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Through the Telescope

I don’t want to go to sea Mam.

Over roofs jumbling down to the shore
across the gull-ridden two-tone sea
cliffs curving a dipping arm, 
grey smudge of mountain is
pencilled on a pale page of sky,
screw-eyed I squint while
stink of lambing shed 
shepherd’s meaty hands
pipe smoke in a hut 
nestle in the  cushions of my mind
comfy as 
a pair of slippers. Eye 
tunnelling the spying tube
through galleon -rolling glass
I yearn for far-remembered hills.

Queasied by suck and roar of waves
I dream of flocks, not shoals, those
bleat- bounded lanolin-laden
almond - eyed gorse-grazing
whickering companions of
my boyhood days.

Send me back to the mynydd Mam.

Not aboard the rough ride of
barnacle - bowed  boats
slick with scales and blood
that took my dada, 
tossed him to the salt spiralling
away from your arms
your under-the-skin demands.

Through telescope’s tube
I pinpoint my desire-
A boulder-strewn hill anchored
not in roll and  buck and swell, rather
layer upon rocky layer;
a tight- fleeced yellow - toothed flock
new lamb in a steaming sack 
slipping onto straw
in an owl - ghosted barn.

But
the black lens cap of duty
cuts the light
snaps shut the dream.

Now
the blue peaks are just
a blur on the horizon 
and I am 
netted.


A Trio of Triolets for 21st Century Woman

Woman number One

He had boxed her into a corner
with a fist across her cheek
and never a sign to warn her.
He had boxed her into a corner
a lonely place. Retreating further
she practised looking meek.
He had her boxed into a corner
with a fist across her cheek.

Woman number Two

He had her boxed into a corner
against rules he thought he could  flout
and lies that promised he could destroy her.
He had her boxed into a corner
arrogant, believing he held all the power
not reckoning she would speak up and out.
He had her boxed into a corner
against rules he thought he could flout.

Woman number Three

He had boxed her into a corner
with twisted rules from a Holy Book
that covered, supressed and defined her.
He had boxed her into a corner
like his brothers, his uncles, his father. But
black- veiled  eyes defy all with a look.
He had boxed her into a corner
with twisted rules from a Holy Book.



Out of the Corner of my Eye.

Father’s sat down, so we can too,
Mother last. She’s filled the table
brought food to share,
cold pitchers of
pump water.
The new hand sits on a hard chair
at the far end next to
the youngest.

Out of the corner of my eye
I slide a look:
long bony frame- a firm bed will suit,
hands too soft for
what’s to come
ruddy bladed cheek bones
Adam’s apple working overtime
good teeth a wide mouth, manners.

Out of the corner of my eye
I glimpse things he can’t hide.
So much female company
twitches his jaw
lowers his eyes,
veiled by lashes like
a shy young girl,
tells me he ain’t sure
how to behave.

Earlier, his belongings arrived in a leather box
named for him. I’d thought
What would I have to put
in a thing like that?

Earlier, he’d answered Father’s torrent
with a few soft words,
polite, earnest
accent that don’t fit in.

At the table now
my sisters giggle
fingers  over mouths
shooting slippery glances.
I throw them a warning look,
chance a bolder eye at
the end of the table
see the  flush that
stains his raw neck red.

I’m thinking
any loner deserves a chance when
they’re far from home and
ended up here
as finished, he rises,
passes me

catches me
catching him from
the corner of his eye.
Whisper of a smile
as his eyes slip away
I bob my head
examine my hands
red, coarse
dirt under nails.



Journey

Will twisted in his seat and, with long, pale fingers, swiped the fugged up window. Dripping stripes appeared, through which he could make out the green hills and fields so loved by his mum, a view distorted by condensation from the mouths of dozens of schoolchildren. Distorted or not, for Will the view was always the same - unremarkable and unenlightening, a boring canvas of greens disrupted by grey stone walls and dotted here and there by the hunched forms of cows or sheep. Scenery so familiar from his daily journey, it hardly registered.

On the seat next to him, as usual, was his school bag, its zip partly broken and his name on a tag hanging from a strap. The bag the others always mocked. The one that had no designer label and was full of homework and assignments that had actually been completed on time. That seat, just two rows behind the driver, was rarely occupied by anyone other than Will on his daily bus journey to school from the sprawling, once rural village he lived in, to the large comprehensive   in the local town. It had become his seat. 

