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  Audiology




  I hear an elevator sweating in New Orleans,




  Water folding black on black in tanks deep under Carthage,




  Unfracked oil in Lancashire




  And what you’re thinking. It’s the truth –




  There goes your silent count to ten, the held breath




  Of forbearance, all the language not yet spoken




  Or unspeakable, the dark side of the page.




  But this is not about you. I can hear




  The sea drawn back from Honshu,




  Hookers in the holding pen, and logorrhoea




  In the dreaded Quiet Coach,




  The firestorm of random signs




  On market indices, the bull, the bear,




  The sound of one hand clapping and the failure of the rains,




  The crackle of the dried-out stars,




  Stars being born, anomalies and either/or,




  The soundtrack of creation in an unrecorded vowel,




  The latest that might be the last, the leading edge




  Of all that is the case or is not there.




  ‘The contradictions cover such a range.’




  And I’m told that soon it will be easier




  To balance out the love-cry and the howl,




  To wear an aid and act my age, to hear the world




  Behind this world and not to crave amnesia.




  





  Always




  After Ruth Stone, ‘Train Ride’




  The morning lasts forever. It does not.




  The teller in the high white room




  Beside the silent harbour loathes




  His ledgers and his counterfoils




  But adds and checks and enters, does




  What he is here to do. He knows the rules.




  The sunlight floods a rubbled alleyway.




  Venetians, Turks and all the rest




  Are dead and gone, likewise their gold.




  The enemy has sailed away,




  Gone south, gone west,




  But no one living has been told.




  The morning is eternal. It is not.




  For now is noon, the sun too hot




  For thinking or for loving,




  The noonday girl’s asleep, her bitter breath




  Distressing to the bitter clerk who lies




  Beside her in the sunstruck heat, his cock




  Shrunk back in white surrender.




  Slowly in the blazing bay,




  The ferry turns, is leaving.




  The bank is opening again. The clock




  Repeats that this is always, always,




  That you are not here to wonder.




  The hills grow pale. The sea’s dim haze




  Means time has passed invisibly again.




  The widow in her blinding black




  Comes up the street with bread and oil




  And speaks to no one, and the surf




  Returns, returns along the shore,




  Still seeking the perfection of its form,




  A girl not quite a girl, who frets through




  Every finical frou-frou adjustment: or




  Like this, perhaps, or this, or this,




  Her breath still bitter in the kiss.




  A sailor would know how to name that star,




  The first of evening, hanging in the square.




  Lock up the money and the bonds,




  Remembering to wash your hands,




  And let the world become anonymous.




  In this day there are all the days.




  





  Immortals




  The Lodge, near Aviemore




  At five the day begins a slow withdrawal




  From the mountain valley and the silver roar




  Of all its urgent streams. As dark comes on,




  The sky and the snow in the forest




  Are not grey but gray, American gray,




  Like inbred Appalachian riflemen




  Left lying where they fell along the Bloody Brook.




  Up at the lodge, it is too late for us.




  We linger in the library over tea




  Beneath the photographs of OTCs




  And smoke-shadowed portraits of womenfolk,




  Shrivelled and crazed since they joined the firm.




  All they have left are the hooks on their backs,




  But we’re the ones who are invisible.




  For this is home to a confederacy. Their dead




  Will not lie down, not even for the afternoon.




  They have to own the air along the corridors,




  And in the dining-hall beneath the snow-gray dome




  And even outside on the snow-covered terrace




  Where wrought-iron tables and chairs provide




  Both audience and cast for a Chekhovian promenade.




  – Grandmother, when shall we see Edinburgh again?




  – Not in my lifetime, child, and I shall never die,




  Not while the world affords me lace and bombazine.




  There is no other world but ours, and those




  Unlike ourselves are only servants in disguise.




  Slaves and cotton, sugar and rum,




  Turn the globe till Kingdom Come.




  





  Another Country




  ‘Get there if you can’




  Auden




  Scattered comrades, now remember: someone stole the staffroom tin




  Where we collected for the miners, for the strike they couldn’t win,




  Someone stole a tenner, tops, and then went smirkingly away.




  Whoever did it, we have wished you thirsty evil to this day:




  You stand for everything there was to loathe about the South –




  The avarice, the snobbery, the ever-sneering mouth,




  The lack of solidarity with any cause but me,




  The certainty that what you were was what the world should be.




  The North? Another country. No one you knew ever went.




  (Betteshanger, Snowdown, Tilmanstone: where were they? In Kent.)




  ‘People’ tell us nowadays these views are terribly unfair,




  But these forgiving ‘people’ aren’t the ‘people’ who were there.




  Meanwhile your greying children smile and shrug: That’s history.




  So what’s the point of these laments for how things used to be?




  Whenever someone sagely says it’s time to draw a line,




  We may infer that they’ve extracted all the silver from the mine.




  Where all year long the battle raged, there’s ‘landscape’ and a plaque,

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Sean O’Brien

The Beautiful
Librarians

PICADOR





