                                         How’s Your Father?	   

In an airport queue,
mistaking me for someone else,
he tapped me on the shoulder.
‘Good God, I haven’t seen you in years!

And how’s your father?’
I smiled and somehow not
wanting to disappoint him,
I said ‘he’s grand’.
My father was ten years dead.

‘It’s two years since I last met him-
when Munster played Toulouse. 
What a day we had!  
And after in Casey’s pub
he brought the house down 

when he stood on a chair and 
sang Spancil Hill.
You’d have heard a pin drop.
Even the French lads stood and cheered
Although we’d beaten them.

And you, oh God, he was so proud of you.
His golden girl he always called you’.
He kissed me on the cheek.
‘Tell him I was asking for him!’
‘I will’, I said.

At the Departure Gates he turned 
and waved. I almost called him back
to be the golden girl again with the
father who sang Spancil Hill.








                                                           Frost

Amid the clatter of bedpans and trollies
I wait for you to go, as you once
waited for me to come.
Rice-paper skin, morphine drip
and no words between us now.

Your past an Italian opera-
the grief, the tragedy, the lost love, 
the stabbed breast, the bitter cup.
A walk-on part in your own life.
And now the final curtain before 

you’ve had a chance to sing.
Only your eyes hold that summer day
when an old suitor called and you laid
aside your disappointed heart and
became young again, with dancing
                                                   
feet and hope and your head thrown
back in laughter as he twirled you 
round my grandmother’s parlour to
Jimmy Shand’s ‘Bluebell Polka’.

You were beautiful then, 
before the frost.
We were all beautiful then,
before the frost.





                                                                                            

                                                     The Box

My mother had a ballgown that 
she kept in tissue paper, in a box
at the back of the wardrobe.
She’d never been to a ball in her life.

It came from a cousin in America 
with a note that read 
For your first Prom.
She kept the note as well,
not knowing what it meant,
but certain it was something
wonderful and forbidden.

Sometimes she’d take it out
and hold it to her body and smile,
then laugh at her own foolishness,
and slowly put it away again
in the box that held a dream.







                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

                                                     The Abandoned Heart	 

We found it on the shore at dusk.
Thrown overboard from the Cork-Swansea
ferry perhaps. You said some bastard 
from the city in a suit out fishing, 
didn’t even miss it. I said it’s small,
maybe it’s a child’s heart. You said no,
they’re all that size nowadays from lack of use.

We pondered what to do.
In the end we threw it back.
You said there’ll be plenty more
where that came from.
We walked back over the yellow dunes
the silence of the heart’s beat
following us home.





                                                                  The Bath                                                             

The bath was bought in Brown Thomas
Too big for the boot of the car
she had to hire a van to bring it home.

‘Jesus, Ellie are you mad?’ her mother said.
‘Four hundred euros for a baby’s bath!
What were you thinking?’

‘Nothing will be too good for this little fella’, she replied.

At eighteen weeks the scan showed something wrong.
‘Incompatible with life’
was all she heard.

The bath grows lilies for the little grave.





                                                            Resurrection
            (In memory of Julien aged 9 – the boy who loved elephants)

What would any boy
do on a summer day
but ride a steel horse
to outrun the wind.

Life before you
like the open road
where the tractor wheels
turned in the dust. 

In a breath you were 
gone like a mute swan
with throbbing wings over
the grey waters of Lac Leman.

And on the holy stain 
the wildflowers rise.






                                                        Angelina

She wore her name like a silk glove.
Stilettoes, scarlet lipstick and a too-tight skirt.
French cigarette in an ebony holder.

Words like ‘ossified’ and ‘rapport’
rolled on her tongue like bonbons.
I saw envy in my mother’s eyes.

Laughed too loud.
Loved too much.
Left her children and went to America.

Married twice. 
Buried them both.
Came back for a last visit home.

I saw envy in her eyes for 
what my mother had.
And longing in my mother
for what had never been.







                                                                                        
                                                             Not Included

Santa, can you bring me a red fire engine with 
a flashing light that makes siren sounds?

Christmas morning the red engine arrived.
It was exactly what he had asked for.

But when he took it from the box and
put it on the floor, it wouldn’t go. 

No flashing lights, no siren sounds.
He tried it this way and that.

No matter what he did, it wouldn’t go.
Funny how he remembered that as he

jumped from the bridge into the freezing water.
Life’s just like that –
Batteries not included








                                                                                                                  
                                                         SPRING

          (Body of missing schoolboy washed up in Donegal Bay)

She who carried you in womb water
looked on that long horizon her grief’s
howl carried by bitter spray lost
in the cacophony of sea and sorrow.
Your sixteen summers a garland
of tears round her heart.

No Galilean fisherman let down his nets.

Borne on the belly of the waves,
drawn by the moon, the sea
yielded up its treasure.
Washed home on the neap tide,
a cobweb of spring snow your winding sheet.









                                                           
                                                             Symmetry	                     
                                                      (In memory of my father)

“The eye loves symmetry”, you said.
Compass, T-square, theodolite.
The vertical and trunnion axes
the plumb line through your life.
Straightening pictures on the stairwell.
Lining up sharpened pencils.
Having the first read of the newspaper
Before someone else could spoil its folded virginity.

People knew where they were with you.
Straight as a die. No shilly shally.
Even your going was tidy.
Bills paid. Bank statements reconciled. 
Library books returned.
An envelope with the deeds of the house
and the insurance man’s phone number.

How bloody awful then
that they should lay you out
in an oversized suit and a crooked tie 
and a handkerchief that didn’t match.
You would have been mortified!
I straightened your tie and whispered in your ear
“The eye loves symmetry”.





                                 And God Too Must Account
  (In memory of those who died in Aleppo, Grenfell and Carrickmines)                                               

There are no flowers here.
Here where the lemon trees grew
death falls from the sky on the
bread queue and the baby’s cot.

And good men with blind eyes stand and watch.
                        
On a cloudless day the burning
box becomes a funeral pyre
for the nameless children
of a laissez-faire God.

And good men with blind eyes stand and watch.

We bury our shame with
empty words for those
who are our own, but not of us
and soot-stained rats prowl the ashes.

And good men with blind eyes stand and watch.




               
                                             THE WHITE ROSE

My father loved Nana Mouskouri.
It drove my mother wild. 
‘Forty years of marriage and now this’.
Tuesday nights, washed and shaved,
waiting for The Nana Mouskouri Show. 

‘The White Rose of Athens’ his favourite.
Singing along in his tenor voice that someone
in the pub had likened to Gigli himself.
As the credits rolled, he’d rub his hands together, 
‘God, she’s a great little chanter all the same.’
My mother would make for the kitchen in a huff.

One Tuesday half way through the show
He stopped singing. His heart stopped too.
‘Turn off that bloody thing,’ my mother said.
‘I knew all that sex wasn’t good for him.
At his age he should have had more sense’

We buried him on a raw November day.
The lads from the pub sent a wreath of white roses.
My mother was raging.



