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A Dying Race





The less I visit, the more

I think myself back to your house

I grew up in. The lane uncurled

through candle-lit chestnuts

discovers it standing four-square,

whitewashed unnaturally clear,

as if it were shown me by lightning.




It’s always the place I see,

not you. You’re somewhere outside,

waving goodbye where I left you

a decade ago. I’ve even lost sight

of losing you now; all I can find

are the mossy steps you stood on

– a visible loneliness.




I’m living four counties away, and still

I think of you driving south each night

to the ward where your wife is living.

How long will it last?

You’ve made that journey six years

already, taking each broken-off day

as a present, to please her.




I can remember the fields you pass,

the derelict pill-boxes squatting

in shining plough. If I was still there,

watching your hand push back

the hair from her desperate face,

I might have discovered by now

the way love looks, its harrowing clarity.


















In the Attic





Even though we know now

your clothes will never

be needed, we keep them,

upstairs in a locked trunk.




Sometimes I kneel there

touching them, trying to relive

time you wore them, to catch

the actual shape of arm and wrist.




My hands push down

between hollow, invisible sleeves,

hesitate, then take hold

and lift:




a green holiday; a red christening;

all your unfinished lives

fading through dark summers

entering my head as dust.


















Anniversaries




The fourth


Anniversary weather: I drive

under a raw sunset, the road

cramped between drifts, hedges

polished into sharp crests.




I have it by heart now;

on this day in each year

no signposts point anywhere

but east into Essex,




and so to your ward,

where snow recovers tonight

the ground I first saw lost

four winters ago.




Whatever time might bring,

all my journeys take me

back to this dazzling dark:

I watch my shadow ahead




plane across open fields,

out of my reach for ever,

but setting towards your bed

to find itself waiting there.





The first


What I remember is not

your leaving, but your not

coming back – and snow

creaking in thick trees,




burying tracks preserved

in spiky grass below.

All afternoon I watched

from the kitchen window




a tap thaw in the yard,

oozing into its stiff sack,

then harden when evening

closed with ice again.




And I am still there,

seeing your horse return

alone to the open stable,

its reins dragging behind




a trail across the plough,

a blurred riddle of scars

we could not decipher then,

and cannot heal now.



The second


I had imagined it all –

your ward, your shaved head,

your crisp scab struck there

like an ornament,






but not your stillness.

Day after day I saw

my father leaning forward

to enter it, whispering




‘If you can hear me now,

squeeze my hand’, till snow

melted in sunlight outside

then turned to winter again




and found him waiting still,

hearing the slow hiss

of oxygen into your mask,

and always turning to say




‘Yes, I felt it then’,

as if repeating the lie

had gradually made it true

for him, never for you.



The third


Three years without sight,

speech, gesture, only

the shadow of clouds

shifting across your face




then blown a world away.

What sleep was that, which

light could never break?

What spellbound country






claimed you, forbidding you

even to wake for a kiss?

If it was death,

whose hands were those




warm in my own, and whose

astonishing word was it

that day when leaving

your sunlit room I heard




‘Stay; stay’, and watched

your eyes flick open once,

look, refuse to recognise

my own, and turn away?



The fourth


The evening falls with snow

beginning again, halving

the trees into whiteness,

driving me with it towards




the end of another year.

What will the next one bring

that this has abandoned?

You are your own survivor,




giving me back the world

I knew, without the years

we lost. Until I forget

whatever it cannot provide






I’ll always arrive like this,

having no death to mourn,

but rather the life we share

nowhere beyond your room,




our love repeating itself

like snow I watch tonight,

which spins against my window

then vanishes into the dark.


















The Lines





November, and the Sunday twilight fallen

dark at four – its hard unbroken rain

battering the garden. Vacantly I fill

this first weekend alone with anything –




the radio, a paperback you never read:

In 1845 200,000 navvies, 3,000 miles of line.

Lost faces lift – a mania, a human alligator,

shovels clinking under high midsummer sun.




The heat-haze dances meadowsweet and may,

whole cliffs collapse, and line by line

I bring your death to lonely hidden villages,

red-tiled farms, helpless women and timid men.
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