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The flowers of the forest they ask it of me,


How many strawberries grow in the salt sea?


And I answered to them with a tear in my eye,


How many dark ships sail the forest?


‘The False Bride’


I’ve been down to the greenwood;


Mother, mak my bed soon,


For I’m weary o’ hunting,


And fain would lie doon


‘Lord Randal’ 


I was climbing to a tree that was too high for me,


Asking fruit where there weren’t any grew;


I been lifting warm water out aneath cold clay,


And against the streams I was rowing


But I mean to climb up some higher higher tree,


To harry a white snowflake’s nest,


And down shall I fall, ay, without any fear,


To the arms that love me the best


‘False, False’










I










THE PARK DRUNK


He opens his eyes to a hard frost,


the morning’s soft amnesia of snow.


The thorned stems of gorse


are starred crystal; each bud


like a candied fruit, its yellow


picked out and lit


by the low pulse


of blood-orange


riding in the eastern trees.


What the snow has furred


to silence, uniformity,


frost amplifies, makes singular:


giving every form a sound,


an edge, as if


frost wants to know what


snow tries to forget.


And so he drinks for winter,


for the coming year,


to open all the beautiful tiny doors


in their craquelure of frost;


and he drinks


like the snow falling, trying


to close the biggest door of all.










TRYSTS


meet me


where the sun goes down


meet me


in the cave, under the battleground


meet me


on the broken branch


meet me


in the shade, below the avalanche


meet me


under the witch’s spell


meet me


tonight, in the wishing well


meet me


on the famine lawn


meet me


in the eye of the firestorm


meet me


in your best shoes


and your favourite dress


meet me


on your own, in the wilderness


meet me


as my lover, as my only friend


meet me


on the river bed










AT DAWN


I took a new path off the mountain


to this ruined croft, and went inside


to find, under the trestle table,


the earth floor seething with ants;


on the mantelpiece,


some wire-wool, a box of screws,


a biscuit-tin of human hair


and a urine sample


with my name and date of birth.


In each corner, something else:


five blackthorn pins beside


five elder twigs, freshly cut


and red at both ends, tied up


with ribbons into the shape of a man;


the blade-bone of a sheep;


a mackerel


wrapped in today’s paper, one eye


looking up at me


through its greased window;


the lopped head of a roe deer,


its throat full of wire.


The last thing I found


was a photograph of me,


looking slightly younger,


stretched out, on a trestle table.










WHAT THE HORSES SEE AT NIGHT


When the day-birds have settled


in their creaking trees,


the doors of the forest open


for the flitting


drift of deer


among the bright croziers


of new ferns


and the legible stars;


foxes stream from the earth;


a tawny owl


sweeps the long meadow.


In a slink of river-light,


the mink’s face


is already slippery with yolk,


and the bay’s


tiny islands are drops


of solder


under a drogue moon.


The sea’s a heavy sleeper,


dreaming in and out with a catch


in each breath, and is not disturbed


by that plowt – the first


in a play of herring, a shoal


silvering open


the sheeted black skin of the sea.


Through the starting rain, the moon


skirrs across the sky dragging


torn shreds of cloud behind.


The fox’s call is red


and ribboned


in the snow’s white shadow.


The horses watch the sea climb


and climb and walk


towards them on the hill,


hear the vole


crying under the alder,


our children


breathing slowly in their beds.










PRIMAVERA


for Cait


The brimstone is back


in the woken hills of Vallombrosa,


passing the word


from speedwell to violet


wood anemone to celandine.


I could walk to you now


with Spring just ahead of me,


north over flat ground


at two miles an hour,


the sap moving with me,


under the rising


grass of the field


like a dragged magnet,


the lights of the flowers


coming on in waves


as I walked with the budburst


and the flushing of trees.


If I started now,


I could bring you the Spring


for your birthday.










CUSP


The child’s skip


still there in the walk,


a woman’s poise in her slow


examination


of the brightly coloured globe, this


toy of the world.


Is there anything


more heartbreaking than hope?










THE EEL


after Montale


The eel, siren


of the coldest seas, leaves behind the Baltic


for our warmer waters,


reaching our estuaries, our rivers,


and lancing upstream hard against the current


from branch to branch,


vein to vein, narrowing


ever inward, ever deeper


into the heart of the sandstone,


threading the thick, channelling mud until


– one morning – a dart of light, loosed


through the chestnut trees,


ignites her glimmer, her muscle,


there in the dead pools


in the pleated grooves that stream the sides


of the Apennines down to Romagna;


the eel: firebrand, whiplash, shot


bolt of the earth’s desire,


aimed, by these dried-up gullies and river-beds,


at the dark paradise of her spawning;


she is the green spirit looking for life


in the tight jaw of drought and desolation,


she is the spark which says


that all begins where all appears to end,


here, with this charred, half-buried stick;


the quick rainbow


a twin to your own bright eyes:


shining out


among a generation mired in mud –


can you not see


that she is your sister?
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