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                  The valley lies still in the profound green

                  of late summer fullness. Scarcely a breath

                  on the air. Little expectancy. But the spirit

                  holds. There is much trouble in the world

                  but no diminution of hope, though the spring

                  acclamations of birdsong have been falling

                  silent. Quick mid-summer thunderstorms

                  have gone by. I have let the red gate swing

                  open to the demands of noon – in deep

                  shadows of the wood a smallest creature

                  stirs, hesitates; at the wood’s edge, something

                  shifts amongst the grasses, falls still. Upstairs

                  the notebooks lie open, the laptop idles. I

                  pause a while, inhale, turn towards the house. 10
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                  Tonight I remembered – leaning lonesome

                  to the stove, with winds in the whining poplars

               

               
                  and rains splushing loud against the windows –

                  a summer day on Dooega beach, granny

               

               
                  in black, sitting, pensive, on a grey-dark rock

                  and watching as my favourite red ball

               

               
                  went bobboling away on the withdrawing tide –

                  her mind perhaps taken by a well-loved wayward son

               

               
                  lost to ships. There are, far out beyond the breakers,

                  the white-lightning scimitar dives of the gannets

               

               
                  down on their prey and, further out, the unheard

                  labouring of a small trawler; blue sky,

               

               
                  warm sand; long ago, too long for sorrow, so –

                  why this remembering now, why now?
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                  The winds come, knifing in over the árdán;

                  they shiver the whins, make me feel thin amidst them,

                  skinny, exposed, and cold;

                  ‘árdán’, the book says: ‘platform, hillock, mound’. A dog

               

               
                  barks, insistently, somewhere over the fields

                  and a donkey brays in the distance, a huge complaint;

                  camper-vans and caravans go by

                  and there, out beyond the village, the sea,

               

               
                  the abandoned pier and the crusty bones

                  of dried-out kelp. There is nothing new under the wind

                  here where bogland growth lies low,

                  hoarding its dark-blue bilberries, the lilac ling, the stonecrop

               

               
                  and though I am acquainted with these harsh winds, together

                  with the rains, the island’s constancy and currency, now

                  I am shrivelling before them, stunted

                  like bush or tree, little shelter left. I shrug myself

               

               
                  deeper within my greatcoat, knowing old faith grows

                  to a knot of will and doubt, and I – old gentleman –

                  still schlep like a mountain goat that comes

                  clattering down, stone against stone and bone against bone.
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                  The beach at Keel curves away towards the cliffs

                  like a scythe; morning, I am scavenging

               

               
                  on the beach with the gulls, touch pebbles

                  and the broken shells of sea-lives. I choose

               

               
                  a rounded umber-coloured stone and marvel

                  at its guardianship of such millennia the mind

               

               
                  cannot assess. Yet we cherish memories of those

                  whom we have loved, strong essences the dead

               

               
                  bequeath to us. Nor do I stand alone, the mountains

                  rising behind me, the sea stretching to dim horizons.
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                  That day the great

                  naves and archways of the Cathedral Rocks

                  collapsed into the sea;

               

               
                  ledge-nests of the razor-bill and guillemot

                  crumbled to dust; we had expected

                  eternity

               

               
                  from our cliffs and mountains but this was a death,

                  like so many other deaths and so unlike.

                  There were few

               

               
                  witnesses; a man and a woman, braving storm –

                  his lean-against-the-wind, her absolute clutch – declared

                  world’s end. But world moves

               

               
                  in exquisite slow tempo, oceans gnaw

                  and the end is already there, hard packed,

                  in the beginning.

               

               
                  The hooded crows and the daws

                  held to their business, worrying

                  the blanched skulls of sheep; the couple –

               

               
                  his umbrella blown to a tanglement of spokes –

                  gathered stones to shape

                  love-initials across the grassy slope. And we

               

               
                  accepted, in our deepest bones, that this world

                  of rock and boulder

                  may be fragmented as easily

               

               
                  as bread that is broken.
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                  They were always a wonder to me – those

                  grown men in brown habits the shade

                  of algae, bladderwrack, sea dulse; white cinctures

               

               
                  like ropes holding them fast to the shore

                  against the draw of the winds and tides.

                  In the monastery, apart, they circled their Christ

               

               
                  who had circled them for years while the belfry

                  told the incarnation, warning of rocks and shoals.

                  But they were part of the stable shore. Like piers.

               

               
                  So, when the monastery died, the bell fell

                  silent; later, dropped through weakened timbers

                  and thudded onto earth where it stood,

               

               
                  in bronze solidity, a reproach. Beached. Now

                  the caws of crows still jangle in the trees. And the monks

                  have flown, a murmuration of angels, out to sea.
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                  There was snowlight on the winter-hardened ground;

               

               
                  then, on a wind-shattered headland, I spoke your name –

                  Yeshua – you, water-walker;

               

               
                  I stood by the small humps of hungry grass,

                  one white stone for each lost child

                  and nobody on earth to know their names.

               

               
                  Across the harrowed ground of our many wars,

                  there will always be the planting of white crosses;

               

               
                  while I – by-the-wind-sailor John – am facing,

                  perhaps just a cry away, into my final birthing.

               

               
                  ‘To those who have come through,’ the Spirit says,

                  ‘I will give a white stone, their name written secretly upon it’.

               

               
                  The centuries have grown virulent, and the soil weary.

               

               
                  I come to offer poems, petitionary, like prayers,

                  like small white stones

                  placed in rows on the winter-hardened ground.
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                  It was a door opening wide onto the world

                  from the confined systems of our concerns;

               

               
                  a place to dream, among soft, peaty acres,

                  easy to be secretive, as Nicodemus was,

               

               
                  slipping inside the house by night, seeking

                  understanding. To float on a world

               

               
                  brindled with heathers, water-lilies and the dream-coat

                  damselflies with their stained-glass blue twig-bodies;

               

               
                  to find oneself stilled within the great consciousness,

                  hushing a while the bleatings of the heart,

               

               
                  life radiant but disturbing, like the mind of Hopkins

                  in his days in Dublin. Human history here

               

               
                  is the dusk-light dawn-light miasma

                  of passing ghosts, where roots of the old forests

               

               
                  re-emerge from their deaths like mystic caravels,

                  with the dream of erecting a bothy out of scraws

               

               
                  and whin-sticks, of listening to the whispered music

                  of the winds, and of being one with the shriven earth.
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                  Rain falls, the big book says, on the unjust

                  and the just. Under a full moon the back yard

                  is a grainy, black-and-white old movie, fox

                  drifting from bin to compost heap, scraggling

               

               
                  a bone, chewing on rice-glumps, or licking

                  a plastic wrapper clean. Vixen has nowhere

                  to lay her head; I hear her, before dawn, return

                  from scavenging, scratch at her briar-bed;

               

               
                  under rainfall, sounds like hush-hush barking,

                  vixen-heart in its sorrowing. The fine red-gold

                  fur of fox is raw with mange. Once he let those

                  moon-eyes focus on me a moment, with disdain,

               

               
                  eyes all-emptiness, all-seeing. Mortal, like us all,

                  grace-filled, earth-weighted, greedy for being.
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