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In Dedication









Under the trees the fireflies


zip and go out, like galaxies;


our best poems, reaching in from the periphery,


are love poems, achieving calm.







On the road, the cries of a broken rabbit


were pitched high in their unknowing;


our vehicles grind the creatures down


till the child’s tears are for all of us,







dearly beloved, ageing into pain,


and for herself, for what she has discovered


early, beyond this world’s loveliness. Always


after the agitated moments, the search for calm.







Curlews scatter now on a winter field, their calls


small alleluias of survival; I offer you


poems, here where there is suffering and joy,


evening, and morning, the first day.




































Penance









They leave their shoes, like signatures, below;


above, their God is waiting. Slowly they rise


along the mountainside where rains and winds go


hissing, slithering across. They are hauling up







the bits and pieces of their lives, infractions


of the petty laws, the little trespasses and


sad transgressions. But this bulked mountain


is not disturbed by their passing, by this mere







trafficking of shale, shifting of its smaller stones.


When they come down, feet blistered, and sins


fretted away, their guilt remains and that black


mountain stands against darkness above them.




































Winter in Meath


To Tomas Tranströmer









Again we have been surprised,


deprived, as if suddenly,


of the earth’s familiarity;







it is like the snatching away of love


making you aware at last you loved;







sorrows force their way in, and pain,


like memories half contained;







the small birds, testing boldness,


leave delicate tracks closer


to the back door







while the cherry flaunts blossoms of frost


and stands in desperate isolation.







*







The base of the hedgerow is a cliff of snow,


the field is a still of a choppy sea,


white waves capped in a green spray;







a grave was dug into that hard soil


and overnight the mound of earth


grew stiff and white as stones flung onto a beach.







Our midday ceremony was hurried,


forced hyacinths and holly wreathes dream birds


appearing on our horizonless ocean;







the body sank slowly,


the sea closed over,


things on the seabed


stirred again in expectation. 







*







This is a terrible desolation –


the word ‘forever’ stilling all the air







to glass.







*







Night tosses and seethes;


mind and body chafed all day


as a mussel-boat restlessly


irritates the mooring;







on estuary water a fisherman


drags a long rake against the tide;


one snap of a rope and boat and this


solitary man


sweep off together into night;







perhaps the light from my window


will register a moment with some god


riding by on infrangible glory.







*







At dawn


names of the dead


appear on the pane







beautiful


in undecipherable frost;







breath


hurts them


and they fade.







*







The sea has gone grey as the sky


and as violent;







pier and jetty go under


again and again


as a people suffering losses;







a flock of teal from the world’s edge


moves low over the water


finding grip for their wings along the wind;







already, among stones, a man, like a priest,


stooping in black clothes, has begun beachcombing;







the dead, gone silent in their graves,


have learned the truth about resurrection.







*







You can almost look into the sun


silver in its silver-blue monstrance


cold over the barren white cloth of the world;







for nothing happens;







each day is an endless waiting


for the freezing endlessness of the dark;







once – as if you had come across


a photograph, or a scarf maybe –


a silver monoplane like a knife-blade cut


across the still and haughty sky







but the sky healed up again after the passing


that left only a faint, pink thread,


like a scar.




































Ghost









I sat where she had sat


in the fireside chair


expecting her to come down the stairs


into the kitchen;







the door was open, welcoming;


coals shifted in the Rayburn,


a kettle hummed,


she heard the susurrations of the fridge;







she had surrounded herself with photographs,


old calendars, hand-coloured picture-postcards;


sometimes a robin looked in at her from the world


or a dog barked vacantly from the hill;







widowed she sat, in the fireside chair,


leaning into a populated past;


she sat so quietly, expecting ghosts,


that a grey mouse moved by, uncurious







till she stomped her foot against the floor;


and did she sense, I wondered, the ghost


who would come after her death to sit


where she had sat, in the fireside chair?




































