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I



























Shanklin Chine









It surfaces at moments, unlooked-for,


when the little crooked child appears


to bar your way: demanding no crooked


sixpence as she stands behind the stile


in her little gingham frock and the blood


she has in mind drawn behind her gaze.







Are you the guardian of the Chine?


(Perhaps she needs some recognition.)


Of course she never talks.


She only has the one face – dark and solemn,


the one stance – blackboard-set


and a wit as nimble as the Chine







stopping short at forgiveness


that could only come with time or power


or a body large enough to fit her brain.


Is there something I could give her?


Some blow to crack her ice?


Human warmth to make her feel the same?







Genie of the Chine, she reappears at moments


when I am closest to waterways, underworlds,


little crooked streams through lichen


and liverwort that end so prematurely –


though she is there, like Peter Pan,


or the barbed-wire children who bang tin cans







or the child you would have loved


like any mother, any father, had you been


an adult, not the child with no demands


for sixpences in puddings, pumpkins


on the table or any pumpkin pies gracing


homes that had you standing at their gates.







Genie of the Chine, she reappears


from time to time, when I am closest to myself.






























Writing Home









As far back as I remember, ‘home’


had an empty ring. Not hollow, but visual


like a place ringed on a map, monochrome


in a white disc. Around it were the usual


laurel hedges, the chine, the hockey pitch,


the bridge. On one side, the crab-apple tree


with its round seat, whose name puzzled me, which


wasn’t surprising since everyone but me


seemed to understand such things, take for granted


apples can’t be eaten, crabs can be planted.







Writing home meant writing in that ring, mostly


to Mummy. Mummy had a white fur coat


and framed in it her face looked tired and ghostly.


I am very well and happy, I wrote,


meaning it. Sensing somewhere in that frame


a face too far away, too lost, to worry.


And why would I? Worry should keep, like shame,


its head down in dreams. Sorry sorry sorry


I can’t write anymore goodbye love Mimi


I wrote after only four lines to Mummy.







There’s no irony in that. I was six.


Right from the start, home was an empty space


I sent words to. Mapped my world, tried to fix


meanings to it. Not for me, but to trace


highlights someone could follow: Brownies, Thinking


Day, films, a fathers’ hockey match, a play


called Fairy Slippers, picnics, fire drills, swimming.


Even the death of a King. When my birthday?


I wrote at the same time, dropping the ‘is’,


too proud of my new question mark to notice.







My mother kept all my letters for ten years,


then gave them back to me. Perhaps they never


touched her, were intended only for my ears


for I never knew her then or asked whether


she made sense of them, if my references


to the small world of a girls’ school in England


had any meaning. It was the fifties. Suez,


Mossadegh, white cardies, Clarks sandals. And,


under the crab-apple tree, taking root,


words in a mouth puckered from wild, sour fruit.






























The Alder Leaf









It is perfect. And of a green so bright


no other green has a say in it, fine-veined


and tiny-toothed, in short, a leaf a child might


choose to love, remember. And later, name.


Children love what is perfect, the best catkin,


blossom with each whisker in place. But sometimes


on a path they will halt and bend to a matted


object strangely furred, spun with gauze but numb


to prodding and hard as rock, neither insect


nor larva, stone nor egg and troubled both


by choosing and ignoring it or failing


to find something on a nature trail, loath


to ask but asking, what is it? learn nothing


of shit too late to name in retrospect.






























Writing Letters









After chapel on Sundays we wrote letters,


ruling pencil lines on airmails. Addresses


on front and back often bearing the same name,


same initial even, for in some countries


they don’t bother to draw fine lines between


family members with an alphabet.







Those who remembered their first alphabet


covered the page in reams of squiggly letters


while those who didn’t envied them. Between


them was the fine line of having addresses


that spelt home, home having the ring of countries


still warm on the tongue, still ringing with their name,







and having addresses gone cold as a name


no one could pronounce in an alphabet


with no k-h. Some of us left our countries


behind where we left our names. Wrote our letters


to figments of imagination: addresses


to darlings, dears, we tried to tell between,







guessing at norms, knowing the choice between


warmth and reserve would be made in the name


of loyalty. As we learnt our addresses


off by heart, the heart learnt an alphabet


of doors, squares, streets off streets, where children’s letters


felt as foreign as ours from foreign countries.







