
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
      [image: alt]
    

      

   


   
      
         

         
            The Noise of a Fly

            DOUGLAS DUNN

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            When we consider with a religious seriousnesse the manifold weaknesses of the strongest devotions in time of Prayer, it is a sad consideration. I throw my selfe downe in my Chamber, and I call in, and invite God, and his Angels thither, and when they are there, I neglect God and his Angels, for the noise of a Flie, for the ratling of a Coach, for the whining of a doore; I talke on, in the same posture of praying; Eyes lifted up; knees bowed downe; as though I prayed to God; and, if God, or his Angels should aske me, when I thought last of God in that prayer, I cannot tell: Sometimes I finde that I had forgot what I was about, but when I began to forget it, I cannot tell. A memory of yesterdays pleasures, a feare of to morrows dangers, a straw under my knee, a noise in mine eare, a light in mine eye, an any thing, a nothing, a fancy, a Chimera in my braine, troubles me in my prayer. So certainly is there nothing, nothing in spirituall things, perfect in this world.
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               Idleness

            

            
               
                  Can you hear them? The flap of a butterfly.

                  The unfolding wing of a resting wren.

                  The sigh of an exhausted garden-ghost.

                  A poem trapped in an empty fountain pen.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               ‘Wondrous Strange’

            

            
               
                  Now it can almost be heard. But not quite

                  Almost. Still on the far side of nearly,

                  It is the melody of a floating feather.

               

               
                  A spiderweb tickles my cheek in the dark garden;

                  A briar plucks at my sweater.

                  Wind on a windless night wafts through my hair.

               

               
                  Or the aroma of sandalwood soap

                  When that’s impossible. Or of fenugreek,

                  Or the scent of one who is no longer here.

               

               
                  Or something I half-believe I’ve seen,

                  A glisk of movement on the hill’s horizon,

                  An ominous shadow cast by nothing at all.

               

               
                  Then there’s the taste of zero-flavour,

                  Not even the taste of my own mouth,

                  Neither sweet and delicious, or bitter or sour.

               

               
                  Or the taste of strawberries Romanov

                  (That restaurant in Bonn!) or stolen plums

                  Remembered on a January night when snow’s falling.

               

               
                  Is this just dream-stuff, or is there enough

                  Sense in the senses for the mystical

                  To prove itself real as any truth? 

               

               
                  Yes, it’s ‘wondrous strange’; but I must ask

                  My Muse to save me from contriving

                  A forger’s touch of moonlight on the page.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Cognitive Disorders

            

            
               
                  ‘Butterflies rock no cradles, nor do they sing.’

                  Or so a gaga poet writes down on his page.

                  ‘I’ve listened, looked; can’t hear or see a thing

                  Other than snails on their silky pilgrimage

                  Over the slippery slabs of a garden path.

                  I’ve heard ants’ martial marching songs,

                  Their tiny tambourines, trumpets, and gongs,

                  Too-whoos of the nocturnal polymath.

                  I’ve heard the patient moans of mushrooms growing

                  Where bees coax ding-dongs from a foxglove’s bells,

                  A spider crooning at its loom, sewing

                  Its webs of death and dinner, bat-squeaks

                  In moon-shadow, their flittermouse farewells.

                  Now, though, I’ll go and whisper lullabies

                  To the traceless powdered butterflies

                  And all the little creatures that die in secret

                  Beyond imagination, mind, and wit.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               A Teacher’s Notes

            

            
               
                  Forbid morbidity. Time passes.

                  There’s no necessity for sorrow,

                  Unless … Be active. Banish alases.

                  Force no more yawns; and ponder the sparrow.

               

               
                  Don’t go out of your way to be improper –

                  You already are. Grow herbs on windowsills

                  (If you have them). There’s no eavesdropper

                  On one who works alone, counting syllables,

               

               
                  Saying your lines aloud. Please, not on a train,

                  Or on a bus, or strolling down the street,

                  And never, never, never on a plane.

