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Mystic

Long ago she shed her skin each summer,
pale parchments were left on floral sheets.
Only those with a gift could interpret these
as the end of days, the dark beginnings.
She wore stiff calamine lotion as a mask
that cracked and crazed with each smile.
She moves in darkness now, slips quietly
from shade to shade, whispers the mantra
of ancient numbers, all the factors of sixty.
She uses her power to block out the sun

so totally that she leaves white shadows
where she walks. She can eclipse patios.
She is becoming translucent, she reads
scorched earth, famine in her own entrails.

(3]



Laying On of Hands

The night before we stood on a hill overlooking Lourdes.
The procession unravelled, an ammonite of light.

They sang something involving ‘Marias’ and ‘Aves’,
words wove with The Beach Boys on the transistor.

Get around round round, I get around.

We both lay naked in your tent, the twisted boy

and the lanky girl trying too hard to fit together.

We stayed after every candle in the valley went out.

The hinge of your calliper was imprinted on my thigh.

Next day cutting through heat and light and wheelchairs
this boy-faced priest smiled. He put you in his shadow.
He had an accent, smelled of garlic and lemons.

He placed his quick hands upon your head, incanted,
then turned and reached up for mine. No eye contact.
You can fuck off wanker I thought you said.

We bought a plastic bottle shaped as the Virgin Mary,
filled it with holy water as a present for your Mum.
Later as we sat beside the coach park you fought
intention tremors to put your hand on my left breast.

[4]



Account of the Norwegian Antarctic Expedition

‘The sun left us on April 22, and we did not see it again for four months’
— ROALD AMUNDSEN

This is another day for stillness.

I will sit quietly and conserve.
Cleaning the floor is too energetic,
that would demand more time
spent later in an icy shower.
Turning this page is manageable.
I will read Amundsen’s account.
The trick to keeping cool is to see
Ole Engelstad’s great snow cone
rise in the air to 19,000 feet,

and reach Lat. 86° 21’ south

at the foot of the Devil’s Glacier.
After the journey when I look up
and see you, I will not burn.

(5]



Room

The distance gauged between the corner
of a coffee table and the curve of a sofa.
Our boundaries set by the furnishings,

are fixed by custom, until you bring

an old chair down from the attic.

It alters the map. Like the blind we explore
the edges, reshape a different interior.

We move more carefully for a while.

(6]



Eves

Adam insists he still needs Mother Eve

to complete dominion over the wasp.

Child Eve hurtles into autumn leaf piles,
smears apple jelly on her breasts and thighs.
Woman Eve shows herself to passing serpents
who flicker their tongues and coil around her.
Mother Eve drives home, tired and anxious.

She inspects Child Eve for signs of knowledge
while Woman Eve sips a cocktail on the terrace.
When Adam comes home, they knead his neck,
ease out the knotted day from his flesh. He sighs.

His shoulders recall that fired moment of becoming.

The Eves smile, they can see the power of one
but they understand the wisdom in numbers.

[7]



Traffic

The swallow at the base of his thumb flexes its wings.
Her right hand flutters to the strap of her scuffed bag,
inside; sunglasses for bruises, lipstick, a leather purse.
The purse is empty, except for a photograph she tore
from a magazine left in a drawer, of Johnny Depp.
That was fourteen weeks ago; she keeps him

behind the cellophane window made for family.

She has learnt some sayings now.
There are dogs and cats in rain, mouths full of frogs,
tears in fallen milk, a bird in his hand, socks to be pulled.

At the crowded junction he grasps her left hand.
She hesitates, looks up at the lights.

He says her name, is it Katya or Irena now?

The last vowel sound escapes from his mouth

as a quick pump of air, a tiny explosion.

They cross as the cars come to a stop on red.
Here traffic is obedient, compliant to the rules.

(8]



Visitors’ Book
(Holiday Cottage Entry)

When coming down stairs
from the top floor
careful of last step.

Also watch out for mat near toilet—
likes to send you flying—
you need to get a grip.

A&E in Kendal—

nurses and doctors great.
Asda next door to hospital
do family meal —

£10—

very filling.

