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My Problem









A wall made of air


a wall that’s like pure skreeky styrofoam


– of course I’m kidding myself


into believing there must be some


way that with a certain – no not native flair


I can push out and off


till I gouge


scramble scuff


over that jagged – jagged and abstract


wall a wall that’s so huge


I can’t neglect it


as I sit or situate myself


on the flat land


below a dike outside Delft


where I fidget with the palm of my right hand


in the which


there’s this wee skelf


that might just be the jag the gouge the problem






























Stile







Close under the eaves of the stack, and as yet barely visible, was the red tyrant that the women had come to serve – a timber-framed construction, with wheels and straps appertaining – the threshing-machine which, whilst it was going, kept up a despotic demand upon the endurance of their muscles and nerves.


Thomas Hardy, Tess of the D’Urbervilles









Gaucherie was Gauguin’s term


for the style he was after


he gazed on it like Narcissus


till it owned his own features


– try find it though in a printed text


and the sentences gawky or a tad misshapen


– spelt wrong or babu even


tend to provoke laughter


because most critics they’re vexed


by what’s clumsy or naïf


it must never happen


that something other than platonic form


or hammered gold or pure gold leaf


– that gold to airy thinness bate


should touch us or should warm


the playful serious wondering great


mischeevious child in most of us


– I mean take that word appertaining


so dogged doltish so pedantic


a plodsome term – completely daft –


that makes a fuss


and yet in its exact legal decorum


is like a constable who tries to sing


and gets away with it


not murder


for to be clumsy in one light is to be deft


even graceful – graceful not slick –


in another






























Kingstown St Vincent









– piece of paper that’s been wet then dried


it’s a different texture – rougher


a bit like a voice from the other side


or the ricochet of a chough’s


cry or the way a voice might move


from lettuce to rocket


– still a green leaf but peppery tougher







I feel it folded in my pocket


and know it’s dull – dull and stained –


that I’ve written your address on it


and that more much much more is giving me pain


– just touching it is like finding a letter – a love


or a personal letter blowing down the street


so that it feels used dirty torn open


like a cross between a bus ticket’s


square of grey print and an unfinished sonnet
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for Roy and Aisling Foster









My childhood shtetl


– a mourner slumps down the main street


of this tiny settle-


ment as a halfbrick bursts through my window


while the undented kettle


grows warm on the kosangas stove


like a cat in a basket


– a creaky cricky basket


with a scrap of hairy blanket


that smells of peat


and peat too is hairy


– undaunted the great drayhorse at the forge


turns her luminous eyes


on the nasty fellow


– he’s a bad baste –


running down the boreen


where bats will taste flies in the twilight


– asked what’ll happen


the march in the next townland


a woman shakes out her apron


oh the night she says


the night will tell the tale


for a moment it’s dark and lumpen


sort of Yellow Pages


but bather bather the smith fettles


four metal shoes


for the horse that’s glossy and spruce and brown


as ale


and the hill above


– hill with a rath


seems somehow engorged


with what? – I


don’t want to say blood


but there is for definite metal


– metal and rust – in the image


and we all know how rust tastes


– tastes like sick


or dried shite


and how it’s the colour of the culprit’s jacket


– see he’s got a stick


in his hand now


– the kettle’s plumping


I must turn the gas off


he’s skulking in the shadows


waiting for me to come down the path


so he can trip this curlyhaired visitor in the mud


but I’ll make him and his stick and his brick


shtick


and like someone signing a letter with love


I’ll paint him into the far corner






























The Quinn Brothers









Like those little white boxes


each with a moist square


of weddingcake


but bigger much bigger


or like the watering trough


in Chagall’s L’Auge


– how the peasant woman bends over it


so tenderly


just as if it’s a cradle


– oh not a cradle


a tiny coffin


which means that droll


distrustful green pig


might be death


but death ashamed of itself


as we are whose eyes


catch the green pig’s eye


– an eye that looks backwards


to a council house’s


orange flames


as they flex up and beyond


the feathery fabulous


powerless tree






























Bournemouth







after Verlaine









The fir trees twist down as far as the shore


– a narrow wood of firs, laurels, pines.


Disguised as a village, the town hides out


in these evergreens – red brick chalets,


then the white villas of the bathing stations.







The inky wood drops down from a heath, a plateau;


comes, goes, scoops out a small valley, then climbs, greenblack,


before turning into douce groves that hold the light –


it lays gold on the dark, sleepylooking graveyard


which slopes in steeped stages, laidback, insouciant.







To the left a heavy tower – it has no spire –


squats above the church that’s hidden by the trees.


That hard basic tower, the wooden jetty in the distance,


are Anglicanism – brisk, bossy, heartless,


and utterly without hope.







It’s the kind of moment I like best


– neither mist nor sunshine, but the sun guessed


from the dissolving mist that melts like a dancer,


as the creamy sky turns pink before it goes.


The air gleams like a pearl, the sea’s gold, pure gold.










The protestant tower brangs out a single note,


then two three four, then a batch of eight


pealing out like floating feathers.


Eager, joyous, sad, reproachful,


the metal music’s gold, then bronze, then fire.







Huge but so mild, it coats the narrow wood,


this beautiful sound that travels slowly


over the sea – the sea appears to sing and tremble


the way a road dings and thuds under the boots


of a battalion marching towards the front.







The sound poem’s over. But the madder light


drops onto the sea in thick gobbets like sobs


– a cold sunset, another New Year,


a bloodstained town that quivers there in the west


and wears the darkness like a skewed crown.







The evening digs in, icecold, the slatted jetty


vibrates, and the wind in the wood lashes out


and sings as it whips – a cascade of blows


like the hammerbrash of all I’ve done wrong


– my sins, my betrayals, the people I’ve hurt.







I’m heartsick, lonely, my soul’s a void.


The sea and the winter winds fight it out.


Like a bankrupt actor, I shout out old lines


and turn the night into ambush, catastrophe,


a smell of greasepaint and cheap evil.










Three chimes now, like three notes on a flute.


Three more! three more! it’s the Angelus


out of catholic England that says: Peace now,
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