me an intruder,


traitor, or a friend, I leave them now


as much a stranger as I came, my car


beginning on its way again, the road










a hair-line crack, a thread, a wire


I see unwound ahead through miles


of stubborn gorse, until it disappears


at last in darkness, out along the coast.






























Anne Frank Huis









Even now, after twice her lifetime of grief


and anger in the very place, whoever comes


to climb these narrow stairs, discovers how


the bookcase slides aside, then walks through


shadow into sunlit rooms, can never help







but break her secrecy again. Just listening


is a kind of guilt: the Westerkirk repeats


itself outside, as if all time worked round


towards her fear, and made each stroke


die down on guarded streets. Imagine it –







three years of whispering and loneliness


and plotting, day by day, the Allied line


in Europe with a yellow chalk. What hope


she had for ordinary love and interest


survives her here, displayed above the bed







as pictures of her family; some actors;


fashions chosen by Princess Elizabeth.


And those who stoop to see them find


not only patience missing its reward,


but one enduring wish for chances







like my own: to leave as simply


as I do, and walk at ease


up dusty tree-lined avenues, or watch


a silent barge come clear of bridges


settling their reflections in the blue canal.




























II



























The Letter









If I remember right, his first letter.


Found where? My side-plate perhaps,


or propped on our heavy brown tea-pot.


One thing is clear – my brother leaning


across asking Who is he? half angry


as always that summer before enlistment.







Then alone in the sunlit yard, mother


unlocking a door to call Up so early?


– waving her yellow duster goodbye


in a small sinking cloud. The gate creaks


shut and there in the lane I am running


uphill, vanishing where the woodland starts.







The Ashground. A solid contour swept


through ripening wheat, and a fringe


of stippled green shading the furrow.


Now I am hardly breathing, gripping


the thin paper and reading Write to me.


Write to me please. I miss you. My angel.







Almost shocked, but repeating him line


by line, and watching the words jitter


under the pale spidery shadows of leaves.


How else did I leave the plane unheard


so long? But suddenly there it was –


a Messerschmitt low at the wood’s edge.










What I see today is the window open,


the pilot’s unguarded face somehow


closer than possible. Goggles pushed up,


a stripe of ginger moustache, and his eyes


fixed on my own while I stand


with the letter held out, my frock blowing,







before I am lost in cover again,


heading for home. He must have banked


at once, climbing steeply until his jump


and watching our simple village below –


the Downs swelling and flattening, speckled


with farms and bushy chalk-pits. By lunch







they found where he lay, the parachute


tight in its pack, and both hands spread


as if they could break the fall. I still


imagine him there exactly. His face pressed


close to the sweet-smelling grass. His legs


splayed wide in a candid unshamable V.






























The Great Man









It was straight out of Conrad but true.


At midday I rounded the umpteenth turn


of the river, and there was the man himself,


surprised in the hospital yard. Just as I thought,


he was all I had never expected – far older,


no sign of the famous moustache, and the walk


a frightened scamper towards the jungle,


one hand cramming a yellow hat hard down.







He returned and was smiling, of course,


for the evening meal. You are a journalist?


Wonderful. Wonderful yes. And have taken a week?


To be with us? Or get here? Never you worry.


Someone will show you the hospital soon –


that is a pride and joy. If it were now,


I could not remember the clammy weight


of his hand on my shoulder more clearly,


half welcoming, half for support. Or the way


his eyes were scanning my face but staring


at someone else. Whoever it was appeared again


when he played – which was done like a maestro:


theatrical strides to the dais when supper was over,


and servants dragging his masterpiece centre-stage.







A rickety, straight-up, knee-hole, bamboo organ.


I knew about this. I had read in the books


how natives would ‘gratefully leave their hearths


and listen enchanted for hours’. But I never imagined


he might have performed like a drain. He fumbled


through most of a fugue, steadfastly fixing his gaze


on the someone or something I could not see,


then the rain drowned him – beginning at sunset
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