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        To Paul O’Prey
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            In the silence lies the secret.

            
        ANTONIO PAPPANO
      

            (from a talk on the Tristan chord)

            
                

            

            I once went to the Metropolitan with Mark Rothko, and we’d look at a Rembrandt painting and the way Rembrandt bleeds to the edges. Take a look at a Rothko, the way he bleeds to the edges.

            MORTON FELDMAN, Essays

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

            
Author’s note


         

         The poems in this book belong to each other in mood, in tone, and by way of certain images and words that form a ricochet of echoes – not least the word ‘salt’. They are a series, not a sequence. Although my intention was (and is) that the poems be read as wholly independent of each other, it became apparent, as I wrote, that some loose, disjointed narratives were developing: small broken chains of hint and harmony. I didn’t resist that, though it was not part of any compositional plan.
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                  She turned towards him, then she turned her back.

                  Early sunlight washed into the room. Then something like

                  the half-heard whine of flywheels, or

                  music composed for the gesture not the sunlight. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  The sky brighter than before; rushes and salt-flats; white,

                  broad-winged birds that landed standing, like angels,

                  who are known by all to be salt-eaters. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  The way you cut and draw a chicken, that tumble of guts

                  slipping into your hand; the way you try to make

                  the best of it; the way ‘carcass’ sounds when said out loud. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  There was a hill in that place that no one ever climbed:

                  accumulations of trash on the lower slopes, animal tracks

                  after rain, songbirds in the scrub. Someone offered to rig

                  an aerial walkway: ‘As long as you don’t set foot …’ It was

                  some lock-off in the contours, the way weather sat on the crest. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  Raw rice and a line of salt, a jigger of salt at the threshold:

                  everything right, what with the hagstone and flax,

                  the fire banked so a flame could be caught and carried

                  to the unholy set-up locked off in the small back room. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  Then the scapegoat ‘in the full flower of his pathos’.

                  The friendless die first: little tumours seek them out

                  or their blood sickens in them. Their sure curative

                  is melancholy, but they sing and sing to hold off the dark. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  He untangled the thing that had snagged in her hair, his hand

                  through a spectrum, spectral, blurring, a rail of fingers,

                  to lift the thing in her hair. It would rain that day, cloud low

                  to the hills, morning as nightfall, her window open to that. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  As a closed fist is the lock of heaven. As a single word

                  can unpick everything. As pain has its own palette.

                  As water might be sweet or salt. The flatlands hold

                  a long horizon and the heat-haze flares in silence. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  Simple tokens of death, grave-dolls, memento mori,

                  all so readily to hand: a stone marked like a skull. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  Then she was in love and nothing changed although

                  she had less time for window-shopping

                  or drying her hair. They went to the theatre: he watched

                  as she watched the actors gesturing and talking to one another. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  If only it were true that she’d had her first sight of him

                  as he crossed to the Café Bräunerhof, that they lied to one another

                  by agreement, that the house had mirrors in every room,

                  that they ate her afterbirth, that his hair turned white overnight.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  When he entered her, and then his memory of that,

                  how slick it was and certain. She was empty of him, she said,

                  after so many years. His smile returned her smile. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  The aged primigravida does the splits. Forceps are brought.

                  Her world of pain is such that she stands aside

                  to watch as the child is born to a season of rain and wind.

                  Selfhood is everything. Like mother, like son. 

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  Love as subterfuge, or catalyst, or shibboleth, or lost

                  light, or new light, or evidence of hidden music. ‘Find

                  Thalia and Melpomene held cheek to cheek, and there

                  your mirror-self looks back at you and mine at me.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  In that silence he set out water and bread and salt.

                  He burned myrtle and hyssop. He wept. He called the quarters.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  A photograph not of her, but someone like her.

                  A letter she never wrote: that bold facsimile.

                  The way they came into the room, this woman, then this,

                  and made themselves known to him. The way

                  silk brushes silk and lamps configure shadows.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  In that tiny diorama, she waits at the open door.

                  She is perfect: nails and lips and hair. The windows

                  carry reflections of hills, and a river that seems to flow.

                  She has never been to such a place.

                  How can there live such loneliness in her?

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  That touch of madness in the blind-from-birth … Imagine

                  a bird in flight or physical beauty, both offered to corruption.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  You can wake from a dream to a dream,

                  auditorium to roadscape, crush bar to crash site.

                  Voices go with you, in song or in sorrow or both.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  A mark on flesh that could be anything. Something spoken

                  or bitten back. A memory half-held that won’t come good.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
                  Helix pomatia inside a circle of salt: we endow

                  that purification, just as we scatter salt
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