Digging

(Noth of & Vbt ialist, /4@

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 1 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

Over 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.
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Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I'll dig with it.
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Cut from the green hedge a forked hazel stick We have no prairies
That he held tight by the arms of the V: To slice a big sun at evening—
Circling the terrain, hunting the pluck 3 Everywhere the eye concedes to
Of water, nervous, but professionally Encroaching horizon,
Unfussed. The pluck came sharp as a sting. Is wooed into the cyclops’ eye '
The rod jerked with precise convulsions, 9 Of a tarn. Our unfenced country
Spring water suddenly broadcasting : | Is bog that keeps crusting
Through a green haze] its secret stations. X i Between the sights of the sun.
The bystanders would ask to have a try. ] They've taken the skeleton
He handed them the rod without a word. : Lol Of the Great Irish Elk
It lay dead in their grasp till, nonchalantly, Out of the peat, set it up,

He gripped expectant wrists. The hazel stirred. An astounding crate full of air.

Butter sunk under
S E More than a hundred years
B Was recovered salty and white.
R The ground itself is kindy blagk butter

-

Melting and opening underfoot,
Missing its last definition

By millions of years.

They’ll never dig coal here,

Only the waterlogged trunks
Of great firs, soft as pulp.
Our pioneers keep striking
Inwards and downwards,

b
Every layer they strip

Seems camped on before.
The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage.
The wet centre is bottomless.
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and David and Goliath rolled
magnificently, like loads of hay
too big for our small lanes,

The Other Side Q/{/,/")V/,n}} [754%, / 7%:))
J

. ! or faltered on a rut—
Thlgh-deep in sedge and marigolds " “Your side of the house, I believe,
a nelllghbour laid his shadow ’ hardly rule by the Book at all.’
on the stream, vouchin
s . € ) His brain was a whitewashed kitchen
It’s as poor as Lazarus, that ground,’ hung with texts, swept tidy
’ as the body o’ the kirk.

and brushed away
among the shaken leafage.

1{Olay where his lea sloped - ] ]
meet our fallow, Then sometimes when the rosary was dragging
nested on moss and rushes, mournfully on in the kitchen
we would hear his step round the gable

my ear Swallowing
though not until after the litany

his fabulous, biblich] dismissal
that tongue of chosen people. " : would the knock come to the door
, . and the casual whistle strike up
When he would stand like that ;
: on the doorstep. ‘A right-looking night,’

on the other side, white-haired,

SWingirig his blackthorn he might say, ‘I was dandering by

and says I, I mght as well call’

at the marsh weeds,

he prophesied abov
e our scra
then turned away ggy acres,

But now I stand behind him
in the dark yard, in the moan of prayers.
He puts a hand in a pocket

AP my et e

towards his Promised filkows
on tl:xe hill, a wake of pollen § or taps a little tune with the blackthorn
drifting to oyr bank, next season’s tares it shyly, as if he were party to
) , lovemaking or a stranger’s weeping.

" Should I slip away, I wonder,
For days we would rehearse or go up and touch his shoulder
each patriarcha) dictum: and talk about the weather
Lazarus, the Pharaoh, Solomon ‘

or the price of grass-seed?
9
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The Otter ( 7<C/—€// 57/ /{/ﬂ/[ / 7774)

When you plunged

The light of Tuscany wavered
And swung through the pool
From top to bottom.

I loved your wet head and smashing crawl,
Your fine swimmer’s back and shoulders
Surfacing and surfacing again

This year and every year since.

I sat dry-throated on the warm stones.
You were beyond ae.

The mellowed clarities, the grape-deep air
Thinned and disappointed.

Thank God for the slow loadening:
When 1 hold you now

We are close and deep

As the atmosphere on water.

My two hands are plumbed water.
You are my palpable, lithe

5 Otter of memory -

In the pool of the moment,

Turning to swim on your back,
Each silent, thigh-shaking kick
Retilting the Light,

Heaving the cool at your neck.

And suddenly you're out,

Back again, intent as ever,

Heavy and frisky in your freshened pelt,
Printing ‘the stones.

