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With love, to my grandchildren




 





Angus, May, Rory and Rowan 
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Our Life









In the 40s we swam


like fish in the water-turtle lake.







In the 50s we went


together on trains along the Hudson.







In the 60s we battled


waves in a storm on Lake George.







In the 70s I threw you


an apple from an upstairs window.







In the 80s I buried


you, just the once







though it feels


like a daily occurrence –







quick strokes,


long glides, sculling.






























One Summer Night









We were fourteen and thought that cigarettes


were sophisticated, cool as it gets.


Fireflies were flickering on and off


that night we sat outside and smoked. Your cough,


a punctuation in the heavy heat –


we heard a car, then voices from the street


and finally nothing made a sound except


the intermittent cricket chirps that kept


the night from drifting toward oblivion.


You took my hand, a simple act of union.


Nothing happened next. Our holding hands


was not the start of more elaborate plans.


It was the only thing we wanted then,


connecting worlds of women and of men.






























First Thought









                                   Will you write to me


as if your life depended on it? Your death too?


Don’t censor, don’t delete, don’t think things through;


just let rip straight from your gut, naturally.


A poor writer might tell little white lies


to save embarrassment, or else his ass,


his dignity, his fear, sometimes, his pride.


But I’m not having it! Open your eyes,


heart, don’t watch what you say, be crude, be crass;


a true writer is one who never lied.






























The Word for It









Nothing separates her from him


or from the warm corduroy of his trousers,


the even warp and weft of his oxford shirt


with its tiny mother-of-pearl buttons keeping


what might fly away, down. Nothing.







He, in those grownup clothes,


joins the softness of her in hers,


her layers of nylon, cotton and tweed,


her lipstick and perfume, still tentative,


as their wrinkling shirts untuck.







Even thoughts of words are stripped.


Here, open mouthed, stunned by where


his fingers have been drawn –


under and inside and inside again


to that place which had been hers, nameless,


that alarmingly secret source


now is blasted open by him


and she has no idea about anything


which could be said in any words she knows


or in any words she used to know.







He wants her to know the word for it


but all she wants to do is hide her shotgun face


in the crook of his arm forever. 






























Be Home by Midnight









We had started unbuttoning on the sofa


and my hand was nearing your zip


when a sound from upstairs gathered


and rolled down on us, halting us


in the tiny present of only ourselves.


This other presence throbbed with


shallow waves of sorrow, saying


this does not belong to you alone.


Sighs roamed through the house


like heartless jewel thieves in the dark


prising out our private new discoveries.


The Christmas tree lights were still lit


and a scribbled note on the table read,


Please turn lights off when you come in.






























Old Flame









He turns my hand in his hand


as if to catch the light,


separating my fingers


to see my rings, one by one.


Questions and answers follow –


country, stones, when, from whom


and then my other hand


because this ritual has been


going on for fifty years


and there are no surprises,


as he counts the parts of me


and the decorations I choose.







But today I wear a bracelet,


he has never seen before,


knowing that it’s to his taste,


that it will spark new attention


beyond his routine inspection.


Between the larger stones,


lodge dashes of orange abalone,


keeping spaces in between


irregular chunks of turquoise.


He fingers them around my wrist


and I’m a girl again, fluttering


through her jewellery and her life.
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