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PREFACE


ACKNOWLEDGED AS A site of pilgrimage from antiquity, the Caiplie Caves, on the coast of Scotland’s East Neuk of Fife, are most consistently associated with the hermit Ethernan. The village and church of Kilrenny, which means “church of Ethernan,” are not far away, overlooking the sea. But despite the distribution of Ethernan’s name on carved stones and in dedications, where he appears in the accounts he is often sketched only briefly, in passing. Upon returning from study in Ireland, he may have become the first bishop of Rathin in Buchan. Sometimes conflated with Adrian of May, murdered with his fellow monks during a Viking raid on May Island in 875, Ethernan is also supposed to have been the “Itarnan” who “died amongst the Picts” in 669, as entered in the Annals of Ulster. Though some sources imagine him travelling the Great Glen from Iona to Fife in the 640s, or the popular route from Iona east towards Lindisfarne, his link with Iona cannot be confirmed. A number suggest he was an Irish missionary to Scotland who withdrew to the Caves in the mid-7th century in order to decide whether to commit to a hermit’s solitude or establish a priory on May Island. This choice, between life as a “contemplative” or as an “active,” was not an unusual one to take up among his cohort.


Inconsistencies are not surprising. What is surprising is Ethernan’s poverty of supernatural accomplishments. Fantastic tales of early medieval saints, hermits and martyrs in Britain — their feats of strength, endurance, and clairvoyance, their animal associates, meteorological interventions, and divinely assisted acts of revenge — are enthusiastic and plentiful. Ethernan, meanwhile, is said to have survived for a very long time on bread and water.


Ethernan’s story still wanders outside the archive, resists a final resting place in the ever-expanding facility of the past. And neither are the Caves the past. As John Berger writes, “The past is not for living in,” and the Caves — known locally as the Coves — are very much lived in. Unlike Fillan’s Cave in Pittenweem, no interpretive or preservational infrastructure attends them; there is no key to be acquired at a nearby café. Nor is there even a commemorative plaque, such as the one marking Constantine’s Cave north on the Coastal Path below the Balcomie Links golf club. People still build fires in the caves at Caiplie, drink, and camp there. Alongside crosses carved over centuries, they record their own symbols and advice, political statements, declarations of uncertainty and love.







   

It is reason and wisdom which take away cares, not places affording wide views over the sea.


— Horace, Epistles I, vi, 25–26







 


 


 


in this foggy, dispute-ridden landscape


thus begins my apprenticeship to cowardice


no leeks sprang where I walked


no stags bore beams for my house


neither am I that type of acute person who leads others into battle


or inspires love


all creatures are in exile, says Augustine, but my defeats feel more literal


and fault-based


will my fulfilment be the fulfilment of an error?


an error at the foundation of my life, an error burning in its stove


and this fear to which, as to a bureaucracy


I am repeatedly referred


it is a weak place to meet oneself


grassed roof, dirt for a bed


I don’t need to tell you what I thought






   

I









   

THE NORTH


Where should we find consolation,


dwelling in the north? Amid the stunted


desperate plant life clinging


to its edges, thriving on atmospheric


vengeance or neglect? Of two moods,


fragile and invasive, it gazes out to sea


as its character bends inland.


And why defend our poignant attempts


at agriculture, the gall


of our entrepreneurs? The defining


mid-winter pageants performed


in a somnolent rage? The leisure class


commends the virtues of hard work


above all else, and we labour under


frost-cramped statutes, the black


letters of legislation, in hog-reek


and land-driven slag, middle-aged


from birth and, given our devotion


to slandering this place, illogically


xenophobic. We could as soon move


south as rise above it. Are sympathies


inseparable from what one does


to stay alive? What is a self


but that which fights the cold?







   

SAUCHOPE LINKS CARAVAN PARK


Gulls up at dawn with swords and shields,


if dawn only in low season, in the week


we can afford. My love, who negotiated with a Silk Cut


in his wheel hand the unfamiliar roundabout


to the A915 at Kirkcaldy, sweeps droppings


from the paved deck like an owner, with his whole heart.


He grew old not thinking about himself.


So it follows our vacation home is not ours, but let


by the company on certain conditions, for certain uses


pertaining to a quiet enjoyment of sea views


beyond the lower lots, signed-for with the understanding


our initiative shall likewise be applied


at the company’s discretion.


The dogs we don’t have must be leashed, our wireless


fee charged daily. Here is the rent reminding


tenants they don’t own, interest confirming


for the borrower to whom the principal belongs.


Here is the insurance to tell us we’re not


safe, and here is the loophole which allows it


to not pay. The week he’s scraped together is now his.


My old man, who raises his spirit like a lamp,


collects Stella cans tossed from the raceway


down the hill overwritten with gorse and cow parsley;


and who, discovering the bulb beside the door


burnt out, will, cursing happily, replace it with the spare


I laughed at him for stowing in the glove box.







   

CRAIL AUTUMN


In a stone village on a stone coast


I tried to convince the storage heaters


to take our relationship to the next level,


spend some of what they’d put away


on me, the rented flat, its walls


three feet thick, stone, and 200 years


older than Canada. What I was


doing there was not to be confused


with doing something. But neither was it


nothing, exactly, and felt necessary,


though hardly a necessity, and so settled


the soot of the subjective over


everything. Objects of my attention


made more of me. The sedimentary shore


broke, like the day, into simple shapes,


which are the most difficult


to explain. In daylight I’d walk, unless


it rained, then hit the Co-op at 4,


before the working people. Suppers were


less simple than negligent, and under


the duvet I’d ruined with ink, the evening’s
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