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Autumn Birds




The wild duck startles like a sudden thought


And heron slow as if it might be caught.


The flopping crows on weary wings go by


And grey beard jackdaws noising as they fly.


The crowds of starnels wiz and hurry by


And darken like a cloud the evening sky.


The larks like thunder rise and study round


Then drop and nestle in the stubble ground.


The wild swan hurries high and noises loud


With white necks peering to the evening cloud.


The weary rooks to distant woods are gone;


With length of tail the magpie winnows on


To neighbouring tree and leaves the distant crow


While small birds nestle in the hedge below.


JOHN CLARE










   

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.






I fold the laundry; hang your flower dress


in darkness. Forget-me-nots.


*


Beyond the tall fence, I hear horse-chestnuts


counting themselves.


Then autumn; Christmas.


You come and go, singing. Then ice; snowdrops.




Our home hides its face in hands of silence.




I knew mothering, but not this other thing


which hefts my heart each day. Heavier.


Now I know.


*


This is the shy sorrow. It will not speak up.


I play one chord on the piano;


it vanishes, tactful,


as dusk muffles the garden; a magpie staring from its branch.


The marble girl standing by the bench.


From the local church, bells like a spelling.


And the evening star like a text.


And then what next . . .


CAROL ANN DUFFY










   

Walking Away


(for Sean)




It is eighteen years ago, almost to the day –


A sunny day with the leaves just turning,


The touch-lines new-ruled – since I watched you play


Your first game of football, then, like a satellite


Wrenched from its orbit, go drifting away


Behind a scatter of boys. I can see


You walking away from me towards the school


With the pathos of a half-fledged thing set free


Into a wilderness, the gait of one


Who finds no path where the path should be.


That hesitant figure, eddying away


Like a winged seed loosened from its parent stem,


Has something I never quite grasp to convey


About nature’s give-and-take – the small, the scorching


Ordeals which fire one’s irresolute clay.


I have had worse partings, but none that so


Gnaws at my mind still. Perhaps it is roughly


Saying what God alone could perfectly show –


How selfhood begins with a walking away,


And love is proved in the letting go.


C. DAY LEWIS










   

For A Father




With the exact length and pace of his father’s stride


The son walks,


Echoes and intonations of his father’s speech


Are heard when he talks.


Once when the table was tall,


And the chair a wood,


He absorbed his father’s smile and copied


The way that he stood.


He grew into exile slowly,


With pride and remorse,


In some ways better than his begetters,


In others worse.


And now having chosen, with strangers,


Half glad of his choice,


He smiles with his father’s hesitant smile


And speaks with his voice.


ANTHONY CRONIN










   

My Brother Lives Too Far Away




My brother lives too far away


For me to see him when I would;


Which is now; is every day;


Is always, always, so I say


When I remember our boyhood.


So close together, long ago,


And he the one that knew me best;


He the one that loved me so,


Himself was nothing; this I know


Too late for my own love to rest.


It runs to tell him I have learned


At last the secret: he was I.


And still he is, though the time has turned


Us back to back, and age has burned


This difference in us till we die.


MARK VAN DOREN










   

To A Daughter Leaving Home




When I taught you


at eight to ride


a bicycle, loping along


beside you


as you wobbled away


on two round wheels,


my own mouth rounding


in surprise when you pulled


ahead down the curved


path of the park,


I kept waiting


for the thud


of your crash as I


sprinted to catch up,


while you grew


smaller, more breakable


with distance,


pumping, pumping


for your life, screaming


with laughter,


the hair flapping


behind you like a


handkerchief waving


goodbye.


LINDA PASTAN










   

Poem For My Sister




My little sister likes to try my shoes,


to strut in them,


admire her spindle-thin twelve-year-old legs


in this season’s styles.


She says they fit her perfectly,


but wobbles


on their high heels, they’re


hard to balance.


I like to watch my little sister


playing hopscotch,


admire the neat hops-and-skips of her,


their quick peck,


never missing their mark, not


over-stepping the line.


She is competent at peever.


I try to warn my little sister


about unsuitable shoes,


point out my own distorted feet, the calluses,


odd patches of hard skin.


I should not like to see her


in my shoes.


I wish she could stay


sure footed,


sensibly shod.


LIZ LOCHHEAD










   

Little Red-Cap




Mother, why have I come here? Is it


my destiny to wander this dark


forever, getting lost on the way?


Such tall trees. I cannot see


where they end, but their branches,


their hands, are rough-cast and careless


on my skin. At last now a little light is


filtering through the leaves. It draws me


like a root and by the time I emerge


I am a woman, stepping from the shadows.


Twigs snap at my feet, the forest closes


behind me. It feels my absence like a wound.


JULIA COPUS










   

Alice, Grown-Up, At The Cocktail Party




The bottle still says, ‘Drink me.’ I still feel


All knees and elbows in a room, half hope


To shut up tidy as a telescope.


The nonsense people talk! Oh to walk out


Through a little door, into the crepusculum


Of a private garden, the only person there


Save for the nodding idiocy of flowers.


The hours pass, a slow murder of Time.


Always the golden key sits out of reach.


Always people riddle me with questions


For which there are no answers; always the wrong


Words tumble out to fill the awkward breach,


Like half-remembered lyrics from a song.


I’ve lost the trick of dealing packs of lies


In spades, so that the trumped heart follows suit.


The bottle says, ‘Drink me.’ One obeys.


If only I could forget things as they pass,


Amnesiac as the glaucous looking glass,


Or stop that sinking feeling I am falling.


Oh, to walk out the door, to where the moon


Hangs like a disembodied head’s queer smile


In the branches of the trees, the curious while


Till the sun comes up and paints the roses red.


A. E. STALLINGS
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