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Digging

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.

Under my window, a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging.

The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft
Against the inside knee was levered firmly.

He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep
To scatter new potatoes that we picked,

Loving their cool hardness in our hands.

By God, the old man could handle a spade.
Just like his old man.

My grandfather cut more turf in a day

Than any other man on Toner’s bog.

Once I carried him milk in a bottle

Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up
To drink it, then fell to right away

Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods

Opver his shoulder, going down and down

For the good turf. Digging.

The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge

Through living roots awaken in my head.

But I've no spade to follow men like them.

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I'll dig with it.
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Blackberry-Picking
for Philip Hobsbaum

Late August, given heavy rain and sun

For a full week, the blackberries would ripen.

At first, just one, a glossy purple clot

Among others, red, green, hard as a knot.

You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet

Like thickened wine: summer’s blood was in it
Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for
Picking. Then red ones inked up and that hunger
Sent us out with milk-cans, pea-tins, jam-pots
Where briars scratched and wet grass bleached our boots.
Round hayfields, cornfields and potato-drills

We trekked and picked until the cans were full,
Until the tinkling bottom had been covered

With green ones, and on top big dark blobs burned
Like a plate of eyes. Our hands were peppered
With thorn pricks, our palms sticky as Bluebeard’s.

We hoarded the fresh berries in the byre.

But when the bath was filled we found a fur,

A rat-grey fungus, glutting on our cache.

The juice was stinking too. Once off the bush

The fruit fermented, the sweet flesh would turn sour.
I always felt like crying. It wasn't fair

That all the lovely canfuls smelt of rot.

Each year I hoped they'd keep, knew they would not.

6 @ SEamuUs HEaNEY

Personal Helicon
for Michael Longley

As a child, they could not keep me from wells
And old pumps with buckets and windlasses.

I loved the dark drop, the trapped sky, the smells
Of waterweed, fungus and dank moss.

One, in a brickyard, with a rotted board top.
I savoured the rich crash when a bucket
Plummeted down at the end of a rope.

So deep you saw no reflection in it.

A shallow one under a dry stone ditch

Fructified like any aquarium.

When you dragged out long roots from the soft mulch
A white face hovered over the bottom.

Others had echoes, gave back your own call
With a clean new music in it. And one

Was scaresome for there, out of ferns and tall
Foxgloves, a rat slapped across my reflection.

Now, to pry into roots, to finger slime,

To stare, big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring
Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme

To see myself, to set the darkness echoing.
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Limbo

Fishermen at Ballyshannon
Netted an infant last night
Along with the salmon.
An illegitimate spawning,

A small one thrown back
To the waters. But I'm sure
As she stood in the shallows
Ducking him tenderly

Till the frozen knobs of her wrists
Were dead as the gravel,

He was a minnow with hooks
Tearing her open.

She waded in under

The sign of the cross.

He was hauled in with the fish.
Now limbo will be

A cold glitter of souls
Through some far briny zone.
Even Christ’s palms, unhealed,
Smart and cannot fish there.

8 ® SEAMUSs HEANEY

North

I returned to a long strand,

the hammered curve of a bay,

and found only the secular

powers of the Atlantic thundering.

I faced the unmagical
invitations of Iceland,

the pathetic colonies

of Greenland, and suddenly

those fabulous raiders,

those lying in Orkney and Dublin
measured against

their long swords rusting,

those in the solid
belly of stone ships,
those hacked and glinting

in the gravel of thawed streams

were ocean-deafened voices
warning me, lifted again

in violence and epiphany.

The longship’s swimming tongue

was buoyant with hindsight—
it said Thor’s hammer swung

to geography and trade,
thick-witted couplings and revenges,

(4 4 2
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the hatreds and behindbacks
of the althing, lies and women,
exhaustions nominated peace,

memory incubating the spilled blood.

It said, ‘Lie down

in the word-hoard, burrow
the coil and gleam

of your furrowed brain.

Compose in darkness.
Expect aurora borealis
in the long foray

but no cascade of light.

Keep your eye clear

as the bleb of the icicle,

trust the feel of what nubbed treasure
your hands have known.’

