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  for Bev Robinson





  Like many inveterate travellers,


  he was attached to his starting point


  by a powerful piece of elastic


  Graham Robb, Rimbaud


  it is joy to be hidden but disaster


  not to be found


  D W Winnicott
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  White


  I stepped from my skis and stumbled in, like childhood,


  knee deep, waist deep, chest deep, falling


  for the sake of being caught


  in its grip.


  It was crisp and strangely dry and I thought: I could drop


  here and sleep in my own shape, happily,


  as the hare fits


  to its form.


  I could lie undiscovered like a fossil in a rock


  until a hammers gentle knock might


  split it open; warm


  and safe


  in a wordless place (the snowfalls ample increase),


  and finally drift into the dream of white


  from which there is no


  way back.


  I placed myself in that cold case like an instrument into velvet


  and slept.





  Derry


  I was born between the Creggan and the Bogside


  to the sounds of crowds and smashing glass,


  by the river Foyle with its suicides and rip tides.


  I thought that city was nothing less


  than the whole and rain-domed universe.


  A teachers daughter, I was one of nine


  faces afloat in the looking-glass


  fixed in the hall, but which was mine?


  I wasnt ever sure.


  We walked to school, linked hand in hand


  in twos and threes like paper dolls.


  I slowly grew to understand


  the way the grey Cathedral cast


  its shadow on our learning, cool,


  as sunlight crept from east to west.


  The adult world had tumbled into hell


  from where it wouldnt find its way


  for thirty years. The local priest


  played Elvis tunes and made us pray


  for starving children, and for peace,


  and lastly for The King. At mass wed chant


  hypnotically, Hail Holy Queen,


  mother of mercy; sing to Saint


  Columba of his Small oak grove, O Derry mine.


  *


  Wed cross the border in our red Cortina,


  stopped at the checkpoint just too long


  for fractious children, searched by a teenager


  drowned in a uniform, cumbered with a gun,


  who seemed to think we were trouble-on-the-run


  and not the Von Trapp Family Singers


  harmonizing every song


  in rounds to pass the journey quicker.


  Smoke coiled up from terraces


  and fog meandered softly down the valley


  to the Brandywell and the greyhound races,


  the ancient walls with their huge graffiti,


  arms that encircled the old city


  solidly. Beyond their pale,


  the Rossville flats  mad vision of modernity;


  snarling crossbreeds leashed to rails.


  A robot under remote control like us


  commenced its slow acceleration


  towards a device at number six,


  home of the moderate politician;


  only a hoax, for once, some boys


  had made from parcel tape and batteries


  gathered on forays to the BSR,


  the disused electronics factory.


  *


  The year was nineteen eighty-one,


  the reign of Thatcher. Under Pressure


  was the song that played from pub to pub


  where talk was all of hunger strikers


  in the Maze, our jail within a jail.


  A billboard near Free Derry Corner


  clocked the days to the funerals


  as riots blazed in the city centre.


  Each day, we left for the grammar school,


  behaved ourselves, pulled up our socks


  for benevolent Sister Emmanuel


  and the Order of Mercy. Then wed flock


  to the fleet of buses that ferried us


  back to our lives, the Guildhall Square


  where Shena Burns our scapegoat drunk


  swayed in her chains like a dancing bear.


  On the couch, we cheered as an Irish man


  bid for the Worldwide Featherweight title


  and I saw blue bruises on my mothers arms


  when her sleeve fell back while filling the kettle


  for tea. My bed against the door,


  I pushed the music up as loud


  as it would go and curled up on the floor


  to shut the angry voices out.


  *


  My candle flame faltered in a cup;


  we were stood outside the barracks in a line


  chanting in rhythm, calling for a stop


  to strip searches for the Armagh women.


  The proof that Jesus was a Derry man?


  Thirty-three, unemployed and living with his mother,


  the old joke ran. While half the town


  were queuing at the broo, the fortunate others


  bent to the task of typing out the cheques.