Countries we revisited later; countries


we reclaimed, disowned again, caught between


two alphabets, the back and front of letters.


Street names change; change loyalties: a king’s name


for a saint’s. Even the heart’s alphabet


needs realignment when the old addresses







sink under flyovers and new addresses


never make it into books where their countries


are taken as read. In an alphabet


of silence, dust, where the distance between


darling and dear is desert, where no name


is traced in the sand, no hand writes love letters,







none of my addresses can tell between


camp and home, neither of my countries name


this alphabet a cause for writing letters.






























Villanelle









No one is there for you. Don’t call, don’t cry.


No one is in. No flurry in the air.


Outside your room are floors and doors and sky.







Clocks speeded, slowed, not for you to question why,


tick on. Trust them. Be good, behave. Don’t stare.


No one is there for you. Don’t call, don’t cry.







Cries have their echoes, echoes only fly


back to their pillows, flocking back from where


outside your room are floors and doors and sky.







Imagine daylight. Daylight doesn’t lie.


Fool with your shadows. Tell you nothing’s there,


no one is there for you. Don’t call, don’t cry.







But daylight doesn’t last. Today’s came by


to teach you the dimensions of despair.


Outside your room are floors and doors and sky.







Learn, when in turn they turn to you, to sigh


and say: You’re right, I know, life isn’t fair.


No one is there for you. Don’t call, don’t cry.


Outside your room are floors and doors and sky.






























Sadness







It is difficult to know what to do with so much happiness


Naomi Shihab Nye









With sadness there is something to rub against –


these, your words, for unhappiness is speechless.


Sad air breathes, at whatever altitude,


recirculating air. Rub it against glass







and the shape it takes is nothing but the melt


of breath. Follow it with your eyes along


the patterns of the curtains and it will trap you


in a leit-motif you can’t escape. You’re wrong.







When the world falls in around you, there are


no wounds to tend, holes to fill, no prop


of stubborn plaster; tenements don’t crumble.


I’ve measured the ceiling for the curtain’s drop,







metres are where I left them. When the world


falls in around you, you have pieces to pick up,


something to hold in your hands you say. Like this?


this button? A grey that fell, just now, a trick







of heaven? No, it comes from my green pyjamas.


Happiness sews on buttons. Sadness looks for


sadness to couple with, not comfort. The minute


I lift my head from the page, my heart takes over.






























Listening to Strawberry


for Aubrey (‘Strawberry’) de Selincourt









I knew it as the poetry I could never hear


without his voice to give it utterance


and the way it ran inside me was clearer,


closer, than the way it ran in others







though they loved it too, owned it too


but owning so much else, loved it that much less.


Owning so little now, I recall how he drew


it out with pipesmoke, through long crossed legs







out of the earth as if he, so long and lean,


were a brook for the vowels to run through,


knocking consonants like little stones


to quaver in their wake. Certainty can quaver too.







And still retain its faith. Outcast


in its deepest spells of orphanhood, the soul


can recall – through memories of grass


and place, a shaking hand on a pipe’s bowl







that indicates a turn of phrase – an undertow


to weather, a companionship that being human,


echoing high in leafy woods, confiding low


when at our lowest, deprived of human company,







makes deprivation sweet to bear. And for


those of us who heard him, in our girlhoods


when girlhood was still a word to stand for


a kind of kingdom, a wreath around our heads,







it was a binding that netted us together


like wild strawberries never safe from bird


or hand; a murmur I can still remember


with or without remembering the words.






























The Chine









To be back on the island is to be


cast adrift but always facing the same


mother who stays ashore, is always there


despite the mist. My balcony’s a crib.


Through its bars the waves rush in. Not a ship,


not a gull, and the sky in its slow revolve


winding the Isle of Wight with a giant key.







We are spinning backwards in a slow spin;


we are in a time warp, a gap, a yawn,


a chine that cleaves the mind in two, a line


on the land’s belly. Shanklin. Rhylstone Gardens


where an old man rolls tobacco, as sparing


with the strands as the years have been with him.


