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               WALKING THROUGH SLACK

            

            
               
                  The village street tips me out into hills.

                  I watch the clouds canter on slopes far off,

                  on crests of the grassy mountains.

                  The midday peace is warm and edible.

               

               
                  Slackening pace at the lane’s top, I see

                  the circle of the world.

                  Wonderful, the great presences of land

                  the sun is making play with

               

               
                  and wonderful in the mind how thoughts that lay

                  like stones in a dark landscape

                  moving at last

                  prepare themselves for speech.
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               ROCKERY

            

            
               
                  My neighbour’s telling me what I could grow there

                  but my mind is unrolling the word

                  and here attached to the end of it is ‘stones’,

                  and at once I’m five,

                  playing in the garden with toy animals,

                  setting them up in hollows of damp gravel

                  between limestone peaks.

                  So many ages they’ve stood forgotten –

                  ‘You’ll find plenty of things to plant there,’ he says.

               

               
                  Behind the camels and elephants, in a wartime window,

                  a baby sucks at my mother’s breast.

                  Yesterday I was allowed to watch

                  but today the twins are sickly

                  and I’m out here among sharp-edged rockery stones,

                  seeking company.

                  War comes from outside

                  but not their illness. My jealousy caused that.

               

               
                  Days later it’s dark.

                  I’m in the armchair trying to cuddle

                  the fierce blue rabbit. The twins have died.

                  Guilty, I clutch its unloved head

                  and stare through no longer blacked-out windows

                  past the humps of the rockery

                  where the malevolent crocodile and tiger

                  crouching neglected

                  await their resurrection decades later

                  when a bewildered neighbour in another garden

                  suggests aubretia but is thanked with tears.
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               MILK

            

            
               
                  War’s end:

                  we were resuming, in a shadowy world,

                  the burden of peace;

                  patiently, patiently beginning.

                  Outside the infants’ dining hall

                  two air-raid shelter humps

                  (haunted, they said)

                  resembled graves.

               

               
                  Milk, white among dampness,

                  waited for playtime.

                  Job’s Dairy, the bottle told me:

                  a patriarch, unseen in early morning,

                  clattering to school with rough crates

                  tangling his windy beard.

               

               
                  Then a first ha’porth of learning took hold of me:

                  it was job, like a job,

                  like something simple you get up and do.

                  War finished, you begin on peace

                  like a favourite pudding.

               

               
                  Later I was told, no, it was Jōb.

                  Peace harsh on the tongue,

                  chewy and difficult,

                  was cold and necessary like milk.

                  Single planes overhead at night

                  droned like speeches; through lanes at evening

                  went canvassers foraging for votes.10

               

               
                  Milk, day by day appearing,

                  washed into us by ounces knowledge

                  of the new world and its ways.

                  At our next school

                  quiet men from big new dairies

                  made the deliveries, anxious about their rent.
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               EGG

            

            
               
                  Once upon a time on the bedroom mantelpiece –

                  a pimpled sandy brown, big as my head.

                  Surely out of a story, it could have been laid

                  by a phoenix in some fantastical tale

                  of Sinbad the Sailor

               

               
                  or by the last dodo, improbable bird.

                  Dodo? They told me how the crew sailed off

                  after unknowingly eating the last one.

                  No regrets for the taste of its foul, oily flesh.

                  Home, from the only island where it lived.

               

               
                  So was it the same for ostriches?

                  No, no! they told me,

                  ostriches flourish still and grow great feathers

                  women once wore to decorate their hats.

                  When was that? In dodo time?
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               CINEMA

            

            
               
                  When my mother was young

                  a boy would cycle up and run in breathless

                  from pedalling like the wind over Richmond Bridge

                  with Reel Two of The Perils of Pauline.

               

               
                  Now, eyes dazzled from Fantasia,

                  I hold her hand down the same stone steps.

                  Through the new dark where light had always lain,

                  a sleepy ride on the bus and the short walk home.

                  Then the best, the most wonderful thing –

                  looking up from a pavement made strange by night

                  to see overhead

                  stars, giving their miraculous show.
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               STAG BEETLE

            

            
               
                  My only sighting:

                  myself, aged seven,

                  pointing and crouching and chattering with the others:

                  the huge beetle, shiny as coal,

                  his great forceps borne like a battle-axe.

                  Heraldic, medieval creature

                  lost on the dusty pavement.

               

               
                  Going home from school was never more exciting.

                  The boy who boasted he’d put him in a matchbox,

                  the girl reaching to nearly touch those pincers,

                  the lookers-on poised for flight,

                  we stared, filled with amazement, part voyeur, part hunter,

                  while the quarry slipped away under a hedge

                  into the list of endangered species,

                  the children dispersing into middle age.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      14
    

         
            
               LETTING THE DARK THROUGH

            

            
               
                  Twinkling’s a kind of shining

                  darkness irradiates,

                  not that brightness

                  we see in winter shops, nor sleepy glow

                  homegoing buses warm us with,

                  nor the white, solemn points of sun on sea.

               

               
                  Continuous yet broken,

                  as a tree masses leaves, distinct yet merged into one,

                  as a shingle beach is stones, that is, each stone,

                  so twinkling is bright but patched, the patches being

                  part of the light’s quality.

               

               
                  Learning imperfection is a life’s task,

                  the heroism of middle age

                  letting the dark through.
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               BORDERLAND

            

            
               
                  Beyond our boundaries, everything’s in order,

                  bus stops neat, litter bins empty, each house

                  square to the road, its complement

                  of people sane and productive.

               

               
                  When the clocks change over there,

                  everyone puts down spanner or gardening fork,

                  picks up Treasures of Literature and says,

                  ‘Ah well! another year!’ and is content.

               

               
                  Here we never catch up. Our calendars,

                  dishevelled leaves, keep shuffling

                  our missed appointments. Newspapers

                  lie piled on the fridge unread. Weeds grow in the dark.

                  Looking out at dawn, we watch mist riding the solid hills.
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               MIDSUMMER

            

            
               
                  At the stair corner where it turns for the attic

                  a shaft of sunlight strikes the step – only in June

                  for a moment at ten o’clock, just where sometimes

                  the moon looks in en passant

                  on its way to outer darkness –

                  like neighbours who call by once in a while

                  to ask if we’d like a bag of runner beans,

                  tell news of their travelling son and ask after ours.

               

               
                  The swifts swooping under the eaves to a hidden nest

                  keep this a family house. From a top window

                  I watch the infant rowan berries bob in the breeze

                  and I sit for a moment on the attic stairs

                  to consider this year in its fulness

                  before it slips away, one step at a time.
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