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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 nurse 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.






























Under the Eyes









Its retributions work like clockwork


Along murdering miles of terrace-houses


Where someone is saying, ‘I am angry,


I am frightened, I am justified.


Every favour, I must repay with interest,


Any slight against myself, the least slip,


Must be balanced out by an exact revenge.’







The city is built on mud and wrath.


Its weather is predicted; its streetlamps


Light up in the glowering, crowded evenings.


Time-switches, ripped from them, are clamped


To sticks of sweet, sweating explosive.


All the machinery of a state


Is a set of scales that squeezes out blood.







Memory is just, too. A complete system


Nothing can surprise. The dead are recalled


From schoolroom afternoons, the hill quarries


Echoing blasts over the secured city;


Or, in a private house, a Judge


Shot in his hallway before his daughter


By a boy who shut his eyes as his hand tightened.







A rain of turds; a pair of eyes; the sky and tears.






























Practical Values









Together, or singly, they mean nothing.


How little they have to do with love or care.


The shoaling mackerel, their silver and cobalt;


Perfected girls equipped with cunts and tits;


Soldiers, their guts triggered on wet streets.







Their massed, exact designs are so complete;


Anonymous and identical, they’re shaped


By murderous authorities, built like barracks.


Servile and vicious in their uniforms,


In their skins of sleeked metal, these bodies trade.






























Thinking of Iceland









     Forgetting the second cod war


     to go North to that island


     – just four days’ sailing from Hull –


     would be what? An escape?


     Or an attempt at finding


     what’s behind everything?


(bit big the last question for a holiday trip.)







     Still, reading the letters


     they fired back to England


     (one, sadly, to Crossman)


     brings back a winter monochrome


     of coast and small townships


     that are much nearer home:


Doochary, the Rosses, Bloody Foreland.







     An empty road over hills


     dips under some wind-bent,


     scrub trees: there’s a bar


     painted pink, some houses,


     a petrol pump by a shop;


     it’s permanently out-of-season


here where some people live for some reason.







     A cluster too small for a village,


     fields waste with grey rocks


     that lichens coat – hard skin


     spread like frozen cultures,


     green, corroded tufts that make dyes


     for tweed – shuttles clack


in draughty cottages based in this sour outback.










     On the signposts every place


     has two names; people live


     in a cold climate, a landscape


     whose silence denies efforts


     no one feels much like making:


     when someone is building


it looks like a joke, as though they’re having us on.







     They poke laughing faces


     through fresh wooden struts and throw


     a greeting from new rafters;


     on the box in the bar


     a sponsored programme begins;


     the crime rate is low – wee sins


like poaching or drink. It’s far to the border.







     Now that a small factory


     which cans and dries vegetables


     has opened, some girls stay


     and scour the county for dances.


     In these bleak parishes that seem


     dissolved in a grey dream


some men are busy mixing concrete, digging septics.







     In winter there is work


     with the council on the roads,


     or with local contractors.


     Each year Packy Harkin


     builds a new boat, choosing


     for a keel a long curving


branch from a sheltered wood where oaks grow straight.










     In the dark panelled bar


     through the shop, there’s a faded


     print of an eviction:


     one constable crouches


     on the thatch, the family stands


     at the door, pale, while bands


of constabulary guard the whiskered bailiff.







     In the top corner, clumsily,


     the face of a young woman


     glimmers: The Irish Patriot,


     Miss Maud Gonne. Sour smell of porter,


     clutter of hens in the yard:


     no docking in sagaland –


the wish got as far as this coast, then worked inland.







     And yet, at Holar, striking matches


     in church, trying to snap


     a carved altarpiece: strange figures


     absent-mindedly slaughtering


     prisoners; or ‘exchanging politenesses’


     with Goering’s brother at breakfast,


was this coming-full-circle not the question they asked?






























Dawros Parish Church









They stood at the gate before the service started


And talked together in their Glenties suits,


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 walls, 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 ocean,


A silent water beyond society.






























A New Society









It’s easy enough to regret them when they’re gone.


Beds creaked on boards in the brick meadows


Somewhere above a tired earth no one had seen


Since Arkwright became a street name.







Their boxed rooms were papered with generations,


There were gas lamps, corner shops that smelt of wrapped bread,


Worn thresholds warmed by the sun and kids playing ball


Near the odd, black, Ford Popular.







Then they were empty like plague streets, their doors barred


And windows zinced. Dead lids weighted with coins,


Dead ends all of them when their families left.


Then broken terraces carried away in skips.







A man squints down a theodolite, others stretch white tapes


Over the humped soil or dig trenches that are like useful graves.


Diesel combusts as yellow bulldozers push earth


With their shields. Piledrivers thud on opened ground.
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