Luccombe with its own chine, barely a stream.







Every childhood has its chine, upper world


and lower. Time itself seems vertical


and its name too implies both bank and stream.


To be back on the island is to walk


in both worlds at the same time, looking down


on talus, horsehair fern notched through the Ice Age,


Stone Age, Bronze Age and still here at our heels;







looking up like an elf, ears cocked to silence,


from a zigzag of silver and silt. A chine


is a form of urgency to reach the sea.


As coastlines have eroded, chines, like orphans


stranded in a high place without their slope


of history, have had to take a short cut,


make deep cuts into the soft clay of cliffs.










Childhood has its railings too. And its catches


of glove on rust, twisted wire with a slight give.


Playthings. For in an upper world that turns


beachfronts into toytowns, patches of moss


into stands of minuscule trees, no railing


is not a harp, no rung a wind might play on


something other than its maker intended.







But in the lower world we dream. We listen.


Not for water which is the sound of listening


or for schoolgirls passing above unseen.


Under lawns, hotels, we sit hours midstream,


crouched under a hundred blankets. If eyes


were ears, we’d hear the very mud-bed thicken,


rise in little mounds where the water’s clean.







Every path brings us back to the beginning.


Shanklin Chine is closed for the winter, both ends


barred with notices. But the mind is not.


Or memory. And time is spinning backwards


with the mainland out of sight and the great plain


where herds roamed the floor of the English Channel


and were drowned by it flush again with valleys.







I look down on them, my own that were fed


by chines, from the long esplanade of light


on Keats Green and seem to remember walking


with my mother here, running my hand on railings.


The beautiful inn on the corner’s a wreck


and there, at the bend, where the light’s so bright


and people walking down the steep incline







pause at the top before walking down, black


against the blaze before their torsos sink,


something vanishes, there, where the path drops


and a young boy comes running down the hill.


Never, O God, to be afraid of love


is inscribed on a new bench where I sit,


facing the headland with its crown in mist.






























Nostalgia









It’s a night for nostalgia he said.


I felt I was missing something, some


echo of nights we must have shared


in separate alleyways, far off home







rain drew him back to, or clouds,


or the particular light behind rain.


I was nostalgic for words, last words


of a poem I would read on the train.







There was a power cut today. I lit


three candles, ate lamb and read


by candlelight. The beauty of it


was too lonely so I went to bed.







It rained then. In the daylight dark.


I lay there till I heard a click


and voices. When the lights came back


it was like a conjuring trick –







there they were, the animated creatures


of my life I had thought inanimate


objects. And I was the one conjured


out of their dream of a dark planet.



























Earls Court









I brush my teeth harder when the gum bleeds.


Arrive alone at parties, leaving early.







The tide comes in, dragging my stare


from pastures I could call my own.







Through the scratches on the record – Ah! Vieni, vieni! –


I concentrate on loving.










I use my key. No duplicate of this.


Arrive alone at parties, leaving early.







I brush my teeth harder when the gum bleeds.


Sing to the fern in the steam. Not even looking –







commuters buying oranges, Italian vegetables,


bucket flowers from shores I might have danced in, briefly.







I use my key – a lost belonging on the stair.


Sing to the fern in the steam. I wash my hair.







The tide goes out, goes out. The body’s wear and tear.


Commuters’ faces turn towards me: bucket flowers.







A man sits eyeing destinations on the train.


He wears Islamic stubble, expensive clothes, two rings.







He talks to himself in Farsi, loudly like a drunk.


Laughs aloud to think where life has brought him.







Eyeing destinations on the train – a lost belonging –


talks to himself with a laugh I could call my own.







Like a drunk I want to neighbour him, sit beside


his stubble’s scratch, turn his talking into chatting.







I want to tell him I have a ring like his,


only smaller. I want to see him use his key.







I want to hear the child who runs to him call


Baba! I want to hear him answer, turning







from his hanging coat: Beeya, Babajune, beeya!


Ah! Vieni, vieni!…
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