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          THE PRESENCE
        

            

            
               
                  A small wind winds through rush and sedge,

                  movement, heartbeat halts at the edge

                  of the lawn, stillness of hinged limbs

                  under the oak’s November flame.

               

               
                  Something powers the morning, stops the air,

                  holds me in the planet of its stare,

                  its silence, not gunshot and the scream

                  I heard once, waking from a dark dream

               

               
                  in another place, but a pulsing presence

                  red-brown beneath the trees, a sense

                  that such a living thing once seen

                  in that sunlit space will never be gone,

               

               
                  its breath a mist on the air

                  between field and lawn. There. Not there.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               
          GHOSTS
        

            

            
               
                  A cindering sound of rain comes in from the sea

                  over someone’s fields and someone else’s farms,

                  over the roads and little lanes leading to us,

                  fleeced, waterproof sheep sipping the grass,

                  the sandstone terrace dancing with broken sky,

                  the ocean hush and shift of foliage;

               

               
                  and everyone ever here is here again, now:

                  my mother, her luminous beauty marred

                  by hands that plunged in too much earth,

                  nail-bitten, rough with mending and peeling,

                  hot-water-scrubbing, loving a garden and house,

                  fingering leaves of the acer we planted for her;

               

               
                  your father, his miner’s hands gnarled as the oak

                  we planted in his name; its leaves are falling gold

                  through the gap in the hedge-bank where something

                  spindles the long lean of its limbs, there,

                  stilled between acer and oak and it is always

                  now, and all of them always here, alive:

               

               
                  my Ga whose hands spun lace from Pembrokeshire tides;

                  my aunt who gave me poetry, word and world;

                  my father who conjured Welsh, a fox cub, a rabbit

                  from his sleeve, and lifted me onto the sill that night

                  in the war, sky roaring with planes over the sea

                  to France, saying ‘Never forget this sight.’

               

               
                  They walk towards me over the fields,

                  through the gate and the gap in the hedge

                  where the hare comes halting when I look up,

                  where I’ll walk home to you.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               
          EXHUMING YOUR FATHER
        

            

            
               
                  Somewhere in a graveyard in broken Greece,

                  a man leans on his grief. A shovel, gloves,

                  a plastic bag. He doesn’t own this plot

                  and the three-year rent is up. One he loves

                  lies here, in a few cubic metres of earth.

                  He brings the dead one, like another birth,

               

               
                  lifts the beloved, once father, once man,

                  reduced to a gather of earth and bone,

                  skull empty of all memory and mind,

                  the scattered fingers of a father’s hand,

                  the all-is-forgiven warmth of their last hold

                  hardly faded from a son’s reminding,

               

               
                  the loosening, letting go. His hands curl

                  on pins and needles, pearls.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               
          CONTRE-JOUR
        

            

            
               
                  From where he stands inside the cave,

                  my invisible father, the camera’s eye

                  sees a radiant gash in rock, a doorway

                  open to sea and sky,

               

               
                  a boat beached on pebbled silver,

                  the tide a brilliance ebbing at the brink

                  of blackness. And who is she who leans

                  on the tilt of the stern?

               

               
                  So often we rowed over the bay, slow

                  slap of the swell, lift and dip of the prow,

                  to drift close to the dark door, and call

                  through the portal into the underworld,

               

               
                  to hear our voices, smaller, smaller, as if

                  swallowed by the silence of the cliff.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               
          LEARNING TO SWIM
        

            

            
               
                  He taught me to swim, his palm a saucer.

                  When I wasn’t looking he let me go

                  to the slippery hands of the sea,

                  to level myself by the dipping, rising horizon,

                  to gravity, buoyancy, and the ocean gods.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  I swim far out across the bay.

                  Black cliffs rise sheer out of green water

                  where light is blond over drowned sand,

                  crevices secret in their mermaid hair.

                  Sand-martins touch and go, electric,

                  as if sunlight made rock burn.

               

               
                  I’m cold as sand. In the cave’s throat

                  a breath of samphire, the sunken wreck

                  in which I’m trapped in dreams

                  where, in a fishtail gleam

                  she leans to kiss me as she goes

                  dressed in her beauty to a Christmas dance.

               

               
                  The tide lifts and lets go. Nothing

                  breaks the surface of darkness or sea

                  where we beached the boat so long ago,

                  and I suddenly knew she slipped him,

                  that he carried like an x-ray

                  her shadow picture.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               
          PATAGONIA
        

            

            
               
                  The year he didn’t die,

                  he left on a banana boat

                  to convalesce at sea,

                  left me in teenage rage.

               

               
                  From his ocean-lit cabin, rocked

                  by the sleepless motion of waters,

                  he sent us deeps and shallows, shoals

                  and shinings in blue envelopes, the fin

               

               
                  of a whale breaking the surface where the nib

                  turned, his lines of longhand rolling

                  across fine pages, regular

                  as the sea’s unfolding story.

               

               
                  Where are they now, those letters

                  like poetry of the sea?

                  I think she burnt them, feeding her need

                  to be free of it all.

               

               
                  Left, his voice on tape, found in his office

                  after the funeral, those interviews

                  from Patagonia in a strange Welsh,

                  his voice not like himself.

               

               
                  After sixty years I hear it better

                  in my head: ‘Hwyl fawr,’ he says to me,

                  last words, clear as a ship’s bell,

                  before he turns to leave.
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