Sam Smith's prose pieces
A poem is a tiny part of a day but

reading poetry can save the world
For the sake of argument let us suppose that what follows is a prose poem. Although in itself it will not cure you of any chronic conditions or terminal diseases; although it will not improve your personal relationships, will not prevent hair loss, period pains, weight gain or flatulence; and although it is unlikely that you will be given with any one poem a free digital watch or an extra 25%; the reading of this — let’s still call it a poem — from start to finish will take approximately 54 seconds. During which time you will not have damaged your partner, you will not have crippled any children, and you will not have deprived anyone of their life or their livelihood. The reading of poetry, therefore, can be looked upon as wholly beneficial. Ergo: the world will be saved by poetry.
Cat and I, impassive, face to face
When the black cat holds me with his golden eyes is he trying to convey to me, not his surface thought, but that other, the shadow thought, that hint of a thought behind the thought? Or are his golden eyes looking inward? Is this his attempt to plumb his own cat mind for the unlinear? Not for the afterthought, not a follow-up progression, nor a codicil. Nothing so connected. Is he seeking another, the unthought thought, the one lurking there only at the thought-moment? Or are his considerations not at all internal? Are those black-slit pupils looking to divine, not my conscious intentions, the daily round of what's-to-be-done-next, but that other, my waiting thought not yet formed?

My Book of the World – for Stephi
I was sitting, among brown tents of winter-dead ferns, on René Descartes bench in Vondel Park when, beyond the morning's damp cyclists, my eye was momentarily caught by a flock of green parakeets in flight, blued by a moment's sunlight.

Had me wanting to describe them and, in quick turn, had me wondering – can we think without language? Whatever the language? But how else to measure meaning, decide a thought's carat value, concoct its chemical formula? If it doesn't have a linguistic identity how can we merge one thought with, balance it against another? Point and grunt won't do it.

Also to be considered is that the weight of each word can be far more than its molecular self, like a fractured mirror can have too many aspects, too many identities. Will be a carrier of synonyms, homophones, and possibly many a cultural connotation. And where in any single mind can a new idea sit? In all the universe there is no emptiness, only movement and displacement. Displacement: every coloniser's fundamental deceit.

I waited for the latest group of seemingly serene cyclists to pass; and I stood, thoughts unformulated and still hovering outside my brainbox, considerations of God's edicts not one of them.
Slow walking within drift-by-drifting clouds
Tiny drops cling to cloth’s weave, settle upon leaves, stick to single grassblades. These mist-specks coalesce: hair and skin become more than wet, porous as paper. Edged everywhere by fading-in fading-out tree silhouettes, all is soft: branches, boughs, every oak trunk coated in lurid moss. Floor-creeping ivy wetly flickers and gleams. Away to one side the white water white-noise of a gushing stream. Nearby streamlets trickle and dribble, paths squelch.
Moving on, still within the drift-by-drifting clouds: here a fallen branch has a dotted ochre line of penny-flat fungi, next the iron-black boughs of a lone beech. An ivory light seems to glow out of lichen - clustered within the wiry stems of some ditchbank heather. The pine forest glistens green, holds onto cloud vapours and dense interiors. From needle ends come plops into long track puddles, each irregular drop a moment’s imperfect rings, mirror light wobbled.

May Contain Nuts
Since his legs fell off Bhodhidharma has delivered his teachings from a supermarket trolley. He prefers to be far from the bustling fruit and veg section, further in where shoppers have slowed, become contemplative.

Hot days he haunts the freezer aisles, delivers mostly koans to those picking out frozen broccoli, “Behold the broken apothecary.” “Cry wine and sell vinegar!” he called out once in the beer and spirit aisle, got run-pushed into pet food. He was likewise sent half-spinning out of the nappy aisle when he was overheard to say, “The soft egotism of motherhood.” And from ‘international cuisine’ for a smiled epiphany: “Rice smells like mice.” No-one has yet objected to his singing along with the store radio in confectionery. Bhodhidharma loves those long end notes that hang out, he says, like a dog’s tongue. Neither thus far have any staff or customers raised concerns over his calling the sell-by bargain shelf, ‘a totality of thinghood.’
Left overnight in the see-through trolley shelter Bhodhidharma meditates on the arhythmic leaving of the one-by-one cars, lets his mind blank to the pooled lights, to the narrowing perspective of parking bay lines, photo-stillness of the misty night. Single thoughts will trickle in with the morning’s one-by-one arrival, the rank-by-rank amassing of similarly coloured cars.
A Shifting Gauze of Light
Edged with pointillist grey a dripping forest day with green underglow. Ahead of me small unrecognised birds fly out of mist and into mist. A piece of shattered tree, like a bird's broken wing, sticks out of rain-flattened grass. To either side, within this skyless cloud, occasional part-faces on shoe-brown trunks watch me walk by. All is quiet and smudged strange, as known and alien as one's own under-skin sinews and veins.