167

The Skunk (3 F724d Ui, /57 J

Up, black, striped and damasked like the chasuble
At a funeral Mass, the skunk’s tail

Paraded the skunk. Night after night

I expected her like a visitor.

The refrigerator whinnied into silence.

My desk light softened beyond the verandah.
Small oranges loomed in the orange tree.

I began to be tense as a voyeur.

After eleven years I was composing .
Love-letters again, broaching the word ‘wife’
Like a stored cask, as if its slender vowel

Had mutated into the night earth and air

Of California. The beautiful, useless
Tang of eucalyptus spelt your absence.
The aftermath of a mouthful of wine
Was like inhaling you off a cold pillow.

And there she was, the intent and glamorous,
Ordinary, mysterious skunk,

Mythologized, demythologized,

Snuffing the boards five feet beyond me.

It all came back to me last night, stirred

By the sootfall of your things at bedtime,

Your head-down, tail-up hunt in a bottom drawer
For the black plunge-line nightdress.
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Terminus (774/ H/ﬂ/W A’?/)%//)) //77/71-) |

I

When I hoked there, I would find
An acorn and a rusted bolt.

If I lifted my eyes, a factory chimney
And a dormant mountain.

If T listened, an engine shunting
And a trotting horse.

Is it any wonder when I thought
I would have second thoughts?

II

When they spoke of the prudent squirrel’s hoard
It shone like gifts at a Nativity.

When they spoke of the mammon of iniquity
The coins in my pockets reddened like stove-lids.

I was the march drain and the march drain’s banks
Suffering the limit of each claim.

III

Two buckets were easier carried than one.

I grew up in between.

My left hand placed the standard iron weight.
My right tilted a last grain in the balance.

Baronies, parishes met where I was born.
When I stood on the central stepping stone
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1 was the last earl on horseback in midstream
Still parleying, in earshot of his peers.

x
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1

Inishbofin on a Sunday morning.

Sunlight, turfsmoke, seagulls, boatslip, diesel.
One by one we were being handed down

Into a boat that slippgd and shilly-shallied
Scaresomely every time. We sat tight

On short cross-benches, In nervous twos and threes,
Obedient, newly close, nobody speaking

Except the boatmen, as the gunwales sank'
And seemed they might ship water any minute.
The sea was very calm but even so,

When the engine kicked and our ferryman
Swayed for balance, reaching for the tiller,

I panicked at the shiftiness and heft

Of the craft itself. What guaranteed us—

That quick response and buoyancy and swim—
Kept me in agony. All the time

As we went sailing evenly across

The deep, still, seeable-down-into water,

It was as if I looked from another boat

Sailing through air, far up, and could see

How riskily we fared into the morning,

And loved in vain our bare, bowed, numbered heads.

II

Claritas. The dry-eyed Latin word

Is perfect for the carved stone of the water
Where Jesus stands up to his unwet knees
And John the Baptist pours out more water
Over his head: all this in bright sunlight
On the fagade of a cathedral. Lines

Hard and thin and sinuous represent
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The flowing river. Down between the lines
Little antic fish are all go. Nothing else.

And yet in that utter visibility

The stone’s alive with what’s invisible:
Waterweed, stirred sand-grains hurrying off,
The shadowy, unshadowed stream 1itself.

All afternoon, heat wavered on the steps

And the air we stood up to our eyes in wavered
Like the zig-zag hieroglyph for life itself.

m

Once upon a time my undrowned father
Walked into our yard. He had gone to spray
Potatoes in a field on the riverbank

Ard wouldn’t bring me with him. The horse-sprayer
Was too big and new-fangled, bluestone might
Burn me in the eyes, the horse was fresh, 1
Might scare the horse, and so on. I threw stones
At a bird on the shed roof, as much for

The clatter of the stones as anything,

But when he came back, I was inside the house
Artd saw him out the window, scatter-eyed

And daunted, strange without his hat,

His step unguided, his ghosthood immanent.
When he was turning on the riverbank,

The horse had rusted and reared up and pitched
Cart and sprayer and everything off balance

So the whole rig went over into a deep
Whirlpool, hoofs, chains, shafts, cartwheels, barrel
And tackle, all tumbling off the world,

And the hat already merrily swept along

The quieter reaches. That afternoon

I saw him face to face, he came to me

With his damp footprints out of the river,

And there was nothing between us there

That might not still be happily ever after.
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Field of Vision ( Seer )‘(?7 7‘7/”’?@’ /ﬁ//

I remember this woman who sat for years
In a wheelchair, looking straight ahead

Out the window at sycamore trees unleafing
And leafing at the far end of the lane.

