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We are all travelers in the wilderness of this world, and the best we can find in our travels is an honest friend.


—Robert Louis Stevenson


To me it is as if a bit of myself had died, the romantic part, which was forever running after him.


—J.M. Barrie on the death of his friend
Robert Louis Stevenson
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Lines on the Melodies in Men



It is funny, I say to K, who’s wading shirtless


in the burn, the things we remember about growing.


As a boy I played a game with my uncle


where I blew into his boxer’s thumb


as he ballooned his muckle bicep,


the shoogly inkwork of his tattoos


smearing to a blur,


arms bulging bigger


with each puff I stuck him with


—stuffed solid as a cloud


before emptying its storm.


I blast another lungful down the thumb’s


portal, slurp up the tobacco scum,


lick my lips like liquorice.


If they don’t give it you, my uncle gruffs,


showboating his trophy muscles,


take it with these: a forced ending,


the cloven-hoofed ars poetica


of Danish Harri—Da’s toughest brother.


Popeye arms, I faked coveting them,


knowing fine well


not even with a marching band


would I let that music in. It was


the physical play I loved, the luminous


swell, like a kissing ritual


without the kiss.


The melodies in men are sometimes


my arch nemesis, a neighbour’s


tusk, the wicked nimbus


of a better version gunning


for my soft & silly. Though mostly


they’re hot courage: brave bones stookied


in mucky fun, the buttress of friends


hatching bawdy superstanzas.


Together we might lay to rest our unclings’


bedraggled sermons, their just


a generational thing, a not-in-our-blood


thing; an I-do-love-you-you-know-that-


but-fur-fucks-sake-I-shouldnt-have-to-


broadcast-it thing. Just—oh. All


the possibilities of a river.


In the future, I tell K, we will hear


each other better—a friend


will clasp my hand and beg me be


in touch more often, to touch more often.


He’ll say he’s been thinking of me,


that he knows it’s going to hurt


hellfire, all the while holding firm


as moon grips. Promise cast


not as we splinter into the next stage


but heartbeat-wet in the herenow. Words


as close to their import


as a sparked match.
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boys holding hands



become men


holding hands


because learning


to dance starts


haptic & here


a rumple


of pinkies


the trill


of palms


another skin


blossoms beyond


its sleeve


another


fist unpeels


to fingers as bud


unhooks its petals


the anthesis


of the hand


for we are


best friends


slow sun’s


gauche promise


hold me


as language


drifts


through the throat


of the wrist










Mike’s Tackle Shop: The Ultimate Fishing Experience



I don’t want to bash a trout in with a mallet


but I do eat them, so have done.


Contrarily, I relished my boyhood


fishing trips: the symphonic purr


of loch lap & naked talk.


This lament’s, instead, for feeding the beast


—the machismo rigmarole


of school lunchtimes eked out


in Mike’s Tackle Shop


sculpting a huntsman’s facade


that might see a twelve-year-old


gatekeeper open the lock


on a jaunt away. To earn the invite


took fidelity: trawling shelves


& a feigned affection for the aggrandised


tales of young burnouts—gory


clobberings, spittle-riddled.


Beyond their gloat/this rite of passage


lay a lullaby of arcadian elegance—


where rods bow down


for plates of glass


as sun-shafts shred


to infinite flecks. Bog fairies & air


bubbling from another realm.


Ensnared by ritual, whilst ardent


as the light-lusty moth,


I found enough to heat me.


From the shopfront signage of Shakespeare


since 1897 to the protest pong


of the doomed ragworm.


Of the flies, I spied their joyous plumage,


flamboyant haircuts, flourish


of glitter, tail & tassel, some


like fireworks, exotic birds like


tapestries, with such names:


the Golden Monarch, Wullie Gun,


Fallen Star, Lang Syne.


When the future revealed itself


in the hook-punctured face of a dead


pike—its punk lip & glam pout,


mad eyes both fire & coal—


I quarrelled myself invisible


& squeaked: why is everybody


hiding from the softness?










28/05/21—that’ll be that



When Scotty texted to say his old man had died,


there was an undertone of sorry to bother you


with this hackneyed yarn, gelded & done to death.


Undertow aside, I was glad he was talking.


When Scotty texted to say his old man had died,


he mentioned he’d sat with him, notebook to hand.


I took this to mean: he wrote the light out of his eyes,


shackled by stillness until breeching the din.


When Scotty texted to say his old man had died,


it was just three lines long. Two half-sentences


connected by ellipses… one: a concourse


of blackheads… the other: the end of the line.


When Scotty texted to say his old man had died,


shrift & settled, the final point addressed all other


business. Though furnished with kisses—


wet beyond their x & ripe for the taking—it ended


in flowers.










What Grief Feels Like to Me



The first spot of unstoppable rot


on the leaf work, realising then


the roots have already been taken.


Feeding my old loaf of a heart


to the pigeons, baying for wing-break


amongst the scrum.


Bells, bells for eyes, ringing ragged,


not stopping until a tongue falls off


or the jar breaks. Either way, it’s over.


Biting into mango & finding only stone.


The teeth, defeated, as if hit by rifle butt


—shot of metal & comes the blood.


A fish scaled alive, fine-tuned to every rip
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