10 ® SeamuUs HEANEY

Punishment

I can feel the tug

of the halter at the nape
of her neck, the wind
on her naked front.

It blows her nipples

to amber beads,

it shakes the frail rigging
of her ribs.

I can see her drowned

body in the bog,

the weighing stone,

the floating rods and boughs.

Under which at first

she was a barked sapling
that is dug up
oak-bone, brain-firkin:

her shaved head
like a stubble of black corn,
her blindfold a soiled bandage,

her noose a ring

to store

the memories of love.
Little adulteress,

before they punished you

(4 4 2
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you were flaxen-haired,
undernourished, and your
tar-black face was beautiful.
My poor scapegoat,

I almost love you

but would have cast, I know,
the stones of silence.

I am the artful voyeuur

of your brain’s exposed
and darkened combs,
your muscles’ webbing

and all your numbered bones:

I who have stood dumb
when your betraying sisters,
cauled in tar,

wept by the railings,

who would connive

in civilized outrage

yet understand the exact
and tribal, intimate revenge.

12 ® Seamus HEANEY

Strange Fruit

Here is the girl’s head like an exhumed gourd.
Oval-faced, prune-skinned, prune-stones for teeth.
They unswaddled the wet fern of her hair

And made an exhibition of its coil,

Let the air at her leathery beauty.

Pash of tallow, perishable treasure:

Her broken nose is dark as a turf clod,

Her eyeholes blank as pools in the old workings.
Diodorus Siculus confessed

His gradual ease among the likes of this:
Murdered, forgotten, nameless, terrible
Beheaded girl, outstaring axe

And beatification, outstaring

What had begun to feel like reverence.
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A Drink of Water

She came every morning to draw water

Like an old bat staggering up the field:

The pump’s whooping cough, the bucket’s clatter
And slow diminuendo as it filled,

Announced her. T recall

Her gray apron, the pocked white enamel

Of the brimming bucket, and the treble
Creak of her voice like the pump’s handle.
Nights when a full moon lifted past her gable
It fell back through her window and would lie
Into the water set out on the table.

Where I have dipped to drink again, to be
Faithful to the admonishment on her cup,
Remember the Giver, fading off the lip.

14 @ SEAMUS HEANEY

Casualty
I

He would drink by himself
And raise a weathered thumb
Towards the high shelf,
Calling another rum

And blackcurrant, without
Having to raise his voice,
Or order a quick stout

By a lifting of the eyes

And a discreet dumb-show
Of pulling off the top;

At closing time would go
In waders and peaked cap
Into the showery dark,

A dole-kept breadwinner
But a natural for work.

I loved his whole manner,
Sure-footed but too sly,

His deadpan sidling tact,
His fisherman’s quick eye
And turned observant back.

Incomprehensible

To him, my other life.
Sometimes, on the high stool,
Too busy with his knife

At a tobacco plug

And not meeting my eye,

In the pause after a slug

He mentioned poetry.

We would be on our own
And, always politic

And shy of condescension,

I would manage by some trick
To switch the talk to eels

Or lore of the horse and cart

Or the Provisionals. >
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But my tentative art

His turned back watches too:

He was blown to bits

Out drinking in a curfew

Others obeyed, three nights

After they shot dead

The thirteen men in Derry.
PARAS THIRTEEN, the walls said,
BOGSIDE NIL. That Wednesday
Everyone held

His breath and trembled.

II

It was a day of cold

Raw silence, wind-blown
surplice and soutane:
Rained-on, flower-laden
Cofhin after coffin

Seemed to float from the door
Of the packed cathedral

Like blossoms on slow water.
The common funeral
Unrolled its swaddling band,
Lapping, tightening

Till we were braced and bound
Like brothers in a ring.

But he would not be held

At home by his own crowd
Whatever threats were phoned,
Whatever black flags waved.

