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Line,




you were drawn in the voice of my mother;


not past Breslin’s, don’t step over.


Saturday border, breach in the slabs,


creep to the right, Line,


sidelong, crab,


cut up the tarmac, sunder the flowers,


drop like an anchor,


land in The Moor as a stringball


ravelling under the traffic,


up, you’re the guttering scaling McCafferty’s,


maze through the slating,


dive from sight and down into history, Line,


take flight in the chase of the fences,


leap the streets


where lines will meet you, race you, lead


you into the criss-crossed heart of the city


of lines for the glory, lines for the pity.







Break




Soldier boy, dark and tall, sat for a rest


on Crumlish’s wall. Come on over.


Look at my Miraculous Medal.


Let me punch your bulletproof vest. Go on, try.


The gun on your knees is blackened metal.


Here’s the place where the bullets sleep.


Here’s the catch and here’s the trigger.


Let me look through the eye.


Soldier, you sent me for cigs but a woman


came back and threw the money in your face.


I watched you backtrack, alter, cover


your range of vision, shoulder to shoulder.







Itch




I believe that Jesus lives


deep in the ditch of my mother’s ear,


an unreachable itch that never leaves.


And I believe when Jesus breathes


a million microscopic hairs


lean in the breeze like sapling trees.


Things I begin to tell her,


I believe sometimes she cannot hear


for the whispering like wishes


of Jesus softly breathing there.







Lines


for PB




I have given birth to a see-through child.


In the midwife’s cloth its skin cools


and sets to a delicate shell, not quite


opaque but vague like frosted glass.


Closer, I see the insides press


like noses smudged on windows,


and a web of a million arteries


bleached with a terrible absence of blood.


I don’t know what to do with it.


I am trying to get back to my mother.


But the cab driver drops it as I try to pay


and all I can do is stand here and stare


at my broken baby, spilt across the kerb –


when my sister springs from a hopscotch game,


skipping towards me, laughing. Calm down,


she says, It all fits back together, look. See?







The Pieces




Transit van, fireguard, canvas,


standard lamp, a wintered lake,


art room, lips, a baby bath,


two hands, a knife, a wedding cake,


pavement, sandals, banister,


champagne, rucksack, bus stop, ear,


sunset, ceiling, knee sock, corner,


forehead, skyline, sofa, car,


Santa Claus, cartoon, carnations,


Easter egg, Communion veil,


ocean, windows, LPs, onions,


waving painted fingernails,


breast, a mattress, transit van,


witch’s cat, a threshold, ash,


eyebrow, paintbrush, bed sheet, snow-man,


foot, balloon, a black moustache,


forearm, ribbons, dinner plates,


turpentine, baptismal font,


cashpoint, paper party hats,


pumpkin, yellow plastic phone,


ambulance, red-brick houses,


pinafore, the Isle of Skye,


sand, a priest, a pair of glasses,


swimsuit, tinsel, altar, thigh.







Phone




Though we’ve come to hate this line


we call; stuck evenings when we’ve dried


the well of talk, we bide the time


in small long-distance silences


and lend ourselves as audience


to voices washed from tense to tense


across the middle air.


So, often, more than I can bear,


missing you brings this desire


at least to hear and to be heard


and then, there’s something to be said


for this. For this becomes a web,


becomes a hair, a strength, a thread,


a tightrope between us, in all fairness,


you in my hereness, me in your thereness.







Woman & Turkey




I needed a drink before handling it,


the clammy skin, thin and raw.


I remembered touching a dead bishop once;


Sign of the Cross, shivers.


Its feet, ditched in the sink, reached


like withered hands appealing.


The crack of its bones chilled my own.


I sank another, severed the neck.


The membranous eyes were unsettling,


the shrunken head bereft on the block,


the clutch and the squelch as innards slopped out –


gizzard, heart, lungs.


I finished the bottle to see it through


and caught the scene in the night behind glass,


a corpse like a glove to my wrist.


I am sick to the stomach of Christmas.


It’s hazy then until Boxing Day,


a shock of light across the room.


I wake to blood trapped under my nails,


to the delicate snap of a wishbone.







Form




For some time I have been starving myself,


and not in the interest of fashion,


but because it is something to do


and I do it well.


I’m writing this as my only witness


has been the glass on the wall.


Someone must know what I’ve done


and there’s no one to tell.


Commitment is the main thing. After this,


the emptiness, the hunger isn’t a sacrifice


but a tool. I found I was gifted, good.


And full of my vocation, sat or stood


at the mirror just watching my work


take shape, conform to my critical eye.


Or would lie, supine, stomach shrinking,


contracting, perfecting its concave line.


Each day gave a little more: depth to the shallows


of the temples, definition to the cheek,


contrast to the clavicle, the ankle bone, the rib,


the raised X-ray perception of my feet.


But one night I dressed and went for a walk


and felt a latent contamination of eyes


from windows and cars. I’d been feeling


strange, somehow encased, the hollow rush


of my own breath like tides in the shell


of my own head. A woman passed


and I saw myself in her glance,


her expression blank as a future.


The next day I woke to double vision,


everything suddenly terribly clear, only twinned.


My hearing, too, was distracted.


I sipped some water and retched.


My speech, when I test it, has stretched


to a distant slur like a voice from behind a door.


I would think I was losing my mind


if it wasn’t behind all this from the start.


Tonight there’s an almost imperceptible buzzing


in my bones, like the sound of electric razors,


a lawn-mower several gardens down.


I worry that they’re crumbling


under my skin, dissolving like aspirin.


I worry that my bones are caving in.


When I sit my joints begin to set.


I try to stand and I’m hit by a shift in gravity,


the point where an aircraft lifts and enters flight.


And I think my sight is burning out.


I think it is losing its pupil heart.


Objects are calmly vacating their outlines,


colours slowly absorbing the dark.


In my dream the shovels uncover a hare,


preserved in its form, its self-shaped lair,


and I’m travelling in. There is no going back.
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