
   [image: Cover: American Mules by Martina Evans]


   
      
         
            American

Mules

            MARTINA EVANS

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Acknowledgements

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	 

                  	Hackney Trident

                  	So

                  	Regency Pumps, Clonakilty, 1970

                  	Guards

                  	Lost Buckle, Tramore Amusement Park, 1970

                  	Horses in the Basement

                  	Western Heroes

                  	Radiographers are the Coldest of All

                  	Skulls

                  	Babies

                  	Nighttown

                  	The Madwife Brings a Flower in her Bag

                  	Pethidine

                  	Clinical Indications

                  	Vile Jelly

                  	Throne

                  	Man Falls Off A Greenhouse 1

                  	Last Look at the Generator, St Vincents’ School of Radiography, 1982

                  	Man Falls Off A Greenhouse 2

                  	Barium Swallow

                  	The Ambulance Driver Said She Didn’t Like My Crocs

                  	Snake in my Shoe

                  	American Mules

                  	X-Raying Feet

                  	Fourteenth Hearing at the Royal Courts of Justice

                  	Watch

                  	The Clerk at the Family Court

                  	My Persephone

                  	Everything in this Room is a Future Ruin

                  	Mrs Schiff’s Washing Machine

                  	January

                  	Secrets aren’t always Surprises

                  	Through the Glass

                  	Oysters

                  	The Irish Airman Parachutes to Earth

                  	Unicorns

                  	Wuthering Heights

                  	London

                  	Trigeminal Neuralgia

                  	The Cats of Balls Pond Road

                  	As Stupid as a Tenor

                  	The Switch

                  	Reading Seán Ó Faoláin to the English in the Year 2001

                  	Seventy Seven

                  	Returned Yanks

                  	Fine Gael form a Coalition Government with Labour, March 1973

                  	Mountainy Men

                  	They’ve No Time for Trees Today

                  	 

                  	About the Author

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

         

         Thanks to the editors of the publications in which these poems of appeared:

         
            Poetry Review, PN Review, Poetry Ireland Review, London Magazine, The Irish Times, The Stinging Fly, The Lonely Crowd, Wales Arts Review, Rack Press, Enchanted Verses, Southword, bathmagg, Pratik, The Compass Magazine, The Tree Line: Poems for Trees, Woods & People, Worple Press, 2017, Washing Windows? Irish Women Write Poetry, Arlen Press, 2017, Reading the Future: New Writing from Ireland Celebrating 250 Years of Hodges Figgis, Arlen House 2018, ‘Oysters’ was part of the art exhibition Please Do Not Touch at Studio Ex Purgamento, Camden, London in December 2015, ‘Fine Gael form a Coalition Government with Labour, March 1973’ was published as part of The Writing Rights Project which marked Human Rights Day 2015 in partnership with the Irish Times in December 2015. ‘Seventy Seven’ was commissioned by the Irish Literary Society in response to Michael Woods’ Clarendon Lecture, Yeats and Violence at the Irish Embassy in London, 2019.

         

         I wish to thank the Arts Council of England for a Grants for Arts Award which allowed me to continue to develop Mountainy Men in 2015. An earlier excerpt from Mountainy Men written in prose was published in the Irish Times in 2016. A big thank you to John McAuliffe who helped me to put two manuscripts together and not least Michael Schmidt for having faith in me.

      

   


   
      
         
            for Martin

         

      

   


   
      
         
            over Edom will I cast out my shoe

            Psalms, 60:8

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
7
               HACKNEY TRIDENT

            

            
               
                  I think of Liam when I stand on a chair, shaking

                  as I should have been, considering what I found out afterwards –

                  that the fuse box didn’t work. The current was

                  
            running two ways in a loop –
          

                  I think that was what the fourth electrician said.

               

               
                  It didn’t trip for twenty years and I’d been worried

                  all that time if I’d remember how to wind the wire if it did trip

                  which it couldn’t.

               

               
                  Liam’s all you can afford, Martina, John was laughing.

                  He said the same about Spud Murph and

                  the amorous plumber.

