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Kingfisher
‘To return and find’
Five poems from Aral

Kingfisher
While Birds of Calm sit brooding on the charmèd wave.
John Milton
We sat on the couch, still wearing our coats,
and waited for darkness to fall around us.
It is very sudden here, like in the Tulgey Wood.
I said nothing, and he said nothing.
*
What I longed for was to see a kingfisher.
I had collected over the years a few precious pictures,
I knew well the bright feathers,
the bird’s determined chin.
I left our bed.
The living room was warmer, but I still had to wrap myself in a blanket.
I started writing for the first time in months.
*

I had ideas:
stories about floodings,
about snowed-in places about to flood.
Stories about birds and strange flowers.
Stories about glaciers and jungles and odd weather and lost things.
Stories about ghosts and forests and wolves in sheepskin.
I looked at the table and longed not to be so tired.
Birds flying everywhere,
flocks forming curious shapes.
I needed to ask someone about the kingfishers.
It would be better if we all forgot about these things.
*
I should have known even then that the act of writing was beyond me.
I felt as if I would let go of it,
slowly at first, and then irrevocably.
Like taking a fist of sand on the beach:
a few grains fall,
and then a few more,
until you can’t resist opening your fingers.
You yourself let it all go, quite willingly.
*
I was writing a list of stories
that would never be written,
little sentence-length cadavers,
dead before I put them down on the page.
*
It came gradually, that realization
of things not quite adding up.
And then I noticed something odd,
little grey fluffy things sometimes in his wake, like bits of fluff,

although they were not fluff, exactly;
they weren’t feathers either, but between these two things.
I started finding them everywhere.
*
He always cleaned the little things in an uncaring way;
he didn’t see what they were.
How could he not see?
His way of unseeing looked rehearsed;
At night I lay next to him, dreading the moment when I would go to sleep.
I woke up and he was not there.
Instead of him, little feathers.
I worried he would come back and find them,
and understand what was happening to him.
*
I sneaked out of bed.
The whole room was full of little grey feathers.
They followed me downstairs.
They sat in the air gracefully.
I didn’t want to risk the main light.
I pushed the first sheet of paper inside the circle of lamplight.
I took my pen, and started working on the story.
From time to time the house would crack and complain.
It was never Jonas, and I could work uninterrupted.
When the light changed
and I knew
it was time to get ready for work
I had finished the first draft.
*
The house was a wreck,
a mess of grey feathers,

blue feathers,
pink feathers,
gluey depositions,
fleshy masses of indeterminate pulp.
The furniture was covered, dark stains on the walls.
The feathers floated everywhere.
And the parakeets in the wallpaper were speaking to me.
I scrubbed the house clean.
He had not came back
*
I was carrying an egg in my belly.
It made perfect sense.
When I circled it with my hands I could find no bumps,
no kicks:
an even and hard curved thing underneath my flesh.
*
I looked through all the cupboards, took out all the bags of feathers.
I found my yarn, and my sewing.
I had no idea how I would do it.
The shirt would be made of feathers, to his measurements.
It had to fit him properly, or he wouldn’t come back.
I sewed all day and part of the night,
the parakeets in the wallpaper shrieking
… not coming back, not coming back, not coming back …
The feathers would escape,
dance around me, refuse to be tamed.
*
I could not move from the sofa anymore;
I was a rounded thing.
I had stopped eating and drinking, I only counted feathers.

I think that I had called upon the kingfisher myself,
I was so lonely.
On the landing I bent and fell to my knees.
Something told me to go on all fours
and push and push.
I think I saw him then, the kingfisher, looking at me.
I pushed and pushed and pushed once more:
whatever was coming seemed huge, impossible.
*
I felt I was breaking,
I was shocked
to see what had come out of my body.
Two legs, two arms, one perfect little head,
blue and red and gluey.
It took all my will to go to the little thing and take her in my arms.
She was crying, shouting perhaps,
and I could make up some words behind the shrieking:
… he is here, he is here, he is here …
And the parakeets were silent.

‘to return and find’
To return and find
the sloe harvest.
Tomatoes in the garden.
Vast meals spreading into long conversations.
The past, when my grandmother
became a shout for help
in the woods at Bértiz one morning—grey,
rainy, in my childhood—
a stick and a wicker basket. We were going
after mushrooms.
To return and find the people under your muddy feet.
The cross, right up in the air.

Paths which chew a few centimetres of life
from the rocky hillsides.
The things that one always forgets.
The seasons, which tell us
everything that happens in the village.
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