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        El hombre que no se aflige apenas existe.
      

            – Antonio Porchia
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               Repertoire

            

            
               
                  The last few times he dragged his box along

                  to the folk club upstairs at the Brig O’ Tay

                  until the night the stairs turned him away

                  he told me he could get right through a song

                  by forgetting his hands, and fixing on the space

                  above the sea-line, so its empty plane

                  could clear the garbled switchboard in his brain

                  of any tune not soldered into place.

                  In the end, he’d only two left in the book

                  whose names I might be tempted to curate

                  for their piquancy, had he not put me straight:

                  ‘It’s not a violin.’ From which I took

                  you play the crowd, or play whatever’s true.

                  (‘Truck Drivin’ Man’ and ‘Good Old Mountain Dew’.)

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Snaba

            

            
               
                  I hadn’t heard the word in forty years

                  until then, at the ragged hem of sleep,

                  just once, in his bedside voice: that word

                  only he would call me by, and only

                  when I was sick, or cried out from a dream.

                  Why would he console me with it now?

                  I’d put three whole years on that rainy month

                  his death seemed almost lost in all the trouble.

                  Why so out of time? Although the dead

                  don’t know to keep the order of our days.

               

               
                  But perhaps one doesn’t ever really mourn

                  those obliged to leave us by degrees;

                  our last tears are relief, if there are any.

                  The blessing of a death to take him clean

                  was denied that man of purely good intention

                  who left us through a puncture in his side,

                  a slow leak hissing all that made him him –

                  I will say soul – back to the receiving dark

                  from which it first had calved, then found its host.

                  It was a stronger vessel than he needed.

               

               
                  His sickness was a stair into a cellar

                  where not one thing had edge enough to name;

                  but the steps were shallow and he took them slow,

                  so mostly I was dead to it, and dry-eyed

                  bar perhaps the last time he restrung

                  his good guitar, and everything was backwards

                  and upside down and him weeping in anger.

                  O Dad. But otherwise. Eventually

                  he slept, if we discount that last astonishment

                  I’d only seen before on the just-born.

               

               
                  Snaba. From before I could remember

                  a name so often mine I barely knew it,

                  although all names are strange, so long unused.

                  Back then, all I heard was the love in it,

                  the way his father too had called him by

                  the same Mearns pet-word, maybe from the Norse,

                  meaning child, or beloved one. The last time

                  I was sixteen, and shivering and raving

                  in the last bed in the ward, when I thought

                  they were all trying to kill me. Snaba, he’d said.

               

               
                  Of course. Now that it’s all I have of him

                  it’s so obvious, I could laugh. Snaa’ ba’.

                  ‘Snowball.’ That was all that he was calling me

                  in his own childhood Scots. And now the boy

                  with the white hair and the white beard holds

                  his knees and makes himself very small and round

                  because now he is very cold and he has no father.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Air Guitar

            

            
               
                  This year we’ve had to arm his good guitar

                  with super-lights, harp-wire and gossamer –

                  but now there’s nothing at his fingertips

               

               
                  God only knows the chords that lie below

                  the vague reflexive clutchings that he makes

                  when I put the neck into his severed hands.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Test

            

            
               
                  So for the record: when we die

                  our hearts don’t slow like steps or clocks

                  but whirr like small wings in a box

                  now lit up by a crack of sky.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Money

            

            
               
                  Even now, I tune

                  each new string to its neighbour

                  tensed for that dull snap –

                  his were always so heavy

                  and he was too broke for spares

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               On Sounding Good

               
          i.m. Russell L. Paterson
        

            

            
               
                  Sir, know this: that you were utter shite

                  in the Kirkintilloch Social Club that night

                  when at the bidding of your next of kin

                  you rushed the stage and counted yourself in,

                  resolved to give it laldy, your best shot,

                  all you had and more that you did not,

                  on a number you’d pinpointed in advance

                  with a misplaced yet granitic confidence

                  and a mondegreen of two words which belonged

                  to the chorus of a wholly different song;

                  and yet my father, on your one-two-three

                  took one breath to exhume your opening key

                  then shadowed you as with Apollo’s harp

                  through your ascent from E flat to K sharp.

               

               
                  But you barely heard the man with the guitar

                  who guided you towards the final bar

                  and off into the safety of the wing

                  like the Dalai Lama gently shepherding

                  a drunken wasp towards an open window,

                  nor, as you reached your bestial crescendo

                  did you see just how his providence had lent

                  the guise of logic to each chance event,

                  a velvet tray of right made for the wrong

                  that was the alien spanners of your song.

               

               
                  He did all this because he had an ear

                  like the sea that raised him, open, true and clear;

                  so on that night, as every night, he chose

                  to make you sound good, or good at least to those

                  who loved you; and since he had love to spare,

                  your knowing this was neither here nor there.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               I am not me

               
          after Juan Ramón Jiménez
        

            

            
               
                  I am not me. I am the one

                  who walks unseen beside me.

                  The one I sense, from time to time,

                  but often forget; the one

                  who is silent and still while I’m speaking;

                  who forgives me when I’m spiteful;

                  who is where I am not;

                  who will stay standing when I finally lie down.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Customs House

               
          after Montale
        

            

            
               
                  You don’t remember the customs house

                  on the clifftop, overhanging the reef?

                  Long abandoned, it’s been waiting for you

                  since that evening the swarm of your worries

                  first poured inside, and settled there so restlessly.

               

               
                  Sou’westers have thrashed the old walls for years
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