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  for Ruairī Tomās,




  

    HORATIO: It beckons you to go away with it


  




  As if it some impartment did desire




  To you alone




  

    Only me, old son.
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  The Excuse




  Please hang up. I try again.




  ‘My father’s sudden death has shocked us all’




  Even me, and I’ve just made it up,




  Like the puncture, the cheque in the post,




  Or my realistic cough. As I’m believed,




  I’m off the hook. But something snags and holds.




  

    My people were magicians. Home from school,




    I followed a wire beneath the table to




    A doorbell. I rang it. My father looked up.


  




  Son, when your uncle gets me on the phone


  He won’t let go. I had to rig up something.




  

    Midnight. I pick up and there’s no one there,


  




  No one, invoked, beyond that drone. But if




  I had to rig up something, and I do,




  Let my excuse be this, and this is true:




  I fear for him and grieve him more than any,




  This most deceiving and deceived of men . . .




  Please hang up and try again.




  


     

  




  Not Knowing the Words




  Before he wearied of the task, he sang a nightly Mass




  for the repose of the souls of the faithful departed




  and magicked his blood to bourbon and tears




  over the ring, the lock of hair, the dry pink dentures.




  Was he talking to her? I never learned.




  Walk in, he’d pretend to be humming softly,




  like wind through a window frame.




  

    The last I saw of him alive, he pressed me to his coat.


  




  It stinks in a sack in my attic like a drowned Alsatian.




  It’s his silence. Am I talking to him now, as I get it out




  and pull its damp night down about my shoulders?




  Shall I take up the task, and fill its tweedy skin?




  Do I stand here not knowing the words




  when someone walks in?




  


     

  




  Caliban’s Books




  Hair oil, boiled sweets, chalk dust, squid’s ink . . .




  Bear with me. I’m trying to conjure my father,




  age fourteen, as Caliban – picked by Mr Quinn




  for the role he was born to play because




  ‘I was the handsomest boy at school’




  he’ll say, straight-faced, at fifty.




  This isn’t easy. I’ve only half the spell,




  and I won’t be born for twenty years.




  I’m trying for rainlight on Belfast Lough




  and listening for a small, blunt accent




  barking over the hiss of a stove getting louder like surf.




  But how can I read when the schoolroom’s gone




  black as the hold of a ship? Start again.




  

    Hair oil, boiled sweets . . .




    But his paperbacks are crumbling in my hands,




    seachanged bouquets, each brown page




    scribbled on, underlined, memorized,




    forgotten like used pornography:




    The Pocket Treasury of English Verse,




    How to Win Friends and Influence People,




    Thirty Days To a More Powerful Vocabulary.


  




  Fish stink, pitch stink, seaspray, cedarwood . . .




  I seem to have brought us to the port of Naples,




  midnight, to a shadow below deck




  dreaming of a distant island.




  So many years, so many ports ago!




  The moment comes. It slips from the hold




  and knucklewalks across the dark piazza




  sobbing maestro! maestro! But the duke’s long dead




  and all his magic books are drowned.




  


     

  




  Black Ice and Rain




  Psalms 6.6




  

    

      

        

          

            Can I come in? I saw you slip away.


          


        


      


    


  




  Hors d’oeuvres depress you, don’t they? They do me.




  And cocktails, jokes . . . such dutiful abandon.




  Where the faithful observe immovable feasts




  – boat races, birthdays, marriages, martyrdoms –




  we’re summoned to our lonely ceremonies any time:




  B minor, the mouldiness of an old encyclopedia,




  the tinny sun snapping off the playground swings,




  these are, though we can’t know this, scheduled




  to arrive that minute of the hour, hour of the day,




  day of every year. Again, regular as brickwork,




  comes the time the nurse jots on your chart




  before she pulls the sheet across your face. Just so,




  the past falls open anywhere – even sitting here with you.




  

    Sorry. You remind me of a girl I knew.




    I met her at a party much like this, but younger, louder,




    the bass so fat, the night so sticky you could drown.




    We shouted art at each other over soul




    and cold beer in the crowded kitchen and I, at least,




    was halfway to a kiss when she slipped




    her arm around her friend.
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