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  For Geraint




  


  Looking back I realised . . . that those Hut Point days would prove some of the happiest in my life. Just enough to keep us warm, no more  no frills nor
  trimmings; there is many a worse and more elaborate life. The necessaries of civilisation were as luxuries to us and . . . satisfy only those wants which they themselves create.


  
    Apsley Cherry-Garrard, The Worst Journey in the World (Penguin, 1922, p. 206)

  


  
    It may have been due to the genius of Scott in exercising just the right amount of discipline with a minimum of formality, and even more to the character of Dr. Wilson, the Chief of
    Scientific Staff. Whatever the reason, this was a happy expedition in spite of the grave disaster that overwhelmed us halfway through. It was significant that in the second winter, when we were
    reduced to thirteen, life in the hut followed the same pattern as before as far as possible.

  


  Frank Debenham, An Expedition in Harmony (Geographical Magazine, 1962, 35.1:17)
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  Sewer


  
    White seems an unwise shade for hip waders


    but slip into them. Descend the drains,

  


  shafts, intestines of Paris to map


  each tunnel onto a boulevard


  
    six storeys up where waiters brush crumbs,


    scrawl on chalkboards. Bricks, crypts,

  


  ticks, cracks. Cataphilia is catching


  under this city on stilts. Inside


  
    its arteries youre on the run


    from a rogue gene, the shake of its tail

  


  at each corner. Catacombs, sewers, cables,


  pipes. The rules of the surface world


  
    do not apply. You could hide in galleries,


    along corridors of trains, watermains, seams

  


  of bones, but best follow your guide through


  cool vaults, flirt under palettes of sediment.


  
    Again. Did you hear it? Thats your heart


    in plastercast in quarries of gypsum,

  


  wine cellars, reservoirs, canals. Be glad


  of ladders, that youre not in splints,


  
    that arms will lift you through the layers


    of lumps to scans, ultrasound, blood counts.

  




  


  Gypo


  The turquoise eyes of peacocks tails


  at Powis Castle persuaded me


  that pattern matters. So did the geometry


  of pink brick twisted chimneys


  
    at Compton Wynyates in whose


    knot gardens I found myself


    lost and intricate at eight.


    Id memorise visors, Gothic screens,

  


  gables and displays of tapestries.


  I could tell a Pembroke


  from a Pier table, played


  Greensleeves on the recorder


  
    in places where I did not live


    but visited in the pages


    of Treasures of Britain


    on a fold-out table in the caravan

  


  where I grew up on the outskirts


  of Burnley. In love with the symmetric


  pleading of sleeping knights,


  brass-necked down to their


  
    pointy toes, Id cup the faces


    of misericords like much-loved dolls,


    design chevrons for my family shield,


    draw the Queens buckskin boots

  


  and virginals, squeeze myself into


  the chicken run to check Id still


  fit, dreamed one day Id own a


  Ha-ha. Ha ha ha ha ha ha.




  


  Vive la Rsistance!


  It was on such a night as this that I floated


  like a dbutante into the arms of a cornfield


  outside Rouen, my parachute silks streaming


  into a bridal train adorning the corn,


  and for the first time felt the full weight


  of what it must be to be a woman always


  dragging a dress through obtuse fields. So I


  unharnessed myself from the lot, rolled up


  my folds and ran off to the lych gate


  of Sainte Marie du Chne where I awaited


  an assignation with a Monsieur Lefas


  who passed me a map in a cigarette packet


  which I followed to a farm to be met by


  a frowning chap in breeches who unhooked


  the door of a barn where his daughter was


  hitching up a bed for me in linsey-woolsey.


  At the altar, I hovered between doubt


  and belief until she glided down the aisle


  stitched into my parachute, and for a second


  we soared above the priest, the spire,


  the higgledy fields, the two of us threaded


  together in the silks that had saved me, which I later


  unbuttoned and she has since trapped in the attic


  in case one day they take off without us.




  


  Dodge


  To start off there was winter to consider:


  that was no time to rebuild a truck. Match two dots,


  button up the rest of the engine and fifty-fifty


  youd be wrong, yes, mama, no matter what


  the cookbook says. Then there was the barn: you need


  a woodburner at twenty below. The tamarack


  is your basic tree in New Hampshire. Up in Maine


  they call them hackmatacks. A 1948 Chevy


  or a Ford with half a fender found on any


  New England farm would do, but in snow country


  salt corrosion makes noodle soup out of wiring.


