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               ITALY TO LORD

            

            
               
                  It’s dark in here and forest green: Britannica,

                  sixteen oak trees in a London living room,

                  the little girl, my mother, in the bookcase glass.

                  Italy, Ithaca, Izmail, Japan, each page a mainsail

                  turning, HMS Discovery – none of the rivers

                  of southern Italy is of any great importance.

               

               
                  Like birds on long-haul flight, let not seas

                  or deserts, cliffs or icy mountain-tops

                  impede you. Jews, Kabir, Kabul, Kaffir,

                  from up here all seems clear (all evil in the world’s

                  ascribed to Maya or illusion), then home at last

                  returned from all those navigable miles

               

               
                  to Lichen, Linnet, Logic, London, to find

                  a century has passed, the forest’s cleared,

                  the animals all bared and scorched, the gold

                  all brought to light. I look into the glass,

                  discover there myself in dense shade, deep

                  and shadowy as on any wooded island.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               LOST

            

            
               ‘The Emperor of Russia was my father’

Hermione, The Winter’s Tale (III, ii)

            

            
               
                  Sleep is a Russian winter in which

                  you are a girl again – lost, so it seems,

                  like everything, and turned to stone.

                  Only your foundling heart still stirs.

               

               
                  Better perhaps to have been born a tree,

                  to live on summer after summer,

                  leaves and branches shifting

                  like a child’s hair lifted by the wind.

               

               
                  The wonder is the waking world

                  is so much like the dream. All’s pale,

                  blank silence, though across the sheet

                  of snow you almost hear them call:

               

               
                  Astonish us, they seem to say,

                  astonish us again today.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               PROSPECT

            

            
               
                  Anyone who wanted to could leave, could gather

                      shivering on the south side of the river,

                  labelled and provided for with socks and sweaters

                      and a little cash. We walked across the water

                  in our thousands and left behind forever

                      all that was great: the monuments and sewers,

                  cathedrals, theatres, mothers, lovers, brothers

                      as the flames licked at the city’s raging heart.

               

               
                  Faced with the prospect of living forever,

                      we headed for the country lanes together

                  imagining the parties de campagne among the clover

                      and the stories each would tell the others

                  on the way. We had left behind forever

                      all that we had loved. It was a start.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               NAMESAKE

            

            
               ‘I died a while ago’

R. L. Stevenson, letter to Sidney Colvin, 1879

            

            
               
                  We ride this train together – the laundered fields, the grass

                  hoar-frosted like a baker’s boy stepped out at dawn.

                  Inside, we hold our silent winter party, scan

                  the multiverse and all our doppelgängers there.

               

               
                  Can it be that I am also a firefighter in Texas,

                  that I have entered blazing warehouses, cut drivers

                  from their burning cars, searched in the rubble for signs

                  of the living when all around lay dead or counted lost?

               

               
                  I see your pale face lying in a passing field of frost

                  and like old Priam wonder, Ah did my son exist?

                  Was he a dream? The rails hand us down the line.

                  I do not know who it is that is travelling on this train.

               

               
                  Boy in a field, you watch me pass but do not wave.

                  Could it be if I chose I could be fearless, could be brave?

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               THE STARE

            

            
               
                  Outside our block of flats the moon

                  has planted itself like a searchlight

                  flooding in through our Indian curtains and neat

                  Japanese-style blinds, onto the film sets

                  of all our stacked-up living rooms.

               

               
                  Caught in some small act we are drowned

                  in its platinum stare (my own room glows,

                  its forest of furniture, the deep ocean blue

                  of the carpet) not looking, just letting us know

                  it’s there. After all, life must go on.
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