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               TAKING THE EDGE OFF

            

            
               
                  Training the bellows

                  on a splinter of sparks

                  one early morning

                  of poxed snow

                  a low moon malingering

                  in blue-haggard light

                  and every cell recoiling

                  in the hollow of the year

                  on a concrete floor,

                  it seems the whole technique

                  of staving off the cold,

                  and loneliness and the rest,

                  is to find an angle

                  on the thing, such as

                  all is provisional, or else

                  providential, or there

                  
            but for the grace of God
          

                  go I, whatever

                  it takes to trick the mind

                  of a resourceful animal

                  training the bellows

                  on a splinter of sparks

                  it can blaze

                  into irrational happiness

                  or at least,

                  it can take the edge off.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               THIS KNOWLEDGE

            

            
               
                  The gardens, bereaved of our mothers

                  breathe gently under grey in the sadness

                  of the morning, and tranquilly they overrun

                  bounds of the former dispensation.

               

               
                  An ash tree trails its fronds

                  and a deeper than usual

                  lilac in a recess looks shy but glowering,

                  young Kore disturbed by the pond

               

               
                  restored to secrecy, and I then torn

                  by my own survival, and everything wrong

                  that was upheld by your joy and worrying

                  being still in this interim upheld

               

               
                  but how soon to ruin, and this knowledge

                  suddenly that we are forms of matter,

                  that dangerous edge, and how we are undone,

                  and how this knowing also, will run its course.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               COMFORTLESS

            

            
               
                  No you shall not leave us comfortless

                  as comfort might be

                  sprays of forsythia over stone

               

               
                  and brisk steps on stone flags

                  going early through the porch

                  a trim little body

               

               
                  wrapped against the killing wind

                  as comfort might be

                  the longer spearhead of light

               

               
                  along the milled flags

                  at the opening of the door

                  as comfort might be

               

               
                  withdrawal and ingathering

                  a warmth among the ashes

                  at the start of Lent.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               COLLECTS FOR LENT

            

            
               
                  rise from the narrow couch

                  and descend

                  barefoot on the stone floor

               

               
                  to Lenten fair, the daily reading

                  picked up, laid down,

                  meditation,

               

               
                  words like discipline

                  and rebirth

                  the bitter changes

               

               
                  the sloughing off,

                  a fresh encounter

                  with solitude, old friend

               

               
                                              *

               

               
                  a concussed bluetit in the gloved hand

                  no self-pity, those out there

                  surviving, those out there

               

               
                  the measure of our impurity

                  our complacency

                  our sloth

               

               
                  the channel black granite

                  interim between worlds

                  en bateau, there also I pledged

               

               
                  where the herring gulls

                  crossed, no slack on them

                  over the wrinkled acres 

               

               
                                              *

               

               
                  sealed in

                  the reddened sallows

                  burnish

                  the sand and the snow

               

               
                  hackles of ice

                  raised on her back

                  sluggish Loire

                  
            charrie son troupeau
          

               

               
                  but even here

                  in the sallows, underwater,

                  there is warmth,

                  goldblock, terracotta,

               

               
                  her hand in mine

                  the current running

                  
            purity of life
          

                  
            henceforth and hereafter
          

               

               
                                              *

               

               
                  
            fureur contre l’informe
          

               

               
                  again I must ask

                  for a heart as constant

                  as the throbbing

                  of this ship

               

               
                  and strong

                  for each new sickening

                  of the sea

                  this need in me 

               

               
                  being purposeless

                  and necessary

                  the starry heavens

                  the moral law

               

               
                                              *

               

               
                  eternity is the sea

                  with the sun gone away

                  leaving the world

                  slategray

               

               
                  on this deep evening

                  when loneliness

                  is formidable

                  and the effort is

               

               
                  to fork myself out

                  with a hellfork

                  from warmth

                  and forgetfulness

               

               
                  to stand on deck

                  in the crosswinds

                  to plight my troth

                  to make amends

               

               
                                              *

               

               
                  silence the voices

                  (they return)

                  break the images

                  (they return)

               

               
                  but in the silence

                  and the blankness 

               

               
                  inklings come back

                  over the frost

                  memories of purpose

                  shocks of honesty

               

               
                  they were covered over

                  they were styed

               

               
                                              *

               

               
                  more visible in winter

                  the tenacity of small birds

                  the blushful darling

                  still delights

               

               
                  other men’s phrases

                  lie strewn about

               

               
                  the purification

                  of the motive

                  inescapable

                  endurance

               

               
                  the light is yellow

                  on the rough wall

                  and tender

                  the blue haze

               

               
                  guard her well

                  o january rose

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               ONE YEAR

            

            
               
                  One year on, the shawl is wrapped

                  soft round my shoulders and you everywhere

                  no messages since not a one

               

               
                  the vigil the watch and pray I knew not

                  watch and pray but that night I did

                  watch and pray for all I could

               

               
                  except you rose to meet my every move

                  in the looking glass only the fire

                  saved me from freezing at every move

               

               
                  where you rose to meet me

                  in the mirror and when I moved my

                  every move was a wading through time

               

               
                  the red shawl round my shoulders

                  when I was terrified to take it off again

                  and fall forever into the ungraspable

               

               
                  without a hand-hold climbed the stairs

                  the comfort blanket my shroud

                  and you not leaving the night-light.

               

               
                  Then you cleared your throat

                  at the end of the passage

                  this is and is not, you.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               THE BARN

            

            
               
                  The Barn! Was your burden,

                  
            we must clean out the barn!
          

                  Your burden, and your cross –

               

               
                  but when at last we made a start

                  you came storming from the house

                  and told us to stop,

               

               
                  these were sacred things, not to be

                  disinterred or discarded lightly,

                  family things we had no right to handle.

               

               
                  Now it is clean, it is swept right through,

                  and the archive boxed,

                  and the boxes removed

               

               
                  at Ferragosta, on the eve

                  of the Assumption; as Catholic Europe

                  revelled in cracked bells and fireworks

               

               
                  perhaps in our cool northern air

                  you rose some echelons

                  being lighter, the barn empty.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               APPLES

            

            
               
                  Guilt for those things

                  we have left undone

                  was your péché mignon,

                  even the apples

                  became a burden;

                  belatedly then, this note

                  to you not to worry

                  if they went unharvested.

               

               
                  Now in the rigours

                  an orange beak

                  uncovers them in the snow,

                  scores of cherubic reds;

                  you have laid up

                  for the hungry a feast.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               
          I MUST LEARN TO SIT STILL
        

            

            
               
                  In the little black notebooks

                  it is always Ash-Wednesday,

                  
            create and make in us
          

                  
            new and contrite hearts
          

               

               
                  runs the Collect, and the preacher

                  on that Retreat banged on,

                  the day is far spent, and we are stranded

                  on the road to Damascus…

               

               
                  In your private collect, you confessed

                  to the desert in the garden,

                  to the ‘deadness’ and the ‘emptiness’,

                  and formed your resolution

               

               
                  to sit still, to banish impurities

                  and dress yourself in Christ,

                  your peace in His will, and to seek Him

                  in the faces of strangers,

               

               
                  commending us your family

                  all the while, into Christ’s safe keeping,

                  for which bless you, while you struggled

                  with every variant of the modal must.
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