

[image: ]













PAUL MULDOON


Maggot  


[image: ]





[image: alt]



















for Dorothy






















Acknowledgments





Acknowledgments are due to the editors of Agenda, Alaska Quarterly Review, American Scholar, Answering Back (Picador), Arts Show (RTE), Atlantic Monthly, Beckett Circle, Berkeley Poetry Review, The Best American Poetry 2008 (Scribner), The Best of Irish Poetry 2009 (Southword), The Best of Irish Poetry in English 2010 (Southword), Blackbox Manifold, Boule vard Magenta, Captivating Brightness (Ballynahinch), The Clifden Anthology (Clifden Arts), Conduit, Earls Court, Five Points, From the Small Back Room: A Festschrift for Ciaran Carson (Netherlea), Guardian, Harper’s Magazine, Little Star, Love Poet, Carpenter: Michael Longley at Seventy (Enitharmon), Manchester Review, Margie, McSweeney’s, Mimesis, The Museum as Muse (Princeton University Art Museum), New Republic, New Yorker, New York Review of Books, New York Times, PEN America, A Poetic Celebration of the Hudson River (Carcanet), Poetry Daily, Poetry Salzburg Review, Princeton University Library Chronicle, Pushcart Prize XXXIV: Best of the Small Presses, Pushcart Prize XXXV: Best of the Small Presses, Redivider, Round Magazine, Stony Thursday Book, Sugar House Review, That Island Never Found: Essays and Poems for Terence Brown (Four Courts), Times Literary Supplement, TriQuarterly, Vallum, Washington Post, Washington Square Review, World Literature Today and Yellow Nib. A number of poems were published in When the Pie Was Opened (American University of Paris/Sylph Editions, 2008), Plan B (Enitharmon, 2009) and Wayside Shrines (Gallery, 2009).



















Contents







Title Page


Dedication


Acknowledgments




    





Plan B


Geese


More Geese


A Christmas in the Fifties


Sandro Botticelli: The Adoration of the Magi


A Hare at Aldergrove


Moryson’s Fancy


The Fish Ladder


Lateral


Quail


When the Pie Was Opened


The Windshield


François Boucher: Arion on the Dolphin


Maggot


Nope


The Rowboat


My Lord Byron’s Maggot


Lines for the Centenary of the Birth of  Samuel Beckett


Charles Baudelaire: ‘The Albatross’


The Humors of Hakone


Ohrwurm


Love Poem with Pig


@


Lines for the Quatercentenary of the  Voyage of the Halve Maen


Yup


Extraordinary Rendition


The Fling


Balls


A Mayfly


The Watercooler


Loss of Separation: A Companion


A Hummingbird


A Second Hummingbird


The Side Project


The Sod Farm


A Porcupine


Another Porcupine


Capriccio in E minor for Blowfly and Strings


Wayside Shrines




    





About the Author


By the Same Author


Copyright























MAGGOT





























Plan B  







I




On my own head be it if, after the years of elocution and pianoforte,


the idea that I may have veered







away from the straight


and narrow of Brooklyn or Baltimore for a Baltic state







is one at which, all things being equal, I would demur.


A bit like Edward VII cocking his ear







at the mention of Cork. Yet it seems I’ve managed nothing more


than to have fetched up here. 





 






II 




To have fetched up here in Vilna – the linen plaids,


the amber, the orange-cap boletus







like a confession extorted from a birch,


the foot-wide pedestal upon which a prisoner would perch







on one leg in the former KGB headquarters


like a white stork







before tipping into a pool of icy water,


to be reinstated more than once by a guard with a pitchfork.











III




It was with a pitchfork they prodded Topsy, the elephant


that killed her keeper on Coney Island







when he tried to feed her a lit cigarette,


prodded her through Luna Park in her rain-heavy skirt







to where she would surely have been hanged by the neck


had the ASPCA not got themselves into such a lather







and Thomas Edison arrived in the nick


of time to greet the crowd he’d so long hoped to gather.





 





IV




I myself have been trying to gather the dope


from a KGB surveillance tape







on the Chazon Ish, ‘the wisest Jew alive’, a master of the catchall


clause who was known to cudgel







his brains in a room high in a Vilna courtyard


on the etymology of ‘dork’







while proposing that the KGB garotte


might well be a refinement of the Scythian torc.





