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to my parents
too often too far away


Despite the Distance
for Mama on her 61st birthday (1991)

I do not feel at all like writing wittily.

The house is empty and my mood is bleak.

To be with you today I flew from Italy

Though I’d have gladly stayed another week.

I know, of course, I should upbraid you bitterly

And growl as usual, and give way to pique;

But still, I’m very glad to greet you here,

In, if not on, your 62nd year.

Three stanzas, one for each of us, should show you

The measure of our feeling and our thought.

We can’t begin to give you what we owe you,

Although we sometimes try – as children ought –

Nor do we love you less when we outgrow you

And seek to live our lives through what you’ve taught:

Affection, independence, work and wit –

Though we can’t match your sacrifice and grit.

I hope, despite the distance to the hills,

The winding roads, the wild and windy weather,

Despite the drama of conflicting wills,

The claims of books and Buddhas, law and leather,

Magnetic Moons and diplomatic drills,

The family will spend some time together –

And that, when we’re apart, our love is what’ll

Act as your permanent hot-water bottle.


Small Things
for Papa on his 90th birthday (2013)

The start of all things, small or great

– My bronze Ganesh, embodied Om,

Tiny, but heavier than his weight –

I pack him first when leaving home.

But three things else, your gifts to me

Over the years – for use, not prayer –

Imbue me with your company,

However I may be, or where.

Your cufflinks, given in the hope

Your scruffy son might mend his ways –

Which (while he hasn’t) help him cope

With airports, nervousness, and days

When the whole world seems crazy and

Two lesser globes give him at length

The sense that you are close at hand

To keep him sane and lend him strength.

The shaving brush I use each day

With fist and wrist to foam my face

In the old pre-millennial way

At my own pre-millennial pace:

I ask the eyes that stare at me,

What have I done or left undone?

What word today or deed would be

Worthy of you or of your son?

And your old watch, for nine pounds bought

In Norway fifty years ago –

Its mottled face so cleanly wrought,

Its hands with their nocturnal glow:

Nightly I wind it, and observe

Its fine red needle swivel fast,

Too fast, along creation’s curve

From Om to Omega at last.

I hope you die before I do –

Not soon, but when you wish to go.

Both now and then, they’ll speak of you:

The link, the touch, the tick, the glow.

More than the grace of trunk and tusk,

Your minor trinity will prove

– By lonely dawn or doubtful dusk –

The gift of courage and of love.
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