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  The flowers of the forest they ask it of me,




  How many strawberries grow in the salt sea?




  And I answered to them with a tear in my eye,




  How many dark ships sail the forest?
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  NEW GRAVITY




  Treading through the half-light of ivy




  and headstone, I see you in the distance




  as I’m telling our daughter




  about this place, this whole business:




  a sister about to be born,




  how a life’s new gravity suspends in water.




  Under the oak, the fallen leaves




  are pieces of the tree’s jigsaw;




  by your father’s grave you are pressing acorns




  into the shadows to seed.




  





  THREE WAYS OF LOOKING AT GOD




  1.




  A claustrophobia of sand and stone: a walled heat.




  The light bleaches and curves like a blade, isolates




  the chirr of crickets, seed-pods detonating,




  the valley waiting in a film of flame.




  A bird finds an open channel in the air




  and follows it without exertion to the branch.




  2.




  The sky is slashed like a sail. Night folds




  over the shears, the dye, the docked tails.




  We listen to the rumours of the valley:




  goats’ voices, gear-changes, the stirring of dogs.




  In the green light, lambs with rouged cheeks




  skitter from their first communion, calling for home.




  3.




  Lightning flexes: a man chalked on a board, reeling,




  exact, elementary, flawed; at each kick, birds flinch




  and scatter from the white lawn.




  The long trees bend to the grain of the gale,




  streaming the dark valley like riverweed.




  All night: thunder, torn leaves; a sheathing of wings.




  





  ADVENT IN CO. FERMANAGH




  Two chemists in one village,




  side by side,




  ours and theirs;




  both specialise in cattle cures.




  The greengrocer, meanwhile,




  doubles as undertaker;




  his potatoes




  always hard and white,




  beautifully laid out.




  The town is bottle-shaped




  and dressed for Christmas




  in a morse code of coloured lights,




  marginal snow




  in crescents at the windows,




  and on the sill,




  in the holly’s gloss




  of red and starred green,




  illuminating angels.




  Leaning men on corners watch




  the circumspect, the continent,




  linking their way to church.




  Then the mid-day angelus




  opens the doors in the street




  like organ stops,




  for the pinched and raddled




  in their penitential suits




  pulling children out of doorways:




  strings of hankies from a sleeve.




  No one watches the soldiers




  walking backwards on patrol:




  the cellophane crackle of radios,




  the call and answer




  as they stroll, each cradling




  a weapon like a newborn.




  Stooped under hangovers,




  the pasty supplicants




  file towards the priest




  to say ‘Aaah’ for atonement,




  and shuffle out, cowed,




  in a cold sweat,




  His Body




  tucked behind the teeth.




  Doors disclose them,




  scribbling down the hill




  for rashers and egg




  and wheaten bread;




  Guinness and Black Bush:




  gifts for the back room




  with the curtains pulled.




  Sunlight glints




  like mica schist on granite




  on the huddled homes




  as the rain comes casting down.




  Stone circles of sheep




  in the drowned field




  watch helicopters come




  dreaming over hedges:




  horse-flies the size of houses,




  great machines




  for opening the air,




  and shaking it shut.




  Leaving an absence, a silence,




  and a hatch of light




  which discovers a door.




  The town drunk emerges




  gingerly from the bar,




  amazed by the familiar;




  patting his pockets,




  blinking like Lazarus.




  





  STATIC




  The storm shakes out its sheets




  against the darkening window:




  the glass flinches under thrown hail.




  Unhinged, the television slips its hold,




  streams into black and white




  then silence, as the lines go down.




  Her postcards stir on the shelf, tip over;




  the lights of Calais trip out one by one.




  He cannot tell her




  how the geese scull back at twilight,




  how the lighthouse walks its beam




  across the trenches of the sea.




  He cannot tell her how the open night




  swings like a door without her,




  how he is the lock




  and she is the key.




  





  SHEELA-NA-GIG




  He has reached her island by stones




  pegged in swollen water,




  through rain that has fallen for days.




  He touches the welling mouth, the split stone;




  she shows him the opening folds




  where rainwater troubles and turns.




  The rain slows, and stops; light deepens




  at the lid of the lake, the water creased




  by the head of an otter, body of a bird.




  





  THE FLAYING OF MARSYAS




  after Ovid




  I.




  A bright clearing. Sun among the leaves,




  sifting down to dapple the soft ground, and rest




  a gilded bar against the muted flanks of trees.




  In the flittering green light the glade




  listens in and breathes.




  A wooden pail; some pegs, a coil of wire;




  a bundle of steel flensing knives.




  Spreadeagled between two pines,




  hooked at each hoof to the higher branches,




  tied to the root by his hands, flagged




  as his own white cross,




  the satyr Marsyas hangs.




  Three stand as honour guard:




  two apprentices, one butcher.




  II.




  Let’s have a look at you, then.




  Bit scrawny for a satyr,




  all skin and whipcord, is it?




  Soon find out.




  So, think you can turn up with your stag-bones




  and out-play Lord Apollo?




  This’ll learn you. Fleece the fucker.




  Sternum to groin.




  Tickle does it? Fucking bastard,




  coming down here with your dirty ways . . .




  Armpit to wrist, both sides.




  Chasing our women . . .




  Fine cuts round hoof and hand and neck.




  Can’t even speak the language proper.




  Transverse from umbilicus to iliac crest,




  half-circling the waist.




  Jesus. You fucking stink, you do.




  Hock to groin, groin to hock.




  That’s your inside leg done:




  no more rutting for you, cunt.




