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3
               FIRST LYREBIRD

            

            
               
                  Your vow is the Lyrebird’s thesaurus of mimicry.

                      Your vow yaffles with the laughter of a Kookaburra.

               

               
                  Your vow sings the syllables you share with our children.

                      Your vow lullabies a jungle’s stories, canopies, and understory.

               

               
                  My vow catapults a Kingfisher past a Kookaburra.

                      My vow scales a frozen waterfall’s icicled aviary.

               

               
                  My vow strips a eucalypt’s paperbark for nests for Rainbow Lorys.

                      My vow ploughs a ridge-walk through a peat-bog’s slog and slurry.

               

               
                   

                  Your vow paints Jane Austen’s miniatures on two inches of ivory.

                      Your vow quickens a bare forest with your footsteps in snow.

               

               
                  Your vow spills its watershed through the fell’s tarns and freshets

                      and startles snowdrops from the floor of heaven.

               

               
                  My vow hushes a fir forest and my footsteps in snow.

                      My vow spies a single star from out the wide night’s numbers.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
4
               THE THROWN VOICE

               
          Romany
        

            

            
               
                  ‘The story starts with who you are.

                  I strode at night across the heath to hear

                  a nightjar. It was night which throws

                  her voice inside a bird. I would stand below

                  his song and become cast into creature,

                  into his purled world. The bird could never

                  be seen. It seemed a soft scar of sound

                  as if a lone tree’s bark sang the night’s wound

                  from a lone tree’s bough, and yet heath

                  and bird were grown two in the dark.

                  Those wound, wounded voices were thrown

                  into me, as if bird and tree were hornbooks

                  I could finger and trace and sing aloud.

                  I spoke through night, or night through me

                  and all the creatures of the night sang free.

                  My Gypsies gave tongue to campfire stories

                  but my spell drew speech from the circling heath.

                  I was a magician to them, the magic man

                  to my people. I lost it. I lost my magic

                  when I lost those voices. I cried my eyes out.

                  I have cried my eyes into myself. How can

                  you know what it is like to lose your magic?’

               

               
                  The magician drains his hipflask of whiskey.

                  I catch him under his thin arms and catch myself

                  in surprise, for he weighs no more than a bird,

                  as though the bones were air-blown, his body

                  a wingspan, not a man. I cradle him to earth.

                  ‘What’s gone can be gained again’, he whispers,

                  ‘Take the path across the purling heath;5

                  night-long, overhear the notes of nightfall,

                  nocturne of nightjars turning with the world

                  from county to county in slown song:

                  a slur of notes played without departure

                  or border. There’s the thrown voice you seek:

                  to be thrown into pure bird, poured song, hear

                  the soft scar of the night’s wound. Let me rest’.

               

               
                  A young Gypsy winks at me: ‘Take no notice

                  of the sly old soak. It’s the DTs blathering

                  through him now. He can’t get his act together

                  by which we mean his Act. That shaman blether

                  is stabbing him in the liver. This broken bottle.

                  That smashed bottle there. The spirit’s spirited away

                  his spirit’. The Gypsies laugh. ‘He made mad magic

                  before the booze,’ another smiles. ‘The man

                  could pirouette playing cards on his palm,

                  flip the whole pack up to burst like doves,

                  flapped down as one bird into the dovecote

                  of his fist. One bird! At our winter fairs

                  he’d dance the crowd on the marionette strings

                  of his voice. No prop or pose. Not even a song.

                  Now he’s the maddened ghost of his act…’.

                  ‘Uncle!’ a teenage Gypsy jeers, ‘are you sleeping

                  or waking? – or still fast in the fumes

                  of the whiskey-world between dream and dram?

                  Look at those dregs in his cup. He can’t read

                  a word or world from them not for love nor money.

                  Maybe he might, brothers – for another swig!’

                  The Gypsy spits: ‘He capers in the majesty6

                  of magic when he’s smashed. He’s pissed away

                  his craft but it’s us who’ve counted the cost.’

                  The magician weeps and gropes into wet grass.

