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The Cook and the Cold


Cracks the rock, and cracks the ice

Where the snow-wurms croak,

And the hull, as in a vise,

There its timbers broke.


Once it plied the placid seas,

That gilt-ribboned barque,

With a hold of peonies,

And of spices dark.


But they glimpsed a glint of gold—

This them northwards drew

Through the climes where sea-cows rolled:

Captain, cook, and crew.


Late they’d dawdle on the deck

Dancing through the nights,

Each a wild and hatless speck

Under polar lights.


When asleep each man a purse

Dreamt beneath his bed,

Though they woke each morning worse,

Aching in the head.


Bitter were the arctic airs,

Bitter snowflakes taste

To the tongue of him who stares

On those frosty wastes.


Rail-like thin, cold they shiver

Months in sheet-ice trapped.

Craving their captain’s liver—

They his temple rapped.


Plops the old man in the pot,

Pieces, parts and pants;

As the cook unthaws the lot,

Of their trip he rants.


“No gold there is, not a flake,

Only inert lead.

But of me, they’ll say, I stake—

Least he kept them fed.”


So he piled the skulls in heaps

Of his ship-board mates,

Until, alone, off he leaps,

On his shinbone skates.


Still he glides a grinning ghost,

On those frigid floes,

Where ceaseless winds howling boast,

And the narwhale blows.


Every ship which winters fast,

Caught in twilights bleak,

Visits he from first to last,

Sustenance to seek.


When springtime’s melt frees these ships

Empty are their planks,

‘Cept for half-charred chunks and chips

Choking kitchen tanks.


Keep your prow in tropics sweet,

Keep its bearing true,

Or in storms of stinging sleet,

Cook will come for you.










The August Vampeer


I

I am the august Vampeer,

In my coffin I appear,

At the finish of the day,

When the sun sinks on its way,

And its rule gives to the moon,

Then it is that lovers swoon,

And the windows leave unlatched,

Hoping for a midnight match:

What they get is me instead,

At the corner of the bed,

Garbed in my demonic duds,

With a lusting for their blood.

II

I’m the hunter of fell beasts,

By my mission many ceased

To prey upon living souls;

Added also to the rolls

Are those collaborators,

With black art, instigators

Of the entry to our realm,

From outside, of those who helm

This depraved conspiracy

To subjugate you and me,

In thrall to their evil will:

So say I, brute-basher Bill.

III

I am the accursed servant,

In cruel crime my time is spent,

Pursuing his foul decrees,

And in that I am guilty,

Obeying what Vampeer said,

While he slumbered like the dead:

In the day, abroad I crept,

Found him victims that were kept

As his slaves, from which he supped.

His gold purse made me corrupt:

Me, Corb Complin, once a lad

Of high faith, now wholly bad.

IV

We are the fallen sisters,

On our skin rise the blisters

Where we have received the kiss

Of the Master, and its bliss,

Which gives to us life in death,

Though we exist without breath,

Or reflections in the mirror,

And the holy cross we fear.

But on this earth we hold sway,

When at the moon wolf-dogs bay,

And all good men are asleep,

Then the tithe of blood we reap

V

In a town of houses small,

On a cliff where boulders fall,

Was an inn, an evil sort

Where the beer was always short,

And with vermin teemed the bed,

While blind bats accost the head.

But it was the only spot,

For miles around, with a cot

One might rent for an outing

To the mountains, where scouting

Had unearthed the golden seam

That of vast wealth makes men dream.

VI

At the inn, Bill Brasher slept,

While in his dreams children wept,

Neglected brood of the wives,

Who to Vampeer sold their lives;

In the alley, down the street,

They stumbled on bloody feet,

Always searching for the care,

Non-existent in the lairs,

Lightless caves that were the homes,

Corrupted when monsters roamed,

On these acres far away

From where justice lights the day.

VII

That very night, after dusk,

When on the wind floated musk

Of the newly risen dead,

Who on living sources fed,

There gathered in rooms below,

Those reserved for touring shows,

Or a play with painted face,

Every last man in the place:

Those who found their houses bare,

And sought lost wives everywhere,

But finding none, motions heard

How this evil might be cured.

