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The Man in the Moon







1 THE GOOSE ENGINE





… my only companions a flock of wild geese


that disputed the grass near my hut,


eyeing me when I approached.


They would not be shooed,







but when provoked shrugged into the air,


then folded themselves back down,


the whim of flight passed.







They saw me as one of them,


a flapping biped.
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The moon rested on the mountain, rock on rock –


you might step from one to the other.


My geese snored, oval cushions


in the goose-white light.







With much time for thought, I brooded on


that icy noctiluca:


might one live in it?







Had geese reason? What haven


did they fly off to?
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Studying their burbling language and coughed cries,


I found no sense there. They would not heed


human words, having no more


than walnuts of brain.







White moved them, and flapping. They would come


to a sheet at my window


for their dole of corn,







fly errands, a full basket


strapped to their strong feet.
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I rigged the sheet in front, like a spinnaker


(but it was not the wind it would catch)


and hooked my birds to the struts


in a rigid V.







This shape had such urgency for them


they began striving at once.


The frame bucked, lifted,







so I could scarce hold it down


for the leap of it.





2 FLYINGS





The lamb, all legs and nerves, was irked by the ground,


kicked it away. Each time it kicked back


with a jolt that arched his spine,


made him kick again. 







I tied him to the frame. The geese flapped.


The rag-doll face showed nothing.


A bleat blew away,







and for the space of two fields


he treadled the air.
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Myself weighing no more than a dozen lambs,


Sancta Maria, twenty-five geese


(all I have) might, at a stretch


ora pro nobis.







The grass raced between my hanging feet,


tilted, and fell. I saw waves


swing past my elbow,







my shadow kicking at them,


in hora mortis.
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A salad of trees, a peppering of beach,


the great blue flecked with goose-dropping foam,


but most of the world is air


no man can live in.







I tugged at the line to yank the sail


and steer my birds to a rock;


small as a limpet,







it fell behind as the geese


strained for the mountain.
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Wingbeat by wingbeat we clambered up the sky.


Rock swayed before my eyes. I could read


each crack and blotch of its face,


till we swung over







and my feet dangled on the summit.


We flopped on that cold doorstep


in a field of clouds,







the birds muttering, feathers


still trying to fly.





3 LUNAR PASSAGE





Earth carried on in the gaps between the clouds,


blue and green, fabulous with distance.


How had I lived there? How long


would I be falling?







The lines tensed. The geese rose above me


like a surge of white weather.


It was their season







to vanish into the sky,


and I went with them.
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Then we were elsewhere. I felt the earth give up.


We moved too fast for breath, but the lines


had gone slack now, the wings stopped.


We were still flying







in a windless brightness that faded


the stars to milk and water.


Motes sparkled round us:







swarms of cuckoos and swallows


on their lunar flight.
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Looking back I saw the globe where I was born,


smudged with forests, doodled with coastlines.


That flashing sheet of metal


was the Atlantic.







That pear with a bite out of one side,


must be Africa sliding


east as the world turned,







that oval – America,


just as the maps show.
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We sailed that lukewarm afternoon that had forgotten


how to get dark, beyond rain or snow,


while the world’s engine turned it


twelve times behind us,







and ahead the moon became a place:


the dark patches were country,


furred with trees and grass,







the gold light came from the sun


striking the oceans. 





4 ARRIVAL





There was world here also, a hill where we came down,


a thicket of leaves for us to chew,


tasting of green and perfume,


a view of more hills.







The moon’s grip being gentle, one leaps


as readily as a lamb,


springing at a thought







to the height of an earth oak,


landing goose-softly.
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Trees grew tall as a steeple in that lightness,


and the inhabitants of the place


looked down at me when they came


from heads like rooks’ nests.







Each carried two fans of curled feathers


with which to flurry the air


and so leap further.







They bowed low and addressed me,


but knew no Latin.
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How I was taken before their king and queen,


learned the notes of their singing language,


tasted moon food, smoked the sweet blue


of moon tobacco; 







of three gems: a topaz whose yellow


could light up a church, a jet


whose black scorched the hand







and one of no known colour –


all this you shall read,
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but after the long night with the cloudy earth


shining its almost-daylight on us,


the rising sun was too close


for me to bear it,







so my birds were shepherded away


and myself led off to rest


in a dark quarter.







I woke from my fortnight’s sleep,


the full moon waiting …
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