Artist









This was the given image –


a moulded man-body


elongated into pain, the head


sunk in abandonment: the cross;







I see it now


as the ultimate in ecstasy,


attention focused, the final words


rehearsed, there are black







nail-heads and contrasting


plashes of blood


like painter’s oils: self-portrait


with grief and darkening sky;







something like Hopkins,


our intent, depressive scholar


who gnawed on the knuckle-bones of words


for sustenance – because God







scorched his bones with nearness


so that he cried with a loud voice


out of the entangling, thorny


underbrush of language.




































Christ, with Urban Fox







I




He was always there for our obeisance,


simple, ridiculous,


not sly, not fox, up-front – whatever


man-God, God-man, Christ – but there.


Dreadlocks almost, and girlish, a beard


trim in fashion, his feminine


fingers pointing to a perfect


heart chained round with thorns;


his closed and slim-fine lips


inveigling us towards pain.





II




Did he know his future? while his blood


slicked hotly down the timbers did he know


the great hasped rock of the tomb


would open easily as a book of poems


breathing the words out? If he knew


then his affliction is charade, as is our hope;


if he was ignorant – his mind, like ours,


vibrating with upset – then his embrace of pain


is foolishness beyond thought, and there –


where we follow, clutching to the texts –


rests our trust, silent, wide-eyed, appalled.





III




I heard my child scream out


in pain on her hospital bed,


her eyes towards me where I stood


clenched in my distress;


starched sheets, night-lights, night-fevers,


soft wistful cries of pain,


long tunnel corridors down which flesh


lies livid against the bone.





IV




Look at him now, this king of beasts, grown


secretive before our bully-boy modernity,


master-shadow among night-shadows,


skulking through our wastes. I watched a fox


being tossed under car wheels, thrown like dust


and rising out of dust, howling in its agony;


this is not praise, it is obedience,


the way the moon suffers its existence,


the sky its seasons. Man-God, God-man, Christ,


suburban scavenger – he has danced


the awful dance, the blood-jig, has been strung


up as warning to us all, his snout


nudging still at the roots of intellect.




































The Fox-God









Across the fields and ditches, across the unbridgeable


mean width of darkness, a fox barked out its agony;


all night it fretted, whimpering like a famished child,







and the rain fell without pity; it chewed at its flesh,


gnawed on its bared bone, until, near dawn, it died.


The fox, they will say, is vermin, and its god







a vermin god; it will not know, poor creature,


how it is suffering – it is yourself you grieve for.


While I, being still a lover of angels, demanding







a Jacob’s ladder beyond our fields, breathed


may El Shaddai console you into that darkness.


I know there was no consolation. No fox-god came.







But at dawn, man the enemy came stalking fields,


snares in his bag, a shotgun cocked. Poor


creatures. The gap out of life, we have learned,







is fenced over with affliction. We, too, some dusk,


will take a stone for pillow, we will lie down, snared,


on the uncaring earth. Poor creatures. Poor creatures.




































The Taking of the Lambs









The ewes were shifting in the darkness,


exhaling sorrow in wooden


dunts of incomprehension; lightning


skittered on the horizon,


the milky way


was a vast meandering sheep-track;







the gate was barred again


and the hard hooves of the ewes


slithered in the glaur,


their legs too thin tonight to sustain


the awful weight of their bodies;







the sheep-dogs stretched, contented,


soon to be swore at again,


curmudgeoned and cringing


and the dung-stained truck


loomed in the yard; night







seemed the shadow of a maker God


laid down over the world,


and even the stars in their obedience


stepped out their side-shuffle dance


of destruction, the thunder


eventually rolling down.




































Fugue







1. THE EXPERIENCE OF WHAT IS BEAUTIFUL


(i)




 The ships move down at evening on waters


 flowing out of Knowth and Dowth and Newgrange;


 they glide along our fields with fixed high lights


 electrifying dusk; out past the lighthouse


 the ocean sways with the swing of the stars;


 you stand at the doorway, hear the iron


 heartbeat, are hurt with longing; ours


 the order of the underearth, of darkness


gathering off the horizon; you shut the door


 sensing again in the confines of the house


 the ever-pressing burden of your affliction.







