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for Nina





Hush the old bones their vegetable sleep,

For the islands will never grow old.

Lawrence Durrell,

‘Father Nicholas His Death: Corfu’
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Corbière Farm

That summer the eldest of the old dogs died

and the house felt suddenly like the wrong place.

It had been understood, you see, somehow,

that the light would prevail

in its particular green here in the valley.

That the palms, though long uprooted –

déraciné, to the French-speakers of the island –

would simply keep growing.

That the horizon would burn itself out

in pink dust each evening at the island’s edge.

But the cockerel across the river

began to sound off at strange times –

late into the morning, throughout the afternoon. Midnight.

Buzzard-wary, perhaps, or overworked.

Then the crows got into the dovecote,

and the white birds your old man bred

for that wedding all those years ago

got picked off one by one.




Island Life

At night slip out to sea and bring a few things back.

Bits of your childhood home’s pink granite,

your mother’s garden – the Amaryllis belladonna –

as many memories as can be managed.

Bramblings and hedge browns

from the field margins,

and from the old-fashioned harbour

and its Caesar’s Palace ghosts of a touristic heyday

smooth stones off the beach,

twenty-foot wooden devil in the cove

carved from a wrecked ship’s figurehead,

views out to France on a clear one.

Paternosters. Seahorse, sturgeon, salmon.

The rough and ready fish place out on the headland.

Scallops and lobster on the grill.

Summer in Stinky Bay.

Sharp little squeak of oystercatcher

over the mumble of the Atlantic.

Further still. Palms and bananas

and those hummingbirds that woke us

outside the shack the first morning in Mexico.

The brown pelicans that cruised the horizon.

The boat with the bar. Flying fish cutters

and rum. Butter and hot sauce.

The little truck on the Greek beach with the coldest beer

on earth, and its man, and his good wishes.

Past and future present in our cluster of stuff.




Five Mile Road, Atlantic Coast

Bastardised breakfast of eggs

and whatever else we had to hand,

then the present heavy-pressed and failing

us as we walk out on the beach.

Crows picking their goods out of the seaweed.

Tell it how it used to be –

tractors on the sand, lifting the kelp

to lay on the fields after the potatoes.

Thin soil that needs all the help it can get.

Dogs and dogfish, surf, black-backed gulls.

Rough star thistle here and there

in the dunes going on unwonted.

Who cares that it’s enough

to see it nestled here into its island name.

Who cares about our lost parents,

their gardens gone over, their farms bust and overgrown,

their forest paradise sunk somewhere out to sea.




Natural Burial Ground

Endless endgame commentary,

reason, reaction … (radioed in),

and above it all a detuned human whistle.

Kitchen harmonics

with back note of the MOD guns

giving it one final hell

high up against the snow in the hills,

sounding a last hurrah for the cadets’ basic training

and the cross-force-team-building building.

Functional drift of obsolescence,

lease run down, estate to make good,

the militaristic blended into the petrol station

and the Chinese next to the vet’s.

Which town is the village in anyway?

Historic. Market. Common. Garden.

Dying on its arse, says one of the pub landlords

in accord with the other five,

and the two identically dressed men

who run the public library.

Flint church (foundations in flux),

spooked cricket pitch (pavilion a ruin),

a portacabin now positioned at fine leg

and another at third man,

and, when they peeled its opposite field back –

both sacrificed for the new train line to the north –

a forgotten and unsuspecting subterranean army.

Clean chalk for travelling on. Grave goods.




Useless

How are things?

I asked again and again and again.

For once I couldn’t tell

and we’d passed beyond what either of us could will.

Just being no longer counted for much,

if anything at all, so I clung to my voice – a crutch

of sorts – a confirmation, a whiny service bell.

But there were nerves to be held

elsewhere in the house

in the face of all those gathered flowers.
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