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Whim









She was sitting with a pint and a small one


That afternoon in the Europa Hotel,


Poring over one of those old legends—


Cu Chulainn and the Birds of Appetite—


When he happened along, and took a pew.







‘Pardon me, for I couldn’t help but notice


You’ve got the O’Grady translation.’


‘What of it? What’s it to you?’


‘Standish O’Grady? Very old-fashioned.


Cu Chulainn and the Birds of Appetite?


More like How Cu Chulainn Got His End.’


He smiled. She was smiling too.


‘If you want the flavour of the original


You should be looking to Kuno Meyer.


As it happens, I’ve got the very edition


That includes this particular tale.


You could have it on loan, if you like,


If you’d like to call back to my place, now.’







Not that they made it as far as his place.


They would saunter through the Botanic Gardens


Where they held hands, and kissed,


And by and by one thing led to another.


To cut not a very long story short, 


Once he got stuck into her he got stuck


Full stop.


                 They lay there quietly until dusk


When an attendant found them out.


He called an ambulance, and gently but firmly


They were manhandled on to a stretcher


Like the last of an endangered species.






























October 1950









Whatever it is, it all comes down to this;


My father’s cock


Between my mother’s thighs.


Might he have forgotten to wind the clock?







Cookers and eaters, Fuck the Pope,


Wow and flutter, a one-legged howl,


My sly quadroon, the way home from the pub—


Anything wild or wonderful—







Whatever it is, it goes back to this night,


To a chance remark


In a room at the top of the stairs;


To an open field, as like as not,


Under the little stars.


Whatever it is, it leaves me in the dark.






























The Geography Lesson 









You should have seen them, small and wild


Against a map of the known world,







The back row of the class of ’61.


Internal exiles at thirteen or fourteen.







Most couldn’t read, though Mungo Park


Could write his name. He’d made his mark







As surely as some old explorer


Would christen a mountain, or a river.







To chart his progress, bench by embellished bench,


Till he petered out next to Lefty Lynch







Who kept ladybirds in a match-box,


Some with two, others with seven spots.







Who knew it all. Where to listen for the cuckoo


When she touched down from Africa.







Why bananas were harvested while green


But would hanker after where they’d grown,







Their sighing from the depths of a ship


Or from under the counter in Lightbody’s shop,







How all that greenness turned to gold


Through unremembering darkness, an unsteady hold.






























The Weepies









Most Saturday afternoons


At the local Hippodrome


Saw the Pathe-News rooster,


Then the recurring dream







Of a lonesome drifter


Through uninterrupted range.


Will Hunter, so gifted


He could peel an orange







In a single, fluent gesture,


Was the leader of our gang.


The curtain rose this afternoon


On a lion, not a gong.







When the crippled girl


Who wanted to be a dancer


Met the married man


Who was dying of cancer,







Our hankies unfurled


Like flags of surrender.


I believe something fell asunder


In even Will Hunter’s hands.
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