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Ovid: Metamorphoses


Book VI, Lines 313–81









All the more reason, then, that men and women


should go in fear of Leto, their vengeful, vindictive numen,


and worship the mother of Apollo and Artemis


all the more zealously. This last tale of the demise


of Niobe brought others to mind, inspiring no less zeal


among the storytellers. ‘On the fertile soil


of Lycia,’ one began, ‘the peasants, too, would scorn


Leto and pay the price. Since these Lycians were low-born,


the remarkable story of what happened


is scarcely known, though I saw with my own eyes the pond


where the wonder took place. My father, being too frail


to travel far himself, had sent me on the trail


of a string of prime bullocks he’d turned out


in those distant parts. He’d given me a Lycian scout


whom I followed over the rich


pasture till we came on a lake in the midst of which


stood an ancient altar, its stones blackened


by many sacrificial fires, set in a quicken


of reeds. The scout stopped in his tracks and said in a quiet


voice, “Have mercy on us”, and I echoed


him, “Have mercy”. When I asked my guide


if this was a shrine to the Naiads or Faunus or some such god


he replied, “Not at all, son: no common hill-god or genius


presides over this place but the one whom Juno


sentenced to wander round and round,


never to set foot on solid ground;


the goddess who dwells


here was the one to whom even Delos


gave short shrift,


though Delos itself was totally adrift;


on that unstable island, braced between a palm and a gnarled


olive, she brought her twins into the world,


then, clasping them to her breast,


set off again with Juno in hot pursuit.


By the time she touched down in Lycia, the bailiwick


of the Chimera, she was completely whacked


from her long travail; the intense heat


had left her drained; her breast-milk had run out.


Just then she stumbled upon a fair-to-middling-sized pond


in which some locals were cutting osiers and bent


and sawgrass and sedge.


Leto knelt by the water’s edge


and made to cup her hands. But these local yokels


shook their reaping-hooks and sickles


and wouldn’t let her drink. ‘Why,’ she begged them, ‘why


would you deny me what’s not yours to deny


since water, along with air and light,


is held by all in common, as a common right?


It’s not as if I’m about to throw


myself headlong into your pool. My throat’s so dry


and my tongue so swollen I can barely utter


this simple request for a life-giving drink of water.


If not for mine, then for my children’s sakes,


I implore you to let us slake


our thirsts.’ At that moment, the twins stretched


out their little hands. Who could fail to be touched


by such entreaties? These begrudgers, though, were moved


only to renew their threats and foul oaths:


then, to add insult


to injury, they began to stomp about and stir up the silt


on the bottom of the pond, muddying the water


out of no motive other than sheer spite.


That was it: that was as much as the Titan’s daughter


could take; ‘Since you’ve shown,’ she cried, ‘no soft spot


for me, in this soft spot you’ll always stay.’


And stay they have: now they love nothing more than to play


in water, giving themselves over to total


immersion or contentedly skimming the surface; they dawdle


on the bank only to dive back in; now, as ever,


they work themselves into a lather


over some imagined slight; since they continually curse


and swear their voices are hoarse


while their necks, in so far as there’s anything between


their heads and shoulders, are goitred; with their yellow


paunches set off by backs of olive-green,


they go leaping about the bog-hole with their frog-fellows.” ’ 






























Brazil









[image: alt]







When my mother snapped open her flimsy parasol


it was Brazil: if not Brazil,







then Uruguay.


One nipple darkening her smock.







My shame-faced Tantum Ergo


struggling through thurified smoke.
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Later that afternoon would find


me hunched over the font







as she rinsed my hair. Her towel-turban.


Her terrapin 







comb scuttling under the faucet.


I stood there in my string vest







and shorts while she repeated, ‘Champi … ?


Champi … ? Champi … ?’ Then,







that bracelet of shampoo


about the bone, her triumphant ‘ChampiÑON’.
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If not Uruguay, then Ecuador:


it must be somewhere on or near the equator







given how water


plunged headlong into water 







when she pulled the plug.


So much for the obliq-







uity of leaving What a Boy Should Know


under my pillow: now vagina and vas 







deferens made a holy show


of themselves. ‘There is inherent vice 







in everything,’ as O’Higgins


would proclaim: it was O’Higgins who duly 







had the terms ‘widdershins’


and ‘deasil’ expunged from the annals of Chile. 






























