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  Chaucer’s Valentine




  for Nia




  

    

      

        

          	

            The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne . . .


          

        




        

          	

            but be my valentine


          

        




        

          	

            and I’ll one candle burn,


          

        




        

          	

            love’s light a fluent tongue,


          

        




        

          	

            old habit young, the door ajar


          

        




        

          	

            to where our bed awaits,


          

        




        

          	

            not in a room


          

        




        

          	

            but in a wood, all thrilled with birds,


          

        




        

          	

            the flight of early English words to verse,


          

        




        

          	

            there as sweetness evermore now is,


          

        




        

          	

            this human kiss,


          

        




        

          	

            love’s written bliss in every age . . .


          

        




        

          	

            hold the front page.


          

        


      


    


  










  At Jerez




  

    

      Who wouldn’t feel favoured,




      at the end of a week’s labour,




      to receive as part-wages




      a pale wine




      that puts the mouth in mind of the sea . . .




      and not gladly be kissed




      by gentle William Shakespeare’s lips,




      the dark, raisiny taste of his song;




      bequeathed to his thousand daughters and sons,




      the stolen wines of the Spanish sun . . .




      then walk the cool bodegas’ aisles –




      where flor and oxygen




      grow talented in fragrances and flavours –




      to sniff, sip, spit, swallow, savour . . .
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  Last Post




  In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,




  He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.




  If poetry could tell it backwards, true, begin




  that moment shrapnel scythed you to the stinking mud . . .




  but you get up, amazed, watch bled bad blood




  run upwards from the slime into its wounds;




  see lines and lines of British boys rewind




  back to their trenches, kiss the photographs from home –




  mothers, sweethearts, sisters, younger brothers




  not entering the story now




  to die and die and die.




  Dulce – No – Decorum – No – Pro patria mori.




  You walk away.




  You walk away; drop your gun (fixed bayonet)




  like all your mates do too –




  Harry, Tommy, Wilfred, Edward, Bert –




  and light a cigarette.




  There’s coffee in the square,




  warm French bread,




  and all those thousands dead




  are shaking dried mud from their hair




  and queueing up for home. Freshly alive,




  a lad plays Tipperary to the crowd, released




  from History; the glistening, healthy horses fit for heroes, kings.




  You lean against a wall,




  your several million lives still possible




  and crammed with love, work, children, talent, English beer, good food.




  You see the poet tuck away his pocket-book and smile.
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