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            The May Tree

         

         
            
               Now I can no longer see you as yourself

               you sometimes appear as the May tree

            

            
               which I remember as airborne snowdrift,

               then in the slick of unfolding leaves,

            

            
               but mostly stripped bare, with its corduroy bark

               and scatter of red smears, its black sky

            

            
               fixed in a passion of electricity,

               and thorns scenting blood, blood everywhere.
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            Largo

            in memory of Joseph Harrison, 1957–2024

         

         i.

         
            
               Hey, Joe – no chair have I

               without your say-so even

               perched upon before you’re telling me

               the docs have given you a year, then

               what, exactly. O.

               Live mind goes blank, mine does.

               Goes blank, reboots, then spins away

               while yours revs off talk-talk. See that?

               Window. Winter. Flowers of frost.

               And that? Blue sky is paradise already.

               Joe, I know:

               all minutes now are days, but here

               on Earth in normal circuits round the clock

               I must think quickly/slowly too.

               Are you sitting comfortably?

            

         

      
   


   
      
         5ii.

         
            
               Who, their head shoved through the clock face,

               would not fail as badly as

               they have it in them to. Not you.

               Your courage comes in everywhere,

               not weeping all the bloody time,

               but talking like a sane man very stoned.

               That beard, those bloated ankles, odd

               distorts and plasters give the game away

               though Joe (you own the gift

               by passing it along) we’ll speak of nothing un-

               toward. Toward.

               The very word to slip its arm through

               courage, and, if dignity is what we’re after,

               go for a saunter.
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               You talk. I will – but warn you, Joe,

               talk is not first nature. I blame Dad,

               his silence fathomless. I tried.

               Some years there were performance was the thing,

               put on. Now much alone is quiet my preferred.

               But you let rip and cover for me, do,

               you have the dire advantage, Joe:

               you did your best and still will go again –

               no higher praise – to make it (waiting)

               like an end itself, okay. When I stood at his grave

               to kick the first loud flints and clay-lumps in

               then spin a clatter of red topsoil down,

               that knock-knock on his coffin lid

               restored the no reply he loved to give.
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               In talk poetical we walk

               through silence but still live in it

               and best of what we say partakes.

               The heartache and the natural shit;

               what happens when so many finishes

               combine: it builds like weather

               though the generations of our grief

               will not be long. Such Arctic sweep,

               such oceanic roll of sadness would we,

               if our dignity allowed, release. I think

               and do not like to. I admire

               the gas fire flickering, which causes

               light to move but nothing else.

               The Earth turns patiently to say the least.
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               Not every human body starts out shy

               though some are born

               while others more discover theirs becoming so.

               But here we are still talkative:

               me wriggled like a dick between

               your cake stand and a stack

               of stiff back numbers of the tried and true

               New York Review of Books (some inside out

               I notice for a second look),

               ashamed of my good health and how

               its ironies abound,

               while you, Joe, in your dodgem wheelchair

               can’t, despite your instincts,

               help but demonstrate what radiation does,

               or how collapsing wildly among

               the splinters of yourself is no good way to hide.
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               You say: I used by gardens made

               of wilderness to walk (this medicine

               does not agree) in Alabama; now

               I live on fronds of such, or vines

               I dare remember dangle

               (no escape), or trout streams rain-

               bowing though elm trunks iron-barked.

               It does me good, this

               armchair travelling. I left my footprints also

               nearer home in crescent moons of grit

               Gunpowder River with a noose of light

               drew tight, where wizened puffs of foam

               bob weightless in the swirl,

               though yellowish, still pretty – even those,

               the inward eye still toys with, given half a chance.
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