I see him as he turned

In that bombed offending place,
Remorse fused with terror

In his still knowable face,

His cornered outfaced stare

Blinding in the flash.
(dd 4
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He had gone miles away

For he drank like a fish
Nightly, naturally

Swimming towards the lure
Of warm lit-up places,

The blurred mesh and murmur
Drifting among glasses

In the gregarious smoke.
How culpable was he

That last night when he broke
Our tribe’s complicity?

‘Now, youre supposed to be
An educated man,

I hear him say. ‘Puzzle me
The right answer to that one.’

III

I missed his funeral,

Those quiet walkers

And sideways talkers
Shoaling out of his lane
To the respectable

Purring of the hearse . . .
They move in equal pace
With the habitual

Slow consolation

Of a dawdling engine,

The line lifted, hand

Over fist, cold sunshine
On the water, the land
Banked under fog: that morning
I was taken in his boat,
The screw purling, turning
Indolent fathoms white,

I tasted freedom with him.

(4 4 2
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To get out early, haul The Guttural Muse

Steadily off the bottom,

Dispraise the catch, and smile Late summer, and at midnight

As you find a rhythm I smelt the heat of the day:

Working you, slow mile by mile, At my window over the hotel car park

Into your proper haunt I breathed the muddied night airs off the lake

Somewhere, well out, beyond . . . And watched a young crowd leave the discotheque.
Their voices rose up thick and comforting

Dawn-sniffing revenant, As oily bubbles the feeding tench sent up

Plodder through midnight rain,

That evening at dusk—the slimy tench
Question me again.

Once called the ‘doctor fish’ because his slime

Was said to heal the wounds of fish that touched it.
A girl in a white dress

Was being courted out among the cars:

As her voice swarmed and puddled into laughs

I felt like some old pike all badged with sores

Wanting to swim in touch with soft-mouthed life.
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A Dream of Jealousy

Walking with you and another lady

In wooded parkland, the whispering grass
Ran its fingers through our guessing silence
And the trees opened into a shady
Unexpected clearing where we sat down.

I think the candour of the light dismayed us.
We talked about desire and being jealous,
Our conversation a loose single gown

Or a white picnic tablecloth spread out

Like a book of manners in the wilderness.
‘Show me, I said to our companion, ‘what

I have much coveted, your breast’s mauve star.’
And she consented. O neither these verses

Nor my prudence, love, can heal your wounded stare.

20 ® SEamUs HEANEY

The Harvest Bow

As you plaited the harvest bow

You implicated the mellowed silence in you
In wheat that does not rust

But brightens as it tightens twist by twist
Into a knowable corona,

A throwaway love-knot of straw.

Hands that aged round ashplants and cane sticks
And lapped the spurs on a lifetime of game cocks
Harked to their gift and worked with fine intent
Until your fingers moved somnambulant:

I tell and finger it like braille,

Gleaning the unsaid off the palpable.

And if I spy into its golden loops

I see us walk between the railway slopes

Into an evening of long grass and midges,

Blue smoke straight up, old beds and ploughs in hedges,
An auction notice on an outhouse wall—

You with a harvest bow in your lapel,

Me with the fishing rod, already homesick

For the big lift of these evenings, as your stick
Whacking the tips off weeds and bushes

Beats out of time, and beats, but ushes
Nothing: that original townland

Still tongue-tied in the straw tied by your hand.

The end of art is peace

Could be the motto of this frail device

That I have pinned up on our deal dresser—
Like a drawn snare

Slipped lately by the spirit of the corn

Yet burnished by its passage, and still warm.
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The Underground

There we were in the vaulted tunnel running,
You in your going-away coat speeding ahead
And me, me then like a fleet god gaining
Upon you before you turned to a reed

Or some new white flower japped with crimson
As the coat flapped wild and button after button
Sprang off and fell in a trail

Between the Underground and the Albert Hall.

Honeymooning, moonlighting, late for the Proms,
Our echoes die in that corridor and now

I come as Hansel came on the moonlit stones
Retracing the path back, lifting the buttons

To end up in a draughty lamplit station
After the trains have gone, the wet track
Bared and tensed as I am, all attention

For your step following and damned if I look back.

22 ® SEamMUs HEANEY

Sweeney Redivivus: An Artist

I love the thought of his anger
His obstinacy against the rock, his coercion
of the substance from green apples.

