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Every day things happen in the world that can’t be explained by the laws we know about things. Every day they’re spoken of and forgotten, and the same mystery that brought them takes them away, their secret converting into oblivion. Such is the law by which things that can’t be explained must be forgotten. The visible world goes on as usual in the broad daylight. What’s alien peeps at us from the shadows.

Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquietude

(translated by Richard Zenith)


AGAINST

for Josh

Against the bolts and welder’s bloom of rhetoric

chamfer the waggon, scoop and shave the grain

to serviceable lightness, take the rein.

Against the packs of fighters shocking screes to fall

gaze on the heron, watch the wings wield their long

elegance over the water, echo the call.

Against the precipitate action of the angry father

loosen the mother, wait for the snow, hold

in a gloved finger his gloved hand, walk the lane.


SKETCH

for John Fuller

I sketched my grandmother walking under the beech trees

where Grim’s Dyke’s little more than a hint of humps,

nettles in a shallow slump under a tangle of wire and posts.

Now she’s gone. The sketch shows only a few lines of her,

but somehow it caught the way she walked in age,

and I do recall (I was nineteen) being amazed at the way it did.

The trees have not gone. The hint of humps, the suggestion

that here men constructed something bold and enormous for reasons

few are sure of, has not gone. The nettles are the inheritors

of the shallow slump of their forefathers my pencil suggested.

Everything is the same, one can say, except for the presence

of my grandmother, tiny in the picture, walking slowly away

and my amazed glance before I rose and called after her,

amazed that I could have caught her with a pencil’s flicker –

knowing already that it would stay long after she was gone

as now she was gone into the beech trees’ shade as if forever.


TENDING THE STOVE

NOVEMBER

The bole’s on the block:

its fell already old, the bark puffs

at the first stroke of the saw

but the heart’s harder: if time’s

embodied anywhere

it’s in this balking of a quick traverse –

each decade’s felloe beaten only

by a lowered head, the chafe of now.

Sweaty, red-faced, I’ll cut a day’s worth,

a creamy pyramid of Os

with their exact configurations:

rolled-up maps the flames can scrabble at

or pore over, exultant

like us with our several plans.

DECEMBER

We scour the river bank for flotsam,

poles the floods tore free of their leaves –

heroically long, dry from abandonment.

Criss-crossed, almost weaved, most caught

by a living trunk that rammed them

into stillness, we thought at first

they were nests – as if the wild boars

had bristled wings, had brought each bole

under massive, retroussé snouts, and fussed.

Yanked free and shouldered, our faggots

bounce behind us, shafts of chronology

so dense we feel a little queasy

as we reach the car. I’ve read

how most of the mornings of the world

are spent this way, but stumbled

ten miles for the twisted bough.

We lie, later, and talk by the heat

we feel we’ve earned in tart shoulders …

we glow. My life is a flicking of switches,

I think, as the lathering turbines roll.

JANUARY

Hours are devoted: the iron crown

perpetually up, ash snowing

the wrought name as I huff… Godin.

God in heat through a hard winter.

The knuckle-rapping flames would take

truck-loads, whole armies of timber

if we had it; toughs of holm oak,

brawny chestnuts scourged of sap,

the fizzling savagery of Hell

become the thrum of warmth we crouch to,

hands outspread. How millennial old

this altar, nurtured into embers

so high by evening we overheat …

like a late, imperial dynasty

dreaming in myth, it shuffles

its purple solely into ash, replete

with memories of the split carton’s

ur-flame; the crackle of vine-butt; the sudden

resinous densities of laurel.

FEBRUARY

As Basra is pounded to dust, I puff

old ash to glow

or tip the tray free, watching

the cloud it makes drift palely

into nothing, like history.

Abu Nawas, Hasan al-Basri –

old mystics fogeyish

as finger-bowls to the radio’s

immediacies, old vowels

of the Abbasids, old blown-on ash

glowing in a man’s eyes

short on humanity …

How fine this oyster-coloured

dust, this tossed smoke

floating importantly past the still trees.


ERRATA

No sooner had we come

than already the misfeasances of history

recalled in the bullet-hole

some great-aunt could once locate

where the last priest to inhabit here

slumped, un catholique,

and the line high on the creepered mill

recording the flood

that took the miller’s wife

and left him ruined, still

sued by the landlord

for lapse of rent.

I finger our stone wall, searching

as ever for resonance,

time’s contusions, chips

off the old block. The washed-

up body of the miller’s wife

is easy to imagine

now the rains have swollen

the river to a roar,

but the rest is harder: how

the harried widower fared, or what

purpose the shot priest served,

bundled by our step.

Now the times are quieter, rosy

with expectation, le pittoresque.

The shush of the D-road

mingles with the weir: each day

we speed past the cardboard plaque

on the dented roadside tree,

limply wreathed: IL AURAIT

EU 21 ANS

AUJOURD’HUI –

an execration increasingly faint,

a fact that each day makes

increasingly wrong.
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