 You would put everything within reach


 into your mouth; I want to tell you – let it be;


 in the labour ward you forced eyes open


 against the birth-flood, witnessing already


 our sad condition, our brute


 necessities; the sorrow began that begins


 at birth, you opening your mouth


 to scream as if you would devour the earth


 and – let it be – I wanted to tell you – just


let it be, but: watchful, scared, I


hesitated, having my angers too, my appetites.







The hares sit stolidly in the mist at dawn;


you may refuse to see how lovely they appear,


familiar, like the recently dead who stroll


speaking and gesticulating amongst themselves


under the glistening leaves of the sycamores,


holding you with their indifference, needing you


to flesh them out though you walk right through them


– as through the glistering cobwebs on the ferns –


and out on the factory road. They have gone now,


 the hares; in their place the burden of another day,


its necessary structures, its lethargies.







The sun through frosted windows gleamed


like sea-lights on a high suspended crucifix;


angels like water-birds perched on the muscles


of his arms, their heads the skulls of famished


children staring on our shores with wonder;


you lit a candle and watched the flame


quivering, your fingers trembling with delight;


I brushed your hand along the smooth veneer


of the coffin-timbers, said the word you could not


understand: adieu, the woodgrain beautiful


as if high tides left ripples on its sand.







You sit, in failing light, on the carpet;


if I press this switch the light comes on –


do you know that yet? If you listen


you’ll hear the taut strings of the piano


play pressure-music; in a sudden tantrum


you knock the tower you have painstakingly


built; you will learn there is no happiness


unchained to cause and consequence but I


can only sweep you up and quiet you; the music


the piano holds, the Pathétique, has been played


on it so often it is a memory in its gut.







I could speak, from my innocence, of God, and you


refuse to hear me. See how the river moves


always at our side, swollen in the estuary


at measurable times; the whooper swans


fly over, following directions given


thousands of years ago, their bodies freighted


with vegetative energy; we number them, and note


how their wings drum rhythms on the air, how their calls


are the flute-music of a score till I believe


in an ordering God to which we may aspire; the swans,


with sighing sounds, wheel in unison towards the reeds. 





(ii)




This is not how it was intended,


to follow down your mother’s tracks,


hurt and stumbling; abandoning


all we had built together is not


what you ought to do with your life.







There were times we sang to God


in the old church on the shoreline,


touched the beautiful together:


sloblands, estuary waters,


cormorants with their wings out







drying in the sun, still as nuns


in noontime meditation; we saw


slime-covered rocks, factory excreta


miring the channel walls;


we tested echoes in the church,







traced coloured moths of light


until we knew that only the real


is beautiful, and only the beautiful


is real. But there was this


child, born reluctantly a girl, willing







to reject at once the given,


as if the moment of conception came


a fraction early, or a fraction late.


I carried you to the factory, galvanise


dangled from a girder and scratched







stubbornly against itself in the breeze;


they ground fish-bones here, fish-heads,


the stench of long-decayed sea-things


bathed us; and this, too, is beautiful,


because it is, because it is. 





2. EVENING, MIDNIGHT, COCK-CROW, DAWN




You would devour the world, as the moguls do,


      their six-day wars, their desert storms;


I pray sometimes for the Christ


      to tear open the heavens and come down!







I have been withering like leaves, longing –


      like a wind – has been blowing me about.







I started out along the streets


      in debilitating fog; you’d be afraid these years …







The maul of traffic, abstracted people


      reduced again to basic needs;


shopwindows with little sign of the Child,


      commerce only, and passing profit;







I longed to hear, as I turned


      into the cloister garth, the strong


tenor voice call out:


      comfort ye!







*







I moved listlessly about the house today


      seething at emptiness;


if I could rid myself of expectation,


      translate old faith into new realities –


I have been patient, awake and watchful,


      evening, midnight, cock-crow, dawn,







to discover only your shadow, darkening.


