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Where I come from,


old women bind living words


across their flat chests,


inscribe them on their foreheads,


and in the palms of their hands.


If you don’t have the eye


to you they just look like


third world women with nothing much.


Lorna Goodison, Goldengrove: New and Selected Poems


This time there was no beak,


no little bloody head, no bony


claw, no loose wing – only a small


pile of feathers without substance or center.


Gerald Stern, This Time: New and Selected Poems
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THE ALPHABET OF SHAME


You must have been proud:


first on the street to acquire a satellite dish.


How far you had come from country boy


working at the post office to save


for a red bicycle you pushed up hill, afraid


riding would break it.


Now laughing in a circle of new friends,


gin and tonic in hand, king of your landscaped yard,


you say, “I love looking in the Arbit,


seeing all the channels to choose from.”


She says, “It’s Orbit not Arbit.”


She is ten and cheeky, always first in class,


well, except that one time she came second;


you crushed her report card into a brittle bomb,


threw it out the third-storey window, startling the dogs.


Your friends laugh and you laugh louder.


Ten minutes later she is skipping in the corridor


between the den and kitchen. You catch her.


“Never, ever embarrass me!” you say,


fingers like forceps squeezing her chubby cheek.


Years of ballet and still she is storing fat.


“Now go to your room and stay there!”


She watches the party from a small window,


face sandwiched between burglar bars,


forlorn but not foreseeing


that this is the beginning


of a life sentence.









HOW DREAMS GROW FAT AND DIE


All summer I practised walking


in wooden-tip ballet shoes,


pretended God was pulling me up,


ten-year-old marionette,


steps stuttering from room to room.


Flat-footed I traced grout lines


in our kitchen with encyclopedias


on my head, balancing dreams of


twirling off stage into the sails


of standing ovations.


In September, you told my mother I


was too fat to be a ballerina.


You, of faux British accent and hollowed


collar bones I imagined were tea cups.


You, who wanted a kukumkum orchestra,


a herd of bones gliding under


the baton of your arms.


You, who illustrated to my mother


my incompetence by drawing a circle


in the air. I was the round nightmare


landing heavy in the melody of grand jetés.


You could keep me back with the younger


girls, maybe in a year or two I would shed


the fat, reverse blossom into fragrant bud,


or I could donate my tutu now


to the kingdom of dust cloths, hang my ballet


shoes by their wooden-tip necks.


In dreams I am a feather, buoyed and buoyant


and you are the barbed wire that kills me.









SUMMER DAYS


Our house sat on a hill,


three-storey remnant of whites


who made money here


but fled to Florida


in the ’70s when independence


was fresh in our mouths


and riots still smelled


like burning cane.


As a girl in her prime,


I would stand on the upper balcony,


watch the neighbourhood boys play ball,


while wearing a brown towel on my head;


clasped in the back,


the cascading cotton –


my very own ponytail.


I would paint my lips


hibiscus pink, pull a maxi skirt up


into a sleeveless dress,


twirl and preen and pose


on my balcony,


as years before me


some white girl did.
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