Oscar
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Be that as it may, I’m wakened by the moans


not of the wind


nor the wood-demons 







but Oscar MacOscair, as we call the hound


who’s wangled himself


into our bed: ‘Why?’ ‘Why not?’







He lies between us like an ancient quoof


with a snout of perished gutta-


percha, and whines at something on the roof.
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I’m suddenly mesmerized


by what I saw only today: a pair of high heels


abandoned on the road to Amherst.
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And I’ve taken off, over the towns of Keady


and Aughnacloy and Caledon –


Et in Arcadia –







to a grave lit by acetylene


in which, though she preceded him


by a good ten years, my mother’s skeleton










has managed to worm


its way back on top of the old man’s,


and she once again has him under her thumb.






























Milkweed and Monarch
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As he knelt by the grave of his mother and father


the taste of dill, or tarragon –


he could barely tell one from the other –







filled his mouth. It seemed as if he might smother.


Why should he be stricken


with grief, not for his mother and father,







but a woman slinking from the fur of a sea-otter


in Portland, Maine, or, yes, Portland, Oregon –


he could barely tell one from the other –







and why should he now savour


the tang of her, her little pickled gherkin,


as he knelt by the grave of his mother and father?
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He looked about. He remembered her palaver


on how both earth and sky would darken –


‘You could barely tell one from the other’–







while the Monarch butterflies passed over


in their milkweed-hunger: ‘A wing-beat, some reckon,


may trigger off the mother and father










of all storms, striking your Irish Cliffs of Moher


with the force of a hurricane.’


Then: ‘Milkweed and Monarch “invented” each other.’
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He looked about. Cow’s-parsley in a samovar.


He’d mistaken his mother’s name, ‘Regan’, for ‘Anger’:


as he knelt by the grave of his mother and father


he could barely tell one from the other.






























Twice









It was so cold last night the water in the barrel grew a sod


of water: I asked Taggart and McAnespie to come over


and we sawed and sawed


for half an hour until, using a crowbar as a lever 







in the way Archimedes always said


would shift the balance, we were somehow able to manoeuvre


out and, finally, stand on its side


in the snow that fifteen-or eighteen-inch thick manhole cover:







that ‘manhole cover’ was surely no more ice


than are McAnespie and Taggart still of this earth;


when I squinnied through it I saw ‘Lefty’ Clery, ‘An Ciotach’,







grinning from both ends of the school photograph,


having jooked behind the three-deep rest of us to meet the Kodak’s


leisurely pan; ‘Two places at once, was it, or one place twice?’






























Incantata


In memory of Mary Farl Powers 









I thought of you tonight, a leanbh, lying there in your long barrow


colder and dumber than a fish by Francisco de Herrera,


as I X-Actoed from a spud the Inca


glyph for a mouth: thought of that first time I saw your pink


spotted torso, distant-near as a nautilus,


when you undid your portfolio, yes indeedy,


and held the print of what looked like a cankered potato


at arm’s length – your arms being longer, it seemed, than Lugh’s.







Even Lugh of the Long (sometimes the Silver) Arm


would have wanted some distance between himself and the army-worms


that so clouded the sky over St Cloud you’d have to seal


the doors and windows and steel


yourself against their nightmarish déjeuner sur l’herbe:


try as you might to run a foil


across their tracks, it was to no avail;


the army-worms shinnied down the stove-pipe on an army-worm rope.










I can hardly believe that, when we met, my idea of ‘R and R’


was to get smashed, almost every night, on sickly-sweet Demarara


rum and Coke: as well as leaving you a grass widow


(remember how Krapp looks up ‘viduity’?),


after eight or ten or twelve of those dark rums


it might be eight or ten or twelve o’clock before I’d land


back home in Landseer Street, deaf and blind


to the fact that not only was I all at sea, but in the doldrums.







Again and again you’d hold forth on your own version of Thomism,


your own Summa


Theologiae that in everything there is an order,


that the things of the world sing out in a great oratorio:


it was Thomism, though, tempered by La Nausée,


by His Nibs Sam Bethicket,


and by that Dublin thing, that an artist must walk down Baggott


Street wearing a hair-shirt under the shirt of Nessus. 
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