The way he was a dog barking

at the image of himself barking.

And his hatred of his own embrace

of working as the only thing that worked—
the vulgarity of expecting ever

gratitude or admiration, which

would mean a stealing from him.

The way his fortitude held and hardened
because he did what he knew.

His forehead like a hurled boule

travelling unpainted space

behind the apple and behind the mountain.
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From the Frontier of Writing

The tightness and the nilness round that space
when the car stops in the road, the troops inspect
its make and number and, as one bends his face

towards your window, you catch sight of more
on a hill beyond, eyeing with intent
down cradled guns that hold you under cover

and everything is pure interrogation
until a rifle motions and you move
with guarded unconcerned acceleration—

a little emptier, a little spent
as always by that quiver in the self,
subjugated, yes, and obedient.

So you drive on to the frontier of writing
where it happens again. The guns on tripods;
the sergeant with his on-off mike repeating

data about you, waiting for the squawk
of clearance; the marksman training down
out of the sun upon you like a hawk.

And suddenly you're through, arraigned yet freed,
as if youd passed from behind a waterfall
on the black current of a tarmac road

past armor-plated vehicles, out between

the posted soldiers flowing and receding
like tree shadows into the polished windscreen.

24 ® SEAMUS HEANEY

The Wishing Tree

I thought of her as the wishing tree that died
And saw it lifted, root and branch, to heaven,
Trailing a shower of all that had been driven

Need by need by need into its hale
Sap-wood and bark: coin and pin and nail
Came streaming from it like a comet-tail

New-minted and dissolved. I had a vision

Of an airy branch-head rising through damp cloud,
Of turned-up faces where the tree had stood.
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The Disappearing Island

Once we presumed to found ourselves for good
Between its blue hills and those sandless shores
Where we spent our desperate night in prayer and vigil,

Once we had gathered driftwood, made a hearth
And hung our cauldron like a firmament,
The island broke beneath us like a wave.

The land sustaining us seemed to hold firm

Only when we embraced it in extremis.
All T believe that happened there was vision.

26 @ SEAMUS HEANEY

Markings
I

We marked the pitch: four jackets for four goalposts,
That was all. The corners and the squares

Were there like longitude and latitude

Under the bumpy ground, to be

Agreed about or disagreed about

When the time came. And then we picked the teams
And crossed the line our called names drew between us.

Youngsters shouting their heads off in a field

As the light died and they kept on playing
Because by then they were playing in their heads
And the actual kicked ball came to them

Like a dream heaviness, and their own hard
Breathing in the dark and skids on grass
Sounded like effort in another world . . .

It was quick and constant, a game that never need
Be played out. Some limit had been passed,
There was fleetness, furtherance, untiredness

In time that was extra, unforeseen and free.

II

You also loved lines pegged out in the garden,
The spade nicking the first straight edge along
The tight white string. Or string stretched perfectly
To mark the outline of a house foundation,
Pale timber battens set at right angles

For every corner, each freshly sawn new board
Spick and span in the oddly passive grass.

Or the imaginary line straight down

A field of grazing, to be ploughed open

From the rod stuck in one headrig to the rod
Stuck in the other.

(4 4 2
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III

All these things entered you

As if they were both the door and what came through it.

They marked the spot, marked time and held it open.
A mower parted the bronze sea of corn.

A windlass hauled the centre out of water.

Two men with a cross-cut kept it swimming

Into a felled beech backwards and forwards
So that they seemed to row the steady earth.

28 ® SEaMUs HEANEY

Man and Boy
I

‘Catch the old one first,

(My father’s joke was also old, and heavy
And predictable). “Then the young ones
Will all follow, and Bob’s your uncle.’

On slow bright river evenings, the sweet time
Made him afraid we'd take too much for granted
And so our spirits must be lightly checked.

Blessed be down-to-earth! Blessed be highs!
Blessed be the detachment of dumb love

In that broad-backed, low-set man

Who feared debt all his life, but now and then
Could make a splash like the salmon he said was
‘As big as a wee pork pig by the sound of it

II

In earshot of the pool where the salmon jumped
Back through its own unheard concentric soundwaves
A mower leans forever on his scythe.