      Snow on the high reaches


sang beneath us as we walked;


      our breath formed shapes and disappeared;


nothing on earth


      can be the object of your desire. 







*







You pass along the estuary road, wearing


      a walkman, your head


a labyrinthine underground


      with jangling escalators, iron stairs:


rap, new fangle, ego-trippin’;


      ‘turkey makes it a real Christmas’;







a snipe


      zipped suddenly from the grass,


flicked preciously away –


      but you are turned in


onto yourself, the volume up, and truth


      hurtling from you into the air.







I have lost strength now and only wait,


      unhopeful, hurt by your hurting.


Over the fields a carpeting of frost,


      your footsteps, fleeing, left a sad


black slither-trail behind you;


      we have laid ourselves







down along a hedge like old enamel basins


      waiting to be made beautiful with snow;


I would stand, a larch, under the weight of frost


      weather-patient, desiring (hard thing!)


what God desires and be


      mindless, unanxious, whole.







*







We have settled at last into the harmonics;


      around us the effigies, brasses, plaques,


the weight of a difficult history,


      and the ghost – that sour Dean


quieted a while;


      out of the wilderness of a stilled heart


may glory break: Be


      still. Listen. Be at peace.







*







Advents flare, go out; tinsel bells hang stiff


      on tinsel trees;


we prepare, in mourning purple, for a birth,


      rehearsing our parts in the mystery;







the seasonal romping hymns


      have been pedalled out and the old,


unsullied manger: for unto us a Child …


      I remember you, small, still awed,







your big, unwieldy glasses;


      you knelt on the marble step


your body innocent with wonder;


      when he does come, that adult child,







it will be agony to sullied flesh,


      it will be fire along the structures of the brain


as if a life were straw; this


      is not our season, who have begun to age.





3. DANCE OF THE HOURS (MODERATO)




They are teaching you the clock, how to tell


time: an old man’s face, two fingers


pointing; and other


sing-song things till the world begins to fill







with the future, purposes for your still-slight


self. Night comes early now,


tail-lights are poison berries


against the black-green foliage of night; 







it is the rhythmic fall and lift,


Gregorian chant of stars and seasons,


miracles of obedience


I point you to, the epiphanic gifts







of redwing, fieldfare, the godwit’s sound.


Morning, cars furred with frost;


we water them and they breathe out like cattle


turning cautiously onto difficult ground;







we would sleep this harshest season through


wrapped in ourselves like bears, dreaming


of fuchsia, apple blossom, bees.


I gathered you from school,







we stood on the bridge to watch a train


crescendo from the south;


you put your hands to your ears and screamed


as it rushed beneath and died away







towards the north; sleeper after sleeper, stave-notes,


the self needs purposes


of past and future. Come


from the bridge; you are young yet







in the music, a dead mother


will be a difficult life-partner; at the high


spiked gates out of childhood you pluck


the frets of a badly-tuned guitar,







your song yourself, false


notes, disaster-chords. Near home the river


deepens before the sea; through black depths


like a Bach cantata the water flows;







on the mud-flats a black-iron boiler lies


deep in slob. Home at last we lit


a wax candle for the man who has died,


that stubbled face, those aqueous humoured eyes, 







reader in the testament of pain.


A full moon leans over the parishes, bathes


the marsh-fields, glaur and mud-daub


in an alabaster glow; we flow through time







note by impossible note, out


towards eternity;


the old man’s face,


the fingers, pointing; and the candle lit







for old time’s sake,


for what has happened


and goes on happening, for our


unfathomable days.





4. THE MARSH ROAD




He taught me God, without insisting, loved me,


as I love you, through hurt, beyond;


and God became all gentleness, a life.


We dug for worms in the vegetable field;


he stooped over the spade in concentration,







they uncoiled coiled about each other


in his tin tobacco box; we sat together


on the riverbank, patient and watching,


close to the pulsing by of the world.