Another small bird flies out of mist and into mist.

Certainty is craved, something solid for the mind to hold onto. But here, step by step, are only part-formed thoughts, thought of a thought, one that goes no further. Like water lines when poured into a white basin become quickly settled, stilled, blank. Expectations are never quite met, moments missed. 

Another small bird disappears into the grey between the part-trunks.
This timber road though is as remembered – pine trees and cliff to the left, heath grass under power lines the other side – and here I am again walking in a between place; road behind, road ahead; and in this moment newborn aware again, all to be made, to become, past and future as doubtful as sense.
Making Light
Depending on the height of the troposphere skies will have different colours. For instance the troposphere being lower in the sub-Arctic the sky has a deeper midday blue, that same blue that condenses inside wind-curved icebergs. Whereas an almost white sky, air-thin blue, dissipates above the stone-baked Mediterranean coast. In between is the temperate zone's grey mountain light, where clouds hang damply dark, valley fields below seeming to glow a luminous green. Until sunset that is when the horizontal light, filtered by the gravity-thickened atmosphere, pollution's suspended microbes, brings the yellow spectrum to the fore, giving us many-hued grasses, armies of golden tussocks, one broken bracken frond, cattle-red rust streaks on a corrugated shed. And when late summer's flat-bottomed cumulus hang above the gilt-touched forest is when the red of rose hips and the berry clusters of mountain ash leap to the eye. Until day-round low winter light shines shamelessly into unleafed trees, exposes skinny moss-clad trunks, delicately picks out willow finger strands of snuff and ochre.
Moving On
In the lee of the stone barn he wearily lowers himself onto a step, watches a wind move through the trees across the far side of the field.

That this world is getting rid of us, sloughing us off like old skin, has become as certain to him as his own once-unthinkable mortality.

The human species is being moulted.
Smeared in cow-dribble, dung-splash and mud-splatter, hunkered there on the old step he looks as if grown out of the earth itself. Although for the foreseeable bound to the repetitions and inconstancy of farmwork, he yet knows that he no longer belongs where he is. National laws can and will be changed, tenancies abrograted, land sold from under his clay-clagged boots: he is soon, sometime, to be made as homeless as the rest of us, briefly here.
Above the steep part of the old drover's path – now canyon-deep courtesy of trial bikes' ground-ripping tyres and unseasonable torrents – there used to be a Welsh regiment's laminated list, of their recently 'lost in battle.' The list had been taped to the wrinkled slabside of a rock outcrop. Two right angles of the tape remain.

More sheathed pages, corners held down by flat rocks, were once part of a low cairn, to be stumbled over on the plateau of the ridge walk. The plastic of the polypockets, sunbrittled, let rain in; and those makeshift plaques – to foot soldiers now forgotten – have disintegrated, become weather-torn memorials lost among the curved white blades of windblown heath grasses.
Café Society
Air steam-damp, table top tacky, plate grease-wiped, brown tea already tepid; his thick lens take a slow dismissive look around at the other time-killing less-than-perfect people here. The pustuled alcoholic vodka-doctoring his coke, nervy skinniness of the window-watching junky; and huskily ensconced on her regular corner bench, her indoor-exiled smoker’s face a deflated balloon: he knows that carbon dioxide stink will be seeping from her out-of-fashion fabrics. Layered over all is the pressurised hiss of the espresso machine, interspersed by the adrenalin-crackle of the tabloid-quoting cretin. Something definitely amiss, thick lens this day decides, with a man got a megaphone voice has let himself get that skin-stretched fat. Mug drained, glasses pushed back up his nose, he tells himself again that he has no cause to feel superior: all here have to share his sense of otherness, of internal division, misplaced identity. No person here, trying not to listen to the fat cretin, belongs in what’s left of their skin.
Spirituality
The square of churchyard wall is squeezed between riverside bungalows, themselves mausoleums of the living dead, inhabitants waking each morning only to another day of staying alive. The churchyard's own dark wooden gate is guarded by a man with a thick grey moustache and no sense of humour. Oh he will have learnt to part the pink lips under that moustache in what passes for laughter, but then only what will have been presented as a joke. He has no feel for the absurd, no leaping delight in the ridiculous. Take his adopted grey stone church and graveyard: the grass within has been so mown that the ground looks to have been shaved.
Having been officiously warned against vandalism or leaving litter, once reluctantly allowed through the gate, we hurry along the swept path, pausing briefly to note that old gravestones – names and dates having become year-on-year illegible – have been moved tidily to the inside of the churchyard walls. Reaching the far gate we let ourselves onto the riverbank, brush by the rough bristle edges of young elm leaves; and are brought to a breath-held pause by this, just this, every wide river's collection of wrinkled reflections, call of a waterfowl upstream.
This Day
At the side of the street a man in a dribble-stained suit stands between two trees. He is weeping. This day what he fears is unique to him and known to everyone. He has no consoling belief, no faith in anything other than the pavement on which he this day stands. Below and within the branches' scribble-shadows are clean replacement slabs: this day they make a pattern with the algae-blackened old slabs. His tear-puddled view sees people hurry by holding paper cups, or looking down at their phones. Gleaming cars are sparse and slow, their drivers gazing idly around. He has tried, so many times now, to make sense of all that is passing, has passed, as if he had never existed. Across the way a young woman is making a mitten of a blue plastic bag. Crouching, her knees together, she scoops up the curled stool left by her fluffy dog. 
My life a part-open book....
I have found myself, an autodidact, occasionally among classic-quoting scholars, some even best-selling authors who appear to actually think in extended metaphors, yet whose published tales turn out to be no less sentimental than thorn-plucking Androcles and his lion.

