“So what is this I make a sorrow of”






Robert Frost: The Census-Taker
 

For several weeks, aged ten, those odd days

sneaking early off school, strolling home

past the allotments  - nodding hellos to old men

smoking pipes in new sheds, and Slow James

rolling his lips  - then running via claphatch

and ginnel to reach the back-gate, trying not

to rattle the latch, but no matter how gingerly

lifting and letting drop, couldn’t stop that clack

of metal against catch, though it didn’t seem

to give my presence away, so managed at last

our back door, and angling around kitchen table,

nudged past the hall door-jamb to stand tracing

shellacked veins in planes of door as transfixed

in dumbness watched Mum, sitting at her Singer,

foot kneading the treadle, needle jig-jagging

its ritual stitchery, its soft cat-purr whirring

and her heaving and sighing, her cheeks visited

by tears, and always, without raising her face,

sensing my presence as witness to It’s nothing, son.

Nothing. Alright in time. You’ll see. You’ll see.

 

Roger Elkin
Second prize

 