. Straight out past the TV in the corner,
The stunted, agitated hawthorn bush,
The same small calves with their backs to wind and rain,
The same acre of ragwort, the same mountain.

ghe 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

eper 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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The Rain Stick (7 ﬂw /77

for Beth and Rand

Up-end the rain stick and what happens next
Is a music that you never would have known
To listen for. In a cactus stalk

Downpour, sluice-rush, spillage and backwash
Come flowing through. You stand there like a pipe
Being played by water, you shake it again lightly

‘ .

Knd diminuendo runs through all its scales

Iike a gutter stopping trickling. And now here comes
A sprinkle of drops out of the freshened leaves,

Then subtle little wets off grass and daisies;
Then glitter-drizzle, almost-breaths of air.
Up-end the stick again. What happens next

Is undiminished for having happened once,
Twice, ten, a thousand times before.
ho cares if all the music that transpires

Is the fall of grit or dry seeds through a cactus?

You are like a rich man entering heaven
Through the ear of a raindrop. Listen now again.
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‘Hold on,’ she said, ‘T'll just run out and get him.
The weather here’s so good, he took the chance
To do a bit of weeding.’

So I saw him
Down on his hands and knees beside the leek rig,
Touching, inspecting, separating one
Stalk from the other, gently pulling up
Everything not tapered, frail and leafless,

" Pleased to feel each little weed-root break,

But rueful also .
Then found myself listening to
The amplified grave ticking of hall clocks
Where the phone lay unattended in a calm
Of mirror glass and sunstruck pendulums . . .

And found myself then thinking: if it were nowadays,
This is how Death would summon Everyman.

Next thing he spoke and I nearly said 1 loved him.
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The watk (“TH¢_Spr7' 7 toved, / 5’4/7/

Glamoured the road, the day, and him and her

And everywhere they took me. When we stepped out
Cobbles were riverbed, the Sunday air

A high stream-roof that moved in silence over
Rhododendrons in full bloom, foxgloves

" And hemlock, robin-run-the-hedge, the hedge

e

With its deckled ivy and thick shadows—
Until the riverbed itself appeared,
Gravelly, shallowy, summery with pools,

‘And made a world rim that was not for crossing.

Love brought me that far by the hand, without

-The slightest doubt or irony, dry-eyed

And knowledgeable, contrary as be damned;
Then just kept standing there, not letting go.

*

So here is another longshot. Black and white.
A negative this time, in dazzle-dark,
Smudge and pallor where we make out you and me,

- The selves we struggled with and struggled out of,
. Two shades who have consumed each other’s fire,

Two flames in sunlight that can sear and singe,
But seem like wisps of enervated air,
After-wavers, feathery ether-shifts . . .

Yet apt still to rekindle suddenly

If we find along the way charred grass and sticks

‘And an old fire-fragrance lingering on,

Erotic woodsmoke, witchery, intrigue,

iLeaving us none the wiser, just better primed

To speed the plough again and feed the flame.
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And some time make the time to drive out west
Into County Clare, along the Flaggy Shore,

In September or October, when the wind

And the light are working off each other

So that the ocean on one side is wild

With foam and glitter, and inland among stones
The surface of a slate-grey lake is lit

By the earthed lightning of a flock of swans,

" Their feathers roughed and ruffling, white on white,

Their fully grown headstrong-looking heads

Tucked or cresting or busy underwater.

Useless to think you’ll park and capture it

More thoroughly. You are neither here nor there,

A hurry through which known and strange things pass
As big soft buffetings come at the car sideways

And catch the heart off guard and blow it open.
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