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How could she resist?
The way the cliff parted its lips

to show bone, a tooth,

a skeleton peeping from the schist.

Her long skirts damp with the shuffle

and rush of small waves,

hair held back in its dark bonnet,

she scoured the shore for skulls and shells,

for a jaw or an eye socket,

the head of an ichthyosaur.

Occasionally she’d find a spine,

a crinoid coiled in clay,

pieces of vertebrae

prised gently from the cliff-face.

Her petticoats crusted with mud and sand,

hands raw from salt and cold.

Sometimes, distracted by the living,

she’d see a scuttling hermit-crag,

shrimps skip across a pool. And she’d imagine

them all dead, all frozen in stone,

and wondered, too, how she would look;

whether her wide skirts

would survive in blue lias,

and whether in two million years

her naked, indelicate bones

would be exposed by another’s fossil hammer.

She hated days like this. Hot, humid,

sea mist caged by the sun, her boots

sweaty and stiff, and the water too calm,

like a solid karst of grief.

Days when flint yielded nothing

but its own glistening core,

no brittle star or belemnite, only grey heart.

So now when I see you

striding ahead of me on the shore,

head down, absorbed, your patchwork skirt

brushing the ridged sand,

black shoes ruined by salt,

pockets full of shells and pebbles,

quick eyes alert for ammonites,

I think of the carpenter’s daughter

chipping out a living from the rocks,

searching for snakestones in the shale.

For those silent creatures sleeping

in their unforgiving cradles.

