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When Agamemnon went to Troy, he paid a poet to spy on his wife, but another man rowed the poet to a stony island and seduced her. Ten years later, Agamemnon came home and was murdered.

Odysseus, setting out at the same time, was blown off course. It took him another ten years to get home, but his wife, unlike Agamemnon’s, had stayed faithful.

This poem lives in the murkiness between those stories. Its voice is wind-blown, water-damaged, as if someone set out to sing the Odyssey, but was rowed to a stony island and never discovered the poem’s ending.




‘Also there was a poet there, whom Agamemnon, when he went to Troy, ordered strictly to guard his wife; but once Fate had forced her to be seduced, then Aegistheus took the poet to a desert island and left him there as a lump of food for the birds, so the lover willingly took her willing to his house …’

(The Odyssey 3 267)





As the mind flutters in a man who has travelled widely

and his quick-winged eyes land everywhere

I wish I was there or there he thinks and his mind




immediately




as if passing its beam through cables

flashes through all that water and lands

less than a second later on the horizon

and someone with a telescope can see his tiny thought-form

floating on the sea-surface wondering what next







These stories flutter about

as fast as torchlight




even out here where the water is painfully clear

and to drown in it is to sense the movement of its colour

as a cold mathematical power have you not heard

even out here these stories

how in her house of silverware and deep baths

a woman began to dream she began to wake

and the heart stirring inside her clothes felt bruised

as if a hand was squeezing it







She said my friend someone is watching us you will not

win over you will not walk over me easily

as over the shallows of a river but Fate

that great failure of the will that great goddess

putting on a tremulous voice and smiling

and dressed in the white bathrobe of her lover

said dearest I have already doomed that watcher

I took him to an island the merest upthrust

of a stony shoulder sticking from the sea

and he paces there as dry as an ashtray

making up poems about us patchwork unfinished

while the sea-crows traipse to and fro regarding him sideways

what does it matter what he sings

there is all this water between us

and it is blind a kind of blind blue eye

it is alive it is dead it more or less ignores us

look at all these ripples everywhere complete with their shadows

I do not think a human for example

drowning in this measureless mosaic or floating up again

I do not think he will




hear us







These voices flit about quick-winged

with women’s faces or land on a clifftop singing

so that here and there you find fading contrails of song

and a swimmer slooshing along breathing in and out

with the purple sea circling his throat always

thinks he can hear something which nevertheless escapes him







Poor man she says poor man it’s obvious

the sea in its dark psychosis dreams of your death

but your upwardness your quick turnover like a wedge of polystyrene

always keeps you afloat this place is formless and unstable

it’s as long as winter nevertheless you must swim

wind yourself in my veil and the sea which always senses your fear

will fall as flat as a pressed flower you shouldn’t know this

it is not me but close to me a kind of cloud or smoke-ring

made of nothing and yet it will outlast everything

because it is deep it is a dead field fenceless

a thickness with many folds in it promiscuous and mingling

which in its patience always wears away the hard things




or is it only the hours on their rounds

thinking of the tides by turns

twelve white-collar workers

who manage the schedules of water

opening and shutting the mussel shells and adjusting

from black to turquoise the swinging sea-lights

so that the sun sinking through bladderwrack

into interminable aquarium

finds even far down there are white




stones







And suddenly in the violet dark

a bronze fish-hook flickers into life and out again




and when it rains and the sand has every ounce of me

marked at low tide and immediately forgotten

so that my footprints far into the future

go on sunkenly walking underneath me

when it rains it snows sometimes

as if falling asleep the body began to float




sideways
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