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After great pain, a formal feeling comes


– Emily Dickinson, poem 341


We stand upon the brink of a precipice. We peer into the abyss – we grow sick and dizzy. Our first impulse is to shrink from the danger. Unaccountably we remain […] there grows into palpability, a shape, far more terrible than any genius, or any demon of a tale, and yet it is but a thought, although a fearful one, and one which chills the very marrow of our bones with the fierceness of the delight of its horror. It is merely the idea of what would be our sensations during the sweeping precipitancy of a fall from such a height […] And because our reason violently deters us from the brink, therefore do we the more impetuously approach it.


– Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Imp of the Perverse’




For Louise, whose name means Hero





Ruminations






Body Found in Garden After Confession



How the body got there,


or whose it was, nobody knew,


not even the confessor,


who had been resident all their life in Brazil,


who was on holiday in the Bahamas at the time,


experts suggest, that the body entered the earth,


who was on life support after a diving accident


at the point, experts say, that the body’s owner died


and we are pleased to bring this case to its conclusion


said the Chief Superintendent


and the nation can feel safe again


said the Prime Minister


and we pray for all the families


said the Archbishop of Canterbury


and the confessor said goodbye to the house, the dog,


took off their shoes, clothes and wedding band,


went out into the garden and


lay as still as a forgotten rake in tall grass.





This Horse



There’s this horse


that can’t eat apples.


It’s not that the horse


doesn’t like apples


or that its castle of teeth


can’t crush them


or that its leather-satchel tongue


can’t collect the bits


or that its upturned welly of a throat


can’t tramp down the chunks –


it’s that one day,


as it drew up an apple


of no distinction,


the horse had a thought:


What if I choke on this?


And the more the horse tried


to swat the thought away,


the more the apple grew,


and the more the thought grew


until the horse felt it had Jupiter


and all its moons in its mouth


and it couldn’t breathe


and it was gagging


and its owner tried to reason with it,


but the horse wouldn’t be told


and over the course of a year


the horse visited the vet


every Wednesday at 12


and the vet advised the horse


to try an exercise where the horse


had to choose a small globe


from a bagged assortment


and hold each one in its mouth


in a series of graded steps:


a robin’s egg for one minute,


a beetroot for two,


a cannonball for three;


and the horse had to


commit to the process


and tolerate the discomfort


and by all means note down


its thoughts and feelings


but not respond to them


and none of this worked


and the only thing for the horse


to do was to eat oats and practise


radical acceptance


of apples as something eaten


by other horses


in another place and time


as if all the apples in the world
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