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  The Sundial




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Owain was ill today. In the night




              He was delirious, shouting of lions




              In the sleepless heat. Today, dry




              And pale, he took a paper circle,




              Laid it on the grass which held it




              With curling fingers. In the still




              Centre he pushed the broken bean




              Stick, gathering twelve fragments




              Of stone, placed them at measured




              Distances. Then he crouched, slightly




              Trembling with fever, calculating




              The mathematics of sunshine.




              He looked up, his eyes dark,




              Intelligently adult as though




              The wave of fever taught silence




              And immobility for the first time.




              Here, in his enforced rest, he found




              Deliberation, and the slow finger




              Of light, quieter than night lions,




              More worthy of his concentration.




              All day he told the time to me.




              All day we felt and watched the sun




              Caged in its white diurnal heat,




              Pointing at us with its black stick.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  Blaen Cwrt




  

    

      

        

          You ask how it is. I will tell you.




          There is no glass. The air spins in




          The stone rectangle. We warm our hands




          With apple wood. Some of the smoke




          Rises against the ploughed, brown field




          As a sign to our neighbours in the




          Four folds of the valley that we are in.




          Some of the smoke seeps through the stones




          Into the barn where it curls like fern




          On the walls. Holding a thick root




          I press my bucket through the surface




          Of the water, lift it brimming and skim




          The leaves away. Our fingers curl on




          Enamel mugs of tea, like ploughmen.




          The stones clear in the rain




          Giving their colours. It’s not easy.




          There are no brochure blues or boiled sweet




          Reds. All is ochre and earth and cloud-green




          Nettles tasting sour and the smells of moist




          Earth and sheep’s wool. The wattle and daub




          Chimney hood has decayed away, slowly




          Creeping to dust, chalking the slate




          Floor with stories. It has all the first




          Necessities for a high standard




          Of civilised living: silence inside




          A circle of sound, water and fire,




          Light on uncountable miles of mountain




          From a big, unpredictable sky,




          Two rooms, waking and sleeping,




          Two languages, two centuries of past




          To ponder on, and the basic need




          To work hard in order to survive.


        


      


    


  




  





  Baby-sitting




  

    

      

        

          I am sitting in a strange room listening




          For the wrong baby. I don’t love




          This baby. She is sleeping a snuffly




          Roseate, bubbling sleep; she is fair;




          She is a perfectly acceptable child.




          I am afraid of her. If she wakes




          She will hate me. She will shout




          Her hot midnight rage, her nose




          Will stream disgustingly and the perfume




          Of her breath will fail to enchant me.




          To her I will represent absolute




          Abandonment. For her it will be worse




          Than for the lover cold in lonely




          Sheets; worse than for the woman who waits




          A moment to collect her dignity




          Beside the bleached bone in the terminal ward.




          As she rises sobbing from the monstrous land




          Stretching for milk-familiar comforting,




          She will find me and between us two




          It will not come. It will not come.


        


      


    


  




  





  Lunchtime Lecture




  And this from the second or third millennium




  B.C., a female, aged about twenty-two.




  A white, fine skull, full up with darkness




  As a shell with sea, drowned in the centuries.




  Small, perfect. The cranium would fit the palm




  Of a man’s hand. Some plague or violence




  Destroyed her, and her whiteness lay safe in a shroud




  Of silence, undisturbed, unrained on, dark




  For four thousand years. Till a tractor in summer




  Biting its way through the longcairn for supplies




  Of stone, broke open the grave and let a crowd of light




  Stare in at her, and she stared quietly back.




  As I look at her I feel none of the shock




  The farmer felt as, unprepared, he found her.




  Here in the Museum, like death in hospital,




  Reasons are given, labels, causes, catalogues.




  The smell of death is done. Left, only her bone




  Purity, the light and shade beauty that her man




  Was denied sight of, the perfect edge of the place




  Where the pieces join, with no mistakes, like boundaries.




  She’s a tree in winter, stripped white on a black sky,




  Leafless formality, brow, bough in fine relief.




  I, at some other season, illustrate the tree




  Fleshed, with woman’s hair and colours and the rustling




  Blood, the troubled mind that she has overthrown.




  We stare at each other, dark into sightless




  Dark, seeing only ourselves in the black pools,




  Gulping the risen sea that booms in the shell.




  





  Last Rites




  

    

      

        

          During this summer of the long drought




          The road to Synod Inn has kept




          Its stigmata of dust and barley-seed;




          At the inquest they tell it again:




          How the lorry tents us from the sun,




          His pulse dangerous in my hands,




          A mains hum only, no message




          Coming through. His face warm, profiled




          Against tarmac, the two-stroke Yamaha




          Dead as a black horse in a war.