He has mown himself to the center of the field
And stands in a final perfect ring

Of sunlit stubble.

‘Go and tell your father,” the mower says

(He said it to my father who told me),
‘I have it mowed as clean as a new sixpence.’

(4 4 2
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My father is a barefoot boy with news, Field of Vision
Running at eye-level with weeds and stooks

On the afternoon of his own father’s death. I remember this woman who sat for years
In a wheelchair, looking straight ahead
The open, black half of the half-door waits. Out the window at sycamore trees unleafing
I feel much heat and hurry in the air. And leafing at the far end of the lane.
I feel his legs and quick heels far away. Straight out past the TV in the corner,
The stunted, agitated hawthorn bush,
And strange as my own—when he will piggyback me The same small calves with their backs to wind and rain,
At a great height, light-headed and thin-boned, The same acre of ragwort, the same mountain.
Like a witless elder rescued from the fire. She was steadfast as the big window itself.

Her brow was clear as the chrome bits of the chair.
She never lamented once and she never
Carried a spare ounce of emotional weight.

Face to face with her was an education

Of the sort you got across a well-braced gate—

One of those lean, clean, iron, roadside ones

Between two whitewashed pillars, where you could see

Deeper into the country than you expected

And discovered that the field behind the hedge
Grew more distinctly strange as you kept standing
Focused and drawn in by what barred the way.
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Wheels Within Wheels
I

The first real grip I ever got on things

Was when I learned the art of pedalling

(By hand) a bike turned upside down, and drove
Its back wheel preternaturally fast.

I loved the disappearance of the spokes,

The way the space between the hub and rim
Hummed with transparency. If you threw

A potato into it, the hooped air

Spun mush and drizzle back into your face;

If you touched it with a straw, the straw frittered.

Something about the way those pedal treads
Worked very palpably at first against you
And then began to sweep your hand ahead
Into a new momentum—that all entered me
Like an access of free power, as if belief
Caught up and spun the objects of belief

In an orbit coterminous with longing.
II

But enough was not enough. Who ever saw
The limit in the given anyhow?

In fields beyond our house there was a well
(“The well’ we called it. It was more a hole
With water in it, with small hawthorn trees
On one side, and a muddy, dungy ooze

On the other, all tramped through by cattle).
I loved that too. I loved the turbid smell,
The sump-life of the place like old chain oil.
And there, next thing, I brought my bicycle.

32 ® SEamuUs HEANEY
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I stood its saddle and its handlebars

Into the soft bottom, I touched the tyres

To the water’s surface, then turned the pedals

Until like a mill-wheel pouring at the treadles

(But here reversed and lashing a mare’s tail)

The world-refreshing and immersed back wheel

Spun lace and dirt-suds there before my eyes

And showered me in my own regenerate clays.

For weeks I made a nimbus of old glit.

Then the hub jammed, rims rusted, the chain snapped.

III

Nothing rose to the occasion after that

Until, in a circus ring, drumrolled and spotlit,
Cowgirls wheeled in, each one immaculate
At the still centre of a lariat.

Perpetuum mobile. Sheer pirouette.

Tumblers, Jongleurs. Ring-a-rosies. Stez!
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Fosterling

That heavy greenness fostered by water.
John Montague

At school I loved one picture’s heavy greenness—
Horizons rigged with windmills’ arms and sails.
The millhouses’ still outlines. Their in-placeness
Still more in place when mirrored in canals.

I cant remember not ever having known

The immanent hydraulics of a land

Of glar and glit and floods at dailigone.

My silting hope. My lowlands of the mind.

Heaviness of being. And poetry

Sluggish in the doldrums of what happens.

Me waiting until I was nearly fifty

To credit marvels. Like the tree-clock of tin cans
The tinkers made. So long for air to brighten,
Time to be dazzled and the heart to lighten.

34 @ SEAMUS HEANEY

Mint

It looked like a clump of small dusty nettles
Growing wild at the gable of the house

Beyond where we dumped our refuse and old bottles:
Unverdant ever, almost beneath notice.

