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I – BROTHER SON  
 
(i) Thoroughgoing Futuristic Eschatology 
    (Swanage) 
   
Bleak light from window slot,                                        
scant glint from wet eyes,                                                
old hurt eyes that seem to ask,                                                     
though the mouth cannot,                                                
‘Will I be under earth                                                      
before you return?’                                                                            
Strangely shrunken trunk  
slumped between sermon and tract                            
(a wall of words),                                                                                                  
so much smaller  
than when scraping ceiling 
above my trembling head. 
O, how you roared… like Legion, 
hurling all backsliding to the pit, 
that Sabbath I refused the bread and wine.                                                            
What does an Elder’s eldest son, 
reared for preaching, do, 
but break bread? An empty seat  
in the family row—inconceivable!  
Whatever would the watchful Brethren say?  
 
Now I block the light above you—                                              
stiff-necked, unregenerate,                                               
the still prodigal son— 
long brown hair above sparse grey, 
sky-blue veins above bruised red,                              
dust falling between us, 
clock scratching the silence.                                                                             
I chafe to leave,                                                       
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fearing your final words will rear  
another range between us 
just when I’d begun to think  
we breathed the same air. 
 
‘I know you’ve chosen 
not to offer the Lord your life, 
but think of end things  
before it’s too late:                        
His Kingdom is always near                                                   
and you can never tell                                     
the day of your recall….’                      
 
I am indeed becoming late,  
coach-late, so make to go,             
knowing this farewell will not be the last,                 
for how can a father not be always there,           
permanent as magnetic North?                          
A minor heart attack, yes,                                                      
but surely over that and not terminally ill.  
                                                                    
Is it the old presbyterian gloom                        
returning as the body weakens?   
As well Prizren as London                            
for chances to meet—                                                                    
and, after all, I’ll just be gone a year.                                    
But, though eyes are wet,                             
Thoughts already start to stray elsewhere—         
back to life, the life of reliable flesh, 
firm lip on the rim of practice, pleasure,  
not forward to that afterlife 
of ghostly milk and honey 
your toothless gums are now  
not sipping, alas.   
 
Smug, stupid, blind, crass! 
               .                                                                
                                                                              . 
(ii) So Long  
 
He was with us less each year: the belly’s  
skin balloon let down on doctor’s orders— 
no blowouts now; a back bending to the earth  
he’d soon—too soon—be sealed inside  
and shoulders turning in on themselves  
as if this last good fight had been lost  
before begun; but still the spirit resisted 
the slow pull of a collapsing body;  
it stood for the person we’d known so long, 
a gradual stranger, yet not strange. 
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Then, quite suddenly, he was with us less each month:  
cars and sermons given up, and breathless hobbles  
round the block, and bumpy lifts to Spartan gospel halls.  
In time that morning expedition beyond the bedroom door  
ceased; the handle no longer turned  
for an ever-frailer form to realise itself  
eerily between the jambs; but his strong spirit  
could still force a way out of a shrinking life;  
from bedside chairs, close to confinement, yet free,  
we still made contact with the father we’d known so long. 
 
In the end he wasn’t there at all: displaced to hospital bed  
and tied to it with tubes, then stunned by daily needle blows,  
dozing or waking, lidless with terror, his shrunken body 
torn by heart shudders, his mouth pain-tugged 
to an inverted V, the small voice piping with strangeness 
and second childhood, and he, like a child, 
needing to grasp our adult hands through each throe 
and pleading sideways ease when pangs became too sharp. 
But this time the spirit could not leap the pain, 
he was no longer the one we’d known so long: 
                                                                    
A father too far off; an old man, not our old man;
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No more living words 
over the broken bread 

and wine, 
no more evening exhortations. 

Far from Sabbath zeal, 
the saints 

chorusing praise 
for a risen Lord, 

he lies silent 
under silent earth. 

And I stand above, 
disbelieving, dumb, 

scanning the marble text 
to catch a sense 

that might, one day, 
speak to me.                                          

Father, may I 
in this profane art 

find other words 
to witness, thrive, 

and congregate 
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tried to be  
cloudy-clever, 

hiding behind  
irony, friends, 

afraid to feel.  
Through three shared years         

we learnt 
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You were dressed  
after Chang-Chun’s 

fashionless fashion 
(lemon plastic jacket, 

scarcely thick enough 
for the thin, cool air, 

above black, slack-legged slacks),                                      
and I  

in Liberation Army green  
from canvas cap 

to canvas pumps, 
pitching for 

a Great March camp,   
the mock-martial,                                                                    

the heroically unheroic. 
 
         (3) 
Leaning into yet another  

steep climb 
and studying 

our slow feet, 
we found ourselves 

suddenly astonished 
as unsuspected summit 

opened 
to the rim 

of a vast volcanic lake,  
moon crater  

placed on top of the world, 
yet in unearthly strangeness 

so much out. 
                      
         (4) 
At an invisible line 

across grey water                                   
‘Red China’ gave way 
   to a redder Korea, 
whose camouflaged gunboats 

made sure 
no foolhardy soul 

tried to flee 
Father Kim’s 

loving concrete arms, 
gesturing massively 

from the far shore. 
 