VIII

Speaks the first in anxious tones,

“We have the mine in our bones,

Long have we toiled down the pit,

Forsaking health and respite,

To build this town, and provide

The finer things, was our pride.

But the new boss, this Vampeer,

Who bought the mine late last year,

Has brought blight upon us all,

And like wheat to him we fall:

He the reaper, we the crop.

I tell you friends, it must stop!”

IX

A hue and cry came there then,

Talk of cages and deep pens

Where the malefactor fanged,

Upon capture by a gang,

Could be kept until such time,

Well-acquainted with the crimes,

A drum-head court would decree

Sentence for his savagery.

But the floor another seeks,

Who, though he appears to speak

Of posses called with favour,

In fact is Vampeer’s saviour.

X

“You know me, I’m Corb Complin,

And your friend I’ve always been.

Though I left the dirty shaft,

And sought work of higher craft,

My poor past I can’t forget;

So I warn you, there’s time yet

To reverse this foolish course,

And petition that gift-horse,

Who though he has habits strange,

And in private lives has ranged,

Nonetheless bank-rolled this town,

And must be told: stick around.”

XI

Troubled of thought they became,

And wary of Vampeer’s fame.

Who were they, lowly miners,

To jail him, made much finer?

And if of him they were rid,

Who would for the mine then bid?

Perhaps vigilante scares

Would make owners look elsewhere,

And then worse-off would they be,

Without pots in which to pee.

Thus defeated, faces glum,

Were they by this conundrum.

XII

But before they could adjourn,

And to cheerless homes return,

In the seating there arose,

Of wild eyes and ragged clothes,

With broken nails, and wan skin,

Like a ghost who walks again,

A lady to them unknown,

Onto their good graces thrown,

But alike to those spouses,

Who had left modest houses,

For a life of wild excess

In circles which demons bless.

XIII

Her tale begins with a shriek,

A cry which attention seeks,

And them enticed, like this talked:

“On bloody feet have I walked,

From other towns where that ghoul,

A dandy corpse, likewise ruled.

By his wealth was I tempted,

Thinking I’d be exempted.

When at last the debt came due,

Though my soul I pawned, it’s true,

A good man’s love too was lost,

And that ranks the higher cost.”

XIV

With groggy head he awoke,

The brash, monster-fighting bloke,

And by footprints on the rug,

Surmised at once he’d been drugged,

By some agent of the boss,

Who would thus prevent his loss

In the fraught debate below.

Sore of joint, staggering slow,

From his suitcase he unpacks

Relics on their holy racks,

These he holstered, none was missed,

Except a ring, which he kissed.

XV

A chorus then rocks the hall,

Like a noisy thunder-fall,

Which in a storm shakes and jars,

Of the women, grossly marred

By their service to Vampeer,

Who, tonight, have congressed here.

In cadenced words make they known

The counter-claim, so intoned

To their husbands’ case refute,

And a most convincing suit,

In defence of their choices,

Bring tonight: hear their voices.

XVI

“Boring boys, do you not see,

What we could’ve done for thee?

Led you unto greater things,

Boundless night, where craving sings

The voices of all that lusts,

That which daytime’s shackles bust,

And the dams of pleasure burst, 

On a tidal wave of thirst.

Though the pain at first is great,

And wholesome love turns to hate,

A trifle we count the price:

To stay with you is the vice.”

XVII

Then like smoke, or pooling fog,

That which slips, unheard by dog,

In a window, or the door,

And collects upon the floor,

So there grew, in shape of man,

Where the crowd left room to stand,

A wayward mist that condensed

Until all the miners sensed

That in their midst, unlooked-for,

Had arrived what they deplore.

Darkly dressed, commanding fear,

There stood the august Vampeer.

XVIII

He strode left, and he strode right,

Searching faces for a fight,

But each brave bloke he stared down,

Until they hung on his frown,

Or his smile, whatever might

Be the vampire’s whim tonight.

After minutes of contempt,

From which no one was exempt,

A crawl of time, keenly felt,

Which sanity makes to melt,

He at last the silence breaks,

And haughty his address makes.

