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NEW & UNCOLLECTED POEMS

(2023)



COMING TO POETRY

An Ode

Reading you, John Keats, at seventy I hurt

pierced again by your beauty that is truth,

was truth to me and my fourteen-year-old heart.

Knowing nothing of nightingales, my melting youth –

still blind to the perfection of a Grecian urn,

deaf yet to Darien, Homer a closed book –

burst open to ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’.

This night my thoughts return

to that seeming simple-as-a-song ballad, to what it took

to have me come to poetry.

My joy forever? My truth and terror too.

This was the Cuban Missile Crisis, October ’62.

In English, last week we’d finished St Agnes’ Eve.

Next week, nuclear obliteration is due

unless there’s a Khrushchev climb-down they don’t believe

will happen. Countdown to doom.

Mr Valentine read us ‘La Belle Dame’ and into the room

came yon knight at arms, so haggard and so woe-begone

with the lily’s pale anguish on his brow,

on his cheeks the rose fading, withering like our Now.

Was it to be all over and done

our nineteen-sixties sweetness scarce begun,

my warmed jewels never to be unclasped one by one,

my fragrant bodice never loosened, nor by degrees,

my unbuttoned garments fall rustling to my knees?

Oh I longed as I had never longed before

for my wild eyes to be closed, just once, with kisses four.

I couldn’t sleep that night.

For next week we might

we really might, like you, poor dear John Keats, be dead.

I remember this so vividly I’m there

feeling again that middle-of-the-night deep dread,

standing looking out that window in the hall to where –

perhaps soon to be just gone, not here –

under the blueish lamplight our ordinary street

lay weirdly stilled and strange, like a Magritte

out of that art book off the school library shelf.

In my parents’ room someone else not sleeping stirs –

we’re all scared but you’ve to keep it to yourself.

Though day by day I see those wee tells betray their fears,

how they’d looked at each other, nothing said,

when Kennedy addressed his Nation. A blockade.

Now, hourly, when the news comes on I know

by their clenched attention to the radio . . .

It didn’t happen. I am still alive,

still hunger for poetry, for life.

You never got to take sweet, silly, loving Fanny Brawne to wife,

John Keats, while I, who never thought to survive

into my beldame-years, must needs be stoical at seventy.

My Tom, dear husband of my heart, taken from me

and from this life he loved, an astonishing ten years ago.

I’m here. Birds still sing. Sometimes. I know, I know

I must try not to yearn

for all the sweetnesses gone and past return.



THE SPACES BETWEEN

for Leslie McGuire

The boy is ten and today it is his birthday.

Behind him on the lawn

his mother and his little sister

unfurl a rainbow crayoned big and bright

on a roll of old wallpaper.

His father, big-eyed, mock-solemn, pantomimes ceremony

as he lights the ten candles on the cake.

Inside her living-room

his grandmother puts her open palm to the window.

Out in the garden, her grandson

reaches up, mirrors her, stretching fingers

and they smile and smile as if they touched

warm flesh not cold glass.

More than forty thousand years ago

men or women splayed their fingers thus

and put their hands to bare rock. They

chewed ochre, red-ochre, gritted charcoal and blew,

blew with projectile effort that really took it out of them,

their living breath.

Raw gouts of pigment

spattered the living stencil

that was each’s own living hand

and made their mark.

The space of absence

was the clean, stark picture of their presence

and it pleased them.

We do not know why they did it

and maybe they did not either but

they knew they must.

It was the cold cave wall

and they knew they were up against it.

The birthday boy is juggling.

He has been spending time in the lockdown learning

but though he still can’t keep it up for long

his grandmother dumb-shows most extravagant applause.

She toasts them all in tea

from her Best Granny in the World mug, winking

and licking her lips ecstatically as,

outdoors, they cut the cake,

miming hunger, miming

prayer for her hunger to be sated.

The slim girl dances

and her grandmother claps

and claps again, blinking tears.

Another matched high-five at her window.

Neither the blown candles nor the blown kisses

will leave any permanent mark

– unless love does? –

on them on this the only afternoon

they will be all alive together on just this day the boy is ten.



