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‘Well, it’s a cool queer tale!’


THOMAS HARDY, ‘Her Second Husband Hears the Story’
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Duncan









1


When in his twenties a poetry’s full strength


Burst into voice as an unstopping flood,


He let the divine prompting (come at length)


Rushingly bear him any way it would


And went on writing while the Ferry turned


From San Francisco, back from Berkeley too,


And back again, and back again. He learned


You add to, you don’t cancel what you do. 







Between the notebook-margins his pen travelled,


His own lines carrying him in a new mode


To ports in which past purposes unravelled.


So that, as on the Ferry Line he rode,


Whatever his first plans that night had been,


The energy that rose from their confusion


Became the changing passage lived within


While the pen wrote, and looked beyond conclusion.  
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Forty years later, and both kidneys gone;


Every eight hours, home dialysis;


The habit of his restlessness stayed on


Exhausting him with his responsiveness.


After the circulations of one day


In which he taught a three-hour seminar


Then gave a reading clear across the Bay,


And while returning from it to the car







With plunging hovering tread tired and unsteady


Down Wheeler steps, he faltered and he fell


– Fell he said later, as if I stood ready,


‘Into the strong arms of Thom Gunn.’


                                                         Well well,


The image comic, as I might have known,


And generous, but it turned things round to myth:


He fell across the white steps there alone,


Though it was me indeed that he was with.  







I hadn’t caught him, hadn’t seen in time,


And picked him up where he had softly dropped,


A pillow full of feathers. Was it a rime


He later sought, in which he might adopt


The role of H.D., broken-hipped and old,


Who, as she moved off from the reading-stand,


Had stumbled on the platform but was held


And steadied by another poet’s hand? 







He was now a posthumous poet, I have said


(For since his illness he had not composed),


In sight of a conclusion, whose great dread


Was closure,


                    his life soon to be enclosed


Like the sparrow’s flight above the feasting friends,


Briefly revealed where its breast caught their light,


Beneath the long roof, between open ends,


Themselves the margins of unchanging night.






























The Antagonism


to Helena Shire










       The Makers did not make


The muddy winter hardening to privation,


Or cholera in the keep, or frost’s long ache


    Afflicting every mortal nation


From lord to villagers in their fading dyes


       – Those who like oxen strained


On stony clearings of the ground


          From church to sties.







        They sought an utterance,


Or sunshine soluble in institution,


An orthodoxy justified, at once


    The dream and dreamer warmed in fusion,


As in the great Rose Window, pieced from duty,


      Where through Christ’s crimson, sun


Shines on your clothes till they take on


        Value and beauty.







        But carved on a high beam


Far in the vault from the official version


Gape gnarled unChristian heads out of whom stream


    Long stems of contrary assertion,


Shaped leaf ridging their scalps in place of hair.


       Their origins lost to sight,


As they are too, cast out from light.


          They should despair.










        What stays for its own sake,


Occulted in the dark, may slip an ending,


Recalcitrant, and strengthened by the ache


    Of winter not for the transcending.


Ice and snow pile the gables of the roof


     Within whose shade they hold,


Intimate with its slaty cold,


         To Christ aloof.






























A Home









Raised, he said, not at home but in a Home.







Bare of associations, words like bed,


Breakfast and birthday hard eternal forms


As standardized as workbench in the shop


Or regulation metal bunk, with edges


On which you bark your shins because it’s there.







Bare of associations.


                               Between the boys


Contact, not loose, not free, consisting mainly


In the wrestling down of slave by slave. Call this


The economy of bruises: threats of worse


Pin you in place, for more convenient handling.


And nothing occurs casually but dirt. 







So when a big boy slips you a comic book


Because his heart is big, no other reason,


His unfit action organizes time.







It organizes time through revelation


Of an old prophecy preserved in fragments


Among the boys, a corrupt oral tradition


Concerning the advent of the affections: for


They will be born, and live and prosper too,


Before their inevitable martyrdom.


Your mind starts to prepare a place for them:










And it delights in the cool new-found ease


With which it slips the habitual weary tautness


To enter certain unmapped borderlands.


Waking early


                     in the breathing room of beds


To thin unsupervised light, a sanctuary,


You glimpse at last a measure of the future


In which you will seek out similar times


Between times, places between places, thresholds


And fire escapes, buses and laundromats,


To tell in a voice guarded and level, ‘I


Was raised in a Home,’ as if it were all over


And the quotidian horror had been mastered.






























My Mother’s Pride









She dramatized herself


Without thought of the dangers.


But ‘Never pay attention,’ she said,


‘To the opinions of strangers.’







And when I stole from a counter,


‘You wouldn’t accept a present


From a tradesman.’ But I think I might have:


I had the greed of a peasant.







She was proud of her ruthless wit


And the smallest ears in London.


‘Only conceited children are shy.’


I am made by her, and undone. 






























The Gas-poker









Forty-eight years ago


– Can it be forty-eight


Since then? – they forced the door


Which she had barricaded


With a full bureau’s weight


Lest anyone find, as they did,


What she had blocked it for.







She had blocked the doorway so,


To keep the children out.


In her red dressing-gown


She wrote notes, all night busy


Pushing the things about,


Thinking till she was dizzy,


Before she had lain down.







The children went to and fro


On the harsh winter lawn


Repeating their lament,


A burden, to each other


In the December dawn,


Elder and younger brother,


Till they knew what it meant. 







Knew all there was to know.


Coming back off the grass


To the room of her release,


They who had been her treasures


Knew to turn off the gas,


Take the appropriate measures,


Telephone the police.







One image from the flow


Sticks in the stubborn mind:


A sort of backwards flute.


The poker that she held up


Breathed from the holes aligned


Into her mouth till, filled up
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