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               A March Calf

            

            
               
                  Right from the start he is dressed in his best – his blacks and his whites.

                  Little Fauntleroy – quiffed and glossy,

                  A Sunday suit, a wedding natty get-up,

                  Standing in dunged straw

               

               
                  Under cobwebby beams, near the mud wall,

                  Half of him legs,

                  Shining-eyed, requiring nothing more

                  But that mother’s milk come back often.

               

               
                  Everything else is in order, just as it is.

                  Let the summer skies hold off, for the moment.

                  This is just as he wants it.

                  A little at a time, of each new thing, is best.

               

               
                  Too much and too sudden is too frightening –

                  When I block the light, a bulk from space,

                  To let him in to his mother for a suck,

                  He bolts a yard or two, then freezes,

               

               
                  Staring from every hair in all directions,

                  Ready for the worst, shut up in his hopeful religion,

                  A little syllogism

                  With a wet blue-reddish muzzle, for God’s thumb.

               

               
                  You see all his hopes bustling

                  As he reaches between the worn rails toward

                  The top-heavy oven of his mother.

                  He trembles to grow, stretching his curl-tip tongue – 

               

               
                  What did cattle ever find here

                  To make this dear little fellow

                  So eager to prepare himself?

                  He is already in the race, and quivering to win –

               

               
                  His new purpled eyeball swivel-jerks

                  In the elbowing push of his plans.

                  Hungry people are getting hungrier,

                  Butchers developing expertise and markets,

               

               
                  But he just wobbles his tail – and glistens

                  Within his dapper profile

                  Unaware of how his whole lineage

                  Has been tied up.

               

               
                  He shivers for feel of the world licking his side.

                  He is like an ember – one glow

                  Of lighting himself up

                  With the fuel of himself, breathing and brightening.

               

               
                  Soon he’ll plunge out, to scatter his seething joy,

                  To be present at the grass,

                  To be free on the surface of such a wideness,

                  To find himself himself. To stand. To moo.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               A Swallow

            

            
               
                  Has slipped through a fracture in the snow-sheet

                  Which is still our sky –

               

               
                  She flicks past, ahead of her name,

                  Twinkling away out over the lake.

               

               
                  Reaching this way and that way, with her scissors,

                  Snipping midges

                  Trout are still too numb and sunken to stir for.

               

               
                  Sahara clay ovens, at mirage heat,

                  Glazed her blues, and still she is hot.

               

               
                  She wearied of snatching clegs off the lugs of buffaloes

                  And of lassooing the flirt-flags of gazelles.

               

               
                  They told her the North was one giant snowball

                  Rolling South. She did not believe them.

                  So she exchanged the starry chart of Columbus

                  For a beggar’s bowl of mud.

               

               
                  Setting her compass-tremor tail-needles

                  She harpooned a wind

                  That wallowed in the ocean,

                  Working her barbs deeper

                  Through that twisting mass she came –

               

               
                  Did she close her eyes and trust in God?

                  No, she saw lighthouses

                  Streaming in chaos

                  Like sparks from a chimney –

               

               
                  She had fixed her instruments on home. 

               

               
                  And now, suddenly, into a blanch-tree stillness

                  A silence of celandines,

                  A fringing and stupor of frost,

                  She bursts, weightless –

                                                          to anchor

                  On eggs frail as frost.

               

               
                  There she goes, flung taut on her leash,

                  Her eyes at her mouth-corners,

                  Water-skiing out across a wind

                  That wrecks great flakes against windscreens.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               The Canal’s Drowning Black

            

            
               
                  Bred wild leopards – among the pale depth fungus.

                  Loach. Torpid, ginger-bearded, secret

                  Prehistory of the canal’s masonry,

                  With little cupid mouths.

               

               
                  Five inches huge!

                  On the slime-brink, over bridge reflections,

                  I teetered. Then a ringing, skull-jolt stamp

                  And their beards flowered sudden anemones

               

               
                  All down the sunken cliff. A mad-house thrill –

                  The stonework’s tiny eyes, two feet, three feet,

                  Four feet down through my reflection

                  Watched for my next move.

               

               
                  Their schooldays were over.

                  Peeping man was no part of their knowledge.

                  So when a monkey god, a Martian

                  Tickled their underchins with his net rim

               

               
                  They snaked out and over the net rim easy

                  Back into the oligocene –

                  Only restrained by a mesh of kitchen curtain.

                  Then flopped out of their ocean-shifting aeons

               

               
                  Into a two-pound jam-jar

                  On a windowsill

                  Blackened with acid rain fall-out

                  From Manchester’s rotten lung.

               

               
                  Next morning, Mount Zion’s

                  Cowled, satanic majesty behind me

                  I lobbed – one by one – high through the air

                  The stiff, pouting, failed, paled new moons

               

               
                  Back into their Paradise and mine.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Pets

            

            
               
                  A dark November night, late. The back door wide.

                  Beyond the doorway, the step off into space.

                  On the threshold, looking out,

                  With foxy-furry tail lifted, a kitten.

                  Somewhere out there, a badger, our lodger,

                  A stripe-faced rusher at cats, a grim savager,

                  Is crunching the bones and meat of a hare

                  Left out for her nightly emergence

                  From under the outhouses.

