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For my mother, Gwendolen Ceinwen Evans (1912–1997)






















 







 





Five fields, five oceans,


seven continents.


So little.
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The Field-Mouse









Summer, and the long grass is a snare drum,


The air hums with jets.


Down at the end of the meadow,


far from the radio’s terrible news,


we cut the hay. All afternoon


its wave breaks before the tractor blade.


Over the hedge our neighbour travels his field


in a cloud of lime, drifting our land


with a chance gift of sweetness.







The child comes running through the killed flowers,


his hands a nest of quivering mouse,


its black eyes two sparks burning.


We know it’ll die, and ought to finish it off.


It curls in agony big as itself


and the star goes out in its eye.


Summer in Europe, the fields hurt,


and the children kneel in long grass


staring at what we have crushed.







Before day’s done the field lies bleeding,


the dusk garden inhabited by the saved, voles,


frogs, a nest of mice. The wrong that woke


from a rumour of pain won’t heal,


and we can’t face the newspapers.


All night I dream the children dance in grass,


their bones brittle as mouse-ribs, the air


stammering with gunfire, my neighbour turned


stranger, wounding my land with stones.






























Barn







1




Where the wheelbarrow slumps, a lake of rust in its lap,


where rolls of chicken wire loll, caging


a wilderness of nettle and yellowing grass,


where leftover timber rots into cities of woodlice,


you see a barn. Dumpy level, tape, clipboard,


and I’m frozen to the bone. One dawn I’ll be glad of it,


the graphite lines raised to a grid of steel


on the icy sky, roof on, walls firm, and me


in some strawy corner with the black-faced ewe,


the smell of hay, of birth, their private cries


and the first birds singing.





2




In a field of fescue, timothy and Yorkshire fog,


two swallows skim the pond for flies,


rehearsing reflections for the long haul south.


And you up there where the new barn rises,


your hair bleached with summer,


climbing the spaces of your own geometry,


already see light fall through a window


on orderliness: workbench, tools oiled and graded,


the timber stacked in aromatic piles.







You pull me into the sky to see the sea,


the purple mountains of the north. You say,


‘We’ll have a telescope, a barn owl box’.


I see us grow old under the poetry of stars,


listening for snowfall of owl. You steady me


on the ladder’s trembling summit, all sky about us,


earth askew and spinning, the lake upside down,


swallows dreaming Africa in this first September chill.






























Shepherds









Night of the black moon.


Above the house, Venus


bright as a lamp.


The field glitters in the flashlight


with the thirty stars of their eyes.







Somewhere the croak of a bird


and far off, chained


in the yard of a nameless farm


a dog barks. Downwind


the smoke of our dying fire.







In the unsteady light of the torch


you shoulder the bale, break it,


ram the racks with the needling sweetness


of nettle-scents, herbs, the trapped breath


of thirteen kinds of summer grasses.







The ewes are pushy,


Blackface first to the bucket,


then the one who hooves our shoulders


to hurry the mumble


of our iron hands.







You call from the dark –


first lambs steaming in lamplight.


We carry them in, one each, hot and yolky


with their strange scent of the sea,


the ewe in a panic at our heels.







Above us in the Square of Pegasus


a satellite wavers


like a torch in a field.






























Ark







‘Keeping the seed alive upon the face of all the earth once the fountains of the deep and the windows of the sky are stopped.’


Genesis







1




Winter of rain, the rivers of Europe too big for themselves,


and the oceans rising. The sea’s at the door. It curls into the cellar,


climbs the stairs, laps the threshold of cities.


Coastal towns go under. A church falls to the waves.


Only the watchman awake to cry ‘flood’ in the drunken palace


as the wall is breached and the sea takes Cantre’r Gwaelod.


Only a boy with his thumb in the dyke as the low countries drown.





2




From Oxfam, an ark of gopher wood,


each beast so crude I can’t name it for sure:


elephant, tiger, zebra, two maned lions, no lioness,


white creatures tall as camels or giraffes.


Could they be sheep?





3




Rain falls through February, March.


‘Of every clean beast thou shall take to thee by sevens.’


Beulah Speckle-faced, and three black faced ewes.


The flock puddles the field to mud.


We wake nightly in the early hours, dress for the rain,


to count their faces in the flashlight, their glittering eyes.







A sudden day of light and the March wind’s home


like a hare running. The flock is moonlit cloud,


their breath starlight. One ewe stands alone


turning and turning, pawing the ground.


The horizons in the gold-green of her eyes


know the midwife in me before I do.










You hold her shoulders and talk tenderly.


The scalding cave’s familiar as soapy washing,


in my hand a sodden head, the slippery pebbles


of hooves. Out of the bone ark adrift


on its flood I bring the lamb. Its skull


is the moon on my palm,







the four of us murmuring, earthed again,


getting our bearings.






























Flesh







1




On a frozen morning in November


the wethers walk to their death.


Not a sound but their muffled foot-notes


on the stony road. No hurry or fuss.


In the barn tonight they’ll be quiet


as the five fields of their lives


since the March day they were born.







Tomorrow one after another


stone still on the hard earth


they’ll stand for the gun.


His thumb on the dead-bolt.


Silence will flood the chancels.


In the stunned air something will give,


will forget what it was to be born.







The man will work, wordless and calm,


till the job’s done. Each fleece folded,


blood and the smell of slaughter


sluiced from the shed after every lamb.


Something will stop, breath held


in a yard awash with water.
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In Memoriam





Bitter cold. Three hundred


remember a friend, glad of the living


in the frozen ribcage of the church.







The hymns know what death is:


darkness in the skull of the lamb


at the flick of a thumb,










in the widow’s breast


a slow explosion


in the muffled heart,







in our throats, ice,


her weeping stars,


the glacier in the bone.
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On its hook in the barn


the carcase is clean,


a licked bone from the sea.







He hands me two suet-caskets.


When I break them open,


with the whisper of tearing,







and hold in my hands the cold


soft weight of the kidneys


before slipping them from their silk,







they’ll be the wet stones


of a lamb’s hooves,


the slippery ball of its head







in the birth-flood,


they will be the heart


of the new-born beating,







imagining the dead


in their cold places,


flesh in its fire and ice.
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