               

               
                  Liam was very shook inside his too-big grey trousers, his legs

                  bending like ashplants, his grey stubble, the metallic sweet

                  smell of last night’s alcohol,

                  hands trembling on the fixtures.

               

               
                  Will he take a cheque? Jesus, if you offered Liam a cheque

                  he’d cry, all of them squeezed into the van, waiting

                  for me to fork out so they could go.

               

               
                  
            He’s all you can afford, Martina.
          

               

               
                  After Liam, the devout Catholic electrician’s white eyebrows were

                  leaping,

               

               
                  
            Did you know that washing machine had no earth? It’s a disgrace for
          

                  
            any man to leave it that way
          

                  
            in a house with young girls.
          

               

               
                  What about boys, middle-aged and old people?

               

               
                  
            And that thing!
          

               

               
                  The Hackney Trident, our 1920s cut-out

                  with its Jules Verne look and a habit of humming – a zzzzzzssssing

                  so I didn’t go down to it much.

               

               
                  When the devout Catholic died, his hitherto quiet side-kick

                  son turned up flaming drunk at 8.a.m.

                  
            All right. All right. I know what I’m doing!
          

               

               
                  
                      

                  

                  Mick from UK Power Direct took it away in the end.

                  He said the Trident could be very classy, but he didn’t

                  say my rusty, paint-splashed one was

                  although I still have a piece of its porcelain.

               

               
                  His parents were from Mayo and Kerry but he didn’t say that

                  until we were alone.

               

               
                  I was lucky to have a Trident. If I was on

                  the other side of the road, I’d have

                  one of the Islington ones.

               

               
                  
            We don’t tell people we call them
          

                  
            Islington Deathboxes. You can’t work on them live –
          

                  
            everything has to be off.
          

               

               
                  And we didn’t even have an earth, the old one

                  had rusted away back to Mother Earth.

                  Mick drilled a new one down.

               

               
                  The last time I tried John, he wasn’t laughing.

                  He’d gone to collect Liam from his flat,

                  The man was cold in his bed. John, already

                  scared by his exploding oesophageal varices.

               

               
                  
            I’d say he was there a while, Martina.
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               SO

               
          for Mary Condé
        

            

            
               
                  The best so was a Now so!

                  a triumphant there-you-are

                  which I tried out energetically

                  when wrapping a pan loaf

                  with the new peach-coloured tissue

                  that came in after

                  people realised that newsprint

                  mightn’t be such a good idea

                  plastered on your bread.

                  
            So sugaring what, you so-and-so!
          

                  said Carol Carey before

                  complaining me to Mammy

                  for rolling six oranges over our black

                  wooden counter with my right hand

                  while reading from Maupassant

                  on my left. I’ll be on to your mother so!

                  There was so as an alternative –

                  
            I’m sorry, but we’re out of Barry’s Tea.
          

                  
            Well, I’ll have Lyons’s so.
          

                  Or I’ll have Lyons’s so then!

                  Pale Ann Halloran came in

                  shyly, her arms folded,

                  no preliminary

                  only a heavy silence

                  before she said –

                  
            I’ll have a sliced pan so!
          

                  when there had been no alternative

                  in the first place.

                  Like an answer without a question

                  it was a back-footed scene

                  so shrouded in ellipsis that

                  I couldn’t speak –

                  especially when Anne was so shy too.

                  I didn’t even get to wrap it.

                  The Keatings’ green and white

                  and red and yellow

                  wax-papered sliced pan

                  was good to go –

                  so all that was left for me was

                  to say Goodbye so!

                  to Anne’s pink woolen

                  retreating back

                  as I pitched coppers

                  and silver from a distance

                  of approximately six inches

                  into each wooden compartment

                  of the cash drawer

                  hoping they would land and

                  they rarely did –

                  just so.
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               REGENCY PUMPS, CLONAKILTY, 1970

            

            
               
                  There was no talk of Mammy’s bad legs

                  or who was minding the shop and bar

                  that blazing morning. What does that signpost say?

                  she’d ask with her foot on the accelerator

                  to a blur of lime trees and white hawthorn.