XIX

“Worms and maggots of these shores,

Here the sailing ships me bore:

This new world, at it I laugh,

A barnyard for the riff-raff

That was from old countries spewed,

Where in ignorance you stewed.

Here you are not better placed,

And the fear that once you faced

Is here too—it lives in me,

Of it you were never free,

Always my sheep, on two feet,

Who in the end, are just meat.”

XX

Outside the night seethed and sighed,

Sinister stars shone on high,

And in their dens, low things hid,

As to listen, all were bid.

“I have your wives, they are mine,

And you too, substantial fines

Will be docked each day you shirk

And hatch plots instead of work.

Above all, do not forget,

When the sun its red-eye sets,

I will be there, by your bed,

Every night I must be fed.”

XXI

To other rooms they retreat,

Reticent in their defeat,

Until they are free of him

Whose mere presence candles dim.

Then breaks out confusèd talk,

Those who rally, those who balk

At renewed confrontation

With those above their station.

As proceeds this nervous din,

Someone at the door comes in,

Who a moment waits to hear,

With a purpose not yet clear.

XXII

At first he appraised each man,

Then considered, as a band,

How they might oppose the foe

Whose true self they’d come to know.

This decided in his brain,

A method to lift the bane,

Which had cost them all so dear,

At last said so all might hear:

“Brave men, Bill Brasher I am

And for ten years have I crammed,

With fierce hate, each waking hour,

For that fiend whom your lives soured.”

XXIII

This proclaimed, with a flourish,

The bones which goodness nourish,

He produced from their holders,

And proposed, speaking bolder:

“That vampire is of the night,

A devil’s duke, the mere sight

Of these holy artifacts

Must to his den drive him back.

But their touch upon his skin,

Will to dust turn him again.

Thus believe, we have at hand

Means to cure your blighted land.”

XXIV

To a man they gave their cheer,

Free to be at last from fear,

And assume their rightful lot,

Masters of this homely spot.

As filed they out from the room,

Ready to confront their doom,

Waited there, in clothing rent,

Like a corpse with life-force spent,

The wan woman who had wailed,

At the meeting, her sad tale.

Bill alone she now accosts,

With the wounds of love they lost.

XXV

“O Bill Brasher, darling beau,

Is this all we have to show?

We who once by starlight danced

In a heady, young romance,

One we thought for the ages,

But whose heart died in stages,

As I wanted bigger thrills,

And you, always at the till

Of your store, with its traffic,

Gave leeway to that aspic,

His teeth on our lives to fix

And makes us these walking sticks.”

XXVI

Bill Brasher brushed her aside,

His contempt he could not hide,

But underneath he suppressed,

In the cauldron of his breast,

By their conflict yet untamed,

A flicker which dying flamed

One last time, its power spent,

And he to his duty went,

Inside the hall, where there hid

To conduct, as Vampeer bid,

Sordid business, Corb Complin,

Who to the walls pipe-bombs pinned.

XXVII

What to say? There was a blast,

And the pillars, once held fast,

Were from root and mooring loosed,

As in pieces fell the roof,

Crushing victims with its beams,

Silencing their hopeless screams,

Both living and the undead,

Trapped in puddles pooling red.

But preserved in the rubble,

Safely stowed in a bubble,

Were the bomber and his boss,

Locked in dispute of the loss.

XXVIII

“In a bag you found my bones

On a trash-heap careless thrown,

With some tokens of my worth,

Deducing demonic birth,

After passage on that ship,

Where confinement power stripped

From an aging fiend like me,

Who survived for centuries.

It was you who brought me here

To enforce the reign of fear;

A drop of blood me restored,

Yet now you have sown discord.”

XXIX

So spoke the august Vampeer,

Words which battered Complin’s ear,

With a purpose he protests,

And the issue sets to rest:

“Have you read that Darwin chap

Who the fight of species mapped

In his book called The Descent?

I am the fitter, lament

That I’ve come to take your place,

To make prey the human race;

In my blood your curse abounds,

Now I stake you to the ground.”

XXX

With a mallet and a whack,

He the vampire’s breastbone cracks,

And pierces the coal-black heart,

From front to back, with his dart.

In convulsions then is spit,

Out of pockets where it sits,

The groaning soul which has ruled

Ghastly actions of the ghoul.

