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In the Beginning


‘on her 7th birthday’









Holy Bible – the King James version,


soft black leather cover,


tissue pages edged in gold.


I loved the maps, the names: Jerusalem.


Askelon. The Wilderness of Shur.







And the old photographs:


caught by a camera in black and white,


women drawing water at a well,


a fisherman on the Sea of Galilee


blurred people scything corn,


mountains sharp, stone still forever.







I see it all in colour, a girl my age


two thousand years ago, or sixty years,


or now in a desert land at war, squatting


among the sheaves, arms raised,


threshing grain with a flail.







Threshing with a flail. That’s it. Words


from another language, a narrative of spells


in difficult columns on those moth-thin pages,


words to thrill the heart with a strange music,


words like flail, and wilderness,


and in the beginning.






























A Woman Sleeping at a Table


by Vermeer









1657. The house in Delft.


Windfalls in a bowl.


See her wake, take


an apple in one hand,


a knife in the other.







The apple has fallen


from the tree in Eden.


They are mapping the round earth,


discovering geography, astronomy,


She holds the world in her hand.







The apple turns


under the fixed stars.


Her knife cuts into the Pole


and peels the fruit in a single


ringlet of skin.







Undressed to its equator


it is half moonlight.


Then all white, naked, whole,


she slices to the star-heart


for the four quarters of the moon.






























Mother Tongue









You’d hardly call it a nest,


just a scrape in the stones,


but she’s all of a dither


warning the wind and sky


with her desperate cries.







If we walk away


she’ll come home quiet


to the warm brown pebble


with its cargo of blood and hunger,


where the future believes in itself,







and the beat of the sea


is the pulse of a blind


helmeted embryo afloat


in the twilight of the egg,


learning the language.






























The Poet’s Ear


for Anne Stevenson









Nothing to do


with the clamorous city,


shouting sotto voce to no one


in pubs, parties, shops,


and all of us pretending to hear.







Nothing to do


with the train drumming the viaduct,


traffic tuning up at the junction,


the black stone cathedral’s bells


in the frozen air.







Not wind in the feathering rusts


of the motorway angel


singing a note too high to hear,


its rasp of red dust


in the slipstream of lorries.







Nor the small talk of ewe and lamb,


or the call of the kite and the crow


over Pwll-y-March


where high notes are first to go


in the labyrinth’s silence.







It is footfall. Breath. The heart


listening for the line’s perfect pitch.


It’s not Bach, not Schumann,


but the mind’s ’cello sounding


the depths of the page.






























The Fisherman


for Ted Hughes









From his pool of light in the crowded room, alone,


the poet reads to us. The sun slinks off


over darkening fields, and the moon is a stone


rolled and tumbled in the river’s grief.







In a revolving stillness at the edge


of turbulent waters, the salmon hangs its ghost


in amber. On the shore of the white page


the fisherman waits. His line is cast.







The house is quiet. Under its thatch


it is used to listening. It’s all ears


for the singing line out-reeled from his touch


till the word rises with its fin of fire.







The tremor in the voice betrays a hand


held tense above the surface of that river,


patient at the deep waters of the mind


for a haul of dangerous silver,







till electricity’s earthed, and hand on heart


the line that arcs from air to shore is art.






























The Piano









The last bus sighs through the stops of the sleeping suburb


and he’s home again with a click of keys, a step on the stairs.


I see him again, shut in the upstairs sitting-room


in that huge Oxfam overcoat, one hand shuffling


through the music, the other lifting the black wing.







My light’s out in the room he was born in. In the hall


the clock clears its throat and counts twelve hours


into space. His scales rise, falter and fall back –


not easy to fly on one wing, even for him


with those two extra digits he was born with.







I should have known there’d be music as he flew, singing,


and the midwife cried out, ‘Magic fingers!’ A small variation,


born with more, like obsession. They soon fell,


tied like the cord, leaving a small scar fading


on each hand like a memory of flight.







Midnight arpeggios, Bartok, Schubert. I remember,


kept in after school, the lonely sound of a piano lesson


through an open window between-times, sun on the lawn


and everyone gone, the piece played over and over


to the metronome of tennis. Sometimes in the small hours,







after two, the hour of his birth, I lose myself listening


to that little piece by Schubert, perfected in the darkness


of space where the stars are so bright they cast shadows,


and I wait for that waterfall of notes, as if


two hands were not enough.
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