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For V


    ‘I fell in love with a swan.
My eyes were filled with feathers.’

    – from ‘Lord of the Reedy River’ (Donovan, arr. Kate Bush)

    ‘…who would believe that they could come from the inside of an egg, if he did not know that it happened?’

– Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. by Mary M. Innes (1955)
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RAM

It’s on the kitchen table,

the ram’s skull.

He came in cradling it in his arms, Don’t worry,

it’s been dead for ages, he whispered, then touched my cheek,

a circuit forming between him, me, and the Ram

that flooded my body with crackling winter fire.

He plonked the skull down

before vanishing,

as he does, into his head and left this head,

still on the wood, just bone and horns.

And oh, what horns! I imagine his admirers’ eyes –

dark slits expanding to take them all in.

The curve of them,

looping, intentional things –

ridged, strong – I can’t look for long, can’t reach out

to touch them though it’s all I want to do.

To be honest, I am scared – of the narrow brittle skull

between two magnificent coronets –

a sliver of bone, and in its empty

sockets, a black blankness.

It is the devil, no doubt, here on our kitchen table

like a vase. It vibrates, I can almost hear its ancient bleats.

Every time I make tea, load the dishwasher, stack plates,

it is there –

weird

exhibit –

I’ll take it to show her, he says when he returns,

meaning our two-year-old who has been asking about bones,

can smell death in the house. She runs in,

her teething cheeks hot and red,

Mama, the baa baa doesn’t need

its head anymore.

The three of us and the Ram –

its presence a whisper from the future,

stubborn, yes, and unapologetic. It’s on the table even now.

Tomorrow it will disappear to his laboratory

but tonight, I can’t stop thinking about

those hollow orbs –

the thin fragments of skull clinging

together to give shape to an idea –

Ram, silhouetted against all the objects, against

all the light. Ram, who am I supposed to be in all this –

the floral blinds, the recipe books, the porcelain floor tiles?

Oh Ram, let us bash our heads off them and weep.


[image: ]

EGG/


CHICKEN

At night I dream of chickens.

In this first year of marriage, I am deranged.

In the dreams, I try to teach the poultry to touch type

while they insist on giving birth at my feet.

They’re impossible so I swallow

their eggs whole. They hatch inside

until I ovum my mouth, downy full-stops pop out –

a magic trick I do at the end of sentences.

Should I chop off their heads with an axe? Maybe.

Arrange the corpses to look like they’re flying? Perhaps.

Or I carry their skulls in my pockets like clanking marbles, stuff

yellow fluff up my nose, breathe feathers.

Oh, but they enact their revenge before the alarm goes off,

peck me into a board like a key until I spell something out.

Or shrink me until I am no bigger than a seed. Or I dream

that I survive for weeks after my head’s cut off.

I scream, CHICKEN!

I want to count every last one of the paltry lot.

Tell me about it, my husband says, plucking feathers
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