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  for Karin


  


  


  let us not forget that the greatest man

  is never more than an animal

  disguised as a god
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  ANNUNCIATION


  after Fra Angelico


  He has come from the garden, leaving


  no shadow, no footprint in the dew.


  They hold each others gaze at the point


  of balance: everything streaming


  towards this moment, streaming away.


  A word will set the seed


  of life and death,


  the over-shadowing of this girl


  by a feathered dark.


  But not yet: not quite yet.


  How will she remember the silence


  of that endless moment?


  Or the end, when it all began 


  the first of seven joys


  before the seven sorrows?


  She will remember the aftersong


  because she is only human.


  One day


  shell wake with wings, or wake


  and find them gone.


  


  THE COMING GOD


  after Nonnus


  Horned child, double-born into risk, guarded


  by satyrs, centaurs, raised


  by the nymphs of Nysa, by the Hyades:


  here he was, the toddler, Dionysus.


  He cried Daddy! stretching up to the sky, and he was right


  and clever, because the sky was Zeus


  his father, reaching down.


  As he grew, he learnt to flit through other forms;


  hed become a newborn kid, shivering in the corner,


  his soft pink skin suddenly the pelt of a goat


  and the goat bleating, his hands and feet


  now taking their first steps on tottering hooves.


  As a grown boy, he would show himself


  as a girl, in saffron robes and veils,


  moulding his hips


  to the coil of a womans body,


  shaping his lips to speak in a womans voice.


  At nine he started to hunt.


  He could match the jink


  of a coursing hare, reach down at speed


  and trip it over; chase alongside a young buck and just


  lift it from the running ground


  and swing it over his shoulder.


  He tamed the wild beasts, just by talking,


  and they knelt to be petted, harnessed in.


  By his boyhoods end he was dressing in their skins:


  the tigers tree-line stripe, the fallow deer speckled


  like a fall of stars,


  the pricked ears of the lynx.


  One day he came upon a maddened she-bear


  and reached out his right hand to her snout


  and put his white fingers to her mouth, her teeth,


  his fingers gentle at the bristled jaw,


  which slackened


  and drew in a huge breath


  covering the hand of Dionysus with kisses,


  wet, coarse, heavy kisses.


  


  A CHILDHOOD


  The last bottle of lemonade is nodding


  in the rock pool, keeping cold. A childhood,


  put away for later. Im too busy to notice


  the sun is going, that theyre packing up,


  that its almost time for home. The low waves


  warm round my knees as I dig in,


  panning for light, happy to be here, dreaming


  of the evening Ill wake on the lilo


  singing my head off, somewhere


  in the sea-lanes to Stavanger, or Oslo.


  


  1964


  Under the gritted lid of winter


  each ice-puddles broken plate


  cracked to a star. The morning


  assembling itself into black and white, the slow dawn


  its developing tray. Cold steams off the grass;


  the frosted yarrow and sea holly


  smoke in the new sun.


  *


  In the barber-shop mirror, I study this museum of men


  through glass: their shaving brushes, talc and whetted razors,


  the bottles of bay rum, hair tonic, astringents; long


  leather strops; those faded photographs of hairstyles,


  that blue Barbicide jar on the counter


  dense with pickled combs and scissors like a failed aquarium;


  the special drawer full of Durex, copies of Parade.


  *


  The plane from England scores a skaters track


  across the icy sky; on the promenade, frost


  thistles the railings. You hear the drawl


  of the wave, the gulls, raucous at their bins,


  the days first Labrador, his tail flogging the surf.


  The quarantined city lies behind, bilge-deep in cobbles,


  listing: flying the Yellow Jack, typhoid in its quick-work.


  *


  On the floor of the butchers,


  blood has rolled through the sawdust


  and become round and soft.


  We found the blood-buds


  in corners as the shop was closing, and gathered


  the biggest ones in handkerchiefs to take them


  to the woods, break them open for their jelly.


  *


  In the light from the blaze, theres a fox


  nailed to a fence-post: the tricked god


  hanging from his wounds. We have nothing to feed


  to the fires many beaks but some mealy apples


  and a bottle of Hays Lemonade, which explodes.


  I dig in my pockets and find


  a Salvation Army picture of Jesus; tender it to the flame.


  *


  Wed skip school lunches for some milk,


  a rowie and a mutton pie. A twist


  of penny sweets: foam bananas, liquorice sticks.


  On special days, some hard bonfire toffee


  and a lucky bag, watching the third-years fight


  in the kirkyard, in among the graves. One boy


  holds the others hair so he can kick him in the face.


  *


  Creels are swung from boat to shore, filling


  fishboxes in silver rows. A slush of ice and gulls


  all day till nightfall. Then all you hear is the ice


  tightening back together


  and the cats crying that dreadful way they have,


  like the sound of babies singing


  lullabies to other babies.


  *


  I knew how children came, so I look for the stork


  in the cliffs over the mussel pools,


  in the quarry ledges, the chimney stacks,


  all along the walking pylons 


  search for her everywhere


  in the gantries of the storm woods, in the black pines,


  that she might take me back.


  


  UNDER BEINN RUADHAINN


  for Andrew OHagan


  Three moons in the sky


  the night they found him


  drowned in Sawtans Bog;


  just his cap, sitting there


  and his wee fat hands poking out.


  It was no loss to the village,


  I told them next morning,


  and the villagers agreed.


  Horn-daft, he was,


  havering and glaikit


  and scaring the children.


  I mind that time


  he picked up a mouse and ate it, quick,


  in two mouthfuls;


  set the tail aside


  on the ground


  like a cocktail stick.


  I used her well, after that,


  his Jennie,


  still in her widows weeds,


  gilping into her


  whenever I could,


  in the barn or the boat-house


  or off in the fields.


  She slipped two or three out at least,


  and sank each one in a lobster creel.


  Her head was away


  by the end, as mad as her man


  and no good to me.


  She sleeps now


  under Beinn Ruadhainn, her face


  covered in ivy,


  scab, and sticky-willow.


  Then the dreams came.


  Last night: the burning loch,


  so full of bairns


  they bobbed to the surface


  with their hair on fire;


  black snow; rain


  like razorblades;


  the foosty-faced man,


  there at every corner,


  hands furred with grey-mould.


  And her, as always,


  star-naked, hatching


  in the herring-nets.


  The last I remember was my body


  being driven with sticks through the town


  to Sawtans Brae, and hanged.


  I broke from sleep and sat up in the dark.


  I groped around for the matches


  and the matches were put
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