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          Bottling Shed, 1962
        

            

            
               
                  That afternoon Mnemosyne lay in dust

                  As her mother may or may not have foretold.

                  Who could trust Gaea after all the lust

                  Of nine consecutive steamy nights. So old

               

               
                  Was the world in the Walsh Hotel’s back yard,

                  So full of memory was dust, that I was dead sure

                  Of disturbed geese and of fluttering Mass cards

                  Spilling together onto the hot street. Poor

               

               
                  As a church mouse was the world

                  After Zeus had gone back to Pieria. His

                  Nine daughters would scrub and scold

                  The universe of Green Street. You’d notice

               

               
                  Me, if you were interested, as the scarred

                  Domestic god helping Frank McLoughlin

                  To bottle warm beer from an amphora, a jar

                  As big as the two of us. Our bottling

               

               
                  In the old RIC barracks bottling-plant

                  Was as Greek and permanent as the warm

                  Build-up of a chorus, the apex of our duet sent

                  Into memory, full of malt, holding its form.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
          
          Toy Soldiers on a Window-sill
        

            

            
               
                  For what is spoken of, in general, is Goethe’s

                  Gehalt, the import of things in any kind of poem,

                  As well as the images within. The scene

                  Of my childhood is more than a scene represented

               

               
                  And may not survive long enough

                  In the intellectual climate of our age,

                  This childhood window-sill where so much

                  Was tested. Yet not enough. Not adequate.

               

               
                  Soft metal soldiers of the Japanese armies

                  That came from Aunt Teresa in Houston,

                  An ambush heaven created by a paperback

                  Of Justice Warren’s Kennedy Commission:

               

               
                  I tried not to look back. It was a paradox

                  To be so absorbed in my own battles. I could not

                  Withdraw my allegiance from inadequate truths,

                  Nor would I betray my troops. The window-sill

               

               
                  Was a battleground of condensation; the strife

                  In glass awaited clarification. Windows wept

                  If an ambush was confirmed or a soldier came to grief:

                  Such an enfilade of injury while the sirens slept!

               

               
                  And the strife behind me while I played –

                  Rainy Singapore fell in the heavy gun smoke

                  From my father’s cigarettes. I tried

                  Not to breathe-in the surrenders he exhaled.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
          
          The Beginning of Colour
        

            

            
               
                  These brown discolorations on a faded black

                  And white photograph are not at all like a defect

                  In anything remembered, but, rather, a kind of

                  ‘crystalisation’ as Stendhal described it, in

                  One of his more eccentric books about love.

                  In truth, my childhood was cast down like a twig

                  Into an abandoned salt-mine near Salzburg

                  From where it emerged, of this I’m certain,

                  As something much richer than my own life,

                  A jewelled branch of living history, now

                  Retrieved by my mother from the well at Twig

                  Bog Lane. I’ll never know who it was, and anyway

                  Why would I want to know who it was

                  That slid the black hard plastic button to On

                  One late summer afternoon in nineteen fifty-seven,

                  So that not only did a kind of shutter flick open

                  In my head, but the full force of colour saturation

                  Hit my brain. The effect was high-speed Ektachrome

                  And life as it is now, that studio of constant poems –

                  It’s just that as my mother hauled the metallic

                  Home Assistance milk gallon from the deep well

                  In Twig Bog Lane, the light of deprivation reflected

                  Back from her face and fell upon me, and I knew

                  How biography is the steadying of only one kind

                  Of lens, how memory offers different iterations;

                  How, somewhere, a paper was being coated with

                  Such chemicals that even deeper colours would form

                  Over time. During that summer, a world away,

                  The first International Colour Salon was organised

                  In Hong Kong and, while restrictions on dollar

                  Imports meant that Ireland couldn’t reach a speed

                  Of 100 ASA, faster colours kept rushing in. There

                  Was no holding life back once it swarmed; biography

                  Was ready for colour, our brains were marked

                  That year for realities more personal, realities brighter

                  Than a boxed-in lens. Huge Blackwater river rats

                  That knawed through the doors of our dry toilets in

                  Twig Bog Lane were as ignorant of colour as me; and

                  Could not have known that their multi-layered bristles

                  Would soon be seen in more subtle shades of brown.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
          
          Ice Cream
        

            

            
               
                  That time in the long ago when my father said we are what we eat

               

               
                  He must have meant my Salvadorian light or the triple-

                  Shot slim latte that you so adroitly downed in three seconds flat.

                  If my memory serves me correctly it was three Raspberry Ripple

                  Ice-cream cones I’d consumed outside Fraher’s old shop, bought

                  With money I’d earned for myself on the early morning news run.

                  But my idle father was not ready to cede authority, or not yet

                  Willing to abandon the upper-hand. He was fooling no one; even

                  Then I had no time for advice. Like my stomach, I was basically

                  Idle and middle-aged at the ripe old age of ten, maybe eleven.

                  Worst luck for me rather than him, but my hatred of authority

                  Would set me breaking windows inside my own stomach. It is not,

                  Let me repeat, it is never, a good thing not to listen to your father

                  Even if he’s drinking lukewarm whiskey from a flask Dan Fraher

                  Gave him, even if his lung has begun its collapse into cigarettes.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
          
          Worse Than Nothing
        

            

            
               
                  Even then I knew that my life would be far less painful

               

               
                  Than my father had predicted. Cigarette poised

                  In a very superior gesture, a great gesture

               

               
                  Of idle, ill-deserved grandeur, he explained

                  That any effort I might make in Ireland

               

               
                  Would come to something worse than nothing.

                  It is this wet November drain I’m clearing of

               

               
                  Rotted leaves and cigarette-butts that puts

                  Him in my mind now – a beautiful cynic

               

               
                  For a father, a father who’d laugh at your dreams,

                  Who only loved that one Noel Coward song

               

               
                  ‘There Are Bad Times Just Around the Corner’,

                  Not realising as I did, though a boy, that Noel Coward

               

               
                  Must have poked at many versions of that

                  Before the grey sludge moved, before the song came.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               
          
          Rita Hayworth Sleeping
        

            

            
               
                  It must be the purpose of movies to make us fall in love –

                  She is pure quality and you were raised among grasshoppers

                  In a field of corn; a heart of gold, her eyes would be wide enough

                  To trap all the insects within. She may not be open to offers

               

               
                  Right now, but the lame excuses you give, the foolish way

                  You dance to Jerome Kern and Johnny Mercer’s song

                  Even though you are still sitting, the rapturous sway

                  Of your soldier’s body, convinces her that no dreadful wrong

               

               
                  Can come from this Private of the Southern Command

                  Who came to Dungarvan after the July Divisional exercise.

                  You are Fred Astaire taking Rita Hayworth’s hand

                  Just as the moonlit dance begins and she closes her eyes –

               

               
                  My mother, I mean, then incredibly credulous and young,

                  Who would be fast asleep by the time they took to the floor,

                  Who would sleep right through whatever song was sung,

                  So that whether it was Ginger Rogers or Rita wanting more

               

               
                  My young mother would sleep and sleep. You were good,

                  My mother said, not to unbutton anything in her dreams,

                  But to wait for her waking report; to wait for her instead
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