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Lava quod est sordidum,

Riga quod est aridum,

Sana quod est saucium.

Stephen Langton

Homo sum; humani nil a me alienum puto.

Terence


SWIMMING IN THE FLOOD

Later he must have watched

the newsreel,

his village erased by water: farmsteads and churches

breaking and floating away

as if by design;

bloated cattle, lumber, bales of straw,

turning in local whirlpools; the camera

panning across the surface, finding the odd

rooftop or skeletal tree,

or homing in to focus on a child’s

shock-headed doll.

Under it all, his house would be standing intact,

the roses and lime trees, the windows,

the baby grand.

He saw it through the water when he dreamed

and, waking at night, he remembered the rescue boat,

the chickens at the prow, his neighbour’s pig,

the woman beside him, clutching a silver frame,

her face dislodged, reduced to a puzzle of bone

and atmosphere, the tremors on her skin

wayward and dark, like shadows crossing a field

of clouded grain.

Later, he would see her on the screen,

trying to smile, as they lifted her on to the dock,

and he’d notice the frame again, baroque and absurd,

and empty, like the faces of the drowned.


SCIENCE

Sound waves were never explained

to my satisfaction,

how they could travel through water, lacing the pool

with muffled voices,

or streaming away from the deep end, to fledge the walls

with faint harmonics, lapping semitones.

On Thursdays I went from school

to the public baths

and waited for the body I desired:

the swallow dive, the underwater glide,

the surface tension

of a second skin.

In physics I watched a light beam shatter and heal,

bleeding to crimson and blue in a prism of glass,

and wondered if a soul could change like that,

my father’s shadow filtered through the lens

and disappearing, leaving something clean

and weighted, like the swimmer’s earned fatigue,

rhythmic and steady,

a sine wave of grace and attunement.


A DISTANT COUSIN

I thought I could track you down

to one of those straw-covered huts

in Pittencrieff Park:

hairless and cicatriced, you would crouch in the rain,

gone native in the drip of rhododendrons.

Or, naked as bats in flight, we would meet in the ferns,

merging, then wheeling away

to the family outing:

my mother under her headscarf, smudged with mascara,

lining the others in rows for the Instamatic.

I thought I would find you submerged

in a hidden pool,

breathing through water, waiting to capture my soul,

the way our pictures only caught the forced

rehearsal of a smile, a milk-toothed grin,

the hint of a suspicion in our eyes

that someone was at home, while we were gone,

misting the windows, veiling the mirrors with stour.


WRONG

I

A swallowed nail. A trick with razor blades.

Round the allotments, four in the afternoon,

October: I was gouging out a face,

a jack-a-lantern’s grin of candlelight,

the jagged mouth, the nose, the death’s-head eyes,

my knife too sharp, too reverently held

– that was my shed, my bunker, that smell of grease

and sacking, shrivelled tubers, rows of shrouded jars,

permethrin and flowers of sulphur,

phoxim and derris, rat poison’s prussic blues,

a six by eight descent into the dark

where all I wanted was a raptor’s grace,

an undertaker’s skill with flesh and bone,

a single-mindedness, a sense of being.

II

Leaving the tattered parade

of bandsmen and footballers’ wives,

and the clowns with their greasepaint smiles

and their buckets of silver,

I crossed the park

and found a borderline:

a wet sun, a muddy horizon,

cows standing out in a pasture

of thistles and dung.

For years I’ve wondered how it all went wrong,

how I went down,

how gulped air thickened to milk,

and how I was drained by that other

who found me there,

fluttering over my face

like a giant bat,

holding the knife that would cut through my flesh

like butter, then letting me fall

and turning away to the crowd

where he disappeared.

The rest like the far side of gas, that improbable

blue that dissolved, when I woke in the dentist’s chair,

and a scatter of coins on the grass

in a cobweb of blood

red as the carnival mouths

of the drum majorettes

moving away

to the quiet erasure of distance.

III

I prayed for my father’s death

on Sundays, when he mowed his patch of lawn,

his half-mad collie yapping at his heels,

his wife in the kitchen, snivelling over the onions.

I sat in our apple tree, hidden among the leaves,

my kneecaps and thumb-knuckles

crocheted with moss and bark

and willed him dead – the wish not mine alone,

but something of the house that drew me in:

that substance they found one winter, tucked in the flue,

all shinbone and whiskers, and nothing they could have named

with its winglike arms and a blue, almost questioning face,

a stitchwork of horsehair and mortar to hold it together,

mislaid all its life in a gap between snowfalls and cinders.

IV

There were small things I killed for pleasure:

ladybirds, craneflies, spiders and night-flying moths,

stubbing them out with my fingers

on icy glass,

or filling a jar with bees, to watch them

flicker and die.

I sprinkled lines of salt

on worms and slugs

and waited for the larger, sweeter kills:

the neighbour’s Siamese, tied in a sack

and bubbling under the stream of Cotter’s brook,

the poisoned owls, the dog lying dead in the road

– a logic that brings me here, to this neck of the woods

where no one will find him for days: a luckless child,

staring through water and leaves, and a remnant of warmth

bleeding away to

V
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