CHIMNEY-SWEEPERS

Maytime and I’m

on a fool’s errand

carrying home this bunch of the dandelion clocks

which Shakespeare called chimney-sweepers

and a friend tells me his wee grand-daughter

in the here-and-now calls puffballs.

I’m holding my breath, and them, this carefully

because I want to take them home and try

to paint them, although

one breath of wind and in no time

I’ll be stuck with nothing but a hank of

leggy, limp, milky pee-the-bed stalks

topped with baldy wee green buttons, for

golden lads and girls all must

as chimney-sweepers come to dust.

On daisy hill by the railway bridge

one lone pair of lovers laze in the sun.

A little apart from her, he lounges

smoking a slow cigarette and waits

smiling, half-watching her weave a bluebell chain

that swings intricate from her fingers, hangs heavy

till she loops it, a coronet upon her nut-brown hair.

I’m wondering is this to be her something blue?

She calls out to me, I to her,

as folk do in these days of distancing

and I can hardly believe it when she says

she never in all her childhood

told the time by a dandelion clock.

She’s up to her oxters in ox-eye daisies, this girl.

The ones my mother, Margaret,

always called marguerites but never

without telling me again how my father

writing to her from France before Dunkirk or after D–Day

always began his letters Dear Marguerite.

The saying goes that a maiden

crowned by bluebells can never tell a lie

the girl informs me, solemn as she

crosses her fingers, each hand held high.

The smoke from her lover’s cigarette is

almost but not quite as blue as

the frail blooms – time, truth and a promise – that

she’s braided together on this their one-and-only

sure-to-be-perfect summer’s day.

Oh Marguerite Margaret my Mum

who never got to be as old as I am today

did you ever hear tell of this proverb?

Oh Mum how much I wish I could ask you

this and so many other

small and silly things, but

golden lads and girls all must

as chimney-sweepers come to dust.



FOUND POEM FOR THE POLLEN SEASON



	Slender foxtail grass

	Yorkshire fog




	silvery hair grass

	floating club rush




	silky bent grass.

	barren brome grass.




	Meadow soft grass

	Marram grass




	sweet vernal grass

	mountain melick




	loose sedge.

	great panicled sedge so




	 

	easily




	Blue moor grass

	mistaken




	sea hard grass

	for japanese blood grass.




	glaucous sweet grass

	 




	bearded couch grass

	Lyme grass




	common quaking grass

	wood millet grass




	switchgrass also known as

	sheep’s fescue




	great panic grass

	wall barley




	perennial rye grass

	wild oat




	pendulous wood sedge.

	darnel.





OCTOBER EQUINOX

Wild,

wild weather, that ragged crow blown across the road like

a scrap of ripped old black binbag and every time the wind drops

the air full of the roar of the rut, each maculate leaf

a leopard changing its spots

WINTER WORDS

brave snowdrops on the ground

scant snowdrops from the sky

a wishbone on the windowsill

GLOOMY DECEMBER

These are the shortened days

and the endless nights.

– Carol Ann Duffy, from Mean Time (1993)

Gloomy December.

The doldrum days of the dead of winter.

These are the shortest days

and the endless nights.

So wish for the moon

and long for the light.

Chill winds. Relentless rain.

Dark to go to work in, darkness home again.

But, given just one fine day of sun and sharp, clean frost,

our lost, maybe long-lost

faith – if for nothing more than the year’s turning –

comes back like the light comes back.

A promise in our bleak midwinter yearning

once in a rare and clear blue noon

if we wish for the moon.

Till then, the light’s soul and spirit

is locked in its absence,

and our longing for it.

Whether you believe with the Magi in their miracle –

Three Kings bow down low before the Child of Light –

or whether we think them Wise Men on a fool’s errand,

their gifts useless, magnificent, precious,

who came following one star and its faltering gleaming

till they came to the place,

it was a brave as well as a cold coming.

Yes.

And whether it was a refugee waif

or the Saviour that was born,

whether some shepherds on the night shift

saw angels, or a meteor storm,

believe in the light’s soul and spirit

that’s in its absence

and our longing for it.



THE BACKSTORY

This woman, she’s about seventy-ish,

mibbe even seventy-four or five.

I think her name is Arlene.

Yes, she’s Arlene, that feels right.

