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            The Companions of Colmcille

         

         
            
               If I never go home it is because

               the tides, I have noticed, flow in one direction

               only. With Viking anger the North Sea

               snapped at my heels on the foreshore as I

               marvelled at its circling, patterned collapse,

               the golden spiral in my Euclid turning

               before my eyes. When the Covenanter

               who led me arrived at the city gates

               he would not pay the king’s penny

               to cross the bridge but stood transfixed

               by those swithering waters. The road was closed,

               he told me, we would have to go back.

               I saw the long-beaked oystercatchers gazing

               down from their nests along the flat roofs

               and knew this for the place where Devenick,

               Ternan and Drostan had passed before me, drawn

               ever further north and east. I swore an oath

               at the mercat cross to a man who answered

               to the Earl of Montrose, and a prayer-book

               was placed in my hand. Much later, when

               the peace was won, bodies decently buried

               were exhumed and despoiled, marking

               an end to it all. I attempted to read the psalms

               in the vernacular, but did not know

               what language that was. If you throw out a hand

               in the dark of the chapel a door to the bell-tower

               will be there, and a view from above that promised

               once, not now, to make everything clear.
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               Or: the hired box down a lane. You

               could walk to the airport for coffee

               or wait for the new conference centre

               that duly, out of nowhere, arrived –

               that or the pub on the hill lit

               like an abattoir. I’d come back from work

               to find you in the ruined cottage next door

               stepping out of/into the pages of Sunset Song,

               the Scots words seeding on your tongue

               with every turn of the harrow in

               the neighbouring field. The deer

               came to our window and the siskins

               came through the cat flap – bite-sized

               portions of wilderness here at the city’s edge.

               Of an evening we sat on alphabetized

               book boxes, our steerage fellow travellers,

               never unpacked as long as we stayed.

               To use the phone you had to stand on a table

               in the corner, reaching absurdly upwards.

               Children, here we first knocked

               on your door, with no reply. The grass

               grew over our ankles and we fled

               to the country in time for the summer, west

               and north where the mountains have girls’ names,

               where the harvest comes late and heavy.
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               1

               Baby of mine descending

               from the nurse’s arms

               into your mother’s like

               a heron approaching its nest

               2

               and unpacking its legs

               baby born to a creeping

               autumn hungry for dark

               you kick your heels in the gap

               3

               of light where dawn and dusk

               rub backs in the trough

               of winter and son of mine

               silently mouth your name

               4

               with fluttering tongue

               after so long in the pulsing

               tunnel all walls

               are theatre curtains parting

               5

               between one breast and the next

               you defy with a fallen-

               limp fist the single

               bedroom that is the world

               6

               and here is the tree whose shadow

               passing over the bed

               will trace like a blind man’s

               hand your features and here

               7

               a single tear of milk

               lining your cheek until

               when I look away it is

               only to reenter

               8

               the moment from the echoing

               shell of its promise and will

               it stay now you child are

               the lamp and you are the genie

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Go Down Easy

         

         
            
               Too long I

               waited for

               the name of

               the flower

               I did not

               know to show

               itself at first

               light & now

               though nights

               are days &

               days are nights

               I wake to us

               a room with

               you in it

               companionable

               form our spoon-

               faced dollop

               served up hot

               I feel our

               breath re-

               circulate from

               mouth to mouth

               as the morning

               digger in the

               back field paws

               at the moon

               but the moon is

               yours and the

               mirror laughs

               before you do

               so let me sing

               the things you bring

               your mother’s

               face swum

               into the light

               while a frisky

               ghost cat’s

               tail brushes

               your middle

               name & your

               pointed finger

               points at itself
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               Assisted

               first steps on

               the mountain

               
                   

               

               feet brushing it

               sideways like smooth

               jazz drumming

               
                   

               

               carry you never-

               theless to

               the threshold of

               
                   

               

               our grip

               beyond which for

               the moment

               
                   

               

               there is nothing

               you understand

               nothing

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Composition with Farmyard Animals

         

         
            
               
                  

	
                
                              
                              Are you my avatar


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              left and right





	I mentally steer you
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              through the farmyard





	
                
                              
                              raising a dust-cloud


            
                           
                           	from hens on the path



	
                
                              
                              as I amble behind


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              and you my small





	 
            
                           
                           	 



	
                
                              
                              smudge in the sun


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              are my point





	of focalisation
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              asleep beneath a square





	
                
                              
                              of billowing red


            
                           
                           	where the light of morning



	breathes colour
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              the sun brims over





	 
            
                           
                           	 



	
                
                              
                              the daylight moon


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              is small change





	
                
                              
                              and further moon


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              upon moon rises





	
                
                              
                              in your mother’s nails


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              round her coffee mug





	
                
                              
                              use of the imperative


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              tense affirms





	 
            
                           
                           	 



	
                
                              
                              the principle of


            
                           
                           	selection in the visual field



	
                
                              
                              let today’s sky be


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              mauve or cerise





	
                
                              
                              and over the breakfast


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              table find a painting





	Oranges et ananas
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              of the food on your plate





	 
            
                           
                           	 



	
                
                              
                              we shall stroll


            
                           
                           	among farm buildings



	
                
                              
                              and follow the hens


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              through the library





	
                
                              
                              from Ten Little Pirates


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              ours we learn





	is a world with
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              subtraction in it





	 
            
                           
                           	 



	
                
                              
                              and unexpected


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              restoration of all





	
                
                              
                              that was lost


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              the hen blinks





	
                
                              
                              we vanish and reappear


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              that’s not a way





	that’s a way
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              to the pond and here





	 
            
                           
                           	 



	
                
                              
                              we learn too


            
                           
                           	awaiting the paused



	
                
                              
                              angle of her next


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              step to drop





	
                
                              
                              is the hopscotch path


            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              we will take





	to a world of
            
                           
                           	
                
                              
                              tentative absolutes
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