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This book is for Tim Dee









Starling




All I’ve ever done with my life


is follow the average course of the crowd


and witter on about my hole in the wall,


the place where I’m from, to any bird that would listen.


Ask anyone. They’ll all say the same.


Did he speak of his wall time, his time in the hole?


All through the winter gathering and roost


I spin my line. Others do the same.


All I’ve ever done with my life


is steer a flight among an old swarm


and soon I’ll be dead and the swarm will go on,


so thanks for allowing one starling a voice


but if I ‘brood in my hole in the wall’


and ‘keep one eye on the summer stars


viewed as from the bottom of a well’,


well, that’s only you in your human dark.












Atlas




It wasn’t a globe, it was the whole starry heavens,


but before I was sent to stand in the west


with the weight of the sky on my back


I did lift the northern hemisphere


and opened the equator a crack,


carefully, so the bottles inside


didn’t quake, for fiery swigs.


Clan Dew. Bristol Cream.


The world tilted, then


I closed the lid,


gigantic.












Poker




You’re told this deck was found


in some shattered bothy or croft


north of the Great Glen,


missing its six of diamonds,


shuffled and dealt to a soft


pliancy, greased with lanolin


and you’re told this deck lived behind


the bar in a barracks town


and came out to play most nights,


cut between the Falklands


and Iraq, its spring long gone,


dark-edged with mammal sweat


and you’re told this deck is the one


recovered from a halfway house


where fatty stalactites


grew in a microwave oven,


where a bottle of Famous Grouse


was brandished in a fight


and it might be a pack of lies


or it might be a sleight of hand,


and you can’t tell which is a bluff


because words are a good disguise


for holding nothing. I’ve found


that nothing is more than enough.












Accumulator




To think of him studying the form


on a Saturday morning, his close reading


of the racing pages,


                                   the long hour


when we know better than to disturb him,


and to think of how it could be poems


he pores over, anything that adds


to the stock of available reality,


raw lyrics in the horses’ names,


the found poetry of lists; to think of him


caught in this huge attention; outside,


a world begins beyond our gate;


the letterbox holds its breath, the furniture


stands its ground, the bailiffs wait,


and this spell he casts


                                   makes nothing happen


though sometimes all our silences


and heavy going are rewarded


when every door in the house yawns open


then slams in an unbroken sequence.












Goldcrest




The penny drops. You’ve only ever heard


the goldcrest, till you find one in a mist net


and the ringers show you how to handle a bird


not much bigger than a bumble bee—


who’d notice if you slipped it in your pocket


like a coin they use to balance up the scales?


Blown through starlight on an easterly gale


you weigh the Baltic States and the North Sea,


arrived from euro airspace into sterling


to circulate among the highest treetops


where they live right on the edge of human hearing,


and as we age and money comes to seem


the simple trap we fall into to dream


our days away . . . Just then the music stops.












Glorious Goodwood




Saturday. Under orders. Just before the house


turned upside down, just before the bites and stings


of horseflies, just before the hooves’ cadence,


a rise and fall that lasted about a minute.


There being only that, and no seeing beyond it.


A plague on our house, living from moment


to moment, blinkered down to a few furlongs,


then we were away, all gone, his mad dance


that could fill a house with silence or song


recorded only here, the television’s


fever broken, the house itself, all gone


while his horse is still running and the horseflies


still out for blood and in my blood, as once


forty years ago, up North on the South Downs.












Clever and Cold




It’s hard being clever and cold.


And I should know. Jack Frost came


to my childhood window one night and told


me: Look, from now on things won’t be the same.


Its great stillness is not merely a pose.


Not coming in from the cold, but cold coming in.


I try to keep warm but ever since


our little mind-to-heart, I’ve known


cold’s wider intelligence.


How all days should be crystal days.


You can see cold for yourself at work


in the shapes it makes


out of any January park:


fangs on the lip of the slide; a lid for the lake.


The sky is thinking hard before it snows.


You can see how frost hides from the sun,


keeping itself to the shadows


of walls and hedges. It has a mind of its own.


The sun can’t have everything its own way.


These are some of the things cold knows.
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