Well, Arlene got married

married far too young, to Malc

way back at the end of the sixties.

Arlene hasn’t seen Malc –

not face to face,

since they got divorced way back in 1977.

None of a family, thank God,

bad enough splitting up without the complications.

Back then Malc was in a band –

lead guitar and vocals.

Malc was the band.

That voice of his

so distinctive.

The solo career

after the band split up a

couple of years later didn’t

really take off as predicted, though.

But it was

a successful band at the time – very,

all over the UK and in America

not just here in Scotland.

A kind of country-rock crossover

with, they liked to say, Celtic roots.

A band that was always on the road.

When Arlene came down this morning

The Herald was on the table open at the page.

Her husband Tony,

her husband of the best part of forty years,

Tony must have left it open like that for her

when he left early this morning

for his regular Thursday golf with the cronies

he’s been doing every week since he retired.

So this morning Arlene read the

Obituary of Malcy Torrance of

iconic Scottish Seventies rock band Lovers Leap.

And she found herself going up the stairs,

getting her notebook out.

She’s always kept one – even way back.

Malc even used to pinch wee lines out of Arlene’s notebook,

muck about a wee bit with them here and there,

turn them into the lyrics of the songs he wrote with the band.

Not that she got the credit.

Not that she ever minded.

Over the years, Arlene’s

scribbled down a lot of stuff.

This and that – just putting into words

odd wee things that’ve struck her.

Who knows where they are now, half

these old notebooks of hers, and, no, she never

meant to stop writing things down,

but, recently, somehow

she’s just not had the time.

Granted she has been busy with the grand-weans –

although, actually, Arlene’s glad

for the pair of them be asked to do

what Tony’s always saying is

a good bit mair than their fair share of the looking-eftir.

Anyway, this morning Arlene’s got

her old notebook and biro out

and I can just see her now,

still in her pyjamas,

her coffee getting cold and her not caring,

scribbling away with hardly any scoring out.

Some people write Country and Western songs? Well,

I suppose this is what you could call a

Country and Western story.

And it goes something like this:

Once upon a time and it wisnae yesterday

his pals aw thought I was a catch

and my maw and all my aunties

thought I’d really won a watch

and we looked each other in the eye

sure we’d really met our match.

Oh, if we could only mind how right it was

before it went so wrong

this would be a song with a story

and this’d be the story of that song.

Our split

never hit the headlines – didn’t require the National Enquirer

to speculate on the reasons

why it all went adrift with the shift of the seasons.

wasn’t a Doesn’t-Count-on-Location –

tho shit happens on the road.

It wasn’t about what you put your dick up

or what you put up your nose

wasn’t like the penny dropped when

you got out the van with a sheepish smile

and that single red rose . . .

wasn’t as if I threw your guitar out the window

or cut up your clothes

no, I never packed your suitcase

and left it in the hall

called time on us and called a lawyer –

no that wasn’t it at all.

Oh, if we could only mind how right it was

before it went so wrong

this would be a song with a story

and this’d be the story of that song.

Wasn’t about what we were open about

or what we – wisely – kept hid.

Doesn’t-Count-on-Location?

I think you’ll find it did.

But we

never ever accused each other of

only wanting each other

on our own terms.

Wasn’t as if we didn’t know an open marriage

was an open can of worms.

Wasn’t as if we stopped trying –

we tried constantly.

You never hit the bottle

you never hit me.

Wasn’t as if we stopped talking.

We never lost it in bed.

But something ’bout us being together

really fucked with my head

and whatever it was stopped me wearing my wedding ring

whatever it was it wasn’t

the usual thing

and I suppose I’ll always remain in the dark

about what threw me into the arms of that guy at work.

Oh, it wasn’t that, not any of that,

but this much is true

I’d never forgive myself if I couldn’t

forgive me and you.

For if I could only mind how right it was

before it went so wrong

this would be a song with a story,

and this’d be the story of that song.



THE DIRTY DIVA – THOUGH KNOCKING ON A BIT THESE DAYS–NEVERTHELESS ATTEMPTS TO INVENT A NEW DANCE CRAZE

Can’t get my socks on

can’t get my rocks off

but that loss of libido

that everybody talks of

is yet to kick in.