 





V




The Scythian torc had already been lent a new lease


of life as the copper wire with which Edison would splice







Topsy to more than 6000 volts of alternating current,


though not before he’d prepared the ground







with a boatload of carrots laced with cyanide.


This was 1903. The year in which Edward VII paid







out a copper line from his mustachioed snout


to the electric chair where Edison himself was now belayed.





 





VI




Now a belayed, bloody prisoner they’ve put on the spot


and again and again zapped







is the circus rider on a dappled


croup from which he’s more than once toppled







into the icy water, spilling his guts


about how his grandfather had somehow fetched up in Cork







straight from the Vilna ghetto,


having misheard, it seems, ‘Cork’ for ‘New York’.











VII




For New York was indeed the city in which the floor teetered


at a ball thrown in 1860 in honor of Edward







(then Prince of Wales), the city in which even I may have put


myself above all those trampled underfoot,







given my perfect deportment all those years I’d skim


over the dying and the dead







looking up to me as if I might at any moment succumb


to the book balanced on my head.






























Geese







I




Like suitors whom we once held in exaggeratedly high regard,


these geese have so long been on permanent loan


we take them for granted, knowing they’ll no more run themselves ragged


on the Christmas lawn







than spill their guts at an inaugural.


That our grandfathers dipped geese feet in a mix of tar


and sawdust may seem cruel


till we remember it was meant to save some wear and tear







on the long road to the mart.


I look up to see a dozen geese balk at the hurdle


of finding caraway and fresh coriander







and am tempted to think they’re still weighing the odds of being mired


in our most lackluster of zones against putting a girdle


about the earth with Santa and his reindeer.





 





II




Our ornamental reindeer, while they may not urinate on demand,


are at least anatomically correct.


The geese, however, are offered in atonement


for a delivery system that had creaked







along before skidding to a halt. I look up to count fourteen


when a mere twelve


were on order – six in viridian,


six in blue delf.







The Christmas lawn? That’s to say ‘aerodrome’.


Though they’re still set to hobble from furrow to Bronze Age furrow,


they’re cognizant of the psychological







interpretation of Penelope’s dream


in which a squadron of their kind was given a thorough


trouncing by an eagle.





 





III




The idea being the Odysseus-eagle proves to the geese-suitors


that, when they courted his queen,


they were courting disaster.


A porcelain doll will tell you no amount of cayenne







applied to a wound on a trial basis


can possibly staunch


the flow of blood. Still appearing under their own auspices


as a sky still somewhere turns on its hinge.







I look up as my friend once looked up


to behold his son sleepwalking from rafter to rafter


of the unfinished cabin. The very one. Bartholomew.







I, too, am tempted to whoop


a warning but think better of it, falling in after


yet another goose with its standard-issue, chin-strapped pith helmet.






























More Geese









Now the sweep of the wing of a goose that had broken a child’s arm


with a flying tackle


on the next-but-one farm


was cut short as the Romans had planned to cut the cackle







of the geese on the Capitoline Hill


and utilized by the slattern


turned spick-and-span housewife to dust her sill.


They must be sacred still to some deity, these geese in a holding pattern







over the same pharmaceutical company’s front lawn


on which their ancestors were staked


till their calls,







we hear, had drawn


down more geese flying north, must ache still as their ancestors ached


for the chance to fend off a night attack by the Gauls.






























A Christmas in the Fifties


for Richard Wilbur









It was Charles Barrett in his Wild Life of Australia and New Guinea


who inspired her devotion to Pelorus Jack, the pilot dolphin of Cook Strait,


The Infant Jesus now having been airlifted in a canister


to supply the rank and file


in heathen Indochina, my mother in turn offering me the skinny


on how our eternal reward would be commensurate


with the trials of this vale of tears in which even Roger Bannister


was doomed to rerun the four-minute mile


against not only a river that disembogues


into a gulf of which it could hitherto merely have dreamt


but also the crew of SS Penguin, one of those assorted rogues


having made an assassination attempt


on Pelorus Jack himself, after which the dolphin would give a wide berth


to the Penguin alone of all the ships of earth.






























Sandro Botticelli:


The Adoration of the Magi







GOLD




A sky of china clay in which something very like a star


flared as over Bethlehem


and where the Star


of the Sea herself was obscured by a plume







of ox breath. Christmas Eve. My mother boiling onions for sage


and onion stuffing. The tinsel


bought in Omagh from an Eastern sage
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