 He was near enough to the front not to have to look at the row of boys lurking on the back seat of the bus. Near enough to the exit to step down with the right amount of purpose to conceal the tight feeling in his chest, the twist in his guts. Close enough to get off at the end of the journey, walk through the gates and enter school as if he had not a care in the world. Near enough- but that wasn’t always sufficient. Sometimes, the boys at the back decided that this was the day, but not regularly enough for Will to prepare himself for what was to come. That depended on the whim of the back row master, Alistair, how bored, mean or both he felt on any particular day.

Blocking out the jaunts, sneers and observational comments about the colour of his auburn hair, freckles and pale skin was something Will had long ago mastered. They were a gift from his mum donated in her genes. As a youngster, she had had to nurture a thick skin and she had encouraged him to do the same. The ugly comments about his name bored him with their predictability, enabling him to ignore them. The words that hurt, that pierced with accuracy, were the “weirdo swot” ones. They were lobbed regularly down the aisle of the bus like some kind of spiteful, soul- seeking grenade.

Will recognised that he was an outsider. That his head was stuffed with words, images, feelings, poetry, and theirs was stuffed with- he wasn’t sure. He didn’t care.  He had a place to go when he wanted some peace, an escape from the complications of his adolescent world.  A space he entered through a portal of pages and print.  A world of lines and rhymes and sentiments that seemed to connect with his very soul, as if the poets knew his life, had looked into his heart. 

Today, a hard knot had lodged at the top of his ribs as he looked through the smeary window, listening for a signal from the back row. He had a plan, and this morning he was going to use it. He did not have to wait long.

“Oi, mummy’s boy! Got an apple ready for teacher today?  Ya ginger freak!” Alistair’s nasal shriek followed by sniggers rolled down between the seats. Will glanced at his own face reflected in the misted window, as if some other self were there to reassure him, rose slowly and turned. Began to walk deliberately towards Alistair’s sneering face whose mouth had slackened in surprise.

“What the….?” began Alistair, as Will stood before him, looking down at where he sat. Will held his arms loosely at his sides, his hands fisted, green eyes fixed on Alistair’s questioning dark ones. In a clear voice he began:
“I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,
And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:”

Silence.

Will regarded Alistair calmly.
“Shit, he’s gone mental!” this from a boy seated next to Alistair.

Will continued, his voice even, his eyes locked with Alistair’s.
“And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow,
Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;
There midnight’s all a glimmer….”

“Shut it, you. Just frigging shut up!” Spittle formed in the corner of Alistair’s mouth as he stared eye to eye with Will, a red flush creeping up his neck. Will regarded him, a detached appraisal, turned, walked back to his seat, acutely aware of silence and following eyes.

“Fucking weirdo! What y’ going to do…..?” Will heard the plea from one of Alistair’s sidekicks.
“Leave it. Just leave it,” snapped the reply. “Nothing. He’s not worth it.”

Will felt a deep calm wash over him. It had been so simple, really, to deliver the unexpected. Perhaps now they would all leave him alone, suspicious of his difference, as if it were contagious, rather than torment him for it. He thought of Yeats and the Innisfree inside his head, considered that the poet had got it right, that he had understood.

The bus drew up in the school layby. Swinging his bag on his shoulder, Will stepped down onto the pavement.

Critical Commentary

The idea for my collection of writing with corners as a theme came from a conversation with a writer who explained that she found courtyards fascinating and included themregularly as a focus for her writing. When thinking about my project, I knew that I wanted to have an overall theme as that would provide a challenge to connect the pieces in some way, however tentatively. I did not want a theme to be limiting and so I needed to decide on one that would be provide diversity. I settled on corners because the more I thought about the word, the more I considered that there was scope for a collection of writing.

Having a theme for a collection does not mean that the writing has to be connected in an obvious way to the subject. For example in Raymond Carver’s collection what we talk about when we talk about love, love as an emotion is not dealt with in a transparent way in each individual story. Rather, the writing is about communication in its truest form and is a detailed analysis of loneliness. In the first story, Why Don’t You Dance? the reader understands the comparisons being made between the young couple and the older man who has laid out his bedroom on the lawn in front of his house. We are not told why he has done this, but get the feeling of something that is over that he is wanting to eradicate from his life. The young girl tells him ‘You must be desperate or something.’ when he seems not to care about how much money he can make from his possessions and the way he and the young woman dance tenderly suggests sadness and regret- all aspects of love but described obliquely.