But, to be fair, it also spelled promise
And newness in the back yard of our life
As if something callow yet tenacious
Sauntered in green alleys and grew rife.

The snip of scissor blades, the light of Sunday
Mornings when the mint was cut and loved:

My last things will be first things slipping from me.
Yet let all things go free that have survived.

Let the smells of mint go heady and defenceless
Like inmates liberated in that yard.

Like the disregarded ones we turned against
Because we'd failed them by our disregard.
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Two Lorries

It’s raining on black coal and warm wet ashes.
There are tyre-marks in the yard, Agnew’s old lorry
Has all its cribs down and Agnew the coalman
With his Belfast accent’s sweet-talking my mother.
Would she ever go to a film in Magherafelt?

But it’s raining and he still has half the load

To deliver farther on. This time the lode

Our coal came from was silk-black, so the ashes

Will be the silkiest white. The Magherafelt

(Via Toomebridge) bus goes by. The half-stripped lorry
With its emptied, folded coal-bags moves my mother:
The tasty ways of a leather-aproned coalman!

And films no less! The conceit of a coalman . . .

She goes back in and gets out the black lead

And emery paper, this nineteen-forties mother,

All business round her stove, half-wiping ashes
With a backhand from her cheek as the bolted lorry
Gets revved and turned and heads for Magherafelt

And the last delivery. Oh, Magherafelt!

Oh, dream of red plush and a city coalman

As time fastforwards and a different lorry

Groans into shot, up Broad Street, with a payload
That will blow the bus station to dust and ashes . . .
After that happened, I'd a vision of my mother,

(4 4 2
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A revenant on the bench where I would meet her

In that cold-floored waiting room in Magherafelt,
Her shopping bags full up with shovelled ashes.
Death walked out past her like a dust-faced coalman
Refolding body-bags, plying his load

Empty upon empty, in a flurry

Of motes and engine-revs, but which lorry
Was it now? Young Agnew’s or that other,
Heavier, deadlier one, set to explode

In a time beyond her time in Magherafelt . . .
So tally bags and sweet-talk darkness, coalman,
Listen to the rain spit in new ashes

As you heft a load of dust that was Magherafelt,

Then reappear from your lorry as my mother’s
Dreamboat coalman filmed in silk-white ashes.
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Weighing In

The 56 Ib. weight. A solid iron
Unit of negation. Stamped and cast
With an inset, rung-thick, moulded, short crossbar

For a handle. Squared-off and harmless-looking
Until you tried to lift it, then a socket-ripping,
Life-belittling force—

Gravity’s black box, the immovable
Stamp and squat and square-root of dead weight.
Yet balance it

Against another one placed on a weighbridge—
On a well-adjusted, freshly greased weighbridge—

And everything trembled, flowed with give and take.

*

And this is all the good tidings amount to:
The principle of bearing, bearing up
And bearing out, just having to

Balance the intolerable in others
Against our own, having to abide
Whatever we settled for and settled into

Against our better judgement. Passive
Suffering make the world go round.
Peace on earth, men of good will, all that

Holds good only as long as the balance holds,
The scales ride steady and the angel’s strain
Prolongs itself at an unearthly pitch.

*

38 ® SEamMUs HEANEY
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To refuse the other cheek. To cast the stone.
Not to do so some time, not to break with
The obedient on you hurt yourself into

Is to fail the hurt, the self, the ingrown rule.
Prophesy who struck thee! When soldiers mocked
Blindfolded Jesus and he didn’t strike back

They were neither shamed nor edified, although
Something was made manifest—the power
Of power not exercised, of hope inferred

By the powerless forever. Still, for Jesus’ sake,
Do me a favour, would you, just this once?
Prophesy, give scandal, cast the stone.

*

Two sides to every question, yes, yes, yes . . .
But every now and then, just weighing in
Is what it must come down to, and without

Any self-exculpation or self-pity.
Alas, one night when follow-through was called for
And a quick hit would have fairly rankled,

You countered that it was my narrowness
That kept me keen, so got a first submission.