               

               
                  An elder Gypsy rises from his heels:

                  ‘You will not join in laughing at the man.

                  It is gentle of you: to read past

                  his sadness and madness. We forge

                  our memory of what he was, not

                  what he has become. He was the first

                  magician and fortune-forger of our tribe.

                  The leaf-teller and palm-reader of his time.

                  The man could take your hand into his fist,

                  and read you like a book. He would wrestle

                  your heart and rummage through your soul.

                  The elder holds out his work-worn palms.

                  “Our hands are the books of what we have lived” –

                  This is what the magician preached on Sundays

                  – the one day he was dry. It was holy

                  to him in saying, and to us. “One palm”,

                  he would cry, “is scripture we have yet to write.”

                  Life lines and Fate lines. Love lines. Marriage lines.

                  Yet the man, like us, could read no book-words.

                  He reads himself in the speech of his tears.

                  Get this tortured creature to his bed.’

               

               
                  They haul him tottering and lurching

                  to his feet and, half-joking, coaxing,

                  carry him legless to his caravan.

                  The magician stares through me:

                  ‘I cannot hear the nightjar: my heart’s bird,

                  the thrown voice, his song of no words.

                  All my animals moved on from me

                  as if I were an ark axed to splinters7

                  on my Ararat. I lost them. Smashed

                  my magic. Go back there: pace the path

                  down my mountain of error below

                  the snowline, the triggered tracks of white hares.

                  At nightfall, lay yourself on the heather

                  beneath the lone fir; listen for his purling,

                  turning a world without words’. His eyes

                  slide into themselves, a snail’s horns.

                  The Gypsies wrestle him to the ground

                  as a seizure wracks him. ‘Our hands

                  are open books of what we have lived,’

                  he raves. ‘Do you want to read me?

                  Do you want to read my life?’

               

               
                  He holds out his hands.

                  He holds out his trembling hands.
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               ROMANY WOUNDS ME

            

            
               
          after George Seferis’s ‘In the Manner of G.S.’
        

               for Damian Le Bas

            

            
               
                  Wherever I travel, Romany wounds me.

                  As I hoved into the horse fair at Stow-on-the-Wold

                  between Cotswold chintz shops and the roving road

                  HGVs hunkered after our wagons on the Fosse Way

                  cursing us with airbrakes and grunting gearshifts.

                  At Kenilworth fair, with its tailbacks to Longbridge roundabout,

                  vardos bottle-necked behind ponies from Pershore,

                  rocks rammed on verges of all the villages between

                  by Neighbourhood Watches with the policeman’s nod.

                  At Dereham fair I crow-barred the stern stones from the wayside

                  and flattened fat molehills under my 4 x 4

                  and snored under the stars of headlights flying across the bypass

                  and slung the crook of my kettle above an illegal blaze.

                  At Gressenhall, Swaffham, and Peterborough

                  the pubs were barred to me.

                  What do the Gentiles want, these polite people

                  who curse us we’re Romanian or worse than?

                  A copper pulls us over and barks for passports.

                  ‘Mate, I come from Rotherham’, laughs one Gypsy,

                  ‘though it’s foreign country round these parts’.

                  And as we sleep Europe drifts away across the sea.

                  The cling-net of England closes. Our caravans are ships

                  with their engines flooded. Our lives are drowning.

                  Strange people, the English. They say, ‘this land is ours’

                  but they don’t rove beyond their commutes or school runs.

                  Imagine the coppers rocking up at their caravan sites!

                  Meanwhile, England keeps on travelling, always travelling backwards.

                  In my dream, our flotilla of caravans sets sail from Dover’s chalk shore

                  as though the little boats of Dunkirk were our own Gypsy vardos,

                  
            9
          

                  as though we were machine-gunned by our own spitfires,

                  and those brothers on the beach were our own strafed kin,

                  which we were, when we were borderless and one.

                  Between the horse fairs of Horsmonden and Appleby

                  at all the stopping places when I wake, and in every face I see,

                  wherever I travel, Romany wounds me.
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