                  Always in a rush. Yet that day there was time

                  for shopping, just us, after the convent visit.

                  She talked about Hurleys for years afterwards

                  – through all our painful misunderstandings –

                  my red buckled Regency pumps, her navy

                  ‘wet look’ slip-ons with the gold chain walking

                  towards us in their shop mirror and the sea

                  and Donavan’s Hotel, plaice and tartare sauce,

                  our eyes on our bags and each other, riveted.
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               GUARDS

               
          to Catríona
        

            

            
               
                  For a woman full of anxieties and fear so bad

                  she often cried out, When? When will it end?

                  Mammy had a funny attitude to the Garda Síochána.

               

               
                  It was men who failed to teach her, their patience

                  failed them and the same kind of policers she evaded

                  when she sped through the back roads

               

               
                  of Cork, Kerry and Limerick with a provisional

                  licence. Laughing at our fears, laughing at the men, probing

                  Daddy with the accelerator although she was not shy

               

               
                  to look for help from any knight of the road, asking him

                  to park the Mini when she was too nervous or to reverse

                  her out of a tight spot, his corrugated brow concentrating

               

               
                  as she talked non-stop. I’m back in the dark

                  of January, she’s driving me back to boarding school.

                  Longsuffering May is riding shotgun as I hang over Mammy

               

               
                  from the back seat, my arms around her, trying to clasp

                  the seat belt round her waist. Mammy, laughing with fear

                  and excitement, even as the guards are flagging us down.

               

               
                  The Gardaí were dreadful fairies always appearing to ask

                  the awkward question –out of nowhere sometimes like

                  that day on the Conor Pass when she was the heroine

               

               
                  outwitting the foxy fellow on foot in a mountain fog.

                  Did she give Mary’s name, the sister in New York who

                  got the licence when they were given out without the test?

               

               
                  Or was it Tricia who got pressed into the impersonation

                  of Nuala, another red-haired sister, handing

                  in the licence as promised to Mallow Garda Station?

               

               
                  I can’t be sure. I only know she got away with it, her heart

                  still going, she says, as she unclips the suffocating seatbelt and

                  releases the brakes to motor on for the Convent of Mercy,

               

               
                  never at rest for the whole of my life.
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               LOST BUCKLE, TRAMORE AMUSEMENT PARK, 1971

            

            
               
                  Not many days out. Mass was the place for that

                  and everyone saying wasn’t the parading desperate

                  as they paraded their own big hats to the altar.

                  The school trip to Tramore, my lilac pin-striped flares,

                  white polo-neck with stripes the blue-purple

                  of the Cadburys milk chocolate wrapper and the

                  enveloping synthetic taste of the 6D bar melting

                  on my tongue. Bumper jolts, pretending to laugh,

                  Roy Orbison, burnt rubber and sparks before

                  emerging with one naked red pump. Scrambling

                  every time the music stopped – which car was it?

                  Too shy to ask the cigarette-clamped operator,

                  his iron-thin legs in his faded Levis, legs of stone.
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               HORSES IN THE BASEMENT

               
          for David
        

            

            
               
                  I think of horses as I go down the steps

                  today. The Duhallow Hunt gathered

               

               
                  at Burnfort Cross in their pink coats. The Mallow

                  Big Shots standing in the frosty air putting the hot

               

               
                  toddys to their lips. How we wanted horses,

                  us poor relations, family of ten, envying

               

               
                  our cousins, one a jockey, another a show jumper.

                  I go down to look for Uncle Tommy –

               

               
                  his letter from Limerick Prison in 1921.

                  I want to read again the way he put his ear

               

               
                  to the window of his cell to hear the horse deal.