I held back when I should have drawn blood.

And that way (mea culpa) lost an edge.
A deep mistaken chivalry, old friend.
At this stage only foul play cleans the slate.
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St Kevin and the Blackbird

And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird.
The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside
His cell, but the cell is narrow, so

One turned-up palm is out the window, stiff
As a crossbeam, when a blackbird lands
And lays in it and settles down to nest.

Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked
Neat head and claws and, finding himself linked
Into the network of eternal life,

Is moved to pity: now he must hold his hand
Like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks
Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown.

*

And since the whole thing’s imagined anyhow,
Imagine being Kevin. Which is he?
Self-forgetful or in agony all the time

From the neck on out down through his hurting forearms?
Are his fingers sleeping? Does he still feel his knees?
Or has the shut-eyed blank of underearth

Crept up through him? Is there distance in his head?
Alone and mirrored clear in love’s deep river,
“To labour and not to seek reward,” he prays,

A prayer his body makes entirely

For he has forgotten self, forgotten bird
And on the riverbank forgotten the river’s name.
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At the Wellhead

Your songs, when you sing them with your two eyes closed
As you always do, are like a local road

We've known every turn of in the past—

That midge-veiled, high-hedged side-road where you stood
Looking and listening until a car

Would come and go and leave you lonelier

Than you had been to begin with. So, sing on,

Dear shut-eyed one, dear far-voiced veteran,

Sing yourself to where the singing comes from,

Ardent and cut off like our blind neighbour

Who played the piano all day in her bedroom.

Her notes came out to us like hoisted water

Ravelling off a bucket at the wellhead

Where next thing wed be listening, hushed and awkward.

*

That blind-from-birth, sweet-voiced, withdrawn musician
Wias like a silver vein in heavy clay.

Night water glittering in the light of day.

But also just our neighbour, Rosie Keenan.

She touched our cheeks. She let us touch her braille

In books like books wallpaper patterns come in.

Her hands were active and her eyes were full

Of open darkness and a watery shine.

She knew us by our voices. She'd say she ‘saw’
Whoever or whatever. Being with her

Was intimate and helpful, like a cure

You didn’t notice happening. When I read

A poem with Keenan’s well in it, she said,

I can see the sky at the bottom of it now.’
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Found Prose: Tall Dames

Even though we called them ‘the gypsies,” we knew that gypsies were
properly another race. They inhabited the land of eros, glimpsed
occasionally when the circus rolled into a field and a fortune-teller,
swathed in her silk and beads, inclined to us from the back door

of a caravan. The people we called ‘the gypsies’ we would now

call travellers, although at that time in that place ‘tinker’ was an
honourable term, signifying tin-smiths, white-smiths, pony-keepers,
regulars on the doorstep, squatters on the long acre. Marvellous
upfront women in unerotic woolen shawls, woven in big tartan
patterns of tan and mossy green, their baskets full of dyed wooden
flowers, their speech cadenced to beg and keep begging with all the
stamina of a cantor. Walking the roads in ones and twos, children
on their arms or at their heels. Squaws of the ditchback, in step with
Yeats’s ‘tall dames” walking in Avalon.

You encountered them in broad daylight, going about their usual
business, yet there was always a feeling that they were coming towards
you out of storytime. One of the menfolk on the road with a bit of a
halter, you on your way to school, he with a smell of woodsmoke off
him, asking if youd seen an old horse anywhere behind the hedges.
The stillness of the low tarpaulin tent as you approached and passed,
the green wood in the fire spitting under a pot slung from a tripod.
Every time they landed in the district, there was an extra-ness in the
air, as if a gate had been left open in the usual life, as if something
might get in or get out.
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Quitting Time

The hosed-down chamfered concrete pleases him.
He'll wait a while before he kills the light

On the cleaned up yard, its pails and farrowing crate,
And the cast-iron pump immobile as a herm
Upstanding elsewhere, in another time.