[9]



Sodom Cookery
(Genesis 19:26)

The skinny boy without front teeth
will come soon, take his dulled knife,
hack at my belly, take handfuls home
in his dirty sack to give to his mother.
She will salt beef strips for the winter.
Too much salt though can ruin them.

The wild ox licks my left thigh, he has
hollowed a valley down to my femur.

I shudder at each rough urgent stroke.
Ox tongue pickled in aged wine vinegar
with cracked peppercorns and herbs
made a cheap meal in these hard times.

I loved to cook, above all my own fat hens.
You must remember to baste chicken.
There is nothing worse than food ruined
through lack of care and sheer stupidity.

I only glanced back because I thought

I'd left the stew pot boiling on the fire.

[10]



DIY

The vibrator was to be a present for a friend.
She’d heard that excuse before, however
not a single facial piercing twitched.

She talked me through the pros and cons:
texture, variable speed, the length,
a facility for clitoral stimulation,

whether the capacity to glow in the dark
was really essential, but safer
than a bedside candle during power cuts.

We discussed inbuilt obsolescence.
Some women prefer the simple,
more straightforward kind: point and go.

She mentioned the unreliability
of complex wiring and attachments
and that frequent use could wear out parts.

She personally recommended
having flexibility to find your G-spot.
She advised against lending it to a friend.

There was a voice activated one
new on the market, you turn it on
by talking but they’ve had complaints.

Only shouting seems to make it work.

Thank you, I said, I’ll take any one
that can laugh or whisper my name.

[11]



Sharp

In the drawer my bread knife has grown dull
through disuse, the edge is gone from the steel.

I always buy a wrapped, sliced loaf these days.

My father would clamp loaves firmly down

with his left hand and saw thin even slices

with his right. It was his role, like carving beef,
jointing a rabbit or taking the top off my egg.

I knew about cutting, that it was an art to hone,
like suitable comments around a joint of beef.
Any sharper and you’ll cut yourself, young lady,

my mother would say. I learnt how to be silent.
Bread, meat, rabbit, egg; for each a particular knife.
The right tool for the right job, he would announce.

I watched, one day I would be trusted with knives.

[12]



Fighting the Bit

He hooks up the curb chain.

A ‘martingale’ stops the mare throwing her head.
A stargazer, you have to break her,

she must learn not to fight the bit.

She told me if you sing every verse

of ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’

while you boil an egg it will be perfect;
white firm, yolk runny.

As her syphilitic fever rose,

Mrs Beeton whisked the egg whites
to stiff peaks. She whipped in

the air from her lungs, each lie.

I am not a ghost haunting

the Rutherford labs.

I didn’t see them crack open an atom,
or catch the white of Shiva’s eye.

No omelettes without breaking eggs
she writes in her letter. If I hold
it up to the light I can see the
stain of a yolk, a thread of blood.

On my night walks the moonlight

picks out the old battery hen sheds.
They are settling down into quiet decay,
even the rotted planks are muted.

In Saudi, imported Japanese swordsmen
separate a head from its neck, tender

in the completion of the task. It is neater
and faster, like slicing the top of an egg.

[13]



Every night she gazes into the sky,
skimming light from the dark like fat.
She can name the hunter, bear and belt.
Her head is thrown up and back.

[14]



Unstable Particles

A recuperative holiday with an English host can reduce the amount of
radioactive caesium which has built up in a child’s body

The girl from Belarus lies inert in bed,
a new pink candy-striped duvet
twisted round her skinny body.

She wants to stroke her pale face.

She has taken down the old rosettes.
Second in the Obstacle Race.

Best under Ten Miniature Garden.

Does this thin child need a night light?

A child should not have to feel her way
through strange dark corridors

or trail her fingers along the walls,

to find where she needs to be.

This girl will grow, sit in a kitchen,
drinking tea with frail descendants.
Three weeks to feed her oranges.
Three weeks to host those eyes.

A whip of air from the window lifts
the corner of a faded Buffy poster.

This sleeping child holds out a half life,
part of the woman reacts and splits.

[15]



