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The Interlude

A beach on the meander's curve

a grey sandy interlude where on Monday


she meets him briefly


a touch of hands, a whispered plan 



on Tuesday a moorhen builds a nest in the reeds' edge




on Wednesday the downcast fisherman soaks up calm




his tupperware full of squirming bait 





on Thursday Timothy lingers past the bell, skims pebbles 





blank homework sheets stuffed in his blazer pocket




on Friday she waits way past one, watches the moorhens nesting




turns, slowly walks away



on Saturday night Eva makes five pounds in her first half hour



she'd rather be safe at home


on Sunday a family spreads the picnic rug

and a child wishes for more sand.

Obligation to Remove
On the riverbank a
Notice of Obligation to Remove
had been taped to the upturned hull

No such notice on the small sock atop the fencepost

in regard for 

one  tiny  cold   foot.

Old Billy's Tail

You measure your years in hoof, fetlock, shin and flank

stand under his muzzle while his whiskered bottom lip, quivering, 

messes your curls and with the dandy brush 

tease leaves from the sway of his tail.

At dawn you fill his nosebag, dipping your hand into the oats 

and offering your open palm up to him.

He lowers his head, 

letting you slip the halter behind his ears.

At night you wipe the mud from his belly and dada gets your box 

so you can reach his mane. You twist the hair like your rag doll's

into plaits, and sing, 'Ring a ring o roses a pocket full of posies',

watching his ears twitch on each sweet note.
At twelve, a woman, 

you hold the tiller in your hand.

Still teasing leaves from Old Billy's tail, 

now tied in tradition to the rudder post

you watch as the wind flicks cirrus strands 

over your wake,


and sing softly as the boat moves steadily forward




still Old Billy who moves you.

Blackfriars 1805

Along the wharf and slip 

faces disappear first,

all trace of pomp or pauper 

years of fortune or toil

fade into a soup of lost souls.

And as fog consumes the shadows 

of tobacco houses and brothels,

Peggy Jones is barefoot in the water

feeling for fallen coal 

sodden petticoats dragging in the oily brown swirl.

The heavers would kick pieces overboard shouting 
now get away, 
until the day they noticed her gone

wondering if it was the tide that took her

or was the gin?

Did she lie–red hair hiding her despair 

in those Chick Lane lodgings 

or 

did the coals in her skirts return to the river's bed 

to rest in the mists of 1805?

A Mudlark's Day 

River mist rises

the tell tale terracotta

stem of a clay pipe

Among brick and bone

medieval teeth intact

a whole wooden comb

Magpie eyes cast down

to the glint of a hat pin

she sweeps her hair back

Dimples in the silt

her fingers scrape on gravel

to free a thimble

A lead soldier lies

his arm and a leg missing

did the boy return

In the stench of sludge

an empty perfume bottle

lalique glass stopper

Gumboots stuck in mud

she reaches down to free a 

Tudor shoe buckle 

Tangled beard buried

a broken bellarmine jug

one eye peers though weed

Lost by the drinker 

hustled from tavern to ship     

a bent King's shilling 

She stops–a watch fob

dropped in the rush to get home

a pick pocket's loss

Black and White
When you remember only in black and white 

things get confused. 

My mother proud in 1950's big patterned best,

skirt spread out on the grass 

like the bridal veil she never had,

me in her arms, a gun at her back.

Second hand goods my father's father said later,

the cowboy behind her a bastard.

I only recalled there were two routes 

when I realised the hill at Laleham Reach and 

St Peter's Church were years apart.

It was a tiny hill 

but right for running up and down without stopping 

and the church had weddings.

I watched as photograhers placed people about the grounds,

bridesmaids in frills, one waiting, unseen through the railings.

Did I ever walk the whole

from the burnt out shell of a big house?

Did I dream the fight one night?

Did a log fall from the grate? 

Did someone die?

And the other way, to Penton Hook Lock,

you had to cross to get to the island 

where my father sat, rod cast, keepnet dangling.

There's another memory in black and white

me duffle coated, hood up, and him 

with a frozen Thames behind us, I held his hand then. 

There must have been a mile 

between each cul de sac, 

each escape a lane which led to the same path. 

One way north, one way south 

one under seven, one over seven.

Moving upstream didn't change a thing.

Waiting for a place on the page

You slip, pin drop quiet, through the side door

out of the cul de sac a right turn

into the lane and you run and run 

under tangled limbs that reach into your night times 

that make you glance behind

and wake afraid.

A glimpse of slatted rays at the end

and you're through the wardrobe

it's then you slow 

slow 'til the ticking of the grandfather clock stops 

and you sit on your hands on the bank

heels of gumboots shoved into sand.

You watch the mallards and beneath the willow 

mandarin ducks flash in the shadows

you've looked them up in your I Spy book

and you see the mummies and daddies and children 

out of a page in a Ladybird story  

chattering  laughing  smiling. 


And you're in a house 


with warm light glowing through windows 


and soft music floats from room to room


and they sing as they play


you open your mouth‒but make no noise 


and you wait for them to look your way and say


Are you alright dear?

Then you will speak.

