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               Winter
               

            
 
            
               
                  The clock’s gone back. The shop lights spill
 
                  over the wet street, these broken streaks
 
                  of traffic signals and white headlights fill
 
                  the afternoon. My thoughts are bleak.

               
 
               
                  I drive imagining you still at my side,
 
                  wanting to share the film I saw last night,
 
                  – of wartime separations, and the end
 
                  when an old married couple reunite –

               
 
               
                  You never did learn to talk and find the way
                  
 
                  at the same time, your voice teases me.
                  
 
                  Well, you’re right, I‘ve missed my turning,
 
                  and smile a moment at the memory,

               
 
               
                  always knowing you lie peaceful and curled
 
                  like an embryo under the squelchy ground,
 
                  without a birth to wait for, whirled
 
                  into that darkness where nothing is found.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Bremerhaven
               

            
 
            
               
                  Christmas in Bremerhaven. Every twig sheathed
 
                  in transparent ice like tubes of glass, each breath
 
                  steam as it left our lips.
 
                  I did not want to go to the fair.

               
 
               
                  You would have liked to poke through toys
 
                  even in freezing rain, and relished the stalls
 
                  of rich cakes, bought some German games,
 
                  but I did not want to be there.

               
 
               
                  Then, in a wooden booth where we took shelter,
 
                  my son and I drank glühwein and spoke of you.
                  
 
                  He was still angry about childhood memories,
 
                  and, as he spoke, suddenly, you were there,

               
 
               
                  – one-off, sardonic and obstreperous –
 
                  as if we had conjured your hot presence
 
                  to stand for a moment solidly between us,
 
                  before you dissolved back into the air.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Home
               

            
 
            
               
                  When was it you took up that second stick,
 
                  and began to walk like a cross country skier?
 
                  Your glide developed its own politics.
 
                  Last July, you were able to stretch over
 
                  like an acrobat, to oil the garden table.
 
                  The patio faced south. It was high summer.

               
 
               
                  Coffee and grapefruit was the breakfast ritual,
 
                  or boiled eggs eaten from blue terracotta.
 
                  Our paradise, you called it, like a gîte
                  
 
                  we might have chosen somewhere in Provence.
 
                  Neither of us understood you were in danger.
 
                  Not even when we called the ambulance:

               
 
               
                  you’d been inside so many hospitals,
 
                  ticking your menus, shrugging off jabs and scans
 
                  talking unstoppably to visitors –
 
                  your long crippling made you bitterly clever.
 
                  Humped on your atoll, and awash with papers
 
                  you often argued like an angry man.

               
 
               
                  This time, however, you were strangely gentle.
 
                  Your face lit up as soon as I arrived;
 
                  smiling, you shooed the nurses out, and said
 
                  Now go away, I’m talking to my wife.
                  
 
                  You liked it, when I brought myself to say
 
                  seeing you was the high point of my day.

               
 
               
                  The nurses, pushed for time, hauled you about
 
                  and fixed the bed without much ceremony.
 
                  You spoke of home, as if you were ET,
                  
 
                  and wanted me to fetch you in the car – as
 
                  I would have, if the staff nurse had concurred.
 
                  Darling, they brought you in like a broken bird.

               
 
               
                  Your shoulder blades were sharp beneath your skin,
 
                  a high cheekbone poignant against the pillow.
 
                  Yet neither of us spoke a word of death.
 
                  My love, you whispered, I feel so safe with you.
                  
 
                  That Monday, while I phoned, you waited loyally
 
                  for my return, before your last breath.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               A Visit 
               

            
 
            
               
                  I still remember love like another country
 
                  with an almost forgotten landscape
 
                  of salty skin and a dry mouth. I think
 
                  there was always a temptation to escape
 
                  from the violence of that sun, the sudden
 
                  insignificance of ambition,
 
                  the prowl of jealousy like a witch’s cat.

               
 
               
                  Last night I was sailing in my sleep
 
                  like an old seafarer, with scurvy
 
                  colouring my thoughts, there was moonlight
 
                  and ice on green waters.
 
                  Hallucinations. Dangerous nostalgia.
 
                  And early this morning you whispered
 
                  as if you were lying softly at my side:

               
 
               
                  Are you still angry with me? And spoke my
                  
 
                  name with so much tenderness, I cried.
 
                  I never reproached you much
 
                  that I remember, not even when I should;
 
                  to me, you were the boy in Ravel’s garden
 
                  who always longed to be good,
 
                  as the forest creatures knew, and so do I.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Hands 
               

            
 
            
               
                  We first recognised each other as if we were siblings,
 
                  and when we held hands your touch
 
                  made me stupidly happy.

               
 
               
                  Hold my hand, you said in the hospital.
                  

               
 
               
                  You had big hands, strong hands, gentle
 
                  as those of a Mediterranean father
 
                  caressing the head of a child.

               
 
               
                  Hold my hand, you said. I feel 
                  
 
                  I won’t die while you are here. 
                  

               
 
               
                  You took my hand on our first aeroplane
 
                  and in opera houses, or watching
 
                  a video you wanted me to share.

               
 
               
                  Hold my hand, you said. I’ll fall asleep 
                  
 
                  and won’t even know you’re not there.
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