

[image: ]



















KAREN McCARTHY WOOLF


An Aviary of Small Birds









[image: ]

























For Otto McCarthy Woolf


7 August 2009




























Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Acknowledgements


	The Undertaker


	Wing


	My Limbs Beat Against the Glass


	Morbleu


	Mort-Dieu


	White Butterflies


	Yellow Logic


	Missing


	The Paperwork


	The Museum of Best Laid Plans


	The Registrar’s Office


	Of August


	Pinhole Camera


	Portrait of a Small Bird on a Tree of 12 Metres


	Of Jealousy


	I Remember Your Mother Dying


	Where Steel Clatters


	Starlight


	Fragments


	The Scales


	Moon in Her Many Guises


	The Puppies


	The Iris Field


	A Small Ball of Mercury


	Circle


	Emotions


	July


	Bamboo


	August


	Of Roadkill and Other Corpses


	Against the Clock


	Otto


	Reasons to Fear Butterflies


	The Calf


	The Sooty Shearwaters


	Hawk


	Letter to Miriam


	A Matter of Gravity


	The Last Sardine


	Swim Often


	After August


	The Weather in the Womb


	As an Axe Misses the Tree


	An Aviary of Small Birds


	Tasting Note for Grief #17


	The Wish


	About the Author


	Copyright


























Acknowledgements





Thanks are due to the editors who first published the following poems: ‘Morbleu’, ‘Mort-Dieu’, ‘Yellow Logic’, ‘White Butterflies’, ‘My Wings Beat Against the Glass’ and ‘The Weather in the Womb’ in Ten New Poets from Spread the Word (Bloodaxe, 2010); ‘Where Steel Clatters’ in Poetry London (Spring, 2010); ‘Wing’ in Poetry Review (Winter, 2010); ‘Harvest’ in The Rialto (Autumn, 2011); ‘Missing’ in Magma: 50; ‘Tasting Note for Grief #17’ in Poetry from Art (Tate Modern, 2011); ‘A Small Bird on a Tree of 12 Metres’ in Poetry Review (Spring, 2012); ‘The Paperwork’ in Poetry Wales (Spring, 2012); ‘Moon in Her Many Guises’ was published in Oxford Poets 2013; ‘July’, ‘Of August’, ‘Reasons to Fear Butterflies’, ‘I Remember Your Mother Dying’, ‘Of Roadkill and Other Corpses’ in Prairie Schooner (Summer, 2014). ‘The Wish’ was a runner-up in the Cardiff International Poetry Competition in 2011. ‘An Aviary of Small Birds’ was one of the poems dropped in the Rain of Poems by Casagrande Collective at Poetry Parnassus, Southbank (London) 2012.




 





I would like to thank the following people and organisations for their support, advocacy and encouragement over the years: Arts Council England; Moniza Alvi; Paula Barder; Malika Booker; Ruth Borthwick and the Arvon Foundation; Bea Colley; David Constantine; Kwame Dawes; Bernardine Evaristo; Emma Hewett; Selima Hill; Mimi Khalvati, whose editorial guidance and teaching has been invaluable; Mum, Zoe, Lucy, Ricky; Pascale Petit, for all her creative inspiration at Tate Modern and beyond; all the librarians at the Poetry Library; the Poetry School; Spread the Word; Michael Symmons Roberts; Jo Shapcott; Nathalie Teitler and all the Complete Works Family; Simon Woolf.
























The Undertaker









wears white gloves


and his left hand waves


on the crowd, moves







slowly as if under


the surface where water


swims sinuous as an elver







that darts between clouds


of ink in violet reeds


weightless as birds.






























Wing









We find you, dear Wing,


in the half-dark


on the way back from the piglets,


your knuckle of raw bone


and streak of claw-white quills


torn from the socket.







A grey goose soars


up high where hot-air balloons drift


and the wind is a shape


to wrap yourself around


solid but unseen, a somersault


inside the womb;







here, folded to a cup of hands,


plump as a wood pigeon


in the long, flat January grass


you are singular and intense


like a girl breathing quietly by a window,


her just-cut hair pressed against the glass.






























My Limbs Beat Against the Glass









I am trapped in a room where my baby dies


and when I try to fight my way out







a Victorian lepidopterist with walrus whiskers


skewers my solar plexus







and pins me to a felt-backed board,


so my limbs beat against the glass







like a moth battering a paper lantern,


as he tightens the frame to a vacuum.






























Morbleu









            —rushes and there’s no more







a whirl of empty dresses—


                         in this mudcracked room


                                                  palm frond feathers


                                       helicopter


                    downwards


shallow roots torn


                        a broken bird


                                      song explodes


                       on a frequency of earth and lime


                                                                      too high to hear







            —we haven’t got—


            a heart             beat







             —haven’t got five minutes


a groan of sea


                     shushes up on shore







            —rushes and there’s no—


no ha ha ha of music


                                      and radio


            the thud of workmen


                    clatter of hollow poles—scaffolding


a truck in first gear


                      footsteps


                      school







an O of bells clangclangs


                     across the river







           and then the hush


                                     of marble


                   eyes unseen eyes unopened


                                                 endlessly eyes






























Mort-Dieu









Our son


dear God


is dead


and gone.


His tomb


was red


with blood


and warm


as tears.


He was


born still.


Was this


dear God


your will?
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