To be pierced like that and hung midstream,







out of the natural element! so that now my mind


revolts at it, revolts too at the face that peers


absorbed over its purposes –


his gentle hands drawing the fleshly shape


over the hook like a glove, we two hunched 







in voluntary cruelty – and I saw God too


lean leering out over the rim of the world,


absorbed. I have tried to urge that love


be the motive that supplies your energy


but you walk away from me on the marsh road,







your walkman drowning out my calls.


I watched him, stooped at last over himself,


sitting in the ward, alone, and absent;


he was labouring to admit God’s hands


drawing his flesh onto pain like a glove,







suspended in the gullet between life and death;


I could not intrude, I prayed him grace


and he came back wearied from his far country;


it was the dying of the old man, the ego


hung midstream, out of the natural element.







We are, as if we are forever; our passage


will be difficult; when it comes at last


that we are other, dumb and senseless,


presiding out of photographs or from a book,


the terrible angel at the gate will ask of us







what we have done for the gratification of the world.


Can you accept death in advance of death?


Can you accept the Christ, though he is dead,


may walk our streets, disheartened, jostled,


or out along the marsh-road, calling and ignored?





5. PATHÉTIQUE


(i)




Once it begins there is no …


            And it began.


You were trollied.


            Tested. Soothed. 







The way of pain is through the spine, along


           the swift streaming of the blood.


Affliction


           marrows the skeleton, inflames







the mind.


           A legacy. Wolf-


cub; out of


           darkness … Such







suffering ought not to be. But is.


           Struggle


fiercely against it. Struggle


           to become







light. You walked


           disconsolately down the long corridor and turned


out of our holding.


           They drew







curtains round your bed;


           we stood in the corridor, waiting;


they were murmuring together


           a long time.







The pietà. In the other’s face


           the all of human suffering has been stilled


to a pool, watchful; the


           wolf-Christ, the







mother. Once


           you were merriest of us all; I root


in my overcoat’s deep pockets for strength.


           You, 







wakeful, sweating,


            the night orderly


down in the dayroom,


            reading.





(ii)




           And there you are suddenly, after all,


running into rain and darkness, as if to gain


           distance from yourself and the demands of love,


carrying your burden with you


           into the ditches and doorways, skulking;







you are the fox in the rusted snare


           eating through his bone to escape


the hand that would release him.


           Snowdrops have appeared


among the trodden grasses, something







           urging itself again towards life;


we have warmed ourselves by winter fires,


           carried ashes out in supermarket bags, but


your complicity in your pain


           leaves the world with grey-black embers







colder than any cold;


           this is in-country suffering, no hope


of the broad horizons of the sea; you


           in the night, in the high cabin


of a juggernaut, grown anonymous,







           laying your life down pendant, breathless.


How the world, at man’s whim, becomes


           a dumb thing, subject only


to the laws of rainfall and the drift


           of sludge; how we butcher in our time 







the gentle, wide-eyed seals,


            drive shafts into the quick


of the pensive whale, insinuate


            nuclear dust into the air about us; you


running from the door into embracing darkness.







           Midnight over, the police car


entering the estates, bringing you


           furtively, back; animal thing


huddled, wet and cold, on the concrete floor,


           cradling grief to you like a broken fox.





6. THE FULLNESS OF DESIRE


(i)




In the dead days of the year we celebrated birth;


in spring we are labouring towards a death;


inelegant spirals of flies dance in the sun,







lambs in the corners of our fields pick their first steps


towards slaughter; all of us creatures, poor creatures,


exulting when we can, in our matter.







You have been dwindling towards darkness,


found yourself a corner with a few childish things


about you, leaving the world beyond high walls.







Necessity, I long to tell you, is brute;


how they loaded creels on the donkey’s back,


how they rode his rump and thumped his ribs







and never thought. We will not learn! the boulders


shriek at our disobedience, who set ourselves apart


as small arbitrary gods; the donkey 







stands for hours against rain, donkey-absent,


his manifold complaint perfectly contained


until the shuddering bray releases it
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