Having decided on corners as a theme, I began thinking about ways in which they can be represented both physically and metaphorically as set out in my proposal. I prefer writing poetry, but decided that a mixed form would be more challenging for me and would make a more unusual collection. In the introduction to his book Poetry Notebook Reflections on the Intensity of Language, Clive James  considers answers to the question of how is a poem recognised as a poem, what marks the real difference between poetry and prose and that is intensity of language: ‘The best answers are not tricks. They are registrations of what we feel and think when we encounter a stretch of language that transmits the thrill of human creativity by all its means, even by the means with which it is put together.’  In Poetry in the Making, Ted Hughes likens poems to animals, with a life of their own that seem ‘quite separate from any person, even from their author, and nothing can be added to them or taken away without maiming and perhaps even killing them. And they have a certain wisdom. They know something special… something that perhaps which we are very curious to learn.’

 I try to keep these two things in mind when writing poetry, intensity of language and an amount of wisdom. The inspiration for my poem Through the Telescope was an Under Milk Wood guided walk around New Quay. We were invited to write about a character with a secret and a weakness whilst immersing ourselves in extracts from Dylan Thomas’ play for voices. I decided to write about a man who did not want to live up to the expectations of his mother to go to sea, but wanted to be a sheep farmer in the hills of Snowdonia that are just visible from the town. I then realised that this idea would fit with a feeling of being cornered into some unwanted way of life, or netted as I have written in the poem.

 I tried to capture Thomas’ rhythm, alliteration and imagery in phrases such as ‘Not aboard the rough ride/ of barnacle- bowed  boats /slick with scales and blood’ and ‘ pipe smoke in a hut /nestle in the  cushions of my mind/comfy as/ a pair of slippers.’ I had in mind phrases such as ‘I will knit you a wallet of forget-me-not blue, for the money to be comfy.’ from Under Milk Wood.

 When editing, I took out some of the descriptions of sheep as I felt they were over-done and not intrinsic to the story of the poem, pared their description down to compound words, as Thomas often did when he wrote ‘Samson-syrup-gold-maned’ and ‘rusty-shuttered tick-tock dust-scrabbled shack’ in Under Milk Wood for example. I am pleased with the image of the new lamb being born- personal experience helped me here as I have lambed a number of ewes in the past and could recall the smells, sights and sounds of a lambing shed.

In contrast, the language and imagery in my poem Out of the Corner of my Eye is simpler, more direct. I wanted to explore the idea of a character watching another furtively and with interest and so I made the writing spare. One of my favourite poets is R.S. Thomas. I like his writing for its seemingly conversational tone which manages to convey depth and emotion at the same time. A good example of this is the opening to his poem Sonata: ‘Evening. The wind rising.’ And in The Other ‘There are nights that are so still/ that I can hear the small owl calling/ far off and a fox barking/ miles away.’ In my poem I have tried to produce something similar in lines such as ‘long bony frame- a firm bed will suit,/ hands too soft for/ what’s to come.’ I found it tricky to work in the idea of both characters watching each other and decided to leave the ending open for now. I may well change that before final submission.

The triolets were something that I thought I would challenge myself to try as I usually like to write free verse. Work-shopping them in the group helped to clarify meaning and again I am not sure they are completely ready for submission. I wanted to explore the idea of being boxed into a corner by fear or dominance and I think that the three subjects work.

The inspiration for the short story Journey came from reading an interview with the writer Horatio Clare in which he told of an incident where a boy dealt with bullies in an unusual way, by quoting Dante at them instead of responding in the way they anticipated. The unexpected response reduced the bullies ability to continue and so the victim was left alone. I thought this was interesting, that something similar would fit with the idea of turning a corner, changing a life for the better and so I wrote Journey. In the introduction to his collection The First Forty-Nine Stories, Ernest Hemingway explained his method of writing sparely: ‘But I would rather have it bent [ the instrument you write with, your skill] and dulled and know that I had put it to the grindstone again and hammer it into shape and put a whetstone to it, and know that I had something to write about, than to have it bright, and shining and nothing to say, or smooth and well oiled in the closet, but unused.’ Such a good way of saying write what you need to without unnecessary embellishments and I have tried to do the same in my writing.

 In Hemingway’s story Hills Like White Elephants he writes ‘Far away, beyond the river, were mountains. The shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain and she saw the river through the trees.’ This snapshot description is like a photograph, the reader can see the landscape clearly and, perhaps more importantly, add whatever other details they wish. I have attempted something similar when writing ‘unremarkable and unenlightening, a boring canvas of greens disrupted by grey stone walls and dotted here and there by the hunched forms of cows or sheep.’

I decided that I would have my character Will recite extracts from a favourite poem of mine, The Lake Isle of Innisfree  by W.B. Yeats because I believe it to be about escaping from an unbearable reality. After suggestions in the workshop, I changed the ending leaving it without having Will say that he felt he had turned a corner as this message should be intrinsic in the writing.
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