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For My Father.





The Welcome



Toy-bright and high-rise, England jumps


on him from red post-boxes, flashing taxi cabs,


Belisha beacons and yellow lines. He arrives


the day Winston Churchill dies.


His land was slippery from Ganges mud,


bone-white stones of Sitakunda Hills, where his mother


smeared hot ash on her boy’s face.


In a West London café, he sees one strange


brown man stirring milky tea, shaking,


asks him will you help me? Nothing


is as beautiful as this other


foreign body spilling sugar. In a boarding


house with thin curtains, thinner walls,


he unpacks – smells of his mother,


spice, news of war.


He listens to the Rolling Stones, wants for something


more than Tagore, more than rituals of flowers and ash,


more than strikes and men with guns.


It takes three nights on the toilet. His guts


reject gorges of fly-overs, mountains


of concrete, Wimpy burgers and


Golden Eggs. England smeared with grime


lands on his head. He turns on the BBC,


where men speak in alternating Urdu


and Hindi. Welcome they tell him from the radio,


There are things about Britain you will need to know.


In Dhaka, his boss in the sugar refinery said to him, there


is nothing here for Hindus left, go where your lot have always


gone, on the coat tails of those Englishmen.





The Beginning of Flight



Her rack and scud of skies begin


in airmail letters from India to London.


When flight was young, billow and brace


of frozen mist starting from that old jump-off point


at Les Baraques, rising two-hundred feet


over the English Sea, almost crashing into Dover.


Old biplanes carried ancient histories,


made thunderheads in clouds that might tear


her from the aeroplane as she watches.


Blériot’s crude half-hour saw a future burn


into her, strengthened with its landing wires,


with bombs dropped by Zeppelins over Yarmouth,


then Cauldrons, Camels, Spitfires and Enola Gay.


When the dimness drew its veil over vapour


did Alcock and Brown think about clouds,


see herds of elephants, tail to tail in the dark


to hold up the sky? And her flight, from one


part of the dying Empire, landing like an actress


on a runway in Heathrow, starts from


somewhere and carries her here,


with me lurking inside her eggs like a tiny spark


in a vast blue-black and burning sky.





Ink Baby



Like a nosebleed, she starts


from nowhere,


scrawls across


their pages, only half-drawn, unlit.


In the bathroom mirror she spits


out milkteeth and blood falls on her


paper-white dress.


In the mirror she can see


cheeks blotted with fridge magnet


words: ink-stain, smudge, bruise.


She extracts the words,


arranges them along the edge


of the sink with the incisors


and leaves them to dry.





Oceanus



There is something swimming on top of you,


hugging your belly like a black cat in a bath.


I shouldn’t look. You look dead with your clots


of black hair waving in the water. I could run away


with your shoes and clothes, you’d have to go


naked, skin-filled, meat-hooked, forever.


I need to use the toilet I say, high pitched. As I sit


my feet don’t reach the floor. You ignore me,


dive under, submerged with grey water, wet rag,


soaked soap. I shouldn’t look. I shrink


and think I will be ripped with the flush into a grim


ocean, circled by sea-birds. Then you erupt


out from the bath-water, in sea-monster violence,


covered in seaweed, foaming and startled to see me


standing at the edge of your tub, you stare,


you tell me to leave.





Snapshot



There is photographic evidence


of when she shifted her gaze,


the exact time that her eyes went out of focus.


The pictures show me growing bigger,


in pigtails, often alone.


A snap of a girl with her hand on her mother’s


shoulder, like a Victorian husband.


I passed on my birthright to all those unborn


boys, soothed her worried forehead,


cut out coupons in newspapers for amulets,


put them in father’s hand


so he could keep us safe.


Stood behind my mother as she prayed


at the front door, led her to the kitchen,


made sure she looked at the babies.


There is evidence of her holding them,


keeping them close.


There is no photograph of me climbing stairs


two at a time, no evidence that I tried


not to slip and break my neck
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