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from A STATE OF JUSTICE



























States









That stretch of water, it’s always


There for you to cross over


To the other shore, observing


The lights of cities on blackness.







Your army jacket at the rail


Leaks its kapok into a wind


That slices gulls over a dark zero


Waste a cormorant skims through.







Any state, built on such a nature,


Is a metal convenience, its paint


Cheapened by the price of lives


Spent in a public service.







The men who peer out for dawning


Gantries below a basalt beak,


Think their vigils will make something


Clearer, as the cities close







With each other, their security


Threatened but bodied in steel


Polities that clock us safely


Over this dark; freighting us.






























Settlers









They cross from Glasgow to a black city


    Of gantries, mills and steeples. They begin to belong.


He manages the Iceworks, is an elder of the Kirk;


    She becomes, briefly, a cook in Carson’s Army.


Some mornings, walking through the company gate,


    He touches the bonnet of a brown lorry.


It is warm. The men watch and say nothing.


    ‘Queer, how it runs off in the night,’


He says to McCullough, then climbs to his office.


    He stores a warm knowledge on his palm.







    Nightlandings on the Antrim coast, the movement of guns


Now snug in their oiled paper below the floors


    Of sundry kirks and tabernacles in that county.






























From









You’ve made a table you say, and are happy.


It’s easy to understand where you are.


I can see you in a room we both know,


Cutting fresh wood, looking up now and then


To a window autumn light comes through.


There is a green glass float on the sill


And two stone jars we found washed by storms


On the strand. In the blueness outside, frost


And a light that, touching, makes what you see.


In that still light and silence the long hills


That ring the bay are brittle, fixed in glaze.


The island below you is a lost place


That no one can cross to in the neap,


The winter season. The tides slack,


But they never pull back; the graveyard


And ruined chapel are not to be reached now.


A priest lived there in the house when processions


Used to cross the sands slowly, in black.


Rotting boards nailed to its windows, that hermitage


Is obsolete. The light stays at that end


Of the island, catches that small, broken settlement


Where thin stones, laid flat on a humped ground,


Are carved with turnip skulls and crude bones.


A soft grass covers them and light falls.






























Inishkeel Parish Church









Standing at the gate before the service started,


In their Sunday suits, the Barrets talked together,


Smiled shyly at the visitors who packed the church


In summer. A passing congregation


Who mostly knew each other, were sometimes fashionable,


Their sons at prep school, the daughters boarding.


Inside it was as neat and tight as a boat.


Stone flags and whitewashed wails, a little brass.


Old Mrs Flewitt played the organ and Mr Alwell


Read the lessons in an accent as sharp as salt.







O Absalom, Absalom, my son,


An hour is too long, there are too many people,


Too many heads and eyes and thoughts that clutter.







Only one moment counted with the lessons


And that was when, the pressure just too much,


You walked slowly out of that packed church


Into bright cold air.


Then, before the recognitions and the talk,


There was an enormous sight of the sea,


A silent water beyond society.






























Cadaver Politic









The grey hills of that country fall away


    Like folds of skin. There are some mountains somewhere


And public parks with metal fountains.


    Rains fall and then fogs freeze, drifting


Over empty stretches of water, forts


    With broken walls on small islands.


Rafted cities smoke in the rain and sharp posts


    Have been knocked deep into flabby ground,


Thin tatters of chicken wire strung to them.


    Coffins are moored in its bays and harbours.


A damp rag, it flies several flags –


    Bunting and boneyard streamers, the badges


Of territory. In the waste, silent valleys


    Clans are at their manœuvres.


At the bottom of a cliff, on a tussock


    Of ground by a lean-to shed, a group


Of men and women huddle, watching a man


    Who tries, with damp matches, to light a board


Washed on that coast by the grey sea.






























In a Northern Landscape









Ingela is thin and she never smiles,


The man is tall and wears the same subdued colours.


Their accents might be anywhere, both seem perfect


And spend only the winter months here.


They own a stone cottage at the end of a field


That slopes to rocks and a gunmetal sea.







Their silence is part of the silence at this season,


Is so wide that these solitaries seem hemmed in


By a distance of empty sea, a bleak mewing


Of gulls perched on their chimney, expecting storm.


They sit in basket chairs on their veranda,


Reading and hearing music from a tiny transistor.







Their isolation is almost visible:


Blue light on snow or sour milk in a cheese-cloth


Resembles their mysterious element.


They pickle herrings he catches, eat sauerkraut


And make love on cold concrete in the afternoons;


Eaters of yoghurt, they enjoy austere pleasures.







