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Ad-matai?




Book of Job, 19:2









I









Hand, Match, Ashtray




We are sitting here to memorise the poem


before the pages I have wrapped myself in


are taken off, like a pleated dress, and burned


over an ashtray. The matches are there on the table.


This pain is not just our own, we have


a thousand hands, we are a forest of birches


outside the devastated city, tired of ordeals,


and of the tortured metal of icons we remain silent.


I mean to offer you the sound of bells ringing


from a faraway abandoned church, the smell


of scorched rafters and rubble, to say that fire


is also light. All this I saw in the mirror


and in the dream of the mirror your figure


hurrying across fields to a room with no walls


where the body is poem. We held each other


in that room and, for a moment, there was no pain.












Auspices




It’s better not to move


in the long heat and languid evenings,


or maybe just this arm, looking


for a way of overcoming –


it will do its work. You bring


the silver breeze with you


up from the forest path, a delicate mercy


cool around my ankle like a bracelet.


Still I’m adorned with the fire


of the day. Don’t fan the flames,


don’t call the song thrush over


to beat her wings.












Gifts of the Weather Front


after Victor Erice




Today a Spanish plume will bring its trove of gifts


for the unwary, a wake-up call in the form of thunder


and a flash of night in an otherwise white sky,


the close air preceding it like a slow wave


that moves up from the south in a music box


containing only one note. I know this moment,


know it as a woman knows when something


breaks inside her. By dusk the sky will be red


and tomorrow will be clear, clear enough


to understand why things have to happen


in the order they happen according to the book


of the sky and the pages of the earth according


to the spine that keeps them all together.


And of that hinge Castilians still sing


healing gacelas, as in O my dove, who art


in the fissure of the rain-soaked rock


and in the secret places of abandoned buildings


or in the room where two children are sleeping


with a portrait of Tobias and the Angel


on the wall between them, the only waking thing.












The Diversion




He knew not what to do – Something, he felt must be done – he rose, drew his writing desk suddenly before him – sate down, took the pen – & found that he knew not what to do


– S.T. Coleridge, Notebooks







Scrambling down the fells


on a night walk lost for words


to describe the wilderness


between the peaks,


the wilderness of it all,


the ridges dropping in waterfalls,


the rocks themselves losing form


in the dark where mountains


become torrents turning


into lakes of skimming swallows,


the cottage swam into view.


What was said there no one will know;


the woman pouring tea,


her brother fetched from his bed


to hear the power of speech


at its most extraordinary –


a suspension of disbelief


written on the faces


lit by candlelight at an hour


that is neither night nor day –


then, disquiet silence,


falling back up the sides


of the fells in daylight witchery,


retracing steps taken only


a day or so ago, seeming now


so remote, his tongue sitting


in his mouth like a stone –


and he knew not what to do.


Brandy for bad dreams,


brimstone for burning pain,


poultices for swellings,


leeches to suck out the eyes


of boils: nothing was enough.


The stars moved around the sky


too rapidly, the landscape


changing as though centuries


were lost in a matter of days,


the fear of sleep leading


to a waking dream


in which fragments of speech


despise themselves and turn


against their speaker,


everything coming down


in deteriorating weather –


for he who, praying always,


prays in sleep unquietly,


prays again to rise from it.


He rose and drew his desk


towards him, ignored


the knocking at the door –


Gillman, Godwin


or Geraldine – ignored


the knocking in his head –


Ebon Ebon Thalud –


and knew not what to do


to stop the telescopic habit


of staring into his soul,


watching his own guiding star


crash into the eye of Antares.


Bitters for gout,


vinegar for nervous stress,


aquafortis for warts,


sal ammoniac for resurrection:
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