  Boom! Wed jump at another explosion,


  windows buckling in their frames, and next


  you could view the smouldering omission


  in a row of shops, the missing tooth


  in a street. Gerry Adams mouth


  was out of sync in the goldfish bowl


  of the TV screen, our dubious link


  with the world. Each summer, one by one,


  my sisters upped and crossed the water,


  armed with a grant from the government


   the Butler systems final flowers 


  until my own turn came about:


  I watched that place grow small before


  the plane ascended through the cloud


  and I could not see it clearly any more.





  Re-entering the Egg


  Like some magnificent Swiss clock,


  the house has been rebuilt


  in the same position, in that Georgian street.


  Tall and lean, it tilts towards us,


  lists like a ship on rough seas


  as it always did, only look (how clever!)


  the front can be opened


  with this small lever.


  A tiny family fills the rooms.


  In one, a wife is breathing fire,


  genies whirling in the air.


  In one, we hear the Strong Mans snores


  rumbling under a mound of clothes


  like a subterranean train.


  In one, first floor, a spangled girl


  enters in her diary: I am headed for a fall.


  In one, girl-twins, conjoined


  at the skull, freak themselves


  to a pitch of shrieks, A rat, I saw it! There!


  In one, a mermaid, washed up on the floor,


  amber-lit in the notional glow


  of a three-bar fire, strums a guitar,


  hooks blonde hair behind one ear.


  Like a baby bird re-entering the egg,


  the smallest girls soft breath


  knits round her like a shell, like pearl,


  where shes curled up sleeping


  on the topmost bunk


  of a creaking bed.


  A television flickers blue


  in another room


  and a British voice reports the news


  as smoke-rings loosen in the air, disperse,


  and turfs collapse in the grate


  beneath the glowing coal


  in the ruptured chest


  of the Sacred Heart.


  Out of time, they go about their lives


  unaware of our scrutiny.


  Close it up. Thats enough for now.





  Hide-and-seek


  You fold your body into wardrobes,


  breathe the potent musk of mothball,


  perfume, cedar and dust. Disturb


  the tiniest silky moths in rigid


  handbags, snappy-clasped, and squirm


  when hand finds fur in the dark,


  relieved to reveal a Cossack hat


  or balding rabbit stole.


  You lie flat under mattresses,


  hold your breath, slink behind a door


  or heavy drapes that close shhhh,


  you wait. Expert as a murderer,


  you clock each chink in which a human


  body might be quick-concealed:


  squeeze into unlikely corners,


  airing cupboard, cubby hole.


  You shut the lid from deep within


  the ottoman in mothers room,


  its oriental satin. Its bellyful


  of linen. Youre small enough to store.


  Youre in the tallboys outsized


  bottom drawer, uncomfortable


  on a bed of shoes, prepared


  to wait, long as it takes. Watch out,


  if youre too clever you might not ever


  be found. England, say. Or adult life.


  Seeker, let the search continue


  into the secrets of that house.





  Boredoom


  The world was due to end next week


  according to someone whose brother


  had read Nostradamus. Magpies,


  two for joy. Walk round ladders, quick,


  touch wood. We mimed the prayer


  of the Green Cross Code and waited,


  good, at the side of the road. Blessed


  ourselves when the ambulance sailed


  by on a blue (our fingers, toes). Lay


  awake in the fret of the night, thinking


  about the Secret of Fatima, the


  four-minute warning, the soft-boiled egg.


  Our boomerang did not come back.


  Frisbees lodged in the canopies


  of trees forever, turning black.


  I poked out moss from paving slabs


  half-dreamingly, with an ice-pop stick,


  then leapt at the looped rope of my name


  called from a yard and dawdled home


  trailing a strange tune on the xylophone railings.


  The future lived in the crystal ball


  of a snake preserved in alcohol


  in my grandmothers attic. I looked,


  on tiptoe, out through the lens


  of the highest window; learned


  the silver rivers turn, the slogans daubed


  on the ancient walls, the column of smoke


  where something always burned.
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