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“Rejoice in the things that are present; all else is beyond thee.”

Michel de Monjaigne (1533-1592)
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​​Preface To The Poems
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In introducing a collection of my poems titled “River Dancer” I wrote the following about my wife Mary which I am content to reprint here as I reflect on our life together:

“Vibrant young woman came late into my aimless world. She has for very long been a large part of my life. How does one convey in life what plainly means nearly everything? What would a red thing be without the red? Length and breadth without the depth? We say to each other like children “I will love you forever”.

That is true and that truth in my life has informed much of the poetry I have written even when the poetry is not specifically about Mary. Yet many poems have been directly inspired by her and this book contains them.

I was 46 and she was 29 when I got to know Mary and realized that she made life a lot more worth while. Since that time I have written poems for her, about her, with her in mind and situations in which her presence was deeply felt.

I have collected such poems in this book for her 70th birthday as a mark of love and honour for a beautiful and loving person who has anchored and protected and enhanced my life.

Ian McDonald
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In The Essequibo
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​​1. The Matchbox
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A small girl, smaller than her age in years,

eyes astonished at the window ablaze,

the star-strewn tree, gifts glittering, haul of toys,

dolls so beautiful, dressed in lovely lace,

heaven-fall of pleasure, moves her hand,

touches the cold and bitter glass. In the other,

a little box is clutched — matchbox painted red

her mother made for her, tied with gold thread

to make it special. It is what she had

and she’ll get nothing more except this visit

to the shining windows in the night.

Now beneath our tree, full garlanded and lit,

the grandchildren play in tangled toy-land glory,

be-ribboned merchandise stuffed in Santa socks,

their shining eyes darting here and there —

what they love best they hardly know,

happy in the rubbish of bright wrappings;

discarded boxes — what else, what else to open?

On this enchanted day, what else, what else to see?

Faded picture of a solemn girl, matchbox —

you can just see the golden thread —

held tight tight against her breast,

preserved against all fading Christmases, long ago.
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​​2.  Wild Horses
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She remembers wild horses in the morning,

slim-child, walking miles to school.

She remembers early light above the cane field,

what the light does in the morning.

she walks between them on the stony path,

coats burnished by the rising sun

one wilder than the rest rises up,

stamps his metalled hooves down hard.

She fears them, fears him most of all,

passes them — no other path to take.

What fearsome thoughts possess their turning heads?

She passes them but does not run.

They toss their heads, their eyes are bright.

She dreams their dancing steps,

their glaring eyes bigger than the stars of morning.

Weeks go by; she walks by them in peace,

the demons faded in her mind.

She thinks they greet her, ducking down their heads.

Now she lingers before she passes on,

moves among them feels their trembling,

their coats ablaze with morning light.

She dares to face their shining eyes,

feel their power with her touch.

One morning they were gone for good

an empty path, an emptiness.

All her life she remembers.

Who would not be a tamer of wild horses?
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​​3.  The Struggle


[image: image]


Dark night on the river, water agleam,

moon climbing the storm-black stairs of heaven,

her sudden shout: Got a tiger on the line,

big big one, cannot handle, help me here!

But it is yours, you caught it good and strong.

You will not own it if you bring it in with help.

She doesn’t answer; she struggles in the river,

knee-deep in moon-water churning,

the tiger pulling her this way and that,

shoulder joint wrenched out of line

her cry says the pain must be intense.

Remorseful, I go to help her. No no no no

I’ve got it. The fight goes on and on

and the rod bends to breaking,

but she knows the exact time to relax it.

Gradually she beats the great fish on the line;

strong and dangerous, but it lost her.

She brings it thrashing on the spit of sand,

hand-palm blister-bloody at the grip.

Moon was higher now, great tiger-fish gleaming, 

thumping at her feet, standing skin-soaked,

gloriously small and pretty. I go to hug her.

Sorry,are you hurt, my love?

No you were right, of course. Why did I ask?

I think she’s thinking of the long long years

I know the look. Her eyes are bright with victory.
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​​4.  The Starching Iron
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Fatherless for so long, nine children

and a mother fending for bare bones of life,

food just enough and sometimes not,

cramped shelter and recycled clothes,

and something must be left for school.

In the market place from morning light,

the mother weary all the time,

eldest daughter nine years old

shares interminable chore of starching irons,’

a little wetting, sprinkled starch,

pressing neat the shirts and cricket-whites

and singlets patched and patched

and patched to use again.

We go out now to grand occasions,

my wife lovely in her party dress.

I pause in front the standing mirror,

see how perfectly my blue shirt falls

smooth and shining, no crease nor crimp.

I turn and hold tight her hand in mine,

tell her how beautiful she is.
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​​5.  Star Of Love
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(‘At this time of the year in the early hours of the morning, Venus can be seen at its brightest in the Eastern sky’ 

1988 Almanack: The sky at Night for December)

My son cries out

and I am up to see him

the sky is dark,

sea-wind blows in the rain;

there it blazes in the Eastern heavens,

the star of Love riding in the clouds alone,

gold ember burning tiger-bright.

memory flies back

when I too was young

my mother pointing

when I woke in tears,

voice gentle as a shepherd’s flute:

‘That is Christ’s star,

Star of love, my son.

It brings beauty to the earth,

Blesses all of us.’

now as I comfort him

I point again to the great star

blazing in the Eastern heavens;

my son looks in a wonder

that dries

the tears in him,

and though the night is dark

and the hard rain blows in

my heart is filled again

with hope, the promise

that has lasted centuries.

‘What is it?’ my wife whispers,

our new child heavy in her.

‘The Star of Love,’ I say

‘The Christmas Star, my love.’
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​​6.  Praise Song For Mary
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Rounded

O of love

boon of heaven

heavy-looking now

birth soon to come

I celebrate the joy

beauty of body-swell

oval paradisal

proud miracle

I celebrate

all soft and circling forms

earth-root flower

the golden pregnant moon

showers shadows

call-glory of carols

bowls of ripe oranges

rose mangoes full plums too

stuffed sweet melons

rotund sun-ball in the sky

fat cloud-bellies sailing

in looms and loops of light

smoke-mist over water 

rain curves on river

ocean-swoops billows

roses pools of moon-water

home home home

hollows look hallowed

they are the kin of hoops

fat loaves - 

hot bounty

from old stoves

noontime and swallows

arcs of light

you are buoyant with becoming

a fountain

a meteor shower

flower-bloom

my burgeoning love

rock and cradling stars

in your belly-dark

time booms

and throb and towers

life starts again

I hear the double-heart

that God made with me

and you will make me soon 

a high-shining son.
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