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  Fireweed




  Look away just for a moment.




  Then look back and see




  

    How the fireweed’s taking the strain.




    This song’s in praise of strong neglect


  




  In the railway towns, in the silence




  After the age of the train.




  





  Jeudi Prochain




  The Muse, your ex, Miss Jeudi Prochain,




  Keeps all your pleading letters but reads none.




  One day in someone else’s mail you find




  A postcard from the nineteenth century –




  A train, some smoky poplars, sheds –




  But she’s already gone to spend the winter




  Nursing Rilke in a Schloss. The gods themselves




  Don’t have her private number. You once did.




  

    The markets crash and war breaks out.




    Meanwhile the state is withering away,




    Not that you’d notice, while she rides a tank




    Bedecked with roses through the ruined capitals.




    She understands why even thieves and murderers




    Have their appeal – or so they care to think,




    For whether they will hang, or go to ground




    In Paraguay, is all the same to Miss Prochain.


  




  You should not speak to her of history or taste,




  Though she defines them both. No apparatus




  Nails her to the scholar’s inky sheets




  But in her lightest moment she’s more serious




  Than Auerbach and Sophocles combined.




  You never know, and yet you thought you did,




  And here’s your punishment, this hell of time




  Unbroken by amnesia or lies.




  

    She lets herself be photographed




    In Hitler’s bath – as though she’d even be




    American, when truthfully, for Jeudi, terms




    Like ‘international’ and ‘cosmopolitan’




    Are too parochial to suit the girl




    Who in one instant shyly bleeds a pig




    Beside a sunlit window in Provence




    And next is all severity in furs.


  




  When Lenin’s train obligingly chugs in




  Beside a snowbound halt near Riga,




  Miss Prochain will prefer to board her own




  Discreet express for Lhasa, there to watch




  M. le Comte de St-Germain expire:




  And yet this very evening, look, she leans upon




  An attic windowsill in Paris and removes




  A shred of dark tobacco from her lip,




  

    And then Miss Jeudi sings, inaudibly,




    To rainy slates where angel-chaperones of cloud




    Have paused to smile on her, at an address




    That you can see from here but never reach,




    And where, as you alone will understand,




    From now until the crack of doom




    (Which naturally will not affect her plans)




    Miss Prochain is unable to reply.


  




  





  The Citizens




  We change the river’s name to make it ours.




  We wall the city off and call it fate.




  We husband our estate of ash,




  For what we have we hold, and this




  Is what is meant by history.




  We have no love for one another, only uses




  We can make of the defeated.




  – And meanwhile you have disappeared




  Like smoke across a frozen field.




  

    What language? You had no language.




    Stirring bone soup with a bone, we sip




    From the cup of the skull. This is culture.




    All we want to do is live forever,




    To which end we make you bow down to our gods




    In the midday square’s Apollonian light




    Before we ship you to the furnaces




    And sow you in the fields like salt.


  




  We fear that the fields of blue air at the world’s end




  Will be the only court we face.




  We fear that when we reach the gate alone




  There will be neither words nor deeds




  To answer with. Therefore, we say, let us




  Speak not of murder but of sacrifice,




  And out of sacrifice make duty,




  And out of duty love,




  Whose name, in our language, means death.




  





  Sunk Island




  She stares down the dead straight mile, at a walk,




  While I stand by the lych-gate to let her




  Arrive at this slow-motion replay of England.




  Can I help you? asks the lady on the horse.




  And I don’t say: too late, unless your powers include




  Self-abolition. Me? I’m waiting. I don’t say:




  Leave me be to read your graves, to stand and think,




  To hear the water taking back the frozen fields.




  

    It’s not my place to tell you what I mean.




    Perhaps I’ve come to use the weather up




    And look too closely at your groves of oak and ash.




    But we both know the fact I’m waiting here




    Is cousin to a crime. We hold each other’s gaze.




    Who for? her bladed helmet asks. Her horse has turned




    To steaming stone. I think I hear the sea far off,




    Like evidence that each of us might call.


  




  And why? – For the flood to accelerate over this ground,




  For your helmet to circle and sink like a moral,




  For a rag-and-bone man with his cargo of trash




  To come rowing past slowly, his mind given over




  To practical matters, the pearls of your eyes




  Unforgiven and sold at Thieves’ Market




  For sixpence and never once thought of again.




  You must be cold out here, she says. I think I must.




  





  Salisbury Street




  

    Correct. You can’t go back. But then we saw the gate,




    Or where the gate had stood, and it was nothing much




    To step on to the asphalt lawn, to try to find




    The rise of the old terrace, or the vanished fountain’s




    Vanished pool, the stumps that had been walnut trees,




    Then slide down mounds of landfill to the orchard.


  




  It was easy, standing in the wreck. The ragged elder-clumps




  Had driven out the rest, except the cherry tree,




  And that was sick with creepers. She was curious




  To reach the very end, but I could see from there




  The Bramley by the wall was gone, and in its place




  A shed had fallen on itself and left a chair to wait.




  

    The earth was pitted, friable, confused




    With plastic sheeting, concrete, poisoned grass and rugs,




    The inability to concentrate or care. Suppose




    There’d been mosaics: someone would have made a point




    Of shitting on them, when they’d burnt the books.




    But it was nothing personal. Who were we, anyway?


  




  These woods had held their own blue light, serene interiors




  For autumn days like this, but now they stank –




  Stale milk and burning mattresses. Smoke hung like ignorance.




  You might have thought the place had always been like that,




  A ruined grove of raw tin tongues, a sacred site




  For drunks’ amnesia and suicide. You can’t go back.




  





  Josie




  I remember the girl leaning down from the sunlight




  To greet me. I could have been anyone. She could not:




  She was Josie, remember, and smiling – she knew me already –




  Auburn gate-girl to the garden-world,




  To the lilacs and pears, the first summer




  Seen perfectly once, then never again. And she left.




  The garden – the garden, of course, has gone under the stone




  And I cannot complain, a half-century gone
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