More and more this last look at the wet

Shine of the place is what means most to him—
And to repeat the phrase ‘My head is light’,
Because it often is as he reaches back

And switches off, a home-based man at home

In the end with little. Except this same

Night after nightness, redding up the work,

The song of a tubular steel gate in the dark

As he pulls it to and starts his uphill trek.
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‘Had I not been awake’

Had I not been awake I would have missed it,
A wind that rose and whirled until the roof
Pattered with quick leaves off the sycamore

And got me up, the whole of me a-patter,
Alive and ticking like an electric fence:
Had I not been awake I would have missed it,

It came and went so unexpectedly
And almost it seemed dangerously,
Returning like an animal to the house,

A courier blast that there and then

Lapsed ordinary. But not ever
After. And not now.
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The Conway Stewart

‘Medium,” 14-carat nib,

Three gold bands in the clip-on screw-top,

In the mottled barrel a spatulate, thin

Pump-action lever
The shopkeeper

Demonstrated,

The nib uncapped,
Treating it to its first deep snorkel
In a newly opened ink-bottle,

Guttery, snottery,
Letting it rest then at an angle
To ingest,

Giving us time
To look together and away
From our parting, due that evening,

To my longhand
‘Dear’

To them, next day.
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The Butts

His suits hung in the wardrobe, broad
And short
And slightly bandy-sleeved,

Flattened back
Against themselves,

A bit stand-offish.

Stale smoke and oxter-sweat
Came at you in a stirred-up brew
When you reached in,

A whole rake of thornproof and blue serge
Swung heavily
Like waterweed disturbed. I sniffed

Tonic unfreshness,
Then delved past flap and lining
For the forbidden handfuls.

But a kind of empty-handedness
Transpired . . . Out of suit-cloth
Pressed against my face,

Out of those layered stuffs

That surged and gave,
Out of the cold smooth pocket-lining
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(4 d 2

Nothing but chaff cocoons,
A paperiness not known again
Until the last days came

And we must learn to reach well in beneath
Each meagre armpit
To lift and sponge him,

One on either side,
Feeling his lightness,
Having to dab and work

Closer than anybody liked
But having, for all that,
To keep working.
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Miracle

Not the one who takes up his bed and walks
But the ones who have known him all along
And carry him in—

Their shoulders numb, the ache and stoop deeplocked
In their backs, the stretcher handles
Slippery with sweat. And no let-up

Until he’s strapped on tight, made tiltable
And raised to the tiled roof, then lowered for healing.
Be mindful of them as they stand and wait

For the burn of the paid-out ropes to cool,

Their slight lightheadedness and incredulity

To pass, those ones who had known him all along.
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Human Chain
for Terence Brown

Seeing the bags of meal passed hand to hand
In close-up by the aid workers, and soldiers
Firing over the mob, I was braced again

With a grip on two sack corners,
Two packed wads of grain I'd worked to lugs
To give me purchase, ready for the heave—

The eye-to-eye, one-two, one-two upswing
On to the trailer, then the stoop and drag and drain
Of the next lift. Nothing surpassed

That quick unburdening, backbreak’s truest payback,
A letting go which will not come again.
Or it will, once. And for all.
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“The Door Was open and the House Was Dark’
In memory of David Hammond

The door was open and the house was dark
Wherefore I called his name, although I knew
The answer this time would be silence

That kept me standing listening while it grew
Backwards and down and out into the street
Where as I'd entered (I remember now)

The streetlamps too were out.

I felt, for the first time there and then, a stranger,
Intruder almost, wanting to take flight

Yet well aware that here there was no danger,
Only withdrawal, a not unwelcoming

Emptiness, as in a midnight hangar

On an overgrown airfield in late summer.
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In Time
for Siofra

Energy, balance, outbreak:
Listening to Bach

I saw you years from now
(More years than I'll be allowed)
Your toddler wobbles gone,

A sure and grown woman.

Your bare foot on the floor
Keeps me in step; the power
I first felt come up through
Our cement floor long ago
Palps your sole and heel
And earths you here for real.

An oratorio

Would be just the thing for you:
Energy, balance, outbreak

At play for their own sake

But for now we foot it lightly
In time, and silently.

August 18, 2013
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