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Avalanche









When the avalanche came down on us







it did not come down on us in a holy light,


flickering between this dimension and another







ultraviolet one. It did not shower its sermon upon us


in meaning-ful, vowel-less sounds like stalactites.


It did not come down on us at all. It came up, up, over







and around us; all around us in a pall. It met our bodies


in a hail, hail, hail, not a wall but heavier than water


if we were sitting at the bottom of the sea. We heard it crack


and sizzle on the ground. It filled the valley like a steam engine;







its clotted vapour urging forward to some terminus beyond us.


We watched it soar and could not inhale enough air between


the screams. Our lungs made fists. I thought of lips freezing shut


once and for all, the uncommon cold, no human fingers to close


the lids nor chance of rescuing the bodies, stiff as candy canes







striped red, white, red, white, grey. Your hands were fifty feet away,


your mind another hundred. My cries could not contend with this parade


of physics. You were wordless, as if the snow were slow motion surf


or a weir devouring its atmosphere. Was it fluid dynamics, glaciology


or meteorology you surveyed? There was something of the shock


wave about it, no doubt about that. The space between us







prolonged. I should never have collapsed in love with a physicist.


I saw the fort my brother built from bales of hay, whose tunnel


should never have been trusted. Oh, to make a hay citadel!


‘When the fields are white with daisies,’ my father would have said.


The ice wave rose and darkness fell. I doubted how well my elbows


would act as pick-axes, if it were to be a catacomb. I had once been told


that knowing which way is up is key: that the whiteness is homogeneous;


that people dig madly, burying themselves in the immortal white. I panicked:


would he have a better chance than I, with his gall; his practicality?


No, the snow was nothing like confetti. It would not applaud any small boys


or any small girls, no matter how insolent. We braced ourselves, finally.





Later, you described the form of a loose snow avalanche as a teardrop;


born of some great disparity between the tensile gift of snow layers


and their compressive heft. The angle of repose was soft, you allowed,


as we stood in the catchment area, making observations and vowel sounds.






























Gathering Evidence









He would have been a fan of Newton, the householder


who guzzled his millet gruel and malt beer one bitter


morning in Wales and ran outside to capture hailstones.







‘An extraordinary Shower of Hail,’ he recorded, ‘broke down


the stalks of all the beans and wheat… and ruined as much glass


at Major Hansbury’s House as cost 4 pounds the repairing.’







‘Some of the Hail were 8 inches about; as to their Figure,


very irregular and unconstant, several of the Hail-stones being


compounded, as the Major judged, who saw them.’







He wore nothing more than rhinegrave breeches


gathered at the knee, garterless stockings, vestless


but for a ruffled shirt – slashed sleeves furled, meaning business.







Gravity had been newly named, so he willed himself to see


the hail as being drawn, not thrown forcefully from the Heavens.


The orbs burst on the ground like meteors or fleshy white melons.







To measure their diameter before they dissolve is to grasp


the hard idea before the thawing thought, he held. If he could secure


a hailstone in a wheelbarrow, with solid algebra, he could square a circle.







To square a circle! He might as well have measured the Garden


of Eden if he could master this binomial expansion. He handled


the pellets like enormous diamonds: what could they reveal? The world







was so full of revelation in those days. One could drop a needle


in a haystack and pinpoint the magnetic field. One could begin a conversation.


He looked at the frozen rain and saw concentric rings as in an axed tree;







he swallowed one like a lozenge, half-hoping a golden band would be left


on his tongue, half-not. His wife pleaded him in to safety. He was ecstatic.


He bellowed how the stones had wed through their seven-mile drop.







What did that mean? His evidence was dissolving; the ghoulish green sky,


lightening. He had not been stunned. He had felt the world upon him,


but the welts it left would not be proof enough. As the Major judged, 







if the fellow could only have captured a skyful, he could have squared it.


The esteemed witness was vital. Else, all he would have been


left with was a wife who would not nurse his fever, and indefinite vital signs.






























The Transit of Venus









They will lift their pencils and angle them like life drawers,


sizing up Venus against Sol with abstract sums, stiff deductions.







They may see the lead and sniff at how far we have arisen.


They may see and sigh at the recursion. A sun is a sun is a sun.







The telescope is a spyglass into the future, into the slip of the past;


filtering out strata – the lustre that would insult the vitreous mass.







They will watch the brave black circle coming into prospect,


slipping into the bull ring of incandescence, at 3.846 × 1026
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