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            For Harriet, as ever, walking on
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            ‘I’ll sing you one, O.’

            – ‘Green Grow the Rushes, O’

            
                

            

            ‘I must have two, you know… One to come, and one to go.’

            – Lewis Carroll

            
                

            

            ‘See, they return; ah, see the tentative

          Movements, and the slow feet.’

            – Ezra Pound6
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               SEA SONG

            

            
               
                  Sewer and salve, dredge and dump, kitten and killer,

                  sea, our element, lovely other, soul and matter,

                  intricate jeweller of caves and corals, molluscs and pearls,

                  salty original, mirror of weather, flood of tears.

               

               
                  Sea, our crossing, launch and offing, lift and tease,

                  as if a loop of dolphins took us, deeper to breathe,

                  darker to see, further to hear – from dream to after,

                  through flesh, fish, shell, krill, to the first life-matter.
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               ISLAND / POEM

            

            
               
                  Think – an island interests the poem.

                  Each grounded tally pegs the drift,

                  snags a silkie from the liquid swell

                      where grey beasts swim.

               

               
                  What’s missed still calls from roke and fret.

                  Sing-song of shorelines scores each edge

                  where sea will pocket stones for the sea-bed,

                      and nothing lies still.

               

               
                  Consider – an island interests the poem.

                  Each shape amended to a perfect cone

                  caps the slick of what’s not known,

                      but whispers below.
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               STORMY PETREL

            

            
               
                  Turquoise, azure, indigo, blue –

                  and below, the opal of a perfect pearl

                  pools all colours to a translucent whorl.

               

               
                  I cannot enter that abstraction of despair,

                  the witch’s mirror in which we disappear

                  to breathe blue water, choke on the sea’s tear.

               

               
                  I cannot know how one word – celeste –

                  might yet transpose to liquid syllables below,

                  and sound a glass bell in that deafening hollow.

               

               
                  So I watch this small bird that patters with its feet

                  the thin line Peter could not walk for drowning.

                  Fisher of small fry, it flip-flops, grounding

               

               
                  the vast sea-level’s intemperate upheavals.

                  Tiny, sparrow-sized, flutter-running thing –

                  on the sea’s blue page, the superscript of a wing.
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               BARN OWL

            

            
               
                               Winging hard by,

                  sheer and level, quick and killing –

                  Barn Owl, Billy Wix, Ginny Ollit –

                  a plectrum of feathers taps the quiet,

                  riffs the static of a summer night.

               

               
                               Parrying a fall

                  with tucked claws, balancing wings,

                  its hunched drag quartering the moorlands,

                  feather finials hallucinating hands –

                  what ghost inhabits this fanning thing?

               

               
                               Steering too close

                  to us, then clear, past omens, scares –

                  we stand, queer giants, at the dark’s address,

                  no interruption of its watchfulness –

                  this fly-by-night fingering the air.

               

               
                               Idling so near

                  it shames us, casts us into shadow –

                  while a drifted whiteness comes to mind,

                  wing of the moon, or whitsun crosswind

                  brushing lightly – claw at a heartstring.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
11
               HUMMING-BIRD HAWK-MOTH

            

            
               
                  Late in a garden I turn each page.

                  The day’s evening waits in the wings –

                  old words singing by heart almost

                  till I reach that roll-call in parenthesis:

                  (Enter Pease-blossome, Cobweb, Moth).

               

               
                  How reading dreams its own known story:

                  a summer love tale, the tongs and the bones,

                  till all turns fairy, lifts and stirs

                  in lighter repeats, in tactical-heard

                  flights between the cold moon and the earth.

               

               
                  Then something throws its counterweight –

                  this furry mimic of a rotary blade,

                  micro-flyer that darts and stays

                  at any summered jasmine, woodbine –

                  one flute filament tippling its new wine.

               

               
                  And fifty-wingbeats-per-second drives

                  that motor levity, the fret of a hum –

                  migrant stranger in a blur of wings

                  magicked from a call long-lost, unplayed:

                  ‘(Enter… Moth)’ – but for what? No word –

               

               
                  unless just to cue a wandering soul,

                  a creature answering to some lost part,

                  – like this mere moth, a thing that lives.

                  So nature’s intricate knack of the ordinary

                  outwits those marvellous plots of names.
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               STEP CHANGE

            

            
               
                  Beside the compost’s vegetable waste

                  juiced to a wormy, sun-proved manure,

               

               
                  it seemed an angel feathered into stone,

                  flat-packed to earth in a fringe of wings,

               

               
                  stubbed to a level, weathered to no name

                  and grey from rinsing under days of rain.

               

               
                  Now, there’s only a faintness stamped,

                  reverse transcendence assuming its blank

               

               
                  where once the stencil of a hapless bird

                  chalked the pathway like a hopscotch turn –

               

               
                  mere sketch of bones in a tent of skin,

                  the living flight left blazoned in.