  Hell, theres a dozen things you can move


  with a blue Dodge 1950 short wheelbase pickup.


  Two hundred dollars. I jacked her up, stripped


  the chassis till there were no distractions left


  but springs and bolts. Black dreck of dog hair,


  turnpike receipts, oil molasses-thick beneath


  the engine  only part of an automobile


  most shade-tree mechanics get. Twenty nuts


  torqued down. Hours staring at valves,


  reverse thread lug bolts, drive shaft


  parking brakes. How is it all the tappets


  come off but dont fit back? The manual neglects


  to tell me which way the crankshaft rotates


  when the engines running. Pistons pencilled


  on the barn wall. A bourbon by the fire


  or in the bath. May and my first shake-down cruise


  around the block: gear locked, flaps down,


  magneto on. After a winter pinned under a truck


  Im heading south, sweetheart. Hop in.




  


  Hong Kong Mah Jong


  i.m. Elizabeth Menna Owen Wilders 19151996


  Twice more the coral trout flicks his tail


  on the stone floor of the wet market


  in Sheung Wan. Three slits. His heart


  squeaks out. Glass cases bubble


  with sea bream and painted sweetlip.


  Ten pairs of dried squids eyes crinkle


  in baskets on Chung Hom Kok Road.


  Red lanterns tease sweat from lychees,


  dragonfruit and the jasmine tea


  that wreathes our game of Mah Jong.


  In his teapot shop one metre deep,


  Ken is the protagonist whose show


  shivers each time the vans shamble by.


  The allure of porcelain whose


  brushstroked birds and splash of lotus


  I know from home: those twenty-four cups


  my great-grandfather stowed


  on the Romanby  not one cracked 


  and a set of Mah Jong lozenges, doll-sized


  unopenable books from Mong Kok,


  each Chinese letter a forest.


  In the Bird Garden scarlet minivets vie


  with tiger shrikes to sweeten the air.


  Beneath orchids goldfish kiss:


  marble lyretail molly, bloodfin terra.


  When we unwrapped the box


  after six weeks at sea, Dads


  tortoise shuffled towards the light


  and died. Seven characters,


  four circles, one bamboo.


  Alec leaves the olive in his Cosmopolitan


  as he slithers in the red and dark


  of the bar on the twenty-ninth floor


  at La Plaza where I am electrified to see


  the Star Ferry creak and wink in a crease


  of the South China Sea whose junks


  are the size of those Dad folded


  into his clothes to fit windowsills at home.


  Keep your wind tiles close: West, South, North,

  East. The path around the racecourse


  is blistered with the roots of candlenut trees,


  the grass loved up by English mowers


  and hoses. A tram shakes its old bones.


  In the souvenir shops on the Peak


  the bells on gold pagodas dote


  on white jade and lacquer trays


  like those New Quays seafarers


  bequeathed to me. Check your flower cards:


  plum, camellia or chrysanthemum?


  The day the Japanese turned the handle


  of the front door of Fragrant Lagoon


  Aunt Min was re-arranging poinsettias


  on the verandah, fixing a gin for Lionel


  with lime. Never lemon. In the panels


  of their Qing dynasty armoire, the beaks


  of the songbirds had been carved


  open. Take your pick: Spring, Summer, Autumn


  or Winter. Four years inside Stanley Camp.


  All that remains are a pair of gloves


  whose fingers shed knitted


  from worn-out sweaters, a cream cracker


  glazed red, white and blue, still delicious


  in her handbag when she died and a menu


  for Cinio Cymdeithas Dewi Sant,


  St Davids Day Dinner 1943: rice,


  seeds, roots, rice. Red Dragon, Green


  Dragon, White Dragon. Your turn.




  


  Delft


  I promise when I pack up the clogs,


  raise them to chime with one chipped toe


  your passing; when I glue back a pleat


  in the skirt of the lady with pale blue hair


  whose apron said B ugge after she fell


  down the stairwell revealing a bell


  beneath her dress on which a windmill


  was waving goodbye to four birds


  reflected in the inky water; when I wrap


  the cold tile where your butter flattened


  the sheaves of hay combed to a tuft


  in the still wind in which etched-in cows


  stared out under low clouds looming over


  a walled garden whose gate I longed to


  walk through always  I promise the glaze


  will be wet on all your Delft, on both my hands.
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