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NEW POEMS








FINE GAEL FORM A COALITION GOVERNMENT WITH LABOUR, MARCH 1973


They never seemed close – the old whiskey


Master and the young pastel-lipped teacher.


They shared the same roof over our two-roomed


school, that was all – the dividing door a thick


fifties coral gloss with its six panes of glass,


where their faces would appear if they needed


to summon one another. It wasn’t often.


And she must have winced at the howls


that came from his side.


But when they met over his coffee flask


the day after the election, somehow


they couldn’t separate. Fine Gael were in!


The party of professionals and well-heeled


farmers. Daddy’s smile drew a line back to the


twenties, to the Civil War, a victory for The Big Fella,


whose eight-by-four photo stood on the mantelpiece


in Daddy’s bedroom, Daddy’s IRA


medal draped on one corner. I accepted it


then that such good news would drive people


to forget themselves but now I can’t


believe the way they forgot us too –


what could the Master have been saying to her


that took so long, was he planning the budget


or choosing the cabinet of the twentieth Dáil?


We weren’t called in after the eleven o’clock break


we ran wild for miles, for hours, for weeks,


deep scratches along my thighs, Betty’s old sixties


minidress with the pink and orange circles


no protection against the waist-deep briars


in the woods behind the church where everyone


who had them was smoking Carrolls No. 1.


We ransacked rubbish for makeshift hurleys –


anything would do, the boys said but


they banned my old frying pan when they saw


I could run forever with the ball.


I was wearing that light dress so it must


have been summer before it stopped.


All the beatings, the cruelty behind those walls


continued undisturbed but someone


had to put a stop to us roaming like tinkers


when boys were seen riding the roof


of Paddy the Priest’s cottage like


it was a horse. And when Mick Looney


passed the graveyard, the crane shot


from his combine harvester showed him


a child sitting on every stone.











WATCH


The night before my wedding


I put my wristwatch through the machine cycle.


It was not in a jeans pocket or tied to a belt,


not wrapped in a T-shirt


nor balled up in a pair of tights.


No. I put it in the empty machine,


shut the door and turned


the wheel of the switch revving the Bosch


to life. Standing nonplussed on the concrete floor


of the bottle shed, it dripped in my hand


after the forty-minute cycle.


I’d been wondering what


was inside and then I remembered


like I was watching someone else


bending to place the watch inside the drum


carefully, like a bundle of delicates


turning the dial like a sleep-walker.


I could hear the clink of glasses


and murmur from the bar as


I went out into the dark and stars


of the backyard to take


the futile action of hanging


the glittering face by its worn strap


from the clothesline


up to my ankles


in wet grass.









MY PERSEPHONE


Was it the small red crab apples crushed flat


making the Holloway pavements flush


with their trees’ harvest, the brown leaves


on the ground, the bombed conkers,


the fact I was ten days late


that made me think she was Persephone?


I already knew her sex, despite my best intentions,


the temptation of working in X-ray – I’d spread the gel,


scanned the shadowy form, turning prettily.


Now it was 3 p.m. on the day. I’d been in labour since 2 a.m.


but he’d wanted to have lunch with his cousin (and drinks).


Go, I said. Who wants a man who wants to be elsewhere?


I made a Mr Guinness cake which wouldn’t bake


in the centre, hopping around the yellow kitchen


with the skewer, as the cramps tested me.


I packed a suitcase full of books and pens and papers


I rang my sister about the vomiting.


Could it be a stomach bug? She wondered.


I rang the Whittington, they weren’t taking us


serious either. You’ve plenty time, Sister Murphy said an hour


before she said I was too dilated, too late for the epidural


I’d been persuaded was a must for a nervous person


like myself who was writing a poem about Persephone


during the second stages of labour and Pluto was –


where else? – down below in the pub.






EVERYTHING INCLUDING THIS ROOM IS A FUTURE RUIN




And when the wind is finished


with us, the rain starts.


I think it will never


stop – worried


by cracks in the wall and


the lump of dislodged lead


that is directing


the rain down into the brick


so that a tobacco-coloured


liquid drips down


the inside of the window


and some strange yellow


cauliflowers are growing


inside the kitchen walls.


In 1999 I slept high


in the bird’s nest


Marcel and Alice were


kittens and the night after


I took up the fragmenting


1970s carpets, their paws


thundered on the floorboards


frightening me. Now


2014, I’ve gone to ground


like a badger in the basement


to be close to the garden,


and the sounds


have changed as the cats jump


from table to floor over


my head and pass in and


out the flap a dozen times.


I hold my heart again.


Donny growls low


in his ginger belly and I see


the fox so close,


his brown-fawn face


like a friend’s and it is hard


to see him run from us,


his bare rump –


something’s made his fur fall


out and he runs up the spiral


staircase and I run to the backdoor.


I want to welcome him


but he is on the fence and


then Martin’s galvanised roof


and gone.











OYSTERS


It feels good everyone says so,


warm and small like a doll’s


house and because it never housed


anyone with the money to exercise change


all the fireplaces intact


and the eight-paned internal window


of the basement bedroom


looking into the low hallway,


(although the concrete floor must


have been mud before) and


the garden earth full of artefacts –


pram wheels, green glass, china, milk


bottle tops, monstrously thick


broken crockery


and seam after seam of oyster shells


because that’s what they ate,


washed down with stout


the pastrycook assistants,


butcher boys and nursemaids who


lived in these poor rooms


with their grand pretensions


all decked out in miniature,


the piano nobile windows


on the first floor, the laughable


appropriate architraving


for servants and their betters


and yet at night when


I hear certain noises and the cats stare


when the picture of Our Lady


of Guadalupe is transported


by the optical illusion of the Camden Passage


lamp and the eight panes of glass


to hover over the narrow basement stairs


despite all my childhood fantasises


of time travel and poking Henry the Eighth


in his fat sectarian brocade


with my future finger,


I am afraid


I’ll see them:


so small and sickly pre-
penicillin pus-filled


not clean and the smell.


I imagine them like the Irish fairies


low-sized, half-human, queer-looking


with moist green teeth.


I’ve never liked oysters


on the table either


rough and slithery


dirty-looking


and capable of killing you


like some awful nineteenth-century disease


like general paralysis of the insane,


like syphilis.











THE IRISH AIRMAN PARACHUTES TO EARTH


‘For wisdom is the property of the dead,


A something incompatible with life; and power,


Like everything that has the stain of blood,


A property of the living…’


W. B. Yeats, ‘Blood and the Moon’


 


I know that I shall meet my fate


somewhere near the ground.


Perhaps the basement where


I sleep now. I can’t see


the moon there except in June


when it rides so low I put


my two rough gardening hands


on the window frame, peering


out to the left where it appears


between two buildings and I can’t


decide if it’s flashing a signal


or trying to hide.


The cats circle me, in courtly fashion


leaping in and out through


the green curtains onto the sill,


specially softened for them


with pink and grey Mexican blankets.


Their pupils fill with black to allow


more light while the roses glow white


over the crepuscular giant shadows


of the castor oil plant.


I don’t think the cats look at the moon.


I think they just happen to glance


in that general direction.


All they want is to be told –


like my father told his cats


with his rough hand,


the light touch of his crooked fingers on their fur –


that they are not alone,


that they are important,


as for being wise,


it’s hard to be sure.


Even cats are surprised into falling,


fooled by shadows,


blindsided.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
E New & Sclected Poems






OEBPS/images/pub.png





