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               IF I COULD WRITE LIKE TOLSTOY

            

            
               
                                                                      you’d see a man

                  dying in a field with a flagstaff still in his hands.

               

               
                  I’d take you close until you saw the grass

                  blowing around his head, and his eyes

               

               
                  looking up at the white sky. I’d show you

                  a pale-faced Tsar on a horse under a tree,

               

               
                  breath from its nostrils, creases in gloved fingers

                  pulling at the reins, perhaps hoof marks in the mud

               

               
                  as he jumps the ditch at the end of the field.

                  I’d show you men walking down a road,

               

               
                  one of them shouting to the others to get off it.

                  You’d hear the ice crack as they slipped down the bank

               

               
                  to join him, bringing their horses with them. You’d feel

                  the blood coming out of the back of someone’s head,

               

               
                  warm for a moment, before it touched the snow.

                  I’d show you a dead man come back to life.

               

               
                  Then I’d make you wait – for pages and pages –

                  before you saw him, go to his window

               

               
                  and look at how the moon turns half a row

                  of trees silver, leaves the other half black.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               HOW TO LIGHT A CIGARETTE

            

            
               
                  His voice seems to have just arrived here,

                  to have come into the room in the loose slack

               

               
                  of a pause when the air had nothing to do

                  but gather around him as if he were

               

               
                  the hero in a Russian novel, leaning against

                  the mantelpiece with his hands in his pockets

               

               
                  and the mirror loving him from behind.

                  Look how he bends his neck, how he cups

               

               
                  his hand as he lights his cigarette before

                  he answers. Look at her watching the blue grey

               

               
                  smoke unravel into a scurry of notes running

                  across a stave as she listens to the way

               

               
                  he stresses his consonants, softens his vowels

                  as he talks of the war in his perfect French.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               AND PIERRE?

            

            
               
                  With his ripe face like one of those pale freckled pears

                  you hold in your hand and his mind shuddering across it

               

               
                  like a bruise – he’s legible to all the world. With his great legs,

                  broad and strong as the trees, he walks in and out of chapters

               

               
                  smelling of eau de cologne, or an animal that sleeps in a barn.

                  With his long fingers running across the stubble on his jaw,

               

               
                  he listens to the black Russian rain before he picks up his pen.

                  With his eyes so blue you’d think he’d drunk the sky down

               

               
                  with all that champagne, he watches the soldiers, (red epaulettes

                  and high boots) drag that boy to the place where they shoot him.

               

               
                  He watches the boy pull his loose coat tight before he sags and slides

                  down the post. And when it’s all over, he watches them roll him

               

               
                  gently into the hole with the others and before he can look away,

                  he sees, there in the earth, the boy’s shoulder still moving.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               TOLSTOY’S DOG

            

            
               
                  What is it about the lavender grey dog

                                hanging around the men

                  playing with a piece of straw

                                as if it were a stick

                  while Moscow burns behind them?

                                What is it that makes her lie

                  across my mind as if she might be

                                what all those words were about?

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               FRAGMENT

            

            
               
                  How can I forget the feel of her ribs

                  under my fingertips,

               

               
                  the thump of her slow heart

                  into my hand? I will be the frost

               

               
                  running silver threads through brown leaves under her feet –

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               TO THE TREES

            

            
               
                  quick and slick

                               and full of you,

                  the you I don’t want,

                                            the you that brims over, brims under my lines, the you I can’t

                  remake, reshape,

                                            the you I –

                               just leave it, drop it, walk away. There’s nothing to see here.

               

               
                  Go to the trees,

                               I always go to the trees, but let’s go

                  to the tree outside my window,
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