          Only his hair moves and the sound




          Of the parched grass and harebells a handspan




          Away, his fear still with me like the scream




          Of a jet in an empty sky.




          I cover him with the grey blanket




          From my bed, touch his face as a child




          Who makes her favourite cosy.




          His blood on my hands, his cariad1 in my arms.




          Driving her home we share that vision




          Over August fields dying of drought




          Of the summer seas shattering




          At every turn of Cardigan Bay




          Under the cruel stones of the sun.


        


      


    


  




  





  Catrin




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I can remember you, child,




              As I stood in a hot, white




              Room at the window watching




              The people and cars taking




              Turn at the traffic lights.




              I can remember you, our first




              Fierce confrontation, the tight




              Red rope of love which we both




              Fought over. It was a square




              Environmental blank, disinfected




              Of paintings or toys. I wrote




              All over the walls with my




              Words, coloured the clean squares




              With the wild, tender circles




              Of our struggle to become




              Separate. We want, we shouted,




              To be two, to be ourselves.




              Neither won nor lost the struggle




              In the glass tank clouded with feelings




              Which changed us both. Still I am fighting




              You off, as you stand there




              With your straight, strong, long




              Brown hair and your rosy,




              Defiant glare, bringing up




              From the heart’s pool that old rope,




              Tightening about my life,




              Trailing love and conflict,




              As you ask may you skate




              In the dark, for one more hour.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  Letter from a Far Country




  

    

      

        

          

            

              They have gone. The silence resettles




              slowly as dust on the sunlit




              surfaces of the furniture.




              At first the skull itself makes




              sounds in any fresh silence,




              a big sea running in a shell.




              I can hear my blood rise and fall.




              Dear husbands, fathers, forefathers,




              this is my apologia, my




              letter home from the future,




              my bottle in the sea which might




              take a generation to arrive.




              The morning’s all activity.




              I draw the detritus of a family’s




              loud life before me, a snow plough,




              a road-sweeper with my cart of leaves.




              The washing-machine drones




              in the distance. From time to time




              as it falls silent I fill baskets




              with damp clothes and carry them




              into the garden, hang them out,




              stand back, take pleasure counting




              and listing what I have done.




              The furniture is brisk with polish.




              On the shelves in all of the rooms




              I arrange the books




              in alphabetical order




              according to subject: Mozart,




              Advanced Calculus, William




              and Paddington Bear.




              Into the drawers I place your clean




              clothes, pyjamas with buttons




              sewn back on, shirts stacked neatly




              under their labels on the shelves.




              The chests and cupboards are full,




              the house sweet as a honeycomb.




              I move in and out of the hive




              all day, harvesting, ordering.




              You will find all in its proper place,




              when I have gone.




              As I write I am far away.




              First see a landscape. Hill country,




              essentially feminine,




              the sea not far off. Bryn Isaf




              down there in the crook of the hill




              under Calfaria’s single eye.




              My grandmother might have lived there.




              Any farm. Any chapel.




              Father and minister, on guard,




              close the white gates to hold her.




              A stony track turns between




              ancient hedges, narrowing,




              like a lane in a child’s book.




              Its perspective makes the heart restless




              like the boy in the rhyme, his stick




              and cotton bundle on his shoulder.




              The minstrel boy to the war has gone.




              But the girl stays. To mind things.




              She must keep. And wait. And pass time.




              There’s always been time on our hands.




              We read this perfectly white page




              for the black head of the seal,




              for the cormorant, as suddenly gone




              as a question from the mind,




              snaking underneath the surfaces.




              A cross of gull shadow on the sea




              as if someone stepped on its grave.




              After an immeasurable space




              the cormorant breaks the surface




              as a small, black, returning doubt.




              From here the valley is narrow,




              the lane lodged like a halfway ledge.




              From the opposite wood the birds




              ring like a tambourine. It’s not




              the birdsong of a garden, thrush




              and blackbird, robin and finch,




              distinguishable, taking turn.




              The song’s lost in saps and seepings,




              amplified by hollow trees,




              cupped leaves and wind in the branches.




              All their old conversations




              collected carefully, faded




              and difficult to read, yet held




              forever as voices in a well.




              Reflections and fallen stones; shouts




              into the scared dark of lead-mines;




              the ruined warehouse where the owls stare;




              sea-caves; cellars; the back stairs




              behind the chenille curtain;




              the landing when the lights are out;




              nightmares in hot feather beds;




              the barn where I’m sent to fetch Taid2;




              that place where the Mellte flows




              boldly into limestone caves




              and leaps from its hole a mile on,




              the nightmare still wild in its voice.




              When I was a child a young boy




              was drawn into a pipe and drowned




              at the swimming pool. I never




              forgot him, and pity rivers




              inside mountains, and the children




              of Hamlyn sucked in by music.




