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            Death is terrifying because it is so ordinary.

It happens all the time.

            
                

            

            —Susan Cheever6
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            Book of Dermis

         

         
            
               
                  I want my moles read by a fortune teller.

                  My shoulder of beef weighed on a butcher’s scale.

                  What are these congregations of freckles singing?

                  The future at my elbow. The meaning of my legs.

                  What the flesh reports in code I cannot read.

                  My Book of Dermis, thin as paper, a shield

                  of cells and melanin. I want my skin read

                  the way my brothers should have been read.

                  A mole is a landmine. A submarine hatch

                  with the enemy inside. A heat spot

                  on the surface of the sun.

                  Target practice

                  for ultraviolet light.

                  Weapon no larger

                  than a full stop.

                  Scratch pad.

                  Bleeding braille.

                  Poisoned dot.

                  Bitter

                  chocolate

                  chip.
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            Siege

         

         
            
               
                  It lowers itself

                  through the skylight

                  down the attic stairs without a creak.

                  Slips into his bed

                  under his arm

                  up to his brain

                  to demand surrender.

               

               
                  Takes his wife hostage.

                  Blindfolds the parents.

                  Gags the brother.

                  Holds the firing squad back.

                  Has him golfing,

                  designing his prized garden

                  fantasising

                  about the future

                  then detonates

                  in the baby room

                  with his family surrounding him.
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            Wrestlemania

         

         
            
               
                  You are the Ultimate Warrior

                  and I am the Undertaker

                  thudding

                  like boulders above the living room

                  while Mum and Dad watch Casualty.

                  I try to pick you up.

                  You squash me with a stone-cold stunner.

                  I try to carry you

                  but you have me flat on the floor.

                  I hit back with a brainbuster

                  and you play dead.

                  I mock slap your face to wake you up

                  you are alive again

                  squeezing my throat

                  until I can’t breathe.

                  ‘I’m taking you with me,’ you say

                  throwing me over your shoulder

                  like a corpse.
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            A Small Thing

         

         
            
               
                  Do you think we are so minute

                  the Gods hear our prayers

               

               
                  in the tiniest helium-pitched

                  voices, like breadcrumbs

               

               
                  shouting ‘help’ to the sky?

                  Tonight the stars are insoluble

               

               
                  rock salts I’m pretending to

                  pick out with tweezers.
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            Heaven Is Only Twenty Minutes Long

         

         
            
               
                  A taking down

                  of shelves

               

               
                  wavering on the

                  coast

               

               
                  pulling on

                  a slackened rope

               

               
                  the thwack of ball

                  against brick

               

               
                  a chandelier

                  crashing on rock

               

               
                  a strand of hair

                  snagged between teeth

               

               
                  shock of birds wings

                  like a thousand hands waving

               

               
                  a spool of negatives

                  covered in frost

               

               
                  sudden hush

                  of an airlock sucking shut 14

               

               
                  screech

                  of a rewound cassette

               

               
                  a camera flash

                  like a lightning strike

               

               
                  a room

                  filled with falling feathers

               

               
                  the glance of a blade

               

               
                  the snatch of a lullaby
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            A Deer Eats Flowers in a Graveyard

         

         
            
               
                  while droplets

                  of dung

                  cascade like

                  coins from

                  a slot

                  machine.

                  His nostrils

                  are chimneys

                  smoking in

                  the cold air.

                  A hoof is

                  sucked into

                  the dirt,

                  tongue licking

                  and tearing

                  heads off,

                  antlers scuffing

                  the head stone.

                  Only stems left,

                  a nest of

                  broken antennas.
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            The Devlins

         

         
            
               
                  A teacup explodes over gran’s head.

                  ‘Hitler’s back,’ she says. China splits

                  and lands like hard snow on the carpet

                  as the tea splats and scolds her lap

                  and children come out of cupboards,

                  run downstairs, pop up in rooms, jump

                  out of plant pots. Babies are born, fifty-odd

                  and counting. The daughters are returning

                  to their chairs, cakes to their rightful tables.

                  Sons entering without knocking,

                  cousins lost in piles of jackets.

                  The room thick with Eaglesham evacuations,

                  scarlet fever, lung cancer, Mussolini hung

                  upside down in a petrol station.

                  St Frances Pipe Band playing in the hall

                  while Granda sits in his armchair, waving

                  the remote control: ‘Out the way of the tele,

                  I’ve got a horse on.’ Crumbs pepper the floor

                  after a battle. Bambi the black cat swipes

                  at a child’s ankle and Granda’s horse comes in.

                  He squeezes the betting slip in his hand.
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