British Elegies
Lips and Fence
 
             I had sought out     a suitable man
             but he was ill-fated,      full of grief
                                                The Wife's Lament (9th–10th century)
 
While I'm on the wire the cars can't hurt me.
While I'm by the road the boys won't come too near.
My eyes bulge through chained diamonds
staring so deep into the headlamps' white gaze
they might drip the same pale light
into the tracks he left, who'd earned
gods' voices in his head, who came and touched me.
 
The road fills with lights, the tower blocks
rise bulked by shadows over the junction –
where I hang by the turn
that sticks the curl of the road between us
my sight is metalled and edged and I dream
this is all there is, towers and exhaust –
 
He smelt of the road, the curled fur of bus seats,
the cursed burn of sun on black paint,
a man who hauled gods' voices.
 
The boys keep me as if my tongue
was tied in the hooks of this fence.
They handle me as if they only hated him,
as if I was a wound they could salt.
 
I sent him home. I saw the breaking of him
when the door split and they rushed us 
with their fists and contracts.
Where I fell I dreamed that I
straddled the bus north and west, riding
faster than the city lights, the air
kissing me home, away from this place
of arriving, arriving, never set down.
 
When I woke, the blood had dried in his nose.
When I spoke, he left, thin as rain on tar,
empty of what he'd given me.
 
The roadside's my refuge, safe exile under
boarded windows until the night I slip through
these diamonds, land my feet
on the floor of the coach and ride north and west
faster than the city lights, settle my bruised spine
where the road runs out,
where I can touch another skin.
How I need another skin.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wanderer
Often the man alone
Streetlit rainsparks
roam sickly yellow
as the moods after grief
before the wipers rise 
to the engine's call;
behind, the hospital bleeds its memories
in glimmering bulk against the dark,
echoed in a radio dial whose drizzling unfocus
beckons aside times before the inevitable
when it might land on any voice, laughing.
 
                               The mourning curve of a violin
weeps out two notes
                    sinks under wavelengths
and I crack as it leaves. The strings sounded my heart
in the breaking of worlds as precious breath
rasped from the pump behind the ward curtains' soft glow.
I take the route away from home:
                          Fulham Palace Road all lights,
                   people whose lives chuckle in the red cast of brakes;
                          Putney Bridge, where the river
                   slips fast and under like the moment before a kiss;
                           The High Street, and here
I start to hate the blank-stared unforgiving crowds
crossing roads in love while mine endures on machines,
    the wired-up crackle of dry skin brushing mine
    smiles sliced by throat-blades of tears.
Hazed with the touch of a cheek from two years since,
the line of a joke scuppered into clatters of washing up,
the A3.
            Blank driving.
                                    Lights and signs.
                                    Lanes and gutted thoughts
whose ashes shape a bed.
 
Can't it be fought? Perhaps some flashing blade could whirl
deep into this curse, leave it panting melodrama
while we exert our power again, life's acceleration 
along no road but embraces after orgasm 
and the whole long day ahead. We were gods
until this sudden destination forced us from trackless love.
                               It cannot be fought,
and England ends at Portsmouth in glimmering,
the sea along sour concrete.
 
            The long-angled glide
            ends in a sprig of flowers.
            The sea is fretted.
 
 
All the world’s worth
Each pub window is a bulge of tired eyes. Inside,
everyone is reading the paper for polyfilla hatred.
No gods here except their dicks wander,
and outside sometimes youth roars angry past
scattering tarmac stones into sad wet stares.
The exhaust overwhelms everything.
 
So many pubs along this street, half empty with stories
that have gasped the teller into archaeology
and only the relentlessly rising sea
will sort the struggle from the ending.
On Fridays Elvis thrusts his comeback hips
to an audience of crusts
and everything he sings
remembered.
 
            Sometimes it's safest after a storm.
            May hail-bruised lips recover,
            may the air be unshackled
            and the sky again mean freedom.
 
 
Where we shall all come to safety
In something like the ecstasy of prayer
as though to straighten up and see the god 
embodied,
                 in something like victory, I sense
the passable world evaporating to a smell
writing itself in glory in a suburban street.
The scent of stumbling home in love
shapes into pauses under garden trees
as the midnight stones untwist from their sun baking,
                 of windows like steel recovered from graves
as rain smirks the garden into abstraction
and I wait for reunion, for things to get better, and they will
despite every step back.
 
There is the smell of the season beyond cut grass and new leaves
– bird flights, sun blinding from chrome –
and deeper, all the months of smoke and heat and rot
bound in a lovers' loop, recurring with everything yet to be.
This is life unreflected, caught in a breath
and free.
 