              You can hear children crying




              from the empty woods.




              It’s all given back in concert




              with the birds and leaves and water




              and the song and dance of the Piper.




              Listen! to the starlings glistening




              on a March morning! Just one day




              after snow, an hour after frost,




              the thickening grass begins to shine




              already in the opening light.




              There’s wind to rustle the blood,




              the sudden flame of crocus.




              My grandmother might be standing




              in the great silence before the Wars,




              hanging the washing between trees




              over the white and the red hens.




              Sheets. Threadworked pillowcases.




              Mamgu’s3 best pais4. Her Sunday frock.




              The sea stirs restlessly between




              the sweetness of clean sheets,




              the lifted arms,




              the rustling petticoats.




              My mother’s laundry list, ready




              on Mondays when the van called.




              The rest soaked in glutinous starch




              and whitened with a bluebag




              kept in a broken cup.




              (In the airing cupboard you’ll see




              a map, numbering and placing




              every towel, every sheet.




              I have charted all your needs.)




              It has always been a matter




              of lists. We have been counting,




              folding, measuring, making,




              tenderly laundering cloth




              ever since we have been women.




              The waves are folded meticulously,




              perfectly white. Then they are tumbled




              and must come to be folded again.




              Four herring gulls and their shadows




              are shouting at the clear glass




              of a shaken wave. The sea’s a sheet




              bellying in the wind, snapping.




              Air and white linen. Our airing cupboards




              are full of our satisfactions.




              The gulls grieve at our contentment.




              It is a masculine question.




              ‘Where’ they call ‘are your great works?’




              They slip their fetters and fly up




              to laugh at land-locked women.




              Their cries are cruel as greedy babies.




              Our milky tendernesses dry




              to crisp lists; immaculate




              linen; jars labelled and glossy




              with our perfect preserves.




              Spiced oranges; green tomato




              chutney; Seville orange marmalade




              annually staining gold




              the snows of January.




              (The saucers of marmalade




              are set when the amber wrinkles




              like the sea if you blow it.)




              Jams and jellies of blackberry,




              crabapple, strawberry, plum,




              greengage and loganberry.




              You can see the fruit pressing




              their little faces against the glass;




              tiny onions imprisoned




              in their preservative juices.




              Familiar days are stored whole




              in bottles. There’s a wet morning




              orchard in the dandelion wine;




              a white spring distilled




              in elderflower’s clarity;




              and a loving, late, sunburning




              day of October in syrups




              of rose hip and the beautiful




              black sloes that stained the gin to rose.




              It is easy to make of love




              these ceremonials. As priests




              we fold cloth, break bread, share wine,




              hope there’s enough to go round.




              (You’ll find my inventories pinned




              inside all of the cupboard doors.)




              Soon they’ll be planting the barley.




              I imagine I see it, stirring




              like blown sand, feel the stubble




              cutting my legs above blancoed




              daps in a summer too hot




              for Wellingtons. The cans of tea




              swing squeakily on wire loops,




              outheld, not to scald myself,




              over the ten slow leagues




              of the field of golden knives.




              To be out with the men, at work,




              I had longed to carry their tea,




              for the feminine privilege,




              for the male right to the field.




              Even that small task made me bleed.




              Halfway between the flowered lap




              of my grandmother and the black




              heraldic silhouette of men




              and machines on the golden field,




              I stood crying, my ankle bones




              raw and bleeding like the poppies




              trussed in the corn stooks in their torn




              red silks and soft mascara blacks.




              (The recipe for my best bread,




              half granary meal, half strong brown flour,




              water, sugar, yeast and salt,




              is copied out in the small black book.)




              In the black book of this parish




              a hundred years ago




              you will find the unsupported




              woman had ‘pauper’ against her name.




              She shared it with old men.




              The parish was rich with movement.




              The woollen mills were spinning.




              Water-wheels milled the sunlight




              and the loom’s knock was a heart




              behind all activity.




              The shuttles were quick as birds




              in the warp of the oakwoods.




              In the fields the knives were out




              in a glint of husbandry.




              In back bedrooms, barns and hedges,




              in hollows of the hills,




              the numerous young were born.




              The people were at work:




              dressmaker; wool carder; quilter;




              midwife; farmer; apprentice;




              house servant; scholar; labourer;




              shepherd; stocking knitter; tailor;




              carpenter; mariner; ploughman;




              wool spinner; cobbler; cottager;




              Independent Minister.




              And the paupers: Enoch Elias




              and Ann, his wife; David Jones,




              Sarah and Esther their daughter;




              Mary Evans and Ann Tanrallt;




              Annie Cwm March and child;




              Eleanor Thomas, widow, Crug Glas;




              Sara Jones, 84, and daughter;




              Nicholas Rees, aged 80, and his wife;




              Mariah Evans the Cwm, widow;




              on the parish for want of work.




