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                  Blessed by the indifference of the creatures –

                  big, sting-toting insects on haphazard reconnaissance,

                  scampering ants with their matching shadows

                       scampering under them,

                  the squeaky-wheel bird in some tree, and the one

                  with the white throat and flight

                       full of flusters and feints –

                  we take our breakfast of coffee and yoghurt out in the sun.

               

               
                  Even the sun, that more dangerous beast, has begun

                  his morning prowl in a spirit of negligent generosity,

                  not seeming to mind, or to want to murder us, much,

                  but laying the landscape out in its ancient

                       shapes and colours,

                  velvety ochres and greens on the steep hill,

                       a blue-green

                  glaze on the bay, as if to say,

                  ‘These are my wares. Yours more or less for the asking.

                  Of course I accept your paltry currency, your small change

                       of days and hours.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
                

            

            
               
                  Bad old habit, but –

                       because we’re in Crete,

                  I find myself doubling

                  the Minotaur

                  in his puzzle-lair

                       (now the scarcely troubling

                       rumour of a rumour)

                  with an immediate threat:

                       your skulking sarcoma.

               

               
                  The first was dispatched

                       by a trick with a ball of string;

                  the second cannot be reached

                       by medical science.

                  Yet it seems its defiance

                  has been met and matched

                  by yours, allowing

                       respite, if not reprieve, and

                  two weeks with friends on this island.

               

               
                  Glib analogies!

                  Makeshift rhymes!

                  Please pardon the crimes

                       of your husband the poet,

                  as he mazes the pages

                  of his notebook, in pursuit

                       of some safe way out.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
                

            

            
               
                  A man with long garment

                  is playing guitar

                  in a field full of birds,

                  horns of consecration

                  and double-axes.

               

               
                  The instrument

                  seems more a wonky lyre,

                  as I lean towards

                  the brushed decoration

                  on a small clay pyxis.

               

               
                  What it depicts is

                  beyond translation,

                  beyond words.

                  Exultantly peculiar.

                  A charmed moment.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
                

            

            
               
                  Is there anything more absurd

                  than the Englishman abroad,

                  with his Panama hat and his hay fever

                       firing off left, right and centre,

                  and his scraps of misremembered Classical Greek –

                  which, anyway, only ghosts of old schoolmasters speak

                       and is useless in this place?

                  With his faltering tongue,

                  and his voluble nose,

                  and his roasted face

                  under the brim of that hat –

                  do you suppose

                       there is anything more absurd

                            than that?

               

               
                  But is there anything more sublime

                  than the Englishman’s wife,

                  who is willing to climb

                       the rockiest, thorniest slope

                  with abundant hope

                  in her heart, and an illustrated

                  Flowers of Crete in her hand,

                       bloom-sleuthing for hours,

                  until she has chased

                  to its least accessible hiding-place,

                  then annotated,

                       every specimen

                            listed therein? 

               

               
                  While he perspires

                  under that dapper

                  but ineffectual brim,

                       and sneezes loudly, and sneezes loudly again,

                  the Englishman admires

                  his intrepid wife

                  and, somewhere in his brain,

                  begins to compose

                  a snatch of holiday doggerel:

                       his humble, privately hummable

                            rap rhapsody or hymn.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
                

            

            
               
                  You could read this ruin

                  as the doubtful translation

                  of an epic, now largely lost.

               

               
                  A dry sort of pleasure,

                  discriminating, high-minded –

                  but not much to do with poetry.

               

               
                  The gist, the ground-plan,

                  is laid out in a light

                  parsimonious with shadow.

               

               
                  Like some antique board game

                  minus counters and rule book,

                  so no telling how the moves went round.

               

               
                  Where visible, the conjectures

                  and tinkerings of scholars

                  seem obtrusive, unhelpful.

               

               
                  You don’t want their botched text.

                  You want the breath, pulse and footfall

                  of the girl who dashed out

               

               
                  into sunlight like today’s

                  through where maybe that door was –

                  then slammed it behind her.
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