Don Paterson

A Talking Book

Welcome children! First, to those rare birds
for whom all journeyings are heavenwards,
who always wing it, mapless and alone;

to those undecided shades in Waterstones, 
trapped between the promise and the cost;

to Umso Cairns, whose number has been lost;

to those precisians on the proper route, 
who have diligently ploughed this far on foot
by way of bastard title, biog note
acknowledgements and prefatory quote;

to those kabbalists and chrysometronomes

who drag each sentence through their fine-toothed combs,

all set to prove the Great Beast lies at slumber

in the ISBN or the barcode number;

and a big hi! to those holders, old and new
of the critic's one-day travel-pass (I too
have known that sudden quickening of the pulse
when something looks a bit like something else;

but if all you ever listen to is Hindemith

the very larksong seems to give you wind of it —
thus those lads so especially attuned

should first look to the wee melodeon

of their own hearts. But those Boeotians

who like to shove their poems into tins

marked either ah! or hahaha! or hmm . . .
might now be best advised to leave the room).

To the academy's swift and unannounced inspection:

this page knows nothing of its self-reflexion,
its author-death, or its mise-en-abîme.

Relax! Things are exactly as they seem.

The charge of being clever, coy or cute
I will not even bother to refute,
there being no I to speak of. Look around
the plane or lift or john or underground:

you are alone. Now think upon that net
of happenstance, velleity and fate
that catches us together in this way:

the near-miraculous singularity

of the present moment. Okay: now let's

say you're in the bath, lathering your pits

with — your Pears impractically thin —
a horrible red lump of glycerine

in which a tiny plastic replica

of Gromit is embedded, his snout and paw

freed on the humanitarian whim

of a girl you know who just can't help but sym-

pathise with everything. The soap sticks

in your oxterhair; an ill-advised dub mix

of Song Composed in August farts away

on the wee radio downstairs, while you essay,

with your free hand, to hold this page aloft.

A marker might be placed here, in the daft

book of your life — a wild cry from the street,

say; except it won't. So what we get

is an instance neither shameful nor exemplary,

just the only one. Forgive my wild extempore:

this poem's initial purpose is to stress

the specificity of its address.

To that board in 30-75 ad
who sit in judgement over what, today,

will be preserved or cast to the abyss
I speak not your Highnesses en masse
but to Zarkon up from Mare Imbrium
whose purple drink is coming back on him.

Though God forbid that I propose to you

you're anywhere but right here - halfway through

this dark tale of the author's final fight

for that perpetually vacant belt of light

in the high ring of the sunscorched upper ether —
that young man's sport — before he falls, unfeathered

and half-blind back to middle earth to stand

alone in the assuaging shadowlands

and seek the means by which he might appraise

that lenient and sweetening compromise

between the vision and his earthly term,

the happy marriage of the rose and worm.

Oh no. Be sure this song is just for you.
It will, no doubt, be wasted on a few —

unmoved by the recto or the verso,
they stand before Apollo's ancient torso
and all it says is You must lose some weight. 
Let's not count you among their number. Right:

now we're of one mind now, i.e. yours -

a little psychometric test. Now choose

from the following (you have my word this won't

go any further than ourselves). The present

is the wall of glass on which you rest your brow

while wailing inwardly the one word now;
the present is the wall between two rooms

through which you push the ghosts you reassume

half-seconds later; the present is the wall,

this side of which you rigorously patrol,

between something and nothing; it leaks.

The present is the wall that brick by brick

builds itself before you, while you haul

yourself upward, then lose your grip and fall.

The present is the wall of sea thrown up

by some one-in-a-billion ontic burp,

a standing wave that has no beach to hit;

or the present is the wall on which you sit

watching your hands get old. (Look down there now:

O fellow matter, do you remember how

they were once so small and round and free from blame?

How ever did you stop grieving for them?)

If you answered a) b) c) d) e) or f) 
you're not taking this seriously enough.

For at the bottom of this escalator

you are nearly two-thirds down, a cloven altar

awaits your sacrifice or desecration.

Now shake yourself awake, and please stay patient.

Shortly you will stand before it, torn
between the gates of ivory and horn,

the left, the right, the road that gets you lost

and the one boldly eschewed by Robert Frost,

Scheherazade's forever and a night

or the numbered days of Sodom; black or white,

shit creek or happy valley, scent or stink,
the tower or pit, the palace or the sink —

till you bow to that infernal contradiction
here, in the dead heart of serious fiction.

By all means, turn the page or close the book.
But first, imagine how this world would look
were it not duly filtered, cropped and strained
into that pinhole camera you call a brain
by whose inverted dim imaginings
you presume to question it. So many things
are hidden from you. Luckily. Here's one.

There are two earths, and for each earth a sun.
The lower of them lights the world that swills
as heavily within this torpid circle
as ours does in its brandyglass of weather.
You never meet your underself, other
than in dreams or sickness; but maybe once
a year, some prodigy of circumstance
sees the two lock on a common feature —

a book, a bed, a wall — and then the nature
of their crossing is revealed.

It is always
dusk at the crossing, whatever your watch says.
What you see here is the world of men-as-mass.
The army of the underfolk will pass
quite unaware of you, stood half-transparent
in the muddle of your sub-enlightenment.

One stops in his slow march to make his sperm
and smear it on the ancient porphyry herm

on which another might then gently lower
herself, and then rejoin the silent river.
Such is your human love.

Anyway this is one
such uniquity. This book you hold
is even sadder in the other world.
Let me introduce you to you. No:

my pleasure. Yes, it's dark. Not far to go.

As ever in these straits, you have three choices:

stay here at the crossing with the crosses,
and live whatever kind of grim shelf-life
you live, hung on the high crux of yourself;

or carefully unroll the palliasse
on which your mind was borne into this place,
shut or mark or bin or burn this book,
then lie back and forget we ever spoke.

Or this. That wall we spoke of earlier,

the chains of now, the tyranny of here

(stay with me, though the bed is cool and soft)

— remember? Here is the secret long vouchsafed

to the brotherhood of things and things alone.

The present is a trick played in your head.

You already walk among the mineral dead.

You have slipped off into time the way a leaf

will wither and detach itself and drift

into a stream, not knowing its free spirit

is death, its animation lent to it.

There is no wall. Pick up your bed. Walk through it.
Last chance, friend. So do it or don't do it.
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