               

               
                  Yet still, the touching palms of my feet

                  sidestep an angel skies can’t delete.
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               SAVING HIS GLOVES

               for Marion

            

            
               
                  I count five fingers to a dead mole’s hands –

                  scullers, big shovellers, flat on the hillside,

                  pink and raw beside a wrap of moleskin,

                  manuals, movers – like something human

                  coming to light under the sun.

               

               
                  Small blind miner with the capable hands

                  that once moved mountains, inch by inch,

                  earth-shifter, mouldwarp, now cold aboveground,

                  morkin dumped among your nunkey tumps,

                  old mole, ghosted into two small gloves.

               

               
                  And I remember others, the ones she saved…

                  old suede, knuckled by years of wear,

                  close as houses, yet moulded, stretched

                  over the stored hold of an absence –

                  light touch, answering hand to hand.

               

               
                  She’ll slip them on sometimes and feel

                  their give, their easy accommodation,

                  push her fingers to the limits to know

                  (in the found art of a lost thing)

                  his nowhere reaches, stranger bearings.
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               MY DOG OSCAR

               after Christopher Smart & A.E. Stallings

            

            
               
                  For I will consider my dog Oscar.

               

               
                  For he does not consider verse a fit or fortunate activity,

                                                 but grieves for the time wasted, the delay,

               

               
                  and drums his tail for a sign, and sighs, a canicular lament

                                                 for the hours passing, the best moment missed.

               

               
                  For he can run for sheer joy of the wind, when wind is a tease and a

                                                 torment, making his thick fur stare.

               

               
                  For he was born under the sign of Sirius, brightest of stars,

                                                 and he can catch any twinkle in an eye.

               

               
                  For he will die under the sign of Cerberus, grimmest of wards,

                                                 guarding the way of no return.

               

               
                  For there is no unearthly yen about him, no ever-shall-be

                                                 that is not now, or here, or this,

               

               
                  no elsewhere ghosting the good stench of things, no dybbuk gibbering

                                                          in the fat substance of perceivable facts.

               

               
                  For he goes nose to the moment, stepwise, footing it slick,

                                                 4.4 at a trot, 2.2 bounding.

               

               
                  For he greets nothing that is not there in the nostrils’ sensing,

                                                 in the audio-ambry of his periscope ears. 15

               

               
                  For he can make prosody out of a run, muscling in on

                                                 earth’s hard base, air’s pure give,

               

               
                  phrasing the way of it, extemporising dynamics of a praise-song

                                                 for all creation laid at his feet.

               

               
                  For he is dog’s-body and all the naturalised mongrels are his:

                                                 dog-rose, dog whelk, dogwood, doggerel,

               

               
                  all the crossed, irregular castes, the polymorphed forms

                                                 of life’s endlessly evolving bounty.

               

               
                  For he will piss openly on upstanding things, respecting no status,

                                                 but furiously back-kick the steam of his shit.

               

               
                  For his is the law of the instant, he trails any stink or rustle,

                                                          obeys the command of stomach and bowel.

               

               
                  For he will growl through his teeth, feeding, wolfing dog’s dinners

                                                 like the last bones filched in prehistory.

               

               
                  For his fur hackles at a forest call: for beasts in a pack,

                                                 moons that cue longing and howling.

               

               
                  For he can dig deep, snuffing the soul that’s folded round bone –

                                                 quick forensics for an Anubis –

               

               
                  or nuzzle to speak, intelligencing the uncrossable sea

                                                 that keeps us, creature-continents, apart.

               

               
                  For scenting a bitch on heat he will dash, abandoning me utterly,

                                                 bent on pleasure fit to break my heart. 16

               

               
                  For spent, he will return with a dog-look sorrowed by all love’s puzzling,

                                                 chase and satiety, impulse and expense.

               

               
                  For his paws are pillowed and palmy between claws, handy on all-fours,

                                                 tough as old boots on a rocky foreshore.

               

               
                  For in them I meet, unskilled, original, my own hands’ shapes,

                                                 fleet padders, dexterous feet.

               

               
                  For he can run with a dancer’s wit, darts of quick-think,

                                                          finding his feet in a blustery upwind

               

               
                  as he leaps, misses, skids to a stop, all a-quiver to bolt

                                                 after any lost will o’ the wisp.

               

               
                  For asleep, his sonar ears might prick and overhear a star,

                                                 appraise inflections, apprehend a tear.

               

               
                  For awake, he’s all-sense – living’s throwaway, unconsidered art,

                                                 skilled crafter of grace and laughter.
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               SIGHTING

            

            
               
                  One step wrong, and she froze to a still,

                  lost in a grisaille of winter trees,

                  the slip of a shadow, shy creaturely other –

                  I stopped to see that darkness clearer.

               

               
                  She might have stepped like fairy from a worn

                  tapestry of old, or sung by some courtier

                  hunter-wit for stalking his chamber,

               

               
                  or set by a tree of life which feeds

                  mosaic water in green and gold

                  by cooling streams that gleam and whisper.

               

               
                  But I, in the ancient meet we played,

                  knew I was neither blessed nor graced

                  but caught on the hoof – and shocked to mirror

                  myself in her eyes: millennially, a killer.
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