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There is an old tale goes, that Herne the Hunter


(Sometime a keeper here in Windsor Forrest)


Doth all the winter time, at still midnight


Walke roundabout an Oake, with great rag’d-hornes,


And there he blasts the tree, and takes the cattle,


And makes milch-kine yeeld blood, and shakes a chaine


In a most hideous and dreadfull manner.


You haue heard of such a Spirit, and well you know


The superstitious idle-headed-Eld


Receiu’d, and did deliuer to our age


This tale of Herne the Hunter, for a truth.


(The Merry Wives of Windsor, IV, iv)




I






TWO SALMON


I met your beloved in Russell Square, and she was weeping.


Their dead weights balance him: suspending one


on either side, he carries down the fish


he must have killed out on the salmon-run


here where the river slows to water-wash


and salt, and a lazy tide, so in the sun


they glitter from a distance, and they flash


like things that could be animate and raw,


each with its whole weight taken on the jaw.


Two salmon, closer up, and not alive


in their suits of miraculous chainmail


fitted like skin; not enough to survive


out in the parched and dazzling, unreal


element of noise and wind; they arrive


with blood-flecks on the white and pewter scales


along their bellies, each one the same size,


these fish with their uncloseable dead eyes.


I nod to him, smile: it’s as if what swings


so heavily from each arm were a new


option, a way of going about things;


for a moment anyhow, the fish are two


lives, and he has his choice of them; he brings


one and the other steadily into


the world with its drizzle of light, its poles


upright between sandbanks and sea. Two souls.


I look and look: eventually, he’s gone;


and maybe all of this was wrong, in fact:


remember how two bodies can have one


soul between them, with that soul intact


through all the very worst that can be done


or said; they swim against a cataract


over and over, light sheathing them from above,


two bodies with one single life to prove.


Know all the worst, and see the worst thing whole:


one life neglected by you or betrayed


somewhere beyond its own help or control,


exposed and shivering and all afraid;


walk in the streets, and see a crying soul


that once this body and another made;


look at it without sympathy or surprise;


look at it with your sore, wide-open eyes.


You, meaning me. Because of my own dread


of open gills, fish-scales, and the lithe shine


over packed muscle when it’s dried and dead,


the salmon and the fisherman combine


remorselessly in my remorseful head


to plead and punish; again and again


they find me, and I find them, when we go


looking and looking. There is nothing to know.






THE DOWNPOUR


It was too far to run; we gave up running,


and walked together in the thunderstorm


with heads exposed, and our hair raked with hail,


a half-mile back to the room, its made bed


and its roof that moaned and sang with the downpour


going on half the day. We made turbans


out of towels, and lay down on clean sheets


not ours, with furies beating at the door


and only our silence to hold them off:


if we spoke, we said scarcely anything.


Rain hammered on the glass like misery


until we slept, wrapped in our own bare arms.






A DIP IN THE ROAD


The wiper that he fixed with chewing-gum


one wet night on his way back from Tyrone


was working well enough to clear the windscreen


as my father drove my mother home


across dark hill-roads from the dance;


his Austin van


shone headlights into dense


and shifting waves of drizzle, where


the road rolled down, and up and down, to gleam


every so often with the increasing glare


of another car approaching on full beam.


One such was on a steep hill dead ahead,


in and out through the layers of half-rain


at a fair lick, until it sank right down


to where the lines of headlamps, payed


out forwards, would be baffled by


that drop again


as the road suddenly


dipped, and it ducked then out of sight


for a second or two: but what should have led


that car back into view, back to the night,


had failed, and there was empty road instead.


There were no lanes, no places to pull in,


no ditches, or low over-hanging trees;


my mother with her handbag on her knees


looked quickly to both sides, in vain,


for a car that, only moments back,


was about to rise


out of the dip, on track


for passing by: no car, and yet


it was there, certainly – a puzzled grin


from my father said as much, as they both sat


watching the moving road and vacant rain.


They thought no more of it, till later on


when my father paid his usual salesman’s call
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