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              Do not think you have to say




              Anything back. But you do




              Say something back which I




              Hear by the way I speak to you.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          W. S. Graham, from ‘Implements in their Places’


        


      


    


  




  





  

    

      

        

 

              For my friends, and for my children:




              Rose, Laura, and remembering Jacob
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  Maybe; maybe not




  When I was a child I spoke as a thrush, I




  thought as a clod, I understood as a stone,




  but when I became a man I put away




  plain things for lustrous, yet to this day




  squat under hooves for kindness where




  fetlocks stream with mud – shall I never




  get it clear, down in the soily waters.




  





  A Part Song




  i




  You principle of song, what are you for now




  Perking up under any spasmodic light




  To trot out your shadowed warblings?




  Mince, slight pillar. And sleek down




  Your furriness. Slim as a whippy wire




  Shall be your hope, and ultraflexible.




  Flap thinly, sheet of beaten tin




  That won’t affectionately plump up




  More cushioned and receptive lays.




  But little song, don’t so instruct yourself




  For none are hanging around to hear you.




  They have gone bustling or stumbling well away.




  ii




  What is the first duty of a mother to a child?




  At least to keep the wretched thing alive – Band




  Of fierce cicadas, stop this shrilling.




  My daughter lightly leaves our house.




  The thought rears up: fix in your mind this




  Maybe final glimpse of her. Yes, lightning could.




  I make this note of dread, I register it.




  Neither my note nor my critique of it




  Will save us one iota. I know it. And.




  iii




  Maybe a retouched photograph or memory,




  This beaming one with his striped snake-belt




  And eczema scabs, but either way it’s framed,




  Glassed in, breathed hard on, and curated.




  It’s odd how boys live so much in their knees.




  Then both of us had nothing. You lacked guile




  And were transparent, easy, which felt natural.




  iv




  Each child gets cannibalised by its years.




  It was a man who died, and in him died




  The large-eyed boy, then the teen peacock




  In the unremarked placid self-devouring




  That makes up being alive. But all at once




  Those natural overlaps got cut, then shuffled




  Tight in a block, their layers patted square.




  v




  It’s late. And it always will be late.




  Your small monument’s atop its hillock




  Set with pennants that slap, slap, over the soil.




  Here’s a denatured thing, whose one eye rummages




  Into the mound, her other eye swivelled straight up:




  A short while only, then I come, she carols – but is only




  A fat-lot-of-good mother with a pointless alibi: ‘I didn’t




  Know.’ Yet might there still be some part for me




  To play upon this lovely earth? Say. Or




  Say No, earth at my inner ear.
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  A wardrobe gapes, a mourner tries




  Her several styles of howling-guise:




  You’d rather not, yet you must go




  Briskly around on beaming show.




  A soft black gown with pearl corsage




  Won’t assuage your smashed ménage.




  It suits you as you are so pale.




  Still, do not get that saffron veil.




  Your dead don’t want you lying flat.




  There’ll soon be time enough for that.




  vii




  Oh my dead son you daft bugger




  This is one glum mum. Come home I tell you




  And end this tasteless melodrama – quit




  Playing dead at all, by now it’s well beyond




  A joke, but your humour never got cruel




  Like this. Give over, you indifferent lad,




  Take pity on your two bruised sisters. For




  Didn’t we love you. As we do. But by now




  We’re bored with our unproductive love,
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