This a moment hangs in space,

Like a cloud or odour base,

Which at the mouth inhales Corb,

Its power to reabsorb.

XXXI

The new master he becomes,

A monster who is the sum

Of all the sins practiced there,

Under sky, and under stairs,

And raises up, from the dust

A scratch army, as he must,

From the crushed and dismembered,

Husbands and wives engendered

To their former fights forgive

And unite, thenceforth to live,

Like a debased tribe or kin,

Enslaved all to Corb Complin.

XXXII

Claws like sickles on his hands

He flexes there, as he stands

Surveying the ruined room

With its smell of blood and doom,

Directing his captured hordes

To ignore the jumbled boards

And the two which in them hide:

Brasher and his former bride.

Forsake now he would attack,

In his rusty suit of black,

With ears pointed like a bat,

And a face abnormal flat.

XXXIII

Crushed across the waist he lies,

As the life within him dies:

For this world, not much longer,

Wills himself briefly stronger,

Collecting his final breath,

Before he embraces death.

A hopeful plea he imparts

To the girl who broke his heart,

With the relics that he saved

When the roof upon him caved.

These he offers as a cure,

By their reborn love ensured.

XXXIV

“Take these relics of the saints,

Hold them close: against the taint,

Which has your life swallowed whole,

Oppose them, reclaim your soul.

And once, dear Bess, you are free,

On their goodness promise me,

Though I die, my fight make yours,

Pursing those depraved curs,

Who would this curse from here spread.

For you life, for me the dead!”

This she vowed, with weeping face,

And he died in her embrace.

XXXV

In a pocket full of peace,

Where the pall of evil ceased,

Lighted by some holy glow

Which the cradled relics show,

The grotesque and twisted form,

That with violent impulse stormed,

In a flash began to flush

With the touch and healthy blush

Of pure life, in her renewed,

What had once in venom stewed.

Now released from its control,

The coming fight she extolled.

XXXVI

“I feel my soul is refreshed,

In white again I am dressed.

Dear Bill, I fold to my breast

These odd parts which have been blessed

With a power to oppose

Whatever force from here goes

To assail the greater good,

Which in pockets has withstood

Malign intent, or rebuff

From those who love golden stuff.

Righteous will I always be,

Loyal to your memory.”

XXXVII

Out she walked past brick and block,

And no longer could be shocked

By the sight of further scrap,

For the village had been trapped

Underneath the overhang

Of the cliff, which had the bang

Of the bomb in pieces broke,

And the streets with boulders choked.

Nothing in that rubble stirred

Except Complin and his herd

Of stark spectres, trudging down:

Them she followed out of town.

XXXVIII

A corpse she saw, through whose lips

A flower pushed budding tips

Of new life that would blossom

With a hope simply awesome

That perhaps in days ahead,

Some years hence, when what had bled

Its body out on the ground

In final dust rest has found,

And a simple field untilled

The townsite is on its hill,

Some settler would build anew,

And promise lost thus renew.

XXXIX

But the monster turned to hiss,

With a tongue too big to miss.

“Lady,” he said, “be not smug,

That nearby no graves were dug

To be our homes, and a base

To despoil the human race

In the country hereabouts—

Greater pastures seek we out.

With dark cellars as our seat,

We’ll corral more cattle-meat,

In our traps, than that vampire

Ever could himself conspire.”

XL

So they went, each on their way:

She, to call, in realms of day,

The fighting saints to her side,

Who wars to come would abide,

They, the night-fiends, in some crypt

Where thrived moss, and waters dripped,

There to plot unholy deeds,

When they would on good men feed.

The wise alone his tale learned:

Death’s lord, whom to dust returned,

Who ruled, unjust, some short years,

But died, the august Vampeer.









Pennyworth’s Arcade


On the machine he was always,
feeding

And filling its belly with his quarters,

Until,
like a blowfish or bloated whale

It belched forth the monochrome
contest-field.

What was the game? Let me its shape recall...