I have found myself, but an autodidact, among classic-quoting scholars. And know that I could be seen to be of their type, all of us wrinkled and sagging into the uniformity of old age. Some however are waspish old bats who delight in literary spats, a few have turned out to be snobbish editors with the deadening hand of pedantry, while others make dismissive middle-class assumptions both in their writing and their reviewing.

In my autodidactic defence? I still want books that offer illumination, that by their light I can see. And I still believe, believe that we as writers have language in both our keeping and our making. Theirs though seems to be a Literature, capital L, where the dead reign supreme.

I have found myself, on occasion, among classic-citing pedagogues - scholars seemingly intent only on refuting other scholars, and who seem to write with no consideration for the uncommitted reader, appear to have been so busy being critical and wanting to impress their coevals that they have failed to learn how to be human to other human beings. 
I have found myself, an autodidact....
Mindlands (1)
This busy 5-way junction, in among black poles topped with red-to-green traffic lights, has a man on the kerb edge standing behind his stomach and sucking on his grey moustache. Cars and vans queue to left and right; stop, go; and stream across, orange sidelights going on and off. This man questions that ‘infinty’ and ‘constant’ can exist only as mathematical concepts. Asks will stars always outnumber the human dead?

Low-fronted cars push their bright, yellow-white lights along the wet-black road towards him. Can this man accept, as another truism, that, if memory equals experience, he will not experience his own death?

Mindlands (2)
A man like Solzenhitsyn, beard under his chin, walking alone on his nodding return from the reed-edged pond, wonders why a golden-eyed duck should be beguiling and a red-eyed duck so off-putting. After all, his pursed lips reason, a duck is a duck is a duck and should engender no emotional response.

Tomorrow he will throw his torn crusts towards the red-eyed duck, and he knows that he will feel, despite conceding its irrationality, that he has performed a benevolent act.

Mindlands (3)
Leaving the shop, newspaper folded and stuck upright into his jacket pocket, this curved thin man ducks and slides away from today’s standing around set of pavement idiots, those who think they are capable of understanding him and so can offer him the sympathy of pity. He has none for himself. 
A washed-up never-has-been is what he calls himself, despises both what he was and what he has become. On reaching a safe distance he lets a fart growl out, as if even his arse is angry.
Time As An Employable Commodity
Sweden, afloat in light, knows the co-operation required of a cold climate people. Red wooden houses have workrooms, wooden-handled tools burnished with use, which are used with practised precision. Comforted by the rituals of season and craft, long hours are arranged about themselves in short sections. Backs are straight. People know their worth.
Existence in the minds of others
So many men had been lost along with their planes that, despite his height, and with the notorious perversity of wartime armed services, Abraham Lincoln was passed fit to be a navigator on an Avro Lancaster bomber. His being lanky, so far as the navigating went, wasn’t that much of an impediment. Awkward rather than a disqualification. Crouching double allowed him to move about the small chart table. It was only when he had to fulfill the other half of his dual role - as bomb-aimer - that he took a seeming age to fold his spider legs and arms into the belly of the aircraft. Elbows, knees and scalp collided with metal corners, his pocket Robbie Burns always getting snagged.