                  They were bringing in his dinner –

               

               
                  as the halter went on and the horse was led away –

                  new potatoes and I wouldn’t mind some now

               

               
                  as I stand, famished, my bare feet on cold concrete

                  searching through boxes, standing under

               

               
                  the ancient fuse board, exposed wires, rusted iron

                  on worn wood, wondering if we have to rewire –

               

               
                  how will I stand the walls torn down, the horsehair

                  hanging out again? When I plastered the kitchen,

               

               
                  I wondered how Donny’s ginger fur could float

                  so high before I realised it was old horsehair,

               

               
                  two hundred years old, reminding me of Ginger

                  in Black Beauty and how many hard-worked

               

               
                  sweated horses lined these walls.
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               WESTERN HEROES

            

            
               
                  They stand under John Wayne,

                  Henry Fonda, Warren Oates,

                  thin obedient ears, large eyes

                  pooled under soft fringes,

                  they whinny and trot and gallop

                  canter and rear

                  when it’s called for

                  swim the Rio Grande, roll under

                  Apaches, fall with the stunt riders

                  off the bridge in The Wild Bunch,

                  endure pistol shots, sizzling explosives,

                  the prancing of Steve McQueen

                  in The Magnificent Seven,

                  Ben Johnson and Harry Carey Jr.

                  riding alla Romana for John Ford.

                  All that beauty, terror and foam –

                  the smell of horse sweat

                  and salty popcorn washed down with Coke.

                  They know the sound of a Winchester 73

                  or a Colt 45 as well as they know

                  the sound of their own hoof beats

                  and they keep galloping –

                  clouds of dust now across Monument Valley –

                  never losing their balance.
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               RADIOGRAPHERS ARE THE COLDEST OF ALL

            

            
               
                  Uncle Michael said. I can’t remember

                  if he was in Jervis Street or the Richmond.

                  All those Dublin Hospitals where I learned

                  one X-ray trade or another have gone into

                  the light one way or another too. It’s over

                  thirty years since he had cancer but I still

                  remember the hurt and anger in his voice.

                  The shame I felt for a profession I hadn’t

                  chosen myself. I’d never heard that cold

                  tone from him before because he was

                  always joking, always grámhar.

                  I could see her. Called in at 4 a.m.,

                  uniform glowing in the dim light, tan and gold

                  bracelets, deaf to his jokes, adjusting

                  kilovoltage, current and time, the steel plate

                  jammed down behind his back, while he sat up

                  perpendicular to the rays, the cross centred

                  on the angle of his sternum. The square

                  of shadow ticking on its timer. It is hard to talk

                  when you’re doing something technical

                  but I had enough of the O’Shaughnessys

                  in me to attempt to juggle both.

                  I had a reputation for holding up X-ray rooms,

                  gassing and listening to patients’ stories –

                  Mike Smith shouting from behind

                  the control panel, Mrs Evans is still

                  
            in Room Three, writing down advice from Bridie
          

                  in the headscarf. But I could be chill too,

                  numbed after ninety-five chest X-rays

                  in one day in the Mater chest unit

                  so that I dreamed all night, take a breath in,

                  hold it, breathe out, now turn to the left,

                  hands above your head. Once on a twenty-four

                  hour shift, I could have looked right

                  through the man on the table, going

                  into the Cat Scanner and refused

                  to laugh when he wondered aloud

                  like so many who had gone before him,

                  if he had any brain at all.
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               SKULLS

            

            
               
                  Getting the angle right meant

                  staring into people’s eyes,

                  getting close, some of them

                  giggled. But they had to stay still

                  because of the radiation.

                  Keep still please! I said.

                  I didn’t like to think of the oozing

                  grey matter inside. So soft

                  it gave me the shudders.

                  A baby’s fontanelle made my knees

                  go from under me. The huge gaps

                  between their bones – sometimes junior

                  doctors took them for fractures and

                  scared hell out of young parents

                  in the middle of the night.

                  I’m always banging mine – in Belfast,

                  I ran up and down the hotel

                  corridor looking for 12 B.

                  The manager told me it was

                  really number 13 –

                  But you’re not suspicious surely! he laughed.

                  Not superstitious in Belfast?

                  Oh I am, I said. Please can I have 12 A?

                  Which was tiny. I went in and bang!

                  against the angled ceiling.
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