Oh,
yes, was it not Southbend Sub-Riot,

From a fab-house we had
never heard of,

Our little gang of misfits and mopers;

Not
that we thought him one of us, ever,

But command he had, of that
game, and so

Some space he claimed, and presence of it
born,

While around him our larger life flowed on—

Each
had his needs at Pennyworth’s Arcade,

Most met, though not
in the way they expect.

Old Man Penny, bald and stout, at
the back

On his stool sat, from his cage dispensing

The
game tokens, each with his flabbed face stamped—

Penny
Plugs, currency of this odd realm

Of boys, and games, and the
worlds dreamed therein,

Where spenders were deplored, but frugal
hands,

Those who single plugs could play forever

Feted
were, with throngs of young acolytes.

So it was around him,
Manny Silver,

Who could milk Southbend Sub-Riot, until,

Sliding
off his stool, Penny killed the lights

And left him to play
alone in the dark.

Those with homes went to them, or what we
had:

I to my uncle’s, who took me in

That day when
aliens scooped my parents.

Other hobbies I had some, combing
scrap,

Cycling to farm-roads where in baskets

They left
odd-dimpled fruit they could not sell,

And also, breeding of
dogs in a shack

From winos I rent on a dirty lot—

Each
a cache of coin to cash at Penny’s,

Which, beyond sporadic
seating in class,

Was my object of pursuit in those days.

Early
I went too, with breakfast in hand,

Sometimes, as it was the
morning after

We left Manny to his play overnight,

And
slumped, like a wary guide, I found him

On the case, with hands
still clutching its sticks,

And eyes, wrinkled now, as old as
white stars.

They bored in mine, as I shook him awake,

Gave
him food, with support conveyed him to

Penny’s pen, where
he spoke in strange fervour.

“It opened up, I avow, it
opened!

Just so, from a centre of dot-drawn line,

And
outwards, like a rose, but an odd one

From space or somewhere
else, perhaps inside.

Mesmeristic it was, gulling the
eyes;

Already, for hours, I looked not away,

And played
some game—not the old one of rules

I knew, you knew, all
of us, dumb and smart,

In this quarter-fed hut of convention.

It
was new! It was the test too that we seek.

My friend, you who
found me, I know your case:

How on a bend, late at nights,
without cops,

They took mom and dad to other earth-worlds;

The
rest, less than us, throng too these machines

For what is
missed, or what they never had!

Think about it, a chance here
but briefly

To grasp what all have been denied—take it

I
tell you, and beside me play, in love.”

So it was when sidled in, at
mid-morn,

With walks of addled penguins, Pennyworth,

Through
ranks of tapping boys, unseeing them,

Until, on his stool, at
last, fat-bulk dropped,

He saw, with one alarmed sweep of wide
eyes,

This horde, each at his machine fixated.

But not at
games unlike—on this day no!

Instead, across screens, each
on face reflect

Was the same, that field of vid and vector

Which
first Manny found in the night, and he,

He, who had the
athlete’s wrist, eyesight too,

Lead all, centre put, in
sync us with him.

In that moment, stark choice the old man
had:

Cops to call, this mesh of child-minds report,

Off-load
unto higher authority,

With their probes and dossiers, its
testing;

Or else the others, that hidden faction

In the
wings, where epochs had loitered they,

Displaying, in some
years, their shape, but then,

In phases of the sun, a sense
only

Imparting to those, who, in soul, seek them.

Of aliens
I speak, their side Penn picks:

A phone with tubes fed, instead
of man’s wire,

He took, which, like nebulae, spiraled
red,

Where, with lip-tongue clicks, he called them come quick.

First, my parents, in some barnacles
shod,

Coverings, or shrouds, of growth, which them crust,

On
the ramp deplaned in the parking lot,

And approached, while in
monotones, half-voiced,

Like mummers they pontificate at me,

As
buzzed more U.F.O.’s the arcade roof;

Only I it was
outside to greet them,

On the floor lolled old Penn, beyond
blotto,

And, in crescendo, like the building bridge,

Or
massive middle block of symphonies,

Inside too, Manny still the
tapping lead,

But to some point now proceed, without me,

Who,
like one in awe stung, watched with low-jaw;

Yet, no bystander’s
gapping was my pose,

Instead, in my nostrils I could inhere,

At
last, the solid presence of my deeds,

Here worked out, for I, by
shed and starlight,

Had tinkered out, with brilliant blueprints
dropped

From on high, circuit boards fiendish and fun

(Also
too inserts for those ribbed cases,

With their art of other
worlds, so inside

The gaming parts might be
cross-connected).

