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For Ella and Florence









Clerk Of Hearts




As they step from the path onto the boats,


I am there at my place under the trees,


listing the Categories. Humility. Shame.


My dealings with life have been so long ago,


I imagine I resemble shadow or watermark.


I am unanswered prayer, like poetry. Dread.


Whatever I did – it might have been that – now,


I watch each one depart, perceive their hearts;


old diaries I read at a glance. Acceptance. Disdain.


They will forget, but I take Time, devoted,


clerk of hearts. Sometimes I stand on the bridge


as they drift away, being more and more dead . . .


a kingfisher arrowing upriver, joy as colour;


then thunder above, a boiling of last words,


and their crafts vanishing into the heavy rain.












The Rain




That time will come


                              when it starts to rain


in your quiet room,


grief researching you;


its curious, small thumbs on your closed eyes,


on your pulse;


or smudging the ink of this,


or dipping into that glass of wine.


The moment stammers.


Too intimate,


                   relentless biographer


poring over your ruined books,


persistent, till every surface is soaked


as though you lamented, night and day,


for a lifetime;


or were penned, invented.


Leave the room to the rain . . .




the clock’s hands float


                                on its drowned face


and photographs swim from their frames


and hours are sorrow, rain, rain, sorrow . . .


why climb the stairs to lie down there,


be drenched, tasted, known


by the pitiless rain?


You have dead parents.












Dark School




It is late when you enter the classroom,


the last of the Latin words going out on the board.


You take your place at the back,


dip your first real pen into blue-black ink.


Your jotter is dusty pink.


You rule a margin, one inch wide,


then write what you must not do,


but did, in a careful, legible list.


You memorise this, stand up,


recite it word-for-word to the shadowy desks.


The tall windows, guilt-ridden, fill with night.


But you can see in this blurred air,


your carved initials soft scars on the wood,


and when you open the lid of your desk


there are your books, condition fair,


your difficult lessons.


Dark school. You learn now – the black paintings


in their charred frames; the old wars;


the voiceless speeches in the library,


the fixed equations – ab invito.


Above the glass roof of the chemistry lab,


insolent, truant stars squander their light.












Elephants




When I was small, I saw the circus elephants


on Blackpool sands;


a slow line of extraordinary sadness.


An elephant holds more anguish than a man.


We should not see them, except


where they choose to be,


in their grey empathies, their bulked knowledge.


They walk on song; gravity’s grave clergy.


They are perfect for the earth,


its emigrant distances, its pooled waters.


If the gods were to gaze at this world,


they would hazard elephants.












Oval Map Sampler




Sampler, needles, threads;


though the world’s inside my head,


stitch a man instead.


Men go far and wide


in 1785,


not daughters, not wives.


Hussif. So I hum,


dream, exemplum, thimble-numb;


all fingers and thumbs.


I pick out NORTHERN


in letters, tack the Ocean.


It is handwoven.


Scotland is foreign.


My maid has its peaty tongue


in her cheek – brae, burn, –


its different myths;


greets for the land of her birth;


thi fush frae Arbroath.


I move from this place:


eye of a needle, through, pass,


camel . . . first to France,


where love is l’amour 


and I love you je t’adore.


Thus, I could love more.


Europe. E-U-R-


O-P-E. It is not far.


Mich. Embroiderer.


Toe of Italy


kicking little Sicily . . .


I’d sip Chianti . . .


Snip. A litany –


Hungary, Turkey, Black Sea,


Little Tartary.


I will teach my girl


to learn this map of the world –


my darling, my pearl –


Russia and Poland,


Spain, sewn by her mother’s hand


within a garland.


This female grammar,


passed down, subtle as rumour,


soft as a murmur.


There is wise ASIA,


ladies, and wild AFRICA


beyond Britannia.


Sew. I leave my mark,


like the maid or the monarch.


Call it woman’s work.












Empty Nest 




Dear child, the house pines when you leave.


I research whether there is any bird who grieves


over its empty nest.


                        Your vacant room


is a still-life framed by the unclosed door;


read by sunlight, an open book on the floor.
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