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For Suzanne









The Vulture


In the dead grass, at the foot of the cliff


By the blackthorn tree, I lifted the head


Of the vulture that had been watching us


For so many turns of the moon I couldn’t remember.


And as I lifted him his wings fell open and wide


As if to embrace me, and he was like a woman


In an evening dress, at a premiere, or an opera,


Though his legs hung like a hanged man’s,


And his U-bend neck seemed to struggle and gulp.


I carried him back to the village, one wing


Hanging low so it dragged in the dust.


Why had he died? they asked me, when they saw


His body so perfect, undamaged, the eyes


Still open, the tongue still wet. I could only suppose


He had come down to feed, and something


Had troubled him. There was no blood


On his bald head. And when we cut his belly open


Later, we found nothing in there


But the usual, unspeakable things.









Captives


Two nestlings came down the chimney.


Brothers in buttoned-up shirts of black,


With arrows for faces.


They had the stance of hostages,


Hands tied behind backs, swaying slightly


In their breathing, their hearts moved them.


They questioned silently, puzzled


By their new circumstance, their surprise


Plummet through chimney blackness


To land on the upside of the flue seal,


Then the second surprise


When we unscrewed the slatted vent


To provide an escape downwards. It must


Have cast a beam of golden light


Into the gloom from which they’d dropped.


It was an hour or more before they


Summoned the nerve to fall through


The narrow slot into the fireplace below.


They said nothing in the whole time we knew them,


Apart from the one cry of shock after that


First fall, their voices mingled with the leaf-like


Crash and bounce of their fletched bodies


On the wooden panel. Then, when in the hearth


Itself, they stuck together in a corner,


Their plumage heavy with ash, almost invisible


Against the scorch marks of the old bricks.


Silence. They passed no comment,


Gave nothing away. They would accept


Anything as normal, but not this,


They knew they were in a place


They didn’t belong, that they’d washed


Up on the wrong shore,


Where everything presented itself


As an apogee of its kind.


I thought of the bathtub aviaries


My mother made, filled with leafy


Boughs, hopeful for the torn thrushes


She brought in from the wilderness,


Of the chopped worms she fed to them,


The water she eyedroppered


Into their overspilling beaks,


And of the evening songs that filled


The human space in the hours


Before they died.


A flaw had thrown


These two into our lives.


Self-gagged, they stayed silent.


We didn’t ask to be their captors.


Before they died,


They would have told us


Anything we wanted to know.









Hornets


for Paul Evans


Hornets at night,


broken-backed


and tan-eyed,


rising and falling,


rising and falling,


sounding the depth


of a cottage wall.


They are night-time


animals, bringing


their poisoned cup


to the same dark table


as moth and bat.


They butt the pearl


of the outside light


to shift the littler,


barely visible flies


that cluster there,


that fall sideways


to the limewash.


The hornets follow


and pick them


like grapes harvested


on a new planet.


Under the light of its one


pearl moon, they move,


and remember.









Wasps


Every hour or so another one makes it,


Coming up through the hole in the floor


Where the hot water pipe rises to the radiator.


It is like the scene in The Great Escape


When the prisoners emerge


A few yards short of the forest.


Here a last hurdle of glass


Holds them back from the free world,


Unless I’m here to let them out,


Pinching them between the pages


Of whatever I’m reading.


All the warm autumn it has been like this. And all summer


They have been our open secret, since the day


Of the risen-again queens, when one, searching


Our walls, found a way in. The rest was history.


We feared our closer neighbours might petition us


To have them killed, waiting for the tentative knock,


The concerned enquiries. They are our wasps!


In the end, from their high castle, they did no harm.


Now, I watch their fall. I can’t think


How they’ve suffered, just that their


One-by-one exits are like the slow beat


Of the autumnal clock. In their yellow


Sameness they might be rolling off


A production line, the faded starlets


Ejected through a night club’s fire door.


Bankers whose gold has fallen through the floor.


In mid-December, when the last one has gone,


I try to rework their long march backwards,


Down under the floorboards


Into those strewn galleries I’ve never seen


That leads up through the chimney


To the void above my study


And there I see what they’ve lost


The infinity of empty rooms, the cold


Engine of an empire – desiccated, unsweet Alhambra


That had once overflowed with kindness.









Starfish


A single instance of the physical world


Can account for the whole of someone’s life.


This man, for instance, who collected starfish,


Lifting them from the floors of shallow seas –


Brittle star, fragile star, asteroidea


Who lay on their backs, open-armed,


Wanton, idle. He carried them away


And laid them to dry under a yellow sun,


On the volcanic sands of Ascension Island,


One star pouring its light on another.


And then he did it again, and again


Sailing from island to island to island


Until his empty life was filled


With a silent crowd waving, waving.









The Fish Head


I found a fish head


With the face of Elizabeth the First


Blue blood clotted in its neck


The same look of disdain, or disgust


Or disbelief. As unloved


As anything I’ve ever seen.


I was in between two football pitches


In an empty playing field.


In the distance were houses,


Tiny and red like Monopoly houses.


The pitches were pricked with studmarks,


The only trace of some likely nil-nil draw.


There was other litter –


A can of Heineken, a juice carton,


A polystyrene tray faecal with


Curry sauce – in all this the fish head


Shone like a silver brooch, though it stank


And bled, still, onto my hand.


I looked up, and for the first time


Saw the common crowd,


A thousand, maybe more,


Seagulls circling in a great wheel


That seemed to hang like the roof


Of a cathedral over our suburb


Each bird playing its part as though


Toiling to move some massive structure,


Or haul in the Earth as their own catch.


Or they were watching as one eye,


A single lens focused on the severed head


I had in my hand, that one of them had found


On a shoreline, and had dropped here


Thirty miles inland. Suddenly I had them all


On a string, their centre of gravity,


Their Sagittarius A,


Daring me to put the thing down


And just walk away.









Story of the Thirsty Bee


This is the story about bees that I tell


Whenever there is an awkward silence


To fill, or when I have carelessly answered


The door to peddlers of a new religion – that once,


During the first great drought of this century


When the whole of Somerset was shrunk


To the size of a human tongue,


I found a bee that had lost its mind,


Like a traveller wiped out with travelling,


She had thrown off her luggage and


Was resolved to do nothing but sit


(If bees sit), and become a pinpoint of stillness.


The desert formed around her, pulling all greenery


Into its sands, the dunes spread from the bee centre,


Outwards in concentric waves, until I realised what had happened


To the bee. That in the whole county there was not


Enough water to fill her little gut.


She was dying of thirst.


I scooped her from underneath on a timetable,


Lifted her to my level, peered into her tackwork face.


Having no other means of giving her water


I let form on my lips a globe of saliva which fell


In a cloying bundle onto the sheet beside her.


As if a lamp had been switched on by her bed


The bee stirred for the first time, moved towards


The water source, unrolled the straw of her tongue


And sucked. I felt a dance of triumph in my body


That I had not only diagnosed the bee’s condition,


But I had found a practical solution.


I was almost embarrassed at how long the bee spent


Supping my spit, like when you expect a peck


On the cheek from a party guest


And get French kissed instead. Ten minutes, thirty


Minutes, an hour she spent filling her body, my single drop an overflowing


Fountain in her heart. Unable to watch any longer,


I found a shaded spot and rested the bee there


Left her still drinking, solitary and silent, like all the best drinkers.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
Gerard Woodward

The Vulture

PICADOR





