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  For Phil Butler




  love-poet, carpenter




  

    and Duncan, and Freya
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  Crossing the Loch






  Remember how we rowed toward the cottage




  on the sickle-shaped bay,




  that one night after the pub




  loosed us through its swinging doors




  and we pushed across the shingle




  till water lipped the sides




  as though the loch mouthed ‘boat’?




  

    I forget who rowed. Our jokes hushed.


  




  The oars’ splash, creak, and the spill




  of the loch reached long into the night.




  Out in the race I was scared:




  the cold shawl of breeze,




  and hunched hills; what the water held




  of deadheads, ticking nuclear hulls.




  

    Who rowed, and who kept their peace?


  




  Who hauled salt-air and stars




  deep into their lungs, were not reassured;




  and who first noticed the loch’s




  phosphorescence, so, like a twittering nest




  washed from the rushes, an astonished




  small boat of saints, we watched water shine




  on our fingers and oars,




  the magic dart of our bow wave?




  

    It was surely foolhardy, such a broad loch, a tide,


  




  but we live – and even have children




  to women and men we had yet to meet




  that night we set out, calling our own




  the sky and salt-water, wounded hills




  dark-starred by blaeberries, the glimmering anklets




  we wore in the shallows




  as we shipped oars and jumped,




  to draw the boat safe, high at the cottage shore.







  







  The Graduates




  

    

      If I chose children they’d know




      stories of the old country, the place




      we never left. I swear




      

        I remember no ship


      




      slipping from the dock,




      no cluster of hurt, proud family




      

        waving till they were wee


      




      as china milkmaids




      on a mantelpiece,




      

        but we have surely gone,


      




      and must knock




      with brass kilted pipers




      

        the doors to the old land;


      




      we emigrants of no farewell




      who keep our bit language




      

        in jokes and quotes;


      




      our working knowledge




      of coal-pits, fevers, lost




      

        like the silver bangle I lost


      




      at the shows one Saturday,




      tried to conceal, denied




      

        but they’re not daft.


      




      And my bright, monoglot bairns




      will discover, misplaced




      

        among the bookshelves,


      




      proof, rolled in a red tube:




      my degrees, a furled sail, my visa.


    


  




  







  Forget It




  

    

      History in a new scheme. I stretch




      through hip, ribs, oxter, bursting




      the cuff of my school shirt, because




      this, Mr Hanning, is me.




      ‘Sir! Sir! Sir!




      – he turns, and I claim




      just one of these stories,




      razed places, important as castles,




      as my own. Mum!






      We done the slums today!








      I bawled from the glass




      front door she’d long desired.




      What for? bangs the oven shut,




      Some history’s better forgot.
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