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“we went through fire and through water;
yet you have brought us out to a place of abundance”

—PSALM 66:12 (ESV)

“out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks”

—MAT THEW 12:34 (ESV)
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Counterpoise

Light refracting on the reach of the river;
gulls and sails embracing the slight wind;
jellyfish clasping the calm water
or bunting the sand in the basking shallows;
posts of wood barnacled and rotten;
small waves lisping upon the shore:
here is an abundance I had forgotten.

And here and there, a scatter of children
scamper across the lawn like leaves
driven before the tempest of their happiness.
Parents and grandparents are at ease
in the shade of trees and in each other’s company.
For these people, things I thought we had lost
have never been open to doubt.

As the sun departs, parties arrive for prawning:
light their lanterns and lay out their nets.
The world again seems young and lovely,
values certain and strong: young men
and old men, friends, fathers and sons
in pairs dissolve into the dark water
and toil together in the hope of harvest.

How ignorant I have been
through these last years of learning,
how weighted down on one side of the scale.
The large, deep things are all
in their own ways dark and hard.
Small things are a counterpoise
to lighten and soften the heart.
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On Poetry
for William Hart-Smith

As we sit talking
about poetry

my son (still months
from walking)

lounges without a care
on my knee, fronts

my old friend with
a vacant stare,

spasmodically stops
our talking with

a short sigh,
and lifts and drops

his foot rhythmically
on the flat of my thigh.
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Sehnsucht

Everyone else is asleep
and I am up this early
only to keep my small son from crying.

I carry him down to the river.
A slight mist lingers by the bend.
Trees stand on their heads in the still water.

Has he seen a river before?
I can’t remember.
He raises his hand,

reaching for it.
He looks back at me
to make sure I have seen it.

How can anyone find anything so amazing?
Yet it’s not just the river:
stones, leaves, chickens, fire—

things I still love
though they’ve fallen familiar—
fill him continually with joy and wonder.

‘Oo! Oo!’ he says
as if it hurts him
here in my arms, seeing the river

for the first time.
And a familiar strangeness
grips my heart

and I sing to him,
‘Jesus loves the little children’,
to keep from weeping.
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For Philip

This is what death has done:
Changed him beyond belief
Made him blind and dumb

Turned him cold to the sun
Blown him away like a leaf:
This is what death has done.

Can a tune beat time
On the drum of his ear
Now silence is the sound
That alone draws near?

Seeing his form, we are numb:
For whom did we make this wreath?
He is blind and dumb.

We huddle together as one,
Yet each alone in our grief.
This is what death has done.

Can a maiden dance
In the chamber of his heart
Now his blood is still
And he’s set apart?

My mother mourns her son,
But tears are cold relief:
He is blind and dumb.

The words that twist my tongue
Are bitter beyond all grief:
Look what death has done—
Made him blind and dumb!
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Will the Day Star rise
To the circle of his sight?
Will his tongue peal praise
To the Father of Light?

Black Holes

Everywhere, death. In deep space
there are giant stars collapsed
into themselves, compressed
by their own weight.
As with a terrible grief,
their gravity is so great
not even light can escape.

It is hard to conceive:
black holes—voids
in the vacuum of space.

How long has it been
since the light left your face?
The heavens, my heart—
still I can’t tell them apart.
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Gone

‘Gone!’ our son puzzles,
looking for milk in the cup he’s emptied.

‘Gone!’ he says in amazement,
pointing to the lightbulb I switched off.

‘Gone!’ he urges, tugging at me
as music stops spinning from the record.

We usually laugh: One word
for so many things! ‘Yes,’ we say. ‘Gone.’

But today it is a burden to us
to be reminded all day long.

We are sealed off from joy,
seared by the news of your death.
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Shell

Life is no jewel
to the sea

How unconsciously
it must have cast this shell
this white spiral-shell
onto the beach years ago

Its owner died quickly
leaving the house quite empty
except for a ghost
of a smell, which lingered
about the empty stair-well

Without haste
the wind set to work:

Whispered, snickered,
incited the sand
to a sullen fury—
till every grain
on the beach
had raised its grit
to grind the fragile walls

It lies now a house in ruins:

Nothing left but a newel
jagged with the stumps
of several steps
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Mercy

Across the footpath (tidy
as Euclid’s brain
bar the rude little daisy
bold between two slabs)
the hose
follows itself   and

coming suddenly upon its end
throws a tantrum
before a regiment of roses.
          But

back along its torso,
in the middle of the path,
a pin-prick spray
sets the daisy dancing.