Let’s do the Salsa Geriatrica –

It’s no sin.

Jeepers creepers

The Grim Reaper

for crying out loud

he’s cutting a cruel swathe

through the Old Crowd.

he’s on the rampage!

so what we gonna do

with our Late Middle Age

except the Salsa Geriatrica –

It’s no sin?

There are those

God knows

think at Our Age it’s

Not Right

never ever play

their ‘Lay, Lady Lay’,

their Marvin Gaye

nor their Barry White . . .

I say c’mon, c’mon, c’mon give it a spin –

let’s try the Salsa Geriatrica –

it’s no sin.

Try it on with

some septuagenarians and they go:

Gie’s peace!

They’re like: I’m glad I’m past it, it’s

A Merciful Release.

Me? I’m still like:

Get ready, get set, begin

the Salsa Geriatrica!

It’s no sin.

Had we but world enough

and time

pro-crastination

were no crime . . .

But

unless the whole idea’s

totally horrendous – or (worse!) risible –

delay is inadvisable.

At our age.

Are we on the same page?

What else we gonna do with our

Late Middle Age?



DON’T GO DOWN THE BASEMENT

PROLOGUE

The Festival Theatre, Edinburgh. A touring musical.

Cheap seats, Girls’ Night Out, no bad at all . . .

OK, The Buddy Holly Story wasnae the greatest ever told

but the songs are good, and watching it unfold

the audience are all wishing we could avert disaster

and somehow Buddy could rave on wi his Stratocaster

and play the morra night’s gig in Mason City.

Not to be, and more’s the pity.

Raither than thole

another four-hundred mile

in an auld school bus wi nae heater

Buddy charters yon plane, a rickety four-seater.

True, thon ‘Winter Dance Party Tour’ was the Tour from Hell,

but when bad-stuff happens, we ken very well

The protagonist aye brings it on hissel.

Thus, in a white-out in a cornfield in Iowa, there came a cropper

Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper.

PART ONE

Aye, we were all like: Don’t do it!

Buddy, just don’t get on that plane

Can you no take a telling?

Well, I’ll no tell you again.

The young wife tellt you to think on, Buddy

so could you no have bloody thunk?

It was snawin like fuck, the propeller fell aff

and the pilot was drunk.

If your name happens to be Kennedy

remember who you are

and dinnae go bowling doon boulevards in Dallas

in an open-top car.

A beautiful, beautiful white boy

with a beautiful black-man’s voice, that was Elvis.

With one swivel of your blue suede shoes,

with one thrust of your pelvis

sex enters, on TV, the living rooms of America.

Pure Sex – that’s the song you sing!

It’s vital, it’s whole, it’s rock and roll

and Elvis you’re the King.

But oh, Elvis! Your doctor in Graceland

was a bloody disgrace.

You ended up, forty-two year auld, ballooned, bloated

dead on the toilet – but still off your face

on pre-scription drugs. Oh no! Don’t

go to the chemist. Don’t let them fill

that bloody prescription the bastard wrote you

DO NOT TAKE THAT PILL

it’s probably worse than street heroin –

Pills Will Kill . . . So many, before and since.

I’m thinking: Judy Garland, Marilyn,

Jim Morrison, Michael Jackson . . . Prince –

but hey, if a girl wants to be a Princess

deal is: become some Royal’s wife.

But if he sniggers and says whatever ‘in love’ means

run for your life;

for that’s not an auspicious beginning

for the so-called stuff of fairytales.

It’ll jist get worse and worse till it’s divorce

for the Prince and Princess of Wales.

And PS – Diana and Dodi, if you will deny

the bloody paparazzi their photae

mibbe a speed-freak drunk an coked oot his heid

isnae the best chauffeur to go tae?

PART TWO

The Greeks said Tragedy was jist like the thing

whereas Comedy required the bending

of the plot as it unravelled

to an – unlikely – happy ending.

In his Poetics, Aristotle said: Our fear and pity

for the tragic hero and tragic action

calls up the cleansing horror of Catharsis

and brings a certain satisfaction

as Hubris leads inevitably to Nemesis –

aye, when it came to the bit

thae Greeks aye had a word –

or two – for it.

But enough of all thae technical terms.

