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in my brother Johns memory
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Reader

Who is it reading in the lighted chair?

My mother, on her knee the book I’m writing.

She’s been dead forty years.

She doesn’t look up as she turns the pages.

She doesn’t smile or move her lips, her head

Turns gently left and right with its weight of snow,

Of ash and snow. How long the volume is.

She still admires me. It was always love

Misread and yet she reads me over and over.

I fold the memory down at the yellow corner.

I close my eyes to keep the scene intact.


BA0265

… the birds not perched but seated

properly in rows as if with

opera glasses to follow the red sun down.

I miss you. The birds do. ‘Shadows lengthen’

and it’s night for good for you. I’m confident

it’s not very dark wherever you have gone.

There are no flames, either. Hell’s no destination.

Maybe still audible the waves chewing the rocks below your house,

or there’s unhallowed harmony, or a low voice reading

into your blindness another history audiobook.

I’d like to share with you the names

of some places I flew over to be here:

Medicine Hat, Gimly, Flin Flon,

Pukatawagan, Red Sucker Lake,

Pikangikum, Assinibole, Nipawin,

treeless Plentywood, with the ghosts of forests

teeming with the ghosts of extinguished birds,

and Carrot River dry as a skeleton.

It’s a sort of history that bears me back to you.

Another time I’ll tell you, when you’re listening.


Ensenada

The water spider, like Jesus Christ,

walking to work across her Galilee –

hard to follow, the insect with dry tarsi,

the Saviour whose jelabia’s not even damp when he comes to shore –

neither makes a ripple, leaves a footprint.

We hug the shore and gather seashells,

cockles, scallops, abalone, parched sand dollars,

and those bigger ones that murmur to our ears

because they’re hollow and whatever’s hollow

answers in a hundred ways. Amen

to that, they say, even when they’ve not heard

the question, or haven’t understood

or you’ve not asked it yet, as you raise the hard pink

conch to your pink soft attentive ear.

Amen it says over and over.

You’re not even kneeling, not thinking

this is prayer, but are attuned to the literal

world you think you’re in, in which you move,

not the spirit world of shell and sand and water,

of sails, of ospreys, souls, and pelicans.


Renacuajos

For Mia

The tadpoles like semi-quavers, quavers,

stray from the stave, assemble, quivering,

grow larger every day. The puddle’s too small.

They come ashore like sailors after a passage,

their land legs having grown, all knee and elbow.

Metamorphosed, they can hop

over pebble, grass blade, a shard of glass.

The memory of music like the memory of swimming

recurs. A croak, a croak, a croaking,

and finding one another, as night falls

a chorus gathers, tunes up, silence breaks;

or when rain patters down through foliage

or when it ceases and at once their pulsing ceases.

They squat under a leaf, they swallow their eyes,

they swallow stray fruitflies and again

in time make music, quavers, semi-quavers

(remember them). These creatures who were once

notation are themselves now music who arrange

when silence comes to be, when it will break,

rendering an equivalent music by restraint.


Arachne

A spider enters time from time to time.

Otherwise it’s out of it, containing

all that it needs, that matters of itself.

Its history unfolds only

when it hangs a web from there to there, then waits,

and when it wraps a fly to store in its larder

and when it lays eggs quietly like counting

on an abacus how many, then desisting.

I’m lying on my bed. A spider finds me.

It walks across me going anywhere.

Meeting the startled grey hairs on my chest,

my wrist – they are familiars it greets

and strays among up to the elbow.

From there where it goes God only knows.

It leaves me as it always does adjusted,

a bit less mortal, more like a tree.


Humbaba

Actually, it is an elephant

so tall and in the moonlight

blue, and sleeping. You can hear

the air go in and up her long proboscis,

pause, then out again, not quite a snore,

not quite a nose. You are so close you sense

her stomach deep in conversation with

fronds and heavy foliage, harvested; you think

she’s dreaming. She is dreaming. See her ears

move, not up and down like wings to lift her,

but pensively, like seaweeds swayed by tide.

Small scarlet fishes and the neon tetras

make moonlight into pearl, light flashed along

the sighing sides, tonight. (You hardly reach

her elbow. From her concentration

dark methane flows. Her rough tail scut

tousles your bristled quiff.) O Humbaba!


Homage to Alejandra Pizarnik

Señor

La jaula se ha vuelto pájaro

y se ha volado

Contrariwise

The bird becomes a cage.

It comes from Africa (it winters there)

Over a sea, some Alps and, bleak still, white cliffed

On our side, La Manche, its waters choppy;

Finds us halfway north, in Derbyshire.

We aren’t exactly waiting. It’s expected.

It settles at the lake and makes to sing.

It wants a mate and starts on nesting.

Its song, first copious and loud, pushing the air

Out of its way, and free, gets less and less.

Instead of flying

It walks from here to there. And stops.

And stiffens. Not like death, more like

A thing properly designed,

with a little gate and bamboo bars.

Inside a perch, a pocket for seed, a looking glass,

For water a container. It becomes –

Though small because the bird it grew from

Was little, and weary after miles of travel -

Church-like, but with no bell.

Really it’s nothing but a cage though it arrives

Like a bird, and in at the little door in its side

Walk littler birds with grass in their beaks to make

nests. Bugs too arrive, a cockroach and a cockroach.

All have songs and dances, rituals

Inside the bird that has turned into a cage,

A cage that is a church, without a bell,

A place of safety, that has flown back north

From Africa the way it does each year

and settled by the pond this time for
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Poetry sometimes goes its own way, abandoning
storytelling and lyric and following instead “the way
of language”, discovering for a change what it has to
say — more interesting than what the “I” intended.
Fossils and ghosts live in language, etymologies and
echoes. An eco-system in itself. You live there in a
world rich in creatures, some of them human, that
talk in their own ways under the shade of trees.
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