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THE YELLOW TANK

for Diethard and Waltraud Leopold

Only a yellow water tank

stained with rain smears and some rust
on a flat apartment roof —

it stares at you from room to room;
and far too near to have perspective,
you could think this yellow tank

a punch in the eye or personal affront
as it shifts above the breakfast table.

Glimpsed through dwarf palm fingers
on your balcony, the thing can seem

a beach resort accessory

or ready-made in an art museum:

its service ladder and overflow

have elegant hooks like croziers,

raised rabbits to imply a joke,
philosophers’ scare-marks or sows’ ears.

Not funny, a memory of sunlight
throughout the rainy season,

it penetrates our mist-filled mornings,
reconciles three elements.

I've seen it graced by cloudless nights,
full moons, and briefly perching crows;
against the hillside’s heaving pines

the yellow tank is all repose.



Rather than melting snowy ranges,
nippled hills, golf nets, roof-tiles,
afforestation, or glimpse of ocean,
maybe you prefer this tank;

as with a disaffected child,
photograph, make fusses of it,
until the yellow water tank blesses,
answers us back with words.
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ITALIAN IN SENDAI

Not long after the rainy season’s start
our breakfast-time weather report
predicted a deficiency of sunlight

— as if you needed to be told,

with that patter interrupting grey quiet
and every umbrella unfurled.

Lilting gestures, cadenced words

said what you thought of glass fagades,
of buildings clad in toilet-tile,

cheek by jowl with a tin or wood shack
when all your life’s been campanile,
stucco, responsive plasterwork.

Curtains had opened on another cool spell;
you and I like mercenary soldiers
accumulating reasons to go home

were defenceless against nostalgias

piled with the clouds on some

closed horizon, knowing only too well

that a bottle of wine’s not Italy

nor foreigner speaking your language, home,
and the sound made by coffee

bubbling in a machine’s upper part

is no better than a short, translated poem —
even if I've learnt it off by heart.
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LAST RESORT

For the ones who go and those about to stay,

two autumns: they’re turning decay

in another of the spa towns money forgot

to contradictory signs and tokens —

like ripened apples or purple potatoes,

dropped leaves borne down-river, for ever

alighting to drift where the ducks sun themselves.

And I gaze at deserted bed- and bath-rooms

of bankrupted hotels ...

Their proprietors had nothing else to do but walk away.

Where, once upon a time, there were stories to tell
now it’s all maybe, maybe and perhaps

for ones bitten by mosquitoes

at a terraced vantage point

with smoke columns rising from rice-field fires,
the ones who must endure this season’s

boredoms, its nervous collapse;

they're fretful about what, not leaving, they’ll miss
and grieve for younger selves, ones
long-squandered on a promise,

and gaze at those hotels like scuttled battleships.
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