              Housebound by infirmity, age,




              widowhood, or motherhood.




              Before the Welfare State who cared




              for sparrows in a hard spring?




              The stream’s cleaner now; it idles




              past derelict mill-wheels; the drains




              do its work. Since the tanker sank




              the unfolding rose of the sea




              blooms on the beaches, wave on wave




              black, track-marked, each tide




              a procession of the dead.




              Slack water’s treacherous; each veined




              wave is a stain in seal-milk;




              the sea gapes, hopelessly




              licking itself.




              (Examine your hands




              scrupulously




              for signs of dirt in your own blood.




              And wash them before meals.)




              In that innocent smallholding




              where the swallows live and field mice




              winter and the sheep barge in




              under the browbone, the windows




              are blind, are doors for owls,




              bolt-holes for dreams. The thoughts have flown.




              The last death was a suicide.




              The lowing cows discovered her,




              the passing-bell of their need




              warned a winter morning that day




              when no one came to milk them.




              Later, they told me, a baby




              was born in the room where she died,




              as if by this means sanctified,




              a death outcried by a birth.




              Middle-aged, poor, isolated,




              she could not recover




              from mourning an old parent’s death.




              Influenza brought an hour




              too black, too narrow to escape.




              More mysterious to them




              was the woman who had everything.




              A village house with railings;




              rooms of good furniture;




              fine linen in the drawers;




              a garden full of herbs and flowers;




              a husband in work; grown sons.




              She had a cloud on her mind,




              they said, and her death shadowed them.




              It couldn’t be explained.




              I watch for her face looking out,




              small and white, from every window,




              like a face in a jar. Gossip,




              whispers, lowing sounds. Laughter.




              The people have always talked.




              The landscape collects conversations




              as carefully as a bucket,




              gives them back in concert




              with a wood of birdsong.




              (If you hear your name in that talk




              don’t listen. Eavesdroppers never




              heard anything good of themselves.)




              When least expected you catch




              the eye of the enemy




              looking coldly from the old world . . .




              Here’s a woman who ought to be




              up to her wrists in marriage;




              not content with the second hand




              she is shaking the bracelets




              from her arms. The sea circles




              her ankles. Watch its knots loosen




              from the delicate bones




              of her feet, from the rope of foam




              about a rock. The seal swims




              in a collar of water




              drawing the horizon in its wake.




              And doubt breaks the perfect




              white surface of the day.




              About the tree in the middle




              of the cornfield the loop of gold




              is loose as water; as the love




              we should bear one another.




              When I rock the sea rocks. The moon




              doesn’t seem to be listening




              invisible in a pale sky,




              keeping a light hand on the rein.




              Where is woman in this trinity?




              The mare who draws the load?




              The hand on the leather?




              The cargo of wheat?




              Watching sea-roads I feel




              the tightening white currents,




              am waterlogged, my time set




              to the sea’s town clock.




              My cramps and drownings, energies,




              desires draw the loaded net




              of the tide over the stones.




              A lap full of pebbles and then




              light as a Coca Cola can.




              I am freight. I am ship.




              I cast ballast overboard.




              The moon decides my Equinox.




              At high tide I am leaving.




              The women are leaving.




              They are paying their taxes




              and dues. Filling in their passports.




              They are paying to Caesar




              what is Caesar’s, to God what is God’s,




              To Woman what is Man’s.




              I hear the dead grandmothers,




              Mamgu from Ceredigion,




              Nain5 from the North, all calling




              their daughters down from the fields,




              calling me in from the road.




              They haul at the taut silk cords;




              set us fetching eggs, feeding hens,




              mixing rage with the family bread,




              lock us to the elbows in soap suds.




              Their sculleries and kitchens fill




              with steam, sweetnesses, goosefeathers.




              On the graves of my grandfathers




              the stones, in their lichens and mosses,




              record each one’s importance.




              Diaconydd6. Trysorydd7.




              Pillars of their society.




              Three times at chapel on Sundays.




              They are in league with the moon




              but as silently stony




              as the simple names of their women.




              We are hawks trained to return




              to the lure from the circle’s




              far circumference. Children sing




              that note that only we can hear.




              The baby breaks the waters,




              disorders the blood’s tune, sets




              each filament of the senses




              wild. Its cry tugs at flesh, floods




              its mother’s milky fields.




              Nightly in white moonlight I wake




              from sleep one whole slow minute




              before the hungry child




              wondering what woke me.




              School’s out. The clocks strike four.




              Today this letter goes unsigned,




              unfinished, unposted.




              When it is finished




              I will post it from a far country.
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