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               BETWEEN TRAINS

            

            
               
                  Thank you for your recent letter, Dennis O’Driscoll.

                  This is just a brief note before all the others rush in,

                  Rush in with their first response to the bleak quotation

                  You offered us on Christmas Eve. The earliest mail

               

               
                  Will set the record straight: let pandemonium

                  Cease, let the wild confetti of poets

                  Be withdrawn from the bitterness of the streets.

                  Let me put it simply, your last fine poem

               

               
                  Was more than any editor expected. It frightened

                  The life out of all who read to the bitter end,

                  Not anticipating such a turn of phrase. I suspend

                  My judgement, still, and hope you may yet lighten

               

               
                  Those closing words. Dennis, all quotation marks

                  I would remove for now – as things stand,

                  You don’t need to hide behind another poet’s hand

                  Or ventriloquise your long-suffering heart.

               

               
                  Life is a dry skull, it’s true. Death is

                  A ruthless and obsessive boss,

                  But you were too smart to take mere dictation

                  In any departure lounge or railway station.

               

               
                  In truth, dear correspondent, your loss is our loss

                  And your absence is more than a lost quotation –

                  Which is why I’ll bring this note from station to station

                  To catch you between trains, at Thurles or Charing Cross.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               THE LAND IS NOT SETTLED

            

            
               
                  The land is not yet settled

                  After our years of pandemonium.

                  This time it is almost too late

                  To sing with full heart a parting hymn,

                  Or indulge in the usual fickle

                  Humour of things. It is too late

               

               
                  To bolt the door of Ireland.

                  A penny candle struggles in the wind,

                  A corpse from the West rises

                  To face me. What was a house now stands

                  As a ghost from the assizes.

                  Believe me, I tried to understand

               

               
                  All the signals we received from Berlin.

                  Little did they know, in our autonomous

                  Region all the gold was gorse,

                  And all investment was storytelling.

                  Blackbirds in the oak trees are trembling still

                  Where all our demons hurriedly went in.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               THE HOPE OF FINDING SOMETHING

               i.m. Seamus Heaney

            

            
               
                  What a fool I am to be going into this new bookshop,

                  Knowing that our poet is dead. The happiness of youth

                  And all its insatiable dreams, the first book I could afford,

                  The first kiss, the first breast, the first summer night

                  To fall asleep with someone in my arms, the first words

                  She spoke to me were his. She didn’t want me to stop

               

               
                  Listening and I didn’t want the long summer to stop.

                  She pointed exactly to where I never wished to go,

                  Having lately escaped from an oppression of such fields:

                  I did not wish to return to where I was nothing. So

                  Adamant was her love for his new books I baulked

                  At the very thought of attachment. Now I know

               

               
                  The true weight of love, what it’s ordinary to know

                  In a secured home, in a freehold with boundaries –

                  Back then I couldn’t tell. Back then I was too alone

                  With social resentment, and cut too far adrift,

                  To catch the subtlety of his bogs and blackberries.

                  I had missed the ordinary and its tectonic shift

               

               
                  Within Irish life. Strong as Ireland in her makeshift

                  Tent, she knew words were about her and not about him,

                  However much she loved his vowel sounds. Sing, sing

                  Like Ulster, she said, but go and find your own theme.

                  I saw her by his coffin as it passed. Now that we’re cut adrift,

                  I’ll try this bookshop in the hope of finding something.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               WINTER WITH CATHERINE

            

            
               
                  The plover and the plover’s page

                  Apply their narceine to Kenmare water

               

               
                  In this, the earliest light of wintertime.

                  Night lifts its bitter crystalline,

               

               
                  Clouds withdraw in wounded hauteur.

               

               
                  Sunlight tinctures sorrel and sage

                  With drifts of its royal orpiment

               

               
                  While we gaze upon a lobster boat

                  As it drops a rosary-beads of pots.

               

               
                  Gulls attend each sinking reliquary,

                  Chattering classes in a frenzy of prayer –

               

               
                  The hour is so casually strummed upon,

                  It booms in opiate languor:

               

               
                  This sun is a river, the plover’s a sea.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               WHILE YOU SLEEP

            

            
               
                  I watch the timeless candle burning at both ends.

                  At one end it must be my mother’s face

                  And her infinite correlation with my own fate.

                  There’s no other end that I would put in place

               

               
                  At this moment or at any moment in our room.

                  The candle burns in its circadian rhythms,

                  Leaving words behind it on her waxy lips:

                  She told stories to the dark while the world slept

               

               
                  And like poems she didn’t need an end

                  But supped off the oils of perpetual change.

                  I watch the warm light on your own restless face.

                  You are restless like a mother. The precipice

               

               
                  Of night threatens you, though I am here

                  Always to hold you. You must learn to un-drown

                  Yourself, to float the way light does

                  From a timeless candle. Your superstition grows

               

               
                  In the absence of day, but night has no substance

                  When we are together. Look at the stars

                  Through the bedroom window: their universe

                  Is nothing in this huge room, in the light from us.
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