                  And ’twixt and ’tween and o’er are obsolete.

               

               
                  So, cherish solitude for the sake of your songs.

                  Only your Muse, whoever She or He may be,

                  Your secret listener, pointing out your wrongs,

                  Your rights, can criticise your poetry.

               

               
                  Think in pictures. Think in rhythm. Then let

                  Others see and hear them too. Don’t forget

                  Poetry can oblige you to be insolent –

                  Be so, if that is what you want.

               

               
                  Better still, attend to all five senses.

                  Make readers see, hear, taste, touch, and smell

                  Until your poem’s narrative convinces

                  By what’s disclosed, and casts its spell. 

               

               
                  Live for that secular epiphany

                  That happens anywhere, that is lying to hand;

                  But beware the fraudulent and phoney

                  In anything you cannot understand.

               

               
                  Two years in a garret did no one harm

                  (And maybe not much good) but you’ll get nowhere

                  Unless you take a risk and chance your arm.

                  Avoid too much indoors, though. Take the air.

               

               
                  Now, disregard everything I’ve written.

                  Turn everything I’ve said into what you say –

                  I know you’re well and truly smitten.

                  You’ll stay the course, but there’s a price to pay.

               

               
                  And, for God’s sake, learn how to cook.

                  No more pot noodles on the hoof!

                  Until you’re famous, keep off the hard stuff.

                  If you’ve a mind to, send me your first book.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               The Wash

            

            
               
                  So much time wasted wanting to be remembered

                  Ends with desire to be forgotten,

                  As one chirrup absent from the dawn chorus,

                  An unclaimed seat in the theatre,

                  A volume missing from the library shelf.

               

               
                  Ambition determines you, then trips over itself;

                  But I was never a self-lover, or a self-hater.

                  Is it age that creates this feeling, to bore us,

                  Or twisted self-knowledge gone rotten,

                  Or dreams allowed to be dismembered?

               

               
                  I look at the spring’s predictable daffodils

                  Bugling yellow silences, snowdrops and crocus

                  Already gone, fritillaries abloom,

                  Tulips, bluebells and others still to come,

                  And summer’s lilies, lupins, and roses.

               

               
                  And all the rest of them, florals and edibles,

                  And all the rest of botanical hocus-pocus

                  In seasonal wonder, marguerites, delphinium,

                  Periwinkles to be pressed in a slim volume,

                  Honeysuckle, marigolds, whatever Hortus proposes.

               

               
                  It all depends on the luck of the weather,

                  As everything else does, in a sense,

                  And everyone. It all comes out in the wash?

                  H’m. But it could be in someone else’s favour,

                  With the gale and the sleet in your girning face. 

               

               
                  Better off forgotten, like scorched heather,

                  Your weathered and withered intelligence,

                  Your talent thinning like hair, maladroit tosh

                  Set down in a notebook as if to savour

                  Another stab at despair and disgrace.

               

               
                  It’s odd how ambition stumbles, and falls,

                  As the young overtake you, with a pat on the back,

                  If you’re lucky, a smile from over the shoulder.

                  I did that too. Or I suppose I did.

                  No harm intended; it’s just the way it is,

               

               
                  The way of the world, with its doors and its walls.

                  Is this all because I’ve no Muse in my sack?

                  I don’t feel like Sisyphus, I feel like his boulder –

                  Something used, or abused, for a task that’s not ended,

                  That won’t be, and certainly not with this.

               

               
                  So, fall off a barstool swigging your hemlock

                  For what we have here is perseverance’s tedium.

                  The bowler’s seven feet tall and very fast,

                  Their striker kicks like a camel and you’re in goal,

                  Their scrum-half’s fleet-footed as destiny.

               

               
                  Don’t worry. Your reputation’s safe with me,

                  Old pal of mine, shadow, my friend, old chum.

                  How long does a book, or sheet of paper, last?

                  If the answer is hundreds of years, does that console?

                  Go early to bed and outstare the clock.
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