On a hillside
between towns
I stood by the stones
the air seasoned
the stones leaf fresh;
all paths stretched
beyond sight, footstepped
by one figure
coming from the breeze
the sun;
all moments
gathered to spring
in her face;
she opened her hand
and her palm
was filled with flowers.
 
 
 
 
Shadow Economy
(after The Husband’s Message, anon. 9th-10th century)
 
An old message, decayed with sand and sweat,
thumbed at the top – checking, checked again
in that deep pocket, slower
than thought or cash transfer.
I speak in pen from one who’s islanded
in a city. I address you, whose name
is folded half and half again. My author’s voice
says: “Love, sun sets on steel and glass in Holborn,
in Shepherd’s Bush on cars, I mean
            I start again, on Blackfriars Bridge,
to say I’ve walked and seen a road spread with buses
and not come home to you.
                 I have stayed here for the money.
I mean
(you in your dress, the sun’s dry smell
in at the window, your palm feathered over my chest,
our friendship)
I remember.
 
                  This messenger double-crossed the sea
for me, he brings me speaking in his hand:
 
     My purpose, now, 
as the river trawls and roads climb
in rows to offices, is home. I will be home, 
poor:
I have not made my money.
 
I meant you in your dress beside me as we drive,
dry wind blowing in at the window 
as we pass gifts out, the road
paved with notes, your hand white gloved
our partnership
                         (sun smell)
                         (feathered over my chest)
                         (our friendship)
(I remember how these things will come back
as if I’d never heard the city
as if we held together)
 
Forgive me.
I meant
no harm.”
 
Something else is said. The messenger
unwraps a haul of grimy facts, fruit
of exploitation. He describes the work, the shame.
His lips crack blood. He offers her
the chance to turn her back.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ruin
 
Police are investigating whether the two people who died had been
 squatting in the house prior to the fire. 
                                     BBC Oxford 2.1.07
 
Wondrous is this wall stone.
This wall is dead. Palm clap on it, it
cold as a flank of beef. Rooms bare dead
hall stink dead, builders and owners disarticulate.
 
The windows bright, maybe, tint
of the coalfire, tea and dogs in the garden,
rooms open onto voices. But dead.
 
Coffin carried out, grandad’s sticks sold, 
job lot, son moved north.
 
Thick moss and trees. Some night
a light, someone kicks a rotten door. Sleep.
 
Drink. The cold. Sleep. Safe. The lives,
speak of them       uneasy
                                           waking
broken boards, she    anger lit
                          follow
 
Here matchtip here the cloth here
the board slow     slow takes, here years of dust
and ancient plaster, layer, layer, flare. Here a dirty pool
first stands, then mist. Here a sheet, a blanket
picked up somewhere, here burns
a little. Here the smoke, close woven, takes
step through cracked glass, or turns back densing:
clever clever work inlaid on lips, the nose.
Here breathing stiffens. Here their arms never
moved. Here flames took their time. Here
water falling gem on gem cleaning stain, freeing
the room. Here heat-twisted stairs, intricate.
Here rescuers.
Here bare dead.
 
nailing boards
                                      over wind
The Seafarer
 
Listen: this is the truth.
 
Months aboard, salt in my palms,
voices crackling round dim lights. The data,
the data building, bleak, bitter.
Waves pound the sensors, warming.
 
Night again, again, bent at the screens,
the sea invisible, felt.
Cold against my hand, unravelling
as the engine turns. The data builds.
I watch a death start.
 
On land I smell the rot.
At sea, sick, I gather dismal proofs
close enough to ice to see the blue face
breaking, chill tongues shivered to melt on my skin
as the ship breathes by, waves scraping
with their paws, birds scattered – their cries
fall where their wings fail, lost in warm winds.
The water rises under me. I do not dream.
 
The city heats. Round the dock I sailed from
towers full of light, people talking over the news.
Bulbs’ warmth rises unnoticed
until in the waves it brushes metal
and pours into the database.
Heat rising. I watch alone.
 
Outside there’s still frozen air,
blue light-taste air – 
I should breathe along with it
but better to keep my eyes on the screen,
each swell and shift pitching me forward
– new readings.
 
No comfort in homes, not
in a clean street,
a perfume, a birth, because
I can see their consequence
in figures, projections:
for trees desert, for cities flood,
for crops rank death, for earth rank death.
 
When summer blooms, I must reach
for my data, the processor’s confirmation
humming into my head, music
playing me a sick world.
 
All I gather
is read and ignored, lies in rooms, is burnt,
feeds back to the sensors.
Those who do look are blind, or dumb.
I gather, I model, I forecast, the sea’s
illness weighs on me and I can’t turn
from the display, the pouring data,
its electric drone, my life all now
one dark piece on the ocean.
 
All night ice limps along the hull
pressing close, groaning for
my consolation
                                    I do not believe
Earth can endure