Blindly I built, to soundings inchoate,

This
mini-brain, which Manny moulded his 

In the maximal way, boys
amassing

For an army, but really, whose army?

In bloated form inflated
Pennyworth,

Dripping liquor, like a fetish, rising,

Or some
fatuous balloon, workshop-made

(Though not yet perceived by
Manny’s players),

And rotated in ponderous circles,

Until,
calibrations in whole complete,

It stops, and then the doors
quake, and the walls,

And the roof, like rumbled sand, shifts
lengthwise.

The emissaries come, those I expect,

And
suddenly the room its thresholds pass,

And from blanking
play-screens, they disengage

Now cloaked in silver, and helmets
of glass:

Full-grown men, each with mettle of
marines.

“McClown,” they said, for indeed by this
name

Was I known on the streets, and in the halls

Of
schools, stores, and dens of gaming like ours—

For also
too made I money this way

With the mask of painted mugging on
me;

And today, in prep with my ablutions,

I donned it, for
the  walk into the sky.

“McClown,” they said, “You
conniver with them.

We know, all this has been shown to heart
and mind—

This morning you have arranged with pulsing

From
your scrap parts, assembled, unto stars,

And they answered, but
we, the counter-point,

Have here been enabled too in our
suits.”

And then there combat was, with my brothers,

Those
I fostered with, the emissaries,

Them of floating brain-sac, and
tentacle,

Who Manny’s men lashed and made to
stumble,

While in pantomime, and white-paint grimace,

I
clap, and shuffle, and patient soft-shoe

(As clowns are weaned
in the cradle to do).

Rubble at the storefront they found
next day,

Scrap suggests my parents dead, shell and
swatch.

Mother only there gasping out at me:

“On
other worlds we saw how it is done,

Their skies of tube, and
spaces where red drips

The wet that feeds home-beast, and guests
like us.

Look come the helicopters with their load—

Tell
them father his life gave to allow

This embassy of the outside
race-realm

To plant, though with broken seed, itself here.

Grow
the tent and the terminus, my son.

Tell them it is for their
hearts,” and she died.

And so, children, that is how I
became

Our broken alone to realms of elsewhere,

Cross-cultural,
unthreat’ning, in pratfall,

And white paint—but
vindictive, as I killed,

Though begging, Manny Silver, for
always

Are those who go first, and with open mind

To meet
the other, slaughtered, leaving thus

The appraisers like I to
reap our fee.










The Dead Nest


I


On a bluff above the lake

Was the bower, where the wake

Of pleasure craft passed below

Whose possessors seldom know

Of the simple, custom hushed,

Ways by progress not yet crushed;

So it was in this quaint place,

Though afar the engines race

Of truck, train, globe-hopping jet,

Here old manners linger yet.


II


There a verdant, viney bed,

With plush rushes for the head

And a quilt of downy green

Which of fern had knitted been

By the spirits of the grass

Those who slip through beveled glass

As through air, presented proud,

Where the goose-hen trumpets loud

Athwart the bed’s pedaled crest,

As befits a monarch’s rest.


III


Empty yet this bed remained

Though the grove with yearning strained

And the woods in rings around

Up unto the farmers’ bound

Of cultured field, and the reed

Which the marshy lines concede

Of liquid land, where submerge

The wasted tree at the verge

Of nurture’s soil—there the lake

Does its muddy cravings slake.


IV


Happy once the roads nearby,

Gravel tracks which wagons ply

As they did in days gone past,

Though turning now not so fast 

Motors added, tractors new

Which the fruit to market drew

And the ripe, ground-hugging plants,

Acres which abundance grants,

But that had declined of late,

Blighted by some creeping hate.


V


Hence the spring which budded not

Though the sun its riches hot

Bestowed on all, and the creek

Woke again to waltz and freak

In its course, fat run-off fed,

But slumbered yet furzes dead

And the seed locked underneath

That should sprout and burst like teeth

Of chomping life, lay low-down

In their graves, bereft and brown.


