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Aubade

He does not know it, but this will be his last

dawn walk along the coastal path.

Dylan has come up to this field of pink-tipped

sheaves to say goodbye to the jigsaw

of slate roofs and allotments that unspool

towards the sea. The tide looks lilac at this hour

as it repeats its lines to the umbrella pines,

sentinels of this village for a century. Think Sicily

with rain. He crosses the corn to the coastguard hut,

only his characters for company: Dai Peg

married a broom didn’t he? Mary Ann Sailors

spent so long shelling peas she never came back

to serve Jack the Butch that pint. Didn’t she turn into

a yellow meadow, the original Blodeuwedd?

And was it one of the owls who shed his feathers

to quills and morphed into Lady Charlhoote

who spent ten years re-folking all our tales for us?

The terraced windows turn orange as the poet walks by,

the herring strung like bunting, wire through their eyes,

the boats keeping time in the harbour: the Deb,

the Luna, the Daniel. And there’s Pilchard-Jones

rounding the corner, Al di Farondo opening his hurdy gurdy,

Violet Lobster shuffling amongst her shellfish,

Captain Rhymer shutting the gate of Sunnydale,

Shannie Annie setting up her easel outside

Macaw Cottage. Who will sit for her today?




Pram

Dickie Dai Do had clocked the Silver Cross

for weeks, each time it squeaked past his house.

Dylan didn’t walk that way every day: if tide

and time aligned he would cross the beach

or the last undrowned field of Maesgwyn Farm.

Dickie said they’d all be going that way one day

as the two of them knelt either side of the pram,

one holding a baby, the other a spanner,

Dickie just home from the Baltimore run,

Dylan yet to head to the States, linked

for the fifteen minutes it took to fix and oil

a pram that doubled as drinks trolley.




The Greenway

It was green o’clock, a year of Mays

scattering their blessed snow along the bridleway

adored by horses and lovers alike,

and by the Sheridan siblings, Owen, Mona, Fay

and Evan, who every summer return from four

continents to walk this path together,

this shortcut home from school, to recall

the day they’d found their mother staring

at an envelope on the mantelpiece,

the potatoes unpeeled on the draining board,

a spoonful of powdered milk congealing

in her tea. She’d been watching the telegram

a whole hour, willing it to change its mind,

to switch its few letters round to say SAVED

instead of DROWNED, to flick

the torpedo off course, shake the froth

from its wake back into the sea, distract it

from reaching the SS Beaverford in HX-84,

her husband’s ship on the Atlantic Convoys,

from ripping through its side, blowing up

his bunk, two books and a letter yet

to be posted home, setting fire to the folded

fields of corn he was escorting from Halifax

to Liverpool in November 1940.

It’s a glimpse of winter for the Sheridans

every time they walk this lane together,

though it’s green o’clock, a year of Mays.




Miners’ Fortnight

They’d pay eight shillings for the room:

a bed, a bolster, two blankets and a glass

of water on the nightstand. But the sheets

remained unslept-in the whole of August

because the miners preferred the pier’s

patchwork of browns and purples sewn together

with thrift. What they’d do was to sleep

on the quay every night to shake

the sediment of a thousand-year-old forest

from their lungs, layers of dead wood compressed

into stratified beds. These men who’d breathe

coal dust from dawn to dusk would

settle down along the slabs like a human seam.

It wasn’t the stone that kept them there, but the air.




The Shooting of Dylan Thomas, 6th March 1945

The crew of the Curlew were clinging to the bar

up in The Comm’s saloon;

some of them thought they were still at sea, and they would be

all too soon. Dai Peg was home from the USA

riffing on a ragtime tune.

Between the fireplace and the door

stood a captain in khaki on leave

from the SOE: Killick trying to erase from his mind

things he wished he’d never seen,

when in from the Blackout blew a curly-haired bloke

with two film people in tow.

They talked scripts and commissions while the fishermen whispered.

They’d seen this boyo before hadn’t they,

at the helm of a pram full of beer? Or walking his lines on the pier

in time to the ticking masts?

Killick clocked the poet as if sizing him up for a coffin,

this misfit dodging the war in the prefab next door.

Back at the bungalow the oil lamp lit first time.

His Sten gun took longer to find.

As a shot Killick was second to none the Greek partisans

had agreed, in a village much like this,

except the wine’s better in Skiathos.

So why did he miss?

Alcohol? Darkness? Or taking the piss?

Scarcity of chairs, the court was told:

they’d all been sitting on the floor when

bullets zipped through the kitchen wall

and lodged in the bathroom door.




When Mary Ann Sailors Got Baptised

Old Amen led her by the arm

as if she were a pet he’d decided

to release back into the wilds

because things hadn’t worked out

in the house, as if the sea might be

a more suitable habitat for her type.

She seemed to the crowd on the jetty

a drowned flower.

To those in row boats the preacher

appeared to have baptised a seal

because it was a seal who’d emerged

from the water first. The creature

and Mary Ann stared into each other’s

dark eyes as if both were considering

swapping places, as if each were

encountering a part of themselves

they knew nothing about

until now. But only one of them

was going to have to wade from the water

in a heavy wet Edwardian dress

showing the outline of a pair of legs

that had never before been viewed,

a sort of immodesty not usually associated

with religious ceremonies even

ten years after the death of Queen Victoria.

Even through muslin.




Mary Ann Sailors’ Hair Rap

Hair can swing in air

or be barely there –

part of the body you can cut

and feel nothing but

light-headed

not as bad as you’d dreaded.

After a crop

it’ll never rot

can be tied in a knot

popped in a locket

kept in your pocket.

Don’t knock the Victorians –

they got it:

they rocked mourning

and darning

keepsakes in drawing rooms

chopped curls

and antimacassars.

Bloodless and versatile

hair is rooted in you

has a life of its own.

If allowed to grow

it’s the star of the show

a curtain to hide behind

fitted into wigs

twisted into chignons.

It doesn’t do alone

prefers thousands for company

can be a crowning glory.

Who cares how you wear it

loose or tied up

in flicks or cow-licked

Brylcreemed or mop top

but here in the pub

it has to be piled up.




Dressmaking

They might have thought she was dead,

the sailors, as they’d dock opposite her door,

as if some trick of the light might

dupe them into seeing her propped

in a black box by the stove, but truly

Shannie Annie’s mam would be dictating

stitches whilst they crossed the quay

tilting cheap coffins and tea chests onto

the waiting carts. The date of her daughter’s

birth was the last thing she’d written

in thread, an epitaph before paralysis

struck. Cut it on the bias, she’d call,

tack it back, as the little girl’s fingers

clipped the fabric, felt it slip to the floor

sparkling with her mother’s sprinkled pins.
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