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      The stones we writers use are words. As we hold them in our hands, sensing the ways in which each of them is connected to the others, looking at them sometimes from afar, sometimes almost caressing them with our fingers and the tips of our pens, weighing them, moving them around, year in and year out, patiently and hopefully, we create new worlds.
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      Tobacco Road


      


      





      when every man jack lit up no-one expected worse


      





      a shortness of puff




      dry hoast




      fingers stained lino brown


      





      and that tobacco breath overall air




      meant these men were men


      





      there in their place


      





      feet on the rail




      slops pooling the top of the bar and something they’d all made




      their fathers’ their grandfathers’ smoke




      tinting the walls


      





      the sweat of their work




      still pocking the ceiling with dots


      





      where the reek had condensed and dripped off


      





      like their lives




      truncated by work


      





      slid like a nip down the length of the bar


      





      and lost in the smoke




      that fizzled from nostrils as the tip of each roll up




      glowed


    


  




  

    

      The Thousand Blows


      


      





      What’s done to wood cannot be




      undone; to steel




      abrasives can rub down,


      





      a whetstone can restore,




      and could with time




      this edge


      





      that hasn’t seen its like




      for years. The thousand blows




      this handle took,


      





      shivered in the splintered grain,




      splits so old




      they’ve taken on


      





      the patina of age, the tally




      of time spent




      over chisel, over bench


      





      where cord was little use




      to bind the stock,




      damaged by the hefted knock,


      





      no more than




      accident deferred. It’s held




      but would not do


      





      for long. This long. As long




      as steel is dull,




      the edge unused,


      





      the rust grown slowly




      on the blade,




      the sweat that soaked


      





      into the handle




      with each blow glowing




      in the dim electric light


      





      that aids a rummage




      in the drawer where each one




      of the thousands


      





      has its twin




      in other blows, in other tools




      forgotten as the men


      





      who made them




      sing. Let them lie here, goods




      no-one will get


      





      the good of, ends as rough




      as hands that held them,




      weary with it all.


    


  




  

    

      Reservoir


      


      





      Something tolls, dead in the water,




      from sixty years back; chimes




      in the stonework of the brain


      





      the way a mother’s voice is never




      quite forgotten, the sounds of childhood




      carry through somehow. And you


      





      look downwards at the brink, knowing




      that the eddies washing on this shore




      have inhabited what’s left of life


      





      that quit this valley by decree.




      The banking stretches out behind you;




      notices on poles advise against
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