               

               
                  The kitten flirts his tail, arches his back –

                  All his hairs are inquisitive.

                  Dare he go for a pee?

                  Something is moving there, just in dark.

                  A prowling lump. A tabby tom. Grows.

                  And the battered master of the house

                  After a month at sea, comes through the doorway,

               

               
                  Recovered from his nearly fatal mauling,

                  Two probably three pounds heavier

                  Since that last time he dragged in for help.

                  He deigns to recognize me

                  With his criminal eyes, his deformed voice.

                  Then poises, head lowered, muscle-bound,

                  Like a bull for the judges,

                  A thick Devon bull,

                  Sniffing the celebration of sardines.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Mackerel Song

            

            
               
                  While others sing the mackerel’s armour

                  His stub scissor head and his big blurred eye

                  And the flimsy savagery of his onset

                  I sing his simple hunger.

               

               
                  While others sing the mackerel’s swagger

                  His miniature ocelot oil-green stripings

                  And his torpedo solidity of thump

                  I sing his gormless plenty.

               

               
                  While others sing the mackerel’s fury

                  The belly-tug lightning-trickle of his evasions

                  And the wrist-thick muscle of his last word

                  I sing his loyal come-back.

               

               
                  While others sing the mackerel’s acquaintance

                  The soap of phosphorus he lathers on your fingers

                  The midget gut and the tropical racer’s torso

                  I sing his scorched sweetness.

               

               
                  While others sing the mackerel’s demise

                  His ultimatum to be cooked instantly

                  And the shock of his decay announcement

                  I sing how he makes the rich summer seas

               

               
                  A billion times richer

               

               
                  With the gift of his billions.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Tigress

            

            
               
                  She grin-lifts

                  Her black lips and white whiskers

                  As she yearns forward

               

               
                  Complaining

                  Tearing complaint off and banging it down a long pipe

                  That echoes and hums after

               

               
                  Her stride floats

                  Enjoying a weightlessness

                  A near-levitation

               

               
                  Again her cry

                  Scours out the drum of her

               

               
                  Her face

                  Works at its lacks and longings and quells

                  Its angers and rehearses its revenges

                  Endlessly

               

               
                  She lifts again

                  The welded and bolted plates of her head

                  Like an illness past curing

               

               
                  She rolls groaning

                  A bullet of anguish out of her

               

               
                  She is moving, in her hanging regalia

                  Everything in her is moving, slipping away forward

                  From the hindward-taper, drawing herself

                  Out of the air, like a tail out of water

               

               
                  A bow on the war-path, carrying itself

                  With its dazzling and painted arrows

               

               
                  Shoulders walling her chest, she goes

                  Between travelling armed walls

               

               
                  Lifting her brow as she walks to ripple

                  The surface of the element she moves in

               

               
                  Her cry rips the top off the air first

                  Then disembowels it

               

               
                  She lies down, as if she were lowering

                  A great snake into the ground

               

               
                  She rests her head on her forepaws, huge trouble

                  All her lines too enormous for her

               

               
                  I look into her almond eyes. She frowns

                  Them shut, the fur moving down on her brows.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Off-Days

            

            
               
                  In the lowest pit of the solstice, among sour conifers,

                  The reservoir looked reluctant.

                  Shrunk low, lying as if ill

                  Beneath its rusty harness of old waterlines.

                  Its only life – shivers of patience.

               

               
                  Man-made and officially ugly

                  Its bed is a desert of black, private depression.

                  A second whole day we have called for a pike.

                  Nothing volunteers for election.

               

               
                  If there is one last pike – one old mule,

                  One last patriot,

                  It starves, resolutely legless,

                  Hunger closed,

                  Habits hardening to total absence

                  In this grave of spontaneity.

               

               
                  Wind off the lake-face, unexpected blows

                  Bleak as a knuckle

                  Is the water’s only peevish trick.

               

               
                  We try to imagine our dredging lures

                  Resurrecting one jerk of life

                  In the eyeballs

                  Of mud.

               

               
                  For days somebody’s dead herring has lain

                  Miserably visible,

                  Like a failed bribe. 

               

               
                  Finish!

                  The pike here

                  Have been reabsorbed by the outcrop.

               

               
                  All jaws have resumed the Jurassic!

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Waterlicked

            

            
               
                  Bluster-shower August – exploded thunderlight

                  Tumbling in a crystal.

               

               
                  Eastward an hour, defectors, fishing like truants.

               

               
                  August Bank-Holiday millions roaming in disquiet.

               

               
                  A thought of pike, thoroughly ravenous,

                  In Bridgewater canal. Woe on the hope!

               

               
                  Flow-combed pond-weed folded the dull water

                  In a sunk hammock, where our plug-baits garishly popped.

               

               
                  All afternoon, with between-cloud glare, and the long hurt

                  Of the bent narrows. A weariness wore us.

               

               
                  A thin madness of windy-glitter water and its empty fractures.

               

               
                  All afternoon, Esox inert subombra

                  Like a fixed eternal number, ferocious and lucid.

                  Absent as baby’s dreams.

                                                      In a migraine of dazzle and gloom

                  We flitted away Westward, among spark emeralds,

                  To the blue twilit lintel.
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