         (5) 
We stood on the edge, 
   panting, laughing, 
one lapsed 
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to the insistent rhythms                   
of the night— 

bright, excited chatter, 
laughter, horns— 

that floated up 
from the Roman street,                                                   

inciting as Moon-skin, 
to underscore 

our delighted cries. 
 
         (3) 
After such 

son et lumière 
did our soft machines 

hum 
like processed words, 

glow like lasers? 
Lazarus from the dead 

could not have felt 
more satisfied  

with flesh!              
So,  

comfortably clothed  
in skin, 

we faced each other  
nakedly,  

beamed like the Italian sun 
that puts the best hidden 

into the shade, 
chuckled 

like piazza fountains,     
but at no joke—  

except our lives 
come to these chance  

white sheets. 
Then you sang 

lightly 
of a world 

without Butterflies  
or blues, 

and from just above 
the tilting 

tiled roof 
a full spring moon—  

silver on red—  
shone down 

through open shutters. 
And two 

not-so-young lovers— 
one grey head, 
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she made you groan before your time 
to have you think how hard labour is,                                           
sending swollen legs, sore joints 
and stomach cramps. Later, she got her kicks,  
punting your oval belly into touch,  
rucking your nights, your days  
till, bored, she got her head down at last 
and forced a painful way through gaps and knees—   
a messy try!—to milk her celebrations. 
                                                      
 
(ii) Safe Delivery 
     (Crow 
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blazing wonder 
dries the eyes. 

                        
Yes, stumble through 

each good day 
till I almost think 

it’s so.                                                              
 
I’ll lumber after 

to sit at your soft feet, 
while you profess                                                           

your deepest babble. 
Teach me where to look 

and how to go 
until I think 

I should rethink                                                              
everything   

I think I know. 
 
 
 
IV – RUNNING FOR LIFE: VALENTINE’S PARK 
       (In memoriam Denise Levertov, daughter of Ilford, who communed with spirits in the park.) 
 
(i) 

Mad? Maybe. 
Masochistic? Perhaps.                      

But just set  
your heavy head,                                       

tight leaden sinews,                                                                                                                                                                                                              
on a jogging rack                                

and let your body 
stretch 

into the dawn. 
Soon oxygen will lighten,  

loosen                      
your whole frame, 

then how easily  
you’l(y)j
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sick day, strain day,  
birthday, bank holiday, 

even Christmas Day 
when gates stay chained,                                                  
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listed chateau 
(first entrant to Love 

or Trade’s demesne?), 
so many bijou boughs, 

homeless leaves, 
so much enclosed earth,  

common grass. 
 

(iv) 

No, not locked, 
surely! 

Park-keepers  
still asleep 

or will that mythical dog, 
figured at the gate—   

‘patrolled area: 
beware!’— 

finally find flesh 
to uncurl lips 

and launch its snarled incisors   
at my wrists? 

No! No panting slobber, 
no ominous pads 

make horror music 
in the shadows. 

Relax: 
the grounds are yours, 

the air is icy blue-black, 
the moon a sliver,  

and one shooting star—   
Boeing? UFO?
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in thigh defiance  
of a world’s weather; 

then whenever air’s  
intangible                                    

force singlet, shorts, shoes— 
everything!—  

through what can  
no longer resist. 

 
(vi) 

Why not jog over the bridge, 
breaking that pack of geese     

as you accelerate  
round the lake’s rising curve, 

then duck through rhododendrons  
to a smaller bridge, 

opening on acres  
of downhill grass? 

Yes, chase the fleeing horizon 
till you lose 

or freewheel into a sun, 
Martian red  

over ankle mist,                       
but take the keepers’ hut 

for turn 
and lean hard into the home run. 

The incline will leave  
you panting  

like a dog  
at dogs  

that emerge  
from half light 

(raw slaves, 
held by collar and chain), 

barking back at their barks, 
blissed out—Barking mad. 

 

(vii)                           

Spurt up the street 
those last one hundred yards 

through car tunnels, 
glass-sealed from glory, 

the pigeons’ dry departing clap, 
your only applause; 

breast the invisible tape, 
putting leg breaks on 

like indoor sprinters 
at the wall. 

Then gulp triumphant air,  
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blue sky 
with gulls bobbing in air, 

their strangulated cries 
finally mute.              

So why don’t we, 
though cynical, false, 

for once  
commit ourselves to wonder, 

walk down that jetty 
past contingent dogs                                                      

towards a glory                                      
glowing there,                              

a saturated radiance,                  
silence of ambiguous distance? 

 
 
(ii) New World Ordure  
     (Looking down on Swanage Beach, 1 January 2000) 
 
Sea turd brown, 
sky no cleaner 
and the wind’s dirty tricks,           
flushing a shore road                                         
with shingle, salt-slush, sand,                            
then hurling gulls  
like sewer stink  
halfway across town,                        
while driven rain                                
hand-dries wall hedges           
with electric wriggles.                                                  
Morning sludgy as any night,                             
odd smudged figures 
leaning into soiled elements,   
wishing they were clean away, 
and stray dogs  
squatting, lifting legs                  
to a new-brand millennium—                  
scat-, not eschatology. 
 
A world  
boggy beyond belief?   
A globalised jakes? 
 
You nod  
and stare down on Swanage. 
 
Pretty shitty prospect!                                 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                


