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            To my beloved mother Úna.

Thank you for everything.

This is for you.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘Alas, what wickedness to swallow flesh into our own flesh, to fatten our greedy bodies by cramming in other bodies, to have one living creature fed by the death of another! In the midst of such wealth as earth, the best of mothers, provides, nothing forsooth satisfies you, but to behave like the Cyclopes, inflicting sorry wounds with cruel teeth! You cannot appease the hungry cravings of your wicked, gluttonous stomachs except by destroying some other life.’

            
                

            

            – Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. by Mary M. Innes (1955)
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            EAT OR WE BOTH STARVE
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               LEARNING TO EAT MY MOTHER, WHERE MY MOTHER IS THE TEACHER

            

            
               
                  Where did I start?

               

               
                  Yes, with the heart, enlarged,

                  its chambers stretched through caring.

                  In this body feeling

                  is what the body is.

                  The alert heart, an alarm rings

                  out in all hours of the night,

                  flashing red and white.

                  Oh is it in defiance or defeat, I don’t know,

                  I eat it anyway, raw, still warm.

                  The size of my fist, I love it.

               

               
                  Strange, a vegetarian resorting to cannibalism.

               

               
                  She is disgusted with me.

               

               
                  Wouldn’t you begin with the outside?

               

               
                  Sweating, I pry open the rib cage.

               

               
                  I do not want to eat her ribs, but I do.

                  Then strip her fingers of meat.

                  I hold them tenderly

                  in my mouth, watch her blue eyes

                  well-up out of love, I assume.

                  I move from heart, to ribs, fingers,

                  to spongy lungs: buoyant,

                  porous, melt-in-the-mouth.

                  8The eyes are tougher than expected,

                  aqueous humour slithers down my throat.

                  A surprise, it’s minty.

               

               
                  I know what you’re thinking, I left the brain.

               

               
                  No, not so. I have consumed

                  that organ piecemeal, sweet

                  morsels since my teeth came in, it tastes

                  like the sound

                  of sirens you don’t know

                  are screaming until they suddenly stop.
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               (M)EAT

            

            
               
                  I sucked marrow from bones at dinner,

                  my father’s face a bloody grin of pride. I ate liver in chunks

                  for breakfast, pink and firm, jewels to adorn my insides.

                  I gloried in the feel of flesh, the exertion of the chew.

                  Holding my mother’s hand in the English Market,

                  I saw them – turkey chandeliers, plucked,

                  bruised purple eyelids dainty lightbulbs.

                  Their smell, fresh as the insides of my mouth.

                  Mother stroked my hair. There, there. I refused to eat

                  meat, became pillowy, meek. She hid muscle under mashed potato,

                  I tasted its tang in soup. Eat up, my parents said. I could not

                  swallow. My skin goose-pimple yellow, doctors drew blood

                  in tiny, regular sips. Teeth turned to glass and shattered

                  in my mouth. All I could taste was blood.
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               A YOUNG GIRL DISCOVERS HER REFLECTION

            

            
               
                  I saw her face all the time, mistook it for mine; little mirror said nothing.

                  That should have been the first sign. I got stuck at what parts of each other

                  we would share. I want your hair, I’d say. She would smile, dress her doll.

               

               
                  I was eight when we wore the same outfit to church, but couldn’t match

                  her pony-tail sway up the aisle. After Mass, adults cast their gaze down,

                  eye-scales weighing us. I watched how distorted and untidy I became

               

               
                  in glass diamonds on the chapel door; the priest called me a big girl.

                  I want to be you in every reflective surface, boxed in. Instead I stare at a plump

                  face I do not recognise, its green eyes replicate. I try on your tiny pointed smile.
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               CORPUS CHRISTI PROCESSION

            

            
               
                  That May

                  I collected

                  rose-heads

                  to peel off

                  their petals,

                  and lay them deep

                  in my new wicker basket

                  lined with linen.

                  Dressed in white,

                  God’s little bride,

                  I plucked out

                  each petal

                  and kissed it,

                  the Communion

                  wafer still stuck

                  to my palate.

                  Winding up

                  and down

                  the faithful hills

                  of Ballycotton

                  I festooned the path

                  for priests to trample

                  all the petals brown.

                  I had been so careful

                  not to bruise them

                  with my lips.

                  Other girls sniggered

                  behind cupped hands,

                  12whispered through

                  lacy fingers,

                  as my petals

                  rushed

                  to the ground

                  to die,

                  She’s really

                  kissing them.
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               SWING

            

            
               
                  Push me higher until I am all stomach,

                  until my eyes are like that fist of muscle,

                  tight and hungry. Fill me with green fields for sky.

               

               
                  Push me higher until I am all fingertips

                  feeling to the top, to the roof of our house calling, Mother, watch!

                  And she will, from the kitchen window, rinsing lettuce in the sink.

               

               
                  Push me higher until I am giddy from kicking clouds and birds,

                  burning my shoes off the sun, just push me.

                  The ropes vibrate, I barely hold them – let them sing.

               

               
                  When I touch the ground again, my legs feel like running.
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