I cannae be annoyed

thinking up whit’s the Scots

for schadenfreude? –

Oedipus, did your Maw nor your Paw no tell you

to body-swerve the Oracle? Oh dear,

Oracles very seldom tell you

whit you wanted to hear . . .

Ariadne, by all means snog Theseus

afore he goes into the Labyrinth to kill the Minotaur.

Somethin tae put a bit o heart in the boy?

But dinnae go too faur

an betray your mither an faither

wi thon fatal ball o wool

’n then forget to cheynge the black sails tae white!

Ach, Theseus ’n Ariadne? Not cool!

Jason, don’t underestimate Medea.

She’ll make you wish you’d never been born

faur less ever bairned her.

Hell had nae fury like that wummin scorned . . .

PART THREE

Aye, there’s minny a fond attraction

proves fatal, push comes to shove.

Romeo an Juliet,

dinnae fall in love.

Plus there’s poor auld King Lear

who’s no aw there.

Three daughters?

Ends up oot on his ear?

Then there’s the wan where pure evil Iago manipulates

poor jealous Moor o Venice, Othello.

There’s the wan wi the pushy wife that kills the King –

you’re no supposed to say his name out loud! Scottish fellow . . .

But of all Shakespeare’s protagonists

to whom tragic fate did befall

surely Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

was the daddy of them all?

Eftir what his Feyther’s Ghost revealed, you’d think

revenge would be . . . in with a shout?

Naw. Procrastinating Hamlet would gie everything

the benefit of the doubt.

Nor can we ignore how, in all Elsinore

from commoner to king,

every bugger could be depended upon

to dae exactly the wrang thing –

not only embark on a dodgy course of action,

but go oan wi it jist to keep up a front.

Gertrude, dinnae mairry Claudius,

the man is a cunt.

Ophelia? Oh, of course he did!

Mair than wance, then blamed it on you.

You were too young, too busy pickin flooers

to ken that’s jist whit men do.

Polonius, your platitudes are tedious.

You’re mibbe tryin tae be helpful, but, please,

if you will hide and eavesdrop ahint the arras

don’t bloody sneeze.

OK, a Feyther’s murder demands Revenge.

But, Laertes, dinnae hotfoot it back fae France

or you too will end up deid-er

than Guildenstern or Rosencrantz

whit wi yer sister Ophelia droonin hersel

when the pair sowell was no the full shilling

an then the hail thing escalating intae

a pure orgy o killing

wi first of all Hamlet’s Mammy Gertrude drinking,

accidentally, from thon poisoned cup –

oh, and Laertes, if you will also poison yer sword-tip

don’t get yer foils mixed up.

But at least you clyped on Claudius furst.

And that was the end. Finished.

Hamlet, dying, forced him to drink the dregs, ran him through with his sword,

till at last he expired, his villainy punished.

Hamlet, you did think – and think again – afore acting.

Did it help you? No wan bit.

Mibbe if shit is determined to happen, it will?

This is it.



THE CARER’S SONG

Lyrics written early in Covid pandemic lockdown 2020, to be sung by Glasgow’s Carol Laula in honour of the nurses, auxiliaries and care-home workers from all over the UK, and, especially, in loving memory of John Prine, the great songwriter and chronicler of blue-collar America who died of the disease that year. It borrowed the tune of Prine’s ‘Angel from Montgomery’.

I am just a wummin   who works as a carer

wish life was fairer   but God knows it’s no.

I’ve aye been a grafter     it’s ma job to look after

them that’s never had nuthin, or were Really Somebody no long ago.

I’m no an angel   I’m no a hero

tho yez clap on a Thursday till your hauns are aw sair.

Every day I face up to what we’re aw feart o

just respect me   protect me   mibbe pey a bit mair?

I don’t make a fuss   I just get on two busses

for I live in a hoose, aye   but I work in a Home.

I’ve to no think twice    jist follow th’advice

from thae bliddy clowns that it’s hard to take it from.

Thon lot? Don’t start me   it would break your heart, see

wi even less PPE   than the NHS

they think it’s just fine   that we’re on the front line

ach, it is what it is.   An what it is is a mess.

I am no an angel   I am no a hero

yez clap oan a Thursday till your hauns are aw sair.