At night oil lamps burn in their small windows


And blocks of pressed peat glow in a simple fireplace.


Arc lamps on the new refinery at the point


Answer their lights; there is blackness and the sound of surf.


They are so alike that they have no need to speak,


Like oppressed orphans who have won a fierce privacy.






























Under a Roof









It’ll piss all evening now. From next door


The usual man and woman stuff rants on, then fades;


And I know she’ll soon be moaning, climbing her little register


Of ecstasy till quiet settles back like dust,


Like rain, among shadows without furniture.







There was a mattress on bare floorboards when I came,


But now I own a bed, a table, and a chair


In a house where no one knows each other’s name,


A zone where gardens overgrow and privet rankles –


It stinks in summer and it blinds the panes.







Cats wail at night among the weeds and bricks,


Prowl rusted fire-escapes that lose themselves


In hedges turned to scrub. Exile in the sticks


Is where I’ve ended up, under wet slates


Where gas flames dry the air and the meter clicks.







The girl I had scared easily. She saw


The dead bareness of the floor, her body near


Both it and mine, so dressed and left the raw,


Rough room I’d brought her to. Up here I’m free


And know a type of power, a certain kind of law.







Noises, the smell of meals, the sounds that bodies make,


All reach me here, drifting from other rooms.


And what I know is how much longer it will take


For thoughts and love to change themselves from these


Than rain and rooms to find their senseless lake.






























Ballywaire









My loathsome uncle chews his rasher,


My aunt is mother, pouring tea,


And this is where I live: a town


On the wrong side of the border.







A town the mountain simplifies


To spires and roofs, a bridge that spans


The river – distance shines it – and joins


Packed rural terraces. They’re workless,


Costive as the smell of groceries.







Through gunfire, night arrests and searches –


The crossroads loony smashed to bits –


I keep myself intact. My body purifies.


I’ll never use it.







The air greys and lights come on


In curtained parlours, our clock ticks


By last year’s calendar. The quiet.


An oleograph of Pity in each kitchen.


My heart is stone. I will not budge.






























Free Colour









Evenings after rain; tenants of the rooms


Chew rinsed lettuce and watch the street.


Leading his thin mongrel by a scarf


The thin tramp stares back at a girl


Who is walking, in yellow clogs, towards town.







A grey van slurs to a stop, the bell rings


And Miss Roper watches another antique


Being carried off by the dealer.


Greener than salad, wet new leaves


Sway against the black trunks of the trees;


She wraps her cardigan and hurries in.







The van, sliding in washed light from the kerb,


Overtakes the girl who is marching


Through a green dampness in yellow clogs.






























Responsibilities









No way now, there’s no way.


Geometry and rose-beds,


The light changing on the hill


Where two gravediggers glance up.


Her tears fell into your silence.







The air starved when the earth pushed.


Something made a fuck of things;


Straight and bare is all it is.


No. I kept you off, my brother,


And I’ll never see your face.






























Arthur









Everyone’s got someone who gave them oranges,


Sovereigns or rubbed florins,


Who wore bottle-green blazers, smoked


A churchwarden pipe on St Swithin’s day,


And mulled their ale by dousing red-hot pokers


In quart jars.


But you, you’re different.


You pushed off before the millions wrapped their puttees on


And ran away to sea, the prairies, New York


Where they threw you in jail when you told someone


Your blond hair made you a German spy.


After the telegram demanding


Your birth certificate


No one on the Island knew anything about you


Until the Armistice brought a letter


From a wife they’d never heard of.


You’d left her with the baby.


She wanted money.


You were somewhere in South America


In the greatest freedom, the freedom


Of nothing-was-ever-heard-of-him-since.







So I see you sometimes


Paddling up the Orinoco or the River Plate


With rifle, trusty mongrel and native mistress,


Passing cities of abandoned stucco


Draped with lianas and anacondas,


Passing their derelict opera houses


Where Caruso used to warble


Among a million bottles of imported bubbly.


Or else I watch you among the packing-case republics,


Drinking rum at the seafront in Buenos Aires


And waiting for your luck to change;


The warm sticky nights, the news from Europe,


Then the war criminals settling like bats


In the greasy darkness.







Your sister thought she saw your face once


In a crowd scene –


She went to the cinema for a week, watching


For your pale moment. She thinks


You’re still alive, sitting back


On the veranda of your hacienda,


My lost great uncle, the blond


Indestructible dare-devil


Who was always playing truant and jumping


Off the harbour wall.
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