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For Geoffrey Alma and Rubina Alma-Claxton with love





Flock



i.m. of Jo Cox


Three chickens died this week.


They sat in the unexpected heat panting


and in the morning there was just one


white bird, bewildered, stepping over


their bodies, following the dog.


In the news, a woman died


and for days the rain,


so that the roses rotted in the bud


and there seemed, in all this time


of high summer and scent,


of hollyhocks and hedge-clippings,


that I had had enough


and finding black feathers


floating on the pond


was too much.





Morning Song



An open-windowed church-belled morning


chimes of loss and mine; water pipes sing,


and I bring back to bed a blue enamel


pot of hot coffee, as silk as the slide


of skin on sheets, and rough hot bread


warmed in an oven kept in overnight


and bite into a grape and lazy eyed


the women I have been no longer fight their corners;


cocks-crow, black throats thrown back with old songs,


flown back to all of these edges of me,


they stay and stare, these women, across the hazy


sun-strewn wooden floor of my dreams


and my ageing; the mirror crazed


and hung with beads, the pink and the red


and the purple of the stocks I have grown


and the white of the daisies.





One Mother



Cheryl can’t stand it any longer,


the ewes calling for the lambs.


All day was bad enough, but moving


on the edges of sleep, she counts the bleats,


frantic, the milk twitching at teats.


She can feel it, needing the pull and pull,


the milk’s steady pulse beating,


mild woolly agony on and on, until


almost silent, one mother – it would be her –


never giving up, running back and forth


through the hedge gap; searching,


wild as a wolf howling for the moon.


The double glazing cannot shut it out.


Thin-skinned and comfortable


in council estate concrete,


Cheryl turns her face from the moles’


fly-blown purses strung along the fence,


tells him she wants to go home.





Nearly Love



I nearly fell in love once.


He came round and found the list on the fridge,


leant over to read it carefully, winked,


picked up a pencil, and ticked and ticked


and ticked all the boxes.


After I told him it wasn’t working,


my friends and family, astonished,


pointed to the list. But I said,


I will not drink from the cup


that comes up in small tiptoes


and black shoes, that sits


at the end of the bed, waiting;


its mouth an oh of ordinary;


comfort and safety and sex;


a drug of slowing, of rest, like death


already come.


They could not see this.


They knew what was best.





Borderline



Do you walk on eggshells asked the therapist?


No! I crunch through them


in my Dr. Marten boots,


bashing in their little skulls,


breaking the beaks


that tap and pip, scratching for the light,


scrambling blood and sensitive bone.


Good! he said.


Do you eat the shells of eggs asked the terrapin?


No! I munch through them,


using red claws and truths,


spitting out the grit from the blood


but when I get to the heart,
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