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The Desks




I dream of how, when we have gone, the city turns


to introspection, seeking themes and patterns


from innumerable instances. Where to begin?


Why not the dank accommodation shadows reach


beneath a railway arch, or better still, the stairs descending


past the nearby offices of lawyers and comedians,


deeper than the scope of public scrutiny –


the sort of thing I’d choose, if I existed –


ending in a place, if that is what it is,


where no attempt at decoration has been made,


with one anachronistic admonition


bolted to the wall, concerning boiler-ash,


and next to that a single door, too wide, too low,


that opens on a chamber whose far end is not shown,


at which innumerable desks and chairs are aimed,


awaiting God knows what examination.















Furniture




Should I ring or knock or walk straight through the open door


and up the stairs of your old house


to pick my way among the shifting population


of your recent acquisitions,


chairs and cupboards, dressers, hat-stands


jostling like the broker’s men along the landing?


Though you can always see the humour in the omen,


lighting up inside the smell of ancient smoke,


will I find you staring at your latest wardrobe,


parked so that it blocks the window bay


and throws its shadow on your mirrored face?


The house is sold, the furniture dispersed


into the auctioneers’ where you unearthed it,


and there is no you to visit, no way back


to those incendiary curls, the shy and difficult


princess of Ireland, sequestered and interred


among her monumental odds and ends.


I know the exit to the underworld


lies somewhere here, on Spring Bank West


before the restoration, in behind the downcast angels


and the ivy and the columns lagged with moss.


I know this place I’ve never seen, and so must you.


The sky is gone. The trees, the birds, the waterfall


and we ourselves are stone. At leisure on a stone divan,


among the yawning wardrobes and the mirrors


in obsidian, the names and dates incised


on every surface in reverse, while smoke


continues rising from a grate of stone,


we must be getting warm, but Hell will neither wait


nor long for us: it has forgotten what it never knew,


your woolly yellow tights, the bird-beat of your heart


as you lay sleepless in my arms,


the marble wing of madness poised above your head.















Wine-glasses




‘Sie, wie unsre Schalen sich durchdringen ohne Klirrn.’


Rilke, ‘Vase Painting’







The wineglasses move through each other


in silence, not touching. The wine


flows into itself and away.


Slow spending of the world


against the clock. Aren’t we a pair?


Why do I feel required to approve?


They still exist, those empty rooms


where we passed through one another


night by night. The rose


in the wineglass, the rose in the mirror,


left there on the mantelpiece, remains


a rose. It was not of my choosing.


No matter. But approve of what?


These insubstantial bodies falling


through and through the absence of forever?


So be it. Let me raise a glass to you


as in another room you raise your own,


to set the silence ringing as we go.















An Arch Wherethro’




The ingénue is waiting in the wings,


Concealed among the jasmine’s snowy stars.


One year in ten they flower. Beyond the arch


A group of patched-up sheds implies


A further world, and there perhaps


A version of the pastoral identical to ours


Takes place upon a grassy stage


Among a rich man’s flowering lawns –


Love-play; reversal; the unmasking;


Songs to finish. Comedy. And yet


Milord does not attend. So everything


That furnishes a private age


With charm and mystery, dew and sweat,


Must be and save itself as best it can –
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