Even so Abe - on his every meticulous approach to the target - didn’t allow himself to be distracted by any sudden pains, or by the nearby orange explosions of flak; or by the far below sparking flicker of gunfire. Briefing had told him co-ordinates of the target, the line of Mosquito-lain flares he had to follow, timing trajectory required for his anticipated altitude. “Bombs away Skip,” he’d say and, load released, the four engines would briefly race as the plane lifted and banked.
Unfolding and squeezing his length back into the chamber with his maps Abe would give the pilot their new heading, say, “Jolly glad it wasn’t us on the receiving end.” For such airborne intercom exchanges Abe always used a mock English accent. Didn’t know why. Nor did any of the crew question its use. Canadians and Poles they added their own versions of English uppercrust, reverted to their own accents and speech patterns once back on the ground.
Mutatis Mutandis
If my nose hadn't started to grow at the same time as the first black feathers appeared on my forearms I might have thought I was becoming an angel, a dark angel, about to master flight. Now alone, not alone (only my remembered antecedents mark me different), despite my now owning the life-and-death wisdom of ravens - what alive is to be avoided, what meat to be landed upon - still I quarter the skies calling out in a voice not mine, low and plaintive, for another become-like-me to respond. I did find one, but long fallen. Had reverted to the golden curls and clear white skin of an expressionless angel; yet so rancid as to be, even for a hunger as needful as mine, unapproachable.
Thoughtlessness
First the held stillness of forest-filtered sunlight slows the mind. The weed-edged pond creates its own meditative climate. A willow crouches by the thin stream that soaks into the pond’s boggy beginning. Taller ash, slim birch and sycamore lean inwards. Now and then the snout of a silver perch ripple-sucks the surface. White lightshine and refraction do not allow precise study. Midge dots dance figure eights on the meniscus. Eye gets taken into the dark criss-cross mandala of reflected branches, softer cloud patterns. A perch snout ripple-sucks the surface.
Season’s End
Frost lies crystal-grey over the north side of the hill, only within hedge and tree shadow on the south. Sloping snowbanks persist under a stand of spruce, the snow’s surface drip-pitted and striated with green needles - like so many short scratches. The few snowdrops that are poking through a wall corner drift are whiter than the snow. Winter drought has reduced the river’s flow, the one time surface frozen into panes of upended rectangles and rhomboids. 
Flat-bottomed clouds come slow-sledging over the hill’s round horizon.
Mr Cool
Mr Cool dresses with the same studied casualness that his one-time college tutors affected. Image is what he is. Except that, late thirties, Mr Cool has yet to grow out of studenthood, still owns the need to be critical, his occasional internet put-downs (note the distance) as cruel as those of any other coward.

The world of men all lesser beings, all fools (exempting of course close-by present company), in pubs and local bars Mr Cool knows how to stay (saying nothing) aloof. His one contribution to any mixed social gathering is a raised eyebrow. (Has to have been mirror-practised.) 

Wary of change, of the truly new, as he ages Mr Cool can be readily recognised by his dated attire. And to explain his not being in work (when not supported by the state or his mother Mr Cool seeks out a female other) he subtly lets it be known that he is an artist.
But image is all that Mr Cool is. And this image it is that has Mr Cool afraid to wholly immerse himself in a piece of work, to follow willy-nilly where it may lead. In case the less than perfect result might make him seem the fool? Poor Mr Cool, cynical of his own few efforts, wears a glimmer of confusion at the back of his eyes. 
I Am English (1) (Post Poetry version)

If aired here the profoundest thoughts get mocked, not expounded upon, not challenged, the holder more likely sneered at - with that hooded eye and leaning away lip lift that the stupid and the uneducated English cultivate.

In the suburban sprawl that is England today public debate there is none, the deepest of feelings get expressed only in the tiredest of sentiments or the coarsest of oaths. In this prison of national vanity, a country under the control of the lowest common denominator - violence, tribalism, self-centredness - the English underclass seen now as a low snivelling breed, these the punished poor are feared more than the feted rich. 

Still our establishment, governments so corrupt they don’t know they’re corrupt, prefer to persuade by prejudice than to act on principle, than to convince by reason, so they revert to clumsy behaviourism, war their one common purpose. When they can find no enemy beyond our borders the English mind-set seeks only to gain advantage over their fellow citizens. 

Or English holidaymakers return from their ghetto tourism to complain of appalling service. With reaction against English snobbery-pretending-artistic-sensitivity having led to the shockjock nonsense of English art - blind dwarves on the shoulders of giants. 

If England were to possess an active intelligentsia so offended, so slighted would the rest feel, secure in their self-cultivated ignorance, they would gleefully reinstate public executions.

I Am English (2)
In this world I have lived among all that other men have made. I have looked down the iron sides of ships to petrol-sheened dockwater, driven cars in among other cars, eaten biscuits baked in other countries, lost myself in landscapes and books made by the long dead....

In this world I have lived according to, at different times, various of other men’s rules. I have tried to be as others. But a people, as a people, to become a people, have to get marched off to war. At least once. And I have never found a war worth fighting, have suspected every offer of friendship, have refused to be trapped by any tribe. I don’t like the English.
In this world I have lived my adult life as a writer, and now - nearing the end of this life - I find that I have given all those years up to a pointless exercise. Should you be tempted to do the same it is probably best that you first accept that no-one anywhere cares about you and what you do. Not really cares. Not about what you might think. Not about what you might say, unless you break their rules. English individuals just want to get on with their own lives. At best the million words I’ve written have been a mild diversion, most likely an irrelevance. I am English.
