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In memory of my mother






















     O mémoire, cité trahie




 





‘O memory, jilted city’
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Déjà-vu









Two tenses grappling with one instant, one perception:


forgotten as it happens, recalled before it has begun. 






























Blue


Azur! Azur! Azur! Azur!


                               Mallarmé


in memory of Malcom Bowie









Azure! Azure! Azure! Azure!… all that was before:


before we rode it in planes or used it to park satellites,


or as ethereal landfill for our emissions. All the best skies







these days are polluted: jet-fuel-refracted intricacies


of dead air and carbon-dazzle, cyanose confetti


that we mistake for light as we mistake mirrors







for what they show us of ourselves. But the thought


of all that emptiness, its promise of fresh starts, persists…


and though aftermaths look much the same







we never think of them as happening in the sky.


We never think of them as starting in the sky:


only beginnings are possible in such virgin air,







we think, harvesting new breath from frictionless


blue fields, those oxygen plantations with their Boeing


ploughlines and their furrows of weightless tilth.







But each square of it is Heathrow or JFK, tailbacks


of landing lights, control-tower static, log-jams of conditioned


air and shredded cumulus. First breath, first light: the original







repetitions, and the sun all the more intricate in its dying back


for the furnace it was at the beginning. And it’s beginnings


that we dream of as we observe the blue, the great illusion







that every day it starts again, from zero, that perfect world-


shaped formula for all or nothing: O






























The Age of the Empty Chair









In Monet’s The Beach at Trouville, it is week one of the Franco-Prussian war.


The chair lodges in the sand between two women. One reads, the other







points her face at the emptying beach. The chair belongs to no one,


it is a found chair, a trouvaille, and there is never one chair too many







but one sitter too few. A flag rigid on its pole indicates


a swelling in the air, or something stronger, and the rent waves,







delicate turmoils of spume and lace, are distant cousins of the revolution


bound into the ebb and flow it breaks free of, then breaks back into.







There is sand in the paint; the place is mixed into its making


and even the brushstrokes replicate the water’s peaks as they take







the light: roofs pell-mell across a city skyline, flashpoints in the sun.


The chair suggests all that can be suggested about change, but it remains







apart from it: the way a sail suggests the wind, the way a shell holds


a recording of the waves even as the waves turn around it.






























Noon at the DoubleTree Hotel


for Christopher Ricks









From here the river looks like a road


surprised by its own keen swerve, the boaters


stitching the water’s skin as above them a Boeing


rends the sky and the sky heals over.







It’s all inaudible through the triple-


glazed panes, but by something in that improbable


clear blue we know it’s heavy with noise,


drenched in spent jet fuel,







and the bright blue emptiness


is emptiness only, a desert of burned-off ozone


where the sun’s ferocious waste scatters


its perfect, equalising light.







Shadows straighten up, level


with the shapes that threw them – house, high-rise,


Hummer – then disappear; and for a moment


all is its original, unencumbered self.
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