VI


Gathered then the wizened ones,

Ancient elders, burned by suns

Of seasons spent back of plough

And guidance of sheep and cow

By a store where cross the roads,

One that rises, one corrodes

Into little as it winds

Through the wrack which chokes and binds;

This they pondered as they spit,

Squatting they in council sit.


VII


“Almost three score have I dwelt,

By these streams where run the smelt,

And the trees whose crown is moss,

Spied I never such a loss

In those years, though older yet

Are the graylocks, some here set

On their haunches, let us hear

If might be some obscure year

When the crop refused its bloom

And the water mooted doom.”


VIII


“I am three score twenty-five,

Fully, fully did we thrive

All those years, except one spell

When afar munitions fell

On the trenches, and was gassed

Our lads abroad, men harassed

Until they dropped bloody heaps;

Even now that manhood sleeps

In foreign fields not our own,

Passed those seasons spring unsown.”


IX


Thought they silent on his speech,

Did it them some recourse teach?

Lessons of an age ago,

If they could its message know.

But progress lapsed ‘til there spoke

A bookish and watchful bloke

Who often walked tracks alone,

Whom the tramping hours had shown

Secrets in the thickets hid,

Secrets which he spilled unbid.


X


“Dull, prosaic are you bunch,

Ignoring each nagging hunch,

Or what whispers sneaking bird,

What he has in forest heard,

Or the sense of older things

Which to ears receptive sings

If you walk as one who seeks,

Open to what outward peeks

From recesses long forgot,

Where the daylight goes to rot.”


XI


“If you have not wonder spurned

Let me teach you what I’ve learned

Of the dark things and the light

Which beyond our senses fight,

But which touch our world in spots,

Locales like ours, distant dots

On the map, where mix the forms,

Soil and water, under storms

That shift and strip, build and dump,

What grew high becomes a stump.”


XII


“One early eve walked I out

When subside the push and shout

Of working day, and the calm

Which waters spread like a balm

Is rolled ashore, waves that lap,

And the birds reduce their tap

On branch and bark, harking too

In the hush which falls anew

Before night, when still the sky

Blinks its red and drooping eye.”


XIII


“Down the path to me unknown,

Reaches lately overgrown

With the bramble and the thorn,

Where the weeds away were shorn

And revealed a place apart,

Improvements on nature’s art

By some hand which clipped and craft,

With the spirits in his draft

To create a sacred square—

Somehow I was summoned there.”


XIV


“Up a stairs in hillside cut,

Winding where the cliffs abut,

Arch above of twisted tree,

Branches meeting over me,

But no leaf, of flowers spare,

Nothing blossoms anywhere,

On the bark, or in the bed,

Nothing beats against my head

Of bird or bug, nothing sounds

In the wild which me surrounds.”


XV


“Summit I, and thorny fence,

Preventer of great offence,

In middle parts, and a gate

Swings on hinges, though I state

Neither saw I beast nor man,

Nor a glimpse of spirit hand

Passed my pupil, yet I sussed

Something nether at me cussed,

Still by others kept in check,

A hostile truce I detect.”


XVI


“Rattled stick and rattled blade,

Snaked and crept the fingered shade,

Pulsed the light which lingered yet,

All the clearing seemed to fret

At my presence, chaos loosed,

Complications introduced

To their struggle, customed foes

Whom the other fully knows

To the point none takes the edge,

No weakness where cracks the wedge.”


XVII


“Then arrest I, stopped in spite,

Though the eddies at me bite

Of disturbed air, sod assaults

My poor legs with somersaults,

But I resist, hanging bold,

Steady so I might behold

What the centre occupied,

What the fences sought to hide,

What the forces bickering

Valued as the highest thing.”


XVIII


“Never had I seen what kings,

But in my imaginings

Had as their wont and their due,

Something which a Shakespeare drew

In his reams of nightly verse,

Such that noble troupes rehearse.

Oh those precious might-have-beens,

Settings worthy of their queens,

Such saw I with stupid gape,

Like a dim, bedazzled ape.”


XIX


Then the
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