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First Words









The alphabet of a house – air,


breath, the creak of the stair.


Downstairs the grown-ups’ hullabaloo,


or their hush as you fall asleep.







You’re learning the language: the steel slab


of a syllable dropped at the docks; the two-beat word


of the Breaksea lightship; the golden sentence


of a train crossing the viaduct.







Later, at Fforest, all the words are new.


You are your grandmother’s Cariad, not Darling.


Tide and current are llanw, lli.


The waves repeat their ll-ll-ll on sand.







Over the sea the starlings come in paragraphs.


She tells you a tale of a girl and a bird,


reading it off the tide in lines of longhand


that scatter to bits on the shore.







The sea turns its pages, speaking in tongues.


The stories are yours, and you are the story.


And before you know it you’ll know what comes


from air and breath and off the page is all







you’ll want, like the sea’s jewels in your hand,


and the soft mutations of sea washing on sand.






























A Pocket Dictionary


‘Geiriadur Llogell Cymraeg a Saesoneg’, 1861









Fifty years. His handwriting, his name, address.


Richards’ Pocket Dictionary. 1861.


My father’s fingerprints. Mine over his.


I look up a word, as I’ve so often done,


without a thought beyond the page, the word.


Now syllables flock like a whirr of redwings


over the field of my mind. Here the world


began, and then is now. I am searching


for definitions, ambiguities, way


down through the strata, topsoil, rubble,


a band of clay, an inch or so of gravel,


for a particular carbon-dated day,


a seepage in the earth, a gleam of meaning,


a sudden uprise of remembering.






























Glas y Dorlan









So he said, ‘Let’s begin by naming the creatures.’


Once in the Brecon Beacons we stopped for a picnic


where the river roared headstrong down the mountain.







A sudden electric blue, a shock through the heart.


What was that? A bird diving faster than gravity


into the pool and up with a fish in its beak.







He spoke its name, doused in the shout of the falls.


Fisher-bird, King of the Water, Pioden y Dŵr,


Glas y Dorlan. Blue-by-the Riverbank.






























Not









My mother, child of a tenant farm,


learned her place from the landlord’s man,


his word ‘Welsh’ snapped, cutting, curt,


a word that called her ‘stranger’.







So my mother would not say the word.


but spat it out like a curse,


a bitterness to be rid of,


to be scoured from her mouth.







My mother’s word didn’t sound


like the name for a people,


for ‘us’, for belonging,


for a language older than legend;







or like Nain on the farm, tucking me in


with a prayer and ‘Nos da, Cariad’,


or calling the hens in the morning, her voice


all cluck and chuckle like scattering corn;







or my father passing the time with stories


as we drove to the sea, teaching me words,


the ‘gw’ and ‘w’ of wind and water,


the ll-ll-ll of waves on the shore.






























Otter









Little water-dog. They almost caught her –


the surface closing over


as the sounding rings of a splash


smashed the moonlit water.







It made its mark on the shore –


paw-print of an otter


and the peeled skull of a frog


just after the slaughter.







Frog caught on the quiet, quartered,


till the skull was a moon


as silvery clean as a spoon


but colder, whiter.







Father and daughter


heard the frog cry ‘Broga. Broga.’


Then ‘Dŵr. Dŵr,’ said water


as it swallowed the otter.






























The Fox and the Girl









Once her father came home with a fox cub


in his coat pocket. Lost in the city,


shivering in rubbish outside the pub,


the colour of conkers and as pretty 







as a puppy, its teeth like needles.


It hissed in her arms, but she wheedled


to keep it. When it bit her she cried


for her bloody hand, and she cried







when he said, ‘Mae’n wyllt. It’s a wild


animal, not a pet for a child.’


She could feel its life, its warm fur,


its quick heart beating against her,







and she hurt for its animal mystery,


for the vanishing story of a girl


and a fox lost for words


in the secret forest.






























‘Sgwarnog









‘Tell me the names for the hare!’


‘‘Sgwarnog for its long ears.


Cochen for its red-brown fur.


Ceinach for its intricate criss-cross track.


Cath Eithin, Cath y Mynydd,


Cat of the gorse, of the mountain.’







There, alive, over the hedge,


in the field by the cliff-path,


one of her kindle, her kittens,


a leveret alone, stone-still in its cwtsh
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