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Equally True

Public garden in San Remo September sunbeams gild

Mighty Alps piled up high against a bright blue sky

Rays aim for snow-capped peaks but crystals too

Numerous to melt on a whim, eyes trace peaks

Thinking their vastness might lighten a deeply

Lodged leaden lump but they remain

The lesser load

Trying another tack, I locate precise presence of fist

Sized solid mass, from a notch above to just below

Diaphragm, fingering it gingerly tips smeared in

Willed on vanishing cream—useless of course

Chunk stays heavy enough to deregulate

Heartbeats and mess up rhythms

Of breathing, eating, sleeping

Ache of not having you here, is diminished by that

Of having you thus, in a sun-baked southern garden

Love between us intact and pain a part of the deal.

Sunbeams gave way to autumn tints, then winter

To Spring, before sun in a northern garden where

Breezes jiggled lavateria. Your mother always

Had some in a vase come June

Lighting up polished hallstand, in her dark Oxford

Hallway, papery pale pink petals a striking contrast

To the black Bakelite bulk of a telephone hunched

Alongside, fraying brown wires twisting round

Each other to become one single thicker rope-

Telephone cord as metaphor for marriage.

Ours anyway

Nigh on fifty years ago, troth all but plighted I hooked

A trembling finger into heavy chromium dial, sapphires

And diamonds prancing on fourth finger of left hand

Scattering their sparkles to beat the band. Glinting

Away there still though everything including

Their dance and my whole self-much less

Lively now

On tenterhooks till the shiny chrome disc crawled

Back anti-clockwise, after each circle the other way

All much slower then apart from the dancing gems

Swallowing hard I tugged the great unwieldy

Dial round a final time, heart a-flutter

At momentous contents

About to be spilt

No recollection of the reaction, but later learnt that

Dad wept, not for disapproval of you, rather for too

Much of me, to be able to sever the cord without

Shedding blood, knowing he was to shake hands

With bone grinding grip of loss again, as surely

As he’d done twice before, less huge this time

Not utter finality or disappearance

Of physical presence, but who grades losses?

He knew what he was in for, having to hand

Over his role as king pin, the age-old ballet

Of shifting allegiance about to begin. From

Now on assume the role of the lesser one.

Us all unaware, full of fizz for the way

Ahead and newly

Painted signpost, pointing to The Future, sallying forth

No backward glance, full of ourselves and the coming

Dance. Knowing nothing of tears filling our wake or

Those to come—ten million give or take. Enjoying

The view as we skipped along, seasons changing

Ever and anon, we gathered posies by the way

Bright flowers perfuming each day

Trees were tall, fields green, before deadly drought

Parched the scene, made lethal gaps where a way

Had been, time was there seemed more holes

Than path, we trod warily but they’d have

The last laugh, tough going got tougher

Surface rougher neither a daisy nor

Dandelion grew and no break

In forecast as far as I knew. When rains fell slant

Sleet as well cracks filled slowly until waking that

Morn to most of them gone cost felt too great

Road ahead long. Having to trudge it now

Without you, yet with you too—

Diametrical opposites

Equally true





Jericho



Two up two down, on a corner, been there eighty

Years or longer, when sights first set on Jericho

Name from an aged tavern, outside a city gate

Shelter for stragglers come too late. Became

A mix of salt of the earth workers plus

Up and comers like us

Time was, when tinted pink on varsity maps for

Oxford chaps, flagging danger, no-go area—too

Great a risk of tainting asses, by rubbing

Shoulders with the masses. Red light

District for a time—keep away!

Wouldn’t wish

The lads to stray. Council cleaners set about

Removing taint and stain, then working

Folk queued up to rent, grafting hard

Often broke, labouring six days

A week, from dawn till dusk

To earn a crust.

Tone was raised by the arrival of young trendies

Piercing the wee small hours with wild shrieks.

Golden lads and lasses, privilege tossed back

Like fine silk scarves, tainting themselves

And each other, in ways undreamed of

By the masses

* * *

Bold distinctive red front door, open wide

To folks galore, new hinterlands to navigate

Explore. Glazed back door to cobbled

Passage, lodging bikes coal bunker

Garbage. No whisper yet

Of future carnage

Both doors always open, yet never a break-in

Or theft, returning from trips and away days

Everything as it was left, simple yet sturdy

Humble as pie, but no stately home could

More gladden my eye. You made broad

Shelves painted blue

I sewed white curtains, nest feathers grew.

Papered ceiling one weekend, to the whole

Of Wagner’s Ring, joyfully riding along

On crest of a wave, underside saving

Plump droplets, for the deluge

They would bring.

Kipper breakfasts washed down with Guinness

Any old excuse would do, adding tiny rubber

Bats to plump cauldron of Halloween stew

Making hay whilst sun shone as we’re told

To do, toil and trouble not to treble

For another year or two

Hanging shortbread shapes on festive twigs

Sprayed glittery gold, not a notion between us

That you would not grow old. Tending tender

Stems of friendship hoping they would last.

Oblivious of the well rolled die

Irrevocably cast

Dancing in the quad of OUP, under spreading

Chestnut tree, moonlight silvering proceedings

As bouncy young band blared forth its rhythms

Us socking it to them in our jiggle and jive

More than enough to be alive and kicking

A far far cry, from what lay waiting

* * *


A deeply buried unsuspected circle of Hell

Lurking patiently, silently, deep within a foul

Putrid, poisoned well, narrow gap in circumference

Just wide enough to admit one, slowly but surely

Closing again like a hungry monster claiming

Food for its belly. Leaving you

Hanging on in murky light, fingernails digging into

Slime coated walls, until grip loosened towards an

Irrevocable slide to the soundless dank depths

My arms straining down into a clammy chill

But by then, your hands were always

Just out of reach.

Had we better heeded fate’s role in the ring and

Taken up arms, would it have made any odds?

Seems you were to tread that Dance Macabre

For reasons beyond our ken, until that final

Conceding shrug, to the mysterious

Lap of the Gods

In truth and through hindsight’s telescope, I can

Spot seeds of destruction, from the start, when all

The world was young and every crow’s croak

A linnet’s song, but which I couldn’t

Or wouldn’t admit to me or you

Blinded by the old voodoo

* * *

Untold dawns broken, tides neatly turned

Since Jericho preceded slithery irreversible

Slide into a Hell, neither four miracles

Nor the real thing could stop or alter

Rays of false hope were persistent

Till shutdown

Human catastrophes flow without pause

Replacing once lively faces with vacancy

Sending smiles into lengthy banishment

Some forever. Others bide their time

Before creeping back. In this case

Thanks to a taste

Of bittersweet plums, forcing a retch with each

Unwary bite but ripening as years stole by until

An April morning after a decade of unseen

Springs it burst forth. Unfurling promise

Blossom by blossom. Heralding plums

I never thought to taste again
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