Every day I face up to what we’re aw feart o

so respect me   protect me   mibbe pey a bit mair?

Ach, you’re all right, ma honey    let’s get you comfy,

clean you up lovely    ma darlin, OK?

Please test us for Covid – I’m just bliddy livid

– Are ‘dignity’ and ‘humanity’ just empty words they say?

I am no an angel   I am no a hero

tho yez clap oan a Thursday till your hauns are aw sair.

Every day I face up to what we’re aw feart o

so respect me   protect me   mibbe pey a bit mair?

Mibbe think first, eh?   Worst comes to the worst

it’ll be me that has your loved one’s dying hand to hold.

Should they require us    to fight this virus

wi nothin but a binbag apron and a perra Marigolds?

I am no angel    I am no hero

that yez clap oan a Thursday till your hauns are aw sair.

Every day I face up tae what we’re aw feart o

so respect me   protect me   mibbe pey a bit mair?

Respect me    protect me   mibbe pey a bit mair.

Respect me   protect me

mibbe pey a bit mair.



A RARE TREAT

for Brian O’Sullivan

‘Had a good morning this morning,’ says Brian, ‘I wrote a song.

The Young Man’s Mother sings it to him,

I think it’s OK. It moves the plot along.’

‘Like any song worth its salt in a musical?’ say I,

Wondering will he sing me it?

He smiles, explains it’s actually too high

For him, scored as it is for the Young Man’s Ma –

But, though he’s not got all the last verse yet,

Here’s the story so far . . .

I’m not getting any vibes from him of

Fools and bairns should never . . .

Which is how I get to be this song’s first audience.

Ever.

My talented pal!

A musical!

Music and Lyrics – and he wrote The Book.

It’s from The Clouds by Aristophanes,

Some Old Comedy he took,

Adapted.

This song?

The Loving Mother Character sings her son’s name,

Again, again

‘Pheidippides! Pheidippides!’

And these odd Greek syllables

Somehow make the catchiest refrain!

Brian my pal, sing me, please, the bit

That’s not quite ready yet

In lyricist’s ham and eggs?

Because it’s obvious just how brilliant it is going to be.

This song has legs.



A HANDSELLING FOR ALICE’S REAL WEDDING

for Alice Marra and Colin Reid

Who is it walks you down the aisle, Alice?

Love, love walks you down the aisle,

the love that’s loved you

since you were the wee-est girl.

So smile!

Smile, Alice – all this wedding’s tears

are have-no-fear tears,

are mere tears of joy

to see the best girl marry exactly-the-right boy.

Who waits with you, Colin,

as you wait for your bride?

Love. The love that’s loved you always

stands by your side

so stand by it, Colin, stand

and wait till love, your Alice,

comes to take your hand.



THE WORD FOR MARILYN

In memory of Marilyn Imrie, 1947–2020.

When you come to me in dreams, Marilyn,

as sometimes since you died you do but always

in dreams exactly as you were in life.

And whatever mad incoherent

other stuff might’ve gone on in that dream with its

chaotic constant metamorphosing cast

and drenching emotions entirely inappropriate for

whatever seemed to be happening

in its daft ever-shifting surreal dream-plot

if

I had a dream last night and you were in it,

Marilyn,

when I wake up I’m sad of course

but beyond that the

continuing calming comfort of your presence

pervades my day.

We were exactly the same age as each other

with wintry birthdays only one month apart

and today already it’s the second birthday

you didn’t get to celebrate.

Oh Marilyn,

our friendship goes back to our early thirties

and I can’t remember what work thing it was

cemented our friendship –

something at the BBC at Queen Street for radio

and it won’t have been a play, not then

not in the very early, early eighties – but whatever it was

that friendship was as

instantaneous as it was deep and firm and true.

Yes, we were over thirty,

Marilyn,

Women of the World and Girls About Town

searching for something we didn’t know

if we believed was even possible –

a lasting love, a

till-death-do-us-part love.

Before the decade was over – but barely –

for each of us such a love

found us.

Whenever I’d think of those

spare, short, six lines

by Raymond Carver:

Late Fragment: And did you get what

You wanted from this life, even so?

I did.

And what did you want?