  Now. One of you on each side.




  Blade along the bone, find the tendon,




  nick it and peel, nice and slow.




  A bit of shirt-lifting, now, to purge him,




  pull his wool over his eyes




  and show him Lord Apollo’s rapture;




  pelt on one tree, him on another:




  the inner man revealed.




  III.




  Red Marsyas. Marsyas écorché,




  splayed, shucked of his skin




  in a tug and rift of tissue;




  his birthday suit sloughed




  the way a sodden overcoat is eased




  off the shoulders and dumped.




  All memories of a carnal life




  lifted like a bad tattoo,




  live bark from the vascular tree:




  raw Marsyas unsheathed.




  Or dragged from his own wreckage,




  dressed in red ropes




  that plait and twine his trunk




  and limbs into true definition,




  he assumes the flexed pose of the hero:




  the straps and buckles of ligament




  glisten and tick on the sculpture




  of Marsyas, muscle-man.




  Mr Universe displays the map of his body:




  the bulbs of high ground carved




  by the curve of gully and canal,




  the tributaries tight as ivy or the livid vine,




  and everywhere, the purling flux of blood




  in the land and the swirl of it flooding away.




  Or this: the shambles of Marsyas.




  The dark chest meat marbled with yellow fat,




  his heart like an animal breathing




  in its milky envelope,




  the viscera a well-packed suitcase




  of chitterlings, palpitating tripe.




  A man dismantled, a tatterdemalion




  torn to steak and rind,




  a disappointing pentimento




  or the toy that can’t be re-assembled




  by the boy Apollo, raptor, vivisector.




  The sail of stretched skin thrills and snaps




  in the same breeze that makes his nerves




  fire, his bare lungs scream.




  Stripped of himself and from his twin:




  the stiffening scab and the sticky wound.




  Marsyas the martyr, a god’s fetish,




  hangs from the tree like bad fruit.




  





  ABERDEEN




  The grey sea turns in its sleep




  disturbing seagulls from the green rock.




  We watched the long collapse, the black drop




  and frothing of the toppled wave; looked out




  on the dark that goes to Norway.




  We lay all night in an open boat, that rocked




  by the harbour wall – listening to the tyres creak




  at the stone quay, trying to keep time –




  till the night-fishers came in their arc, their lap




  of light: the fat slap of waves, the water’s




  sway, the water mullioned with light.




  The sifting rain, italic rain; the smirr




  that drifted down for days; the sleet.




  Your hair full of hail, as if sewn there.




  In the damp sheets we left each other sea-gifts,




  watermarks: long lost now in all these years




  of the rip-tide’s swell and trawl.




  All night the feeding storm banked up




  the streets and houses. In the morning




  the sky was yellow, the frost ringing.




  The grey sea turns in its sleep




  disturbing seagulls from the green rock.




  





  PIBROCH




  Foam in the sand-lap of the north-sea water




  fizzles out – leaves the beach mouthing –




  the flecks of the last kiss




  kissed away by the next wave, rushing;




  each shearing over its own sea-valve




  as it turns with a shock into sound.




  And how I long now for the pibroch,




  pibroch long and slow, lamenting all this:




  all this longing for the right wave,




  for the special wave that toils




  behind the pilot but can never find a home –




  find my edge to crash against,




  my darkness for its darknesses




  my hands amongst its foam.




  





  FIREWORKS




  ‘In the greatness of the flame he gave up the ghost’




  Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, XI




  The poplars are emptied at dusk




  like blown matches. A gust frees




  and scatters the leaves in their last blaze:




  the bronze husks catch and cartwheel




  round and down the street to the park




  in the smoke of a dark autumn,




  from the thin, extinguished trees.




  In the small lake, what had once been water




  now was seamed with smoke,




  marbled and macular,




  dim and deep as wax,




  with each stick and twig like a spilled wick




  in the dulling hollow of the sconce:




  metamorphosis in the cancelled pond.




  By midnight the ice was dished, percussive,




  blue-black under a bone moon.




  Skipping stones on its steel deck




  gave the sound of thrown springs,




  railway lines, or fence-wire, singing.




  I had scored a tracery of leaving, a map engraved,




  a thrilling in the air.




  After the park, the garden,




  and the bright litter of the night’s display:




  a stubble of burnt-out cones and candles,




  cold star-shells, burst and charred,




  a catherine wheel fused to the bark;




  scorched bottles, tapers; smoke, hanging;




  the softening box on its bed of ash.




  Hands cupped around a match’s flame:




  the blue twist of smoke. Petrol




  is the fifth element: opening




  a door in the night I can leave through.




  Across the city, a scratch of light




  disappears. I hear its stick




  clattering in the trees.




  





  JACK-IN-THE-GREEN




  Grinning soldiers




  patrolling the border with biscuits,




  tricked out in a motley of green and grey,




  sooty faces, and leaves




  where their hair should have been.




  We came across one in the garden,




  crouching: the Green Man abroad,




  a compost of flesh and grass and metal,




  haunched like a dog caught




  shivering at its stool.




  





  HANDS OF A FARMER IN CO. TYRONE




  He wore fish-gutter’s gloves to pick brambles:




  scoured leather, without fingertips,




  so his fist could find the insides of the bush




  and open around the soft black heart,




  for the easing of the fruit.




  He was a thorn in the fenced garden:




  his hand at the command wire




  paying out the line from culvert to sheugh.




  They were on his land,




  so he pulled the road up by the root.




  





  MOVING HOUSE
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