To call myself beloved, to feel myself

Beloved on the earth.

In my mind, Marilyn, I’d hear

you say these words

because I know you could have, would have, said these words

and meant them.

And this was the best comfort I could get

as I’d berate myself about how these

last few weeks I’ve been

looking out of windows, not thinking

just waiting for it to come to me,

please, the just-one-word

that’d sum up Marilyn as together

we all remember her.

Most days I’d get nothing –

another dreich skyline

or another gorgeous pink-striped winter dawn to gawp at

and still coming up with nothing –

but finally it came to me, it’s

lovingkindness, Marilyn.

Yes, it’s lovingkindness all-one-word, no-hyphen.

That’s you. That’ll do.

And of course it probably wasn’t

a poem by Raymond Carver –

although indeed it says it all.

It was what it was – maybe it’ll have been

a late fragment someone will have

found among his papers, titled it in all honesty,

and simply typed it up?

When anyone asks me

How long was it you and Marilyn Imrie

were such good friends?

I’ll try and use a little lovingkindness as –

leading by example in the Marilyn manner –

I’ll try to gently correct them, I’ll

change past to present tense as I answer

Oh, Marilyn and I,

we’ve been friends for over forty years

and counting.



ASHET

On yon Zoom

the ither day a wee bit friendly argie-bargie stertit up

aboot whit exactly wis

an ashet

when it wis at hame? Well, some wid huv it

it wis a muckle-great delft platter for servin,

say, a hail gigot o mutton roastit wi aw the trimmins

an ithers insistit naw it wis nuthin but a

humble enamel pie-dish

sich as ye’d mibbe mak a shepherd’s pie in or yaise

for reheatin (o aye, in a gey hoat oven!)

yesterday’s left-ower stovies or day-afore-peyday pan-haggis

(never ever cryin that skirlie, nut ata,

no here in Glesca, no in the West).

There’s monie wouldnae gie houseroom

to this shabby aul chrome-platit slottit-spoon

wi hardly a scrap o rid or black pent left on its widden haunle, but –

it was ma mither’s – I haud it in ma haun wi ma

heid fu o mince an reminiscence, thinkin

how a clock could be a clock or a black beetle

how a sair heid is a sair heid but a sair haun is

a piece an jam

as lang’s the slice o white breid’s as thick as a doorstop

an the jam strawberry or rasp (the blood, the bandage) an I’m

wonderin

– since the press in ma kitchen contains

baith a chippt bog standard wee white pie-dish an thon

oval antique art-nouvea losol-ware tulip servan-dish

I got for a shillin in a kirk jumble-sale in the sixties –

pie-dish or platter? Which is the classic ashet?

Och, settle an argument with a friend, wee bit o

elementary detective work in a dictionar, an here it

turns oot it’s no either/or but baith/and

which is even better – for mair is ayeweys mair than less

in ma book, eh no?

An I’ll tell ye wan thing for shair: ma brand-new winterdykes

I ordered online an that arrived the day fae Amazon

might no be made o wid but raither

o clean plastic an lightweight metal

an huv an awfy well-designed an nifty wey

o foldin doon tae nuthin to store gey neatly in the loaby press

or o openin oot lik wings

and takin a loat mair claes than ma pulley ever could

but they’ll aye be ma

winterdykes.



FROM BEYOND THE GRAVE

Jenny Clow, young maidservant to Nancy McLehose & frequent bearer of secret letters between Clarinda and Sylvander, delivers a heartfelt if anachronistic ‘#Me Too’ to Robert Burns . . .


‘What luxury of bliss I was enjoying this time yesternight! My ever-dearest Clarinda, you have stolen away my soul: but you have refined, you have exalted it; you have given it a stronger sense of Virtue, and a stronger relish for Piety . . .’

Robert Burns to Mrs Agnes McLehose, his Nancy, early in their passionate, if physically unconsummated, love affair, Edinburgh, January 1788

‘—I, as I came home, called for a certain woman – I am disgusted with her; I cannot endure her! I, while my heart smote me for the profanity, tried to compare her with my Clarinda:

’twas setting the expiring glimmer of a farthing taper beside the cloudless glory of the meridian sun. Here, was tasteless, insipid vulgarity of soul
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