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‘She can feel no stir


of joy when her girl sings’




*





 


 


The Suns Light when he unfolds it


Depends on the Organ that beholds it.


 


– WILLIAM BLAKE, The Gates of Paradise



















Acknowledgements





Some of the poems in this book appeared previously in Poetry London, The Rialto, The Warwick Review and in New Poetries IV (Carcanet Press), and in anthologies from Rockingham Press and Middlesex University Press; I am grateful to the editors of these publications. Grateful thanks are also owed to the Master and Fellows of St John’s College, Cambridge, for the award of a Harper-Wood Studentship in English Poetry and Literature; to the Varuna Writer’s Centre, NSW; and to the Arts Council of Australia for an emerging writer’s new work grant. My debts are many, but I am particularly grateful to my editor Matthew Hollis for scrupulous reading; to my father Graeme Jones; to Jean Jones, Greg Jones, Lynley Everest, Michael Jones, Amy Jones, Tommy and Sue Scully, and Donald Slattery; to Tracy Bohan; Micky Pinkerton; Heather Glen; Jennifer Barron; and to friends who have been generous readers, especially Jacob Polley, Sarah Hall, Greg McLaren, Sean Pryor, Judith Beveridge, Angela Leighton, and most particularly, Fiona McFarlane.



















Contents







Title Page


Dedication


Acknowledgements




 





Waking


Farming


Tiger in the Menagerie


Zoos for the Living


Subcontinental Postcard


Goldfish


Daphne


Painting


Window


The Mind


Conversation


Equator


Hush


Winnowing


Sperm Song


Creator


A Literary History


Pietà


Tenants


Waiting


Gardener


Sonnet


Sentimental Public Man


Paradise


Exhibit


Citizenship


Death’s Sadness


Zoos for the Dead


Painted Tigers


Coda




 





About the Author


Copyright 



























Waking









Here it is again, light hoisting its terrible bells.


As though a world might wake up with it –







The moon shuts its eye. Down in the street


the same trolley is playing the pavestones.







For twenty-five years I’ve been waking


this way. There was one morning







when my mother woke and felt a twitch


inside, like the shifting of curtains.







She woke and so did I. I was like a bird


beating. She had no time for anaesthetic.







We just rolled from each other like indecent genies.


Even the nurses were startled.







Now she says the world and I were eager


from the start. But I was only waking.






























Farming









The pearls were empire animals.


They’d been shucked from the heart of their grey mothers


which is why, so often, you’ll find them


nestled at the neck and breast.


It stood to reason.


The sea was one long necklace,


and they often thought of that country.







Its customs waylaid them,


and it occupied their minds.


Nobody missed them.


The oysters felt nothing,


neither here nor there,


down on the farm and miles out to sea,


those swaying crops.







Rolled to create circumference.


Opened to accommodate


the small strange foreign irritant


that hones itself to a moon.


The oysters say


‘it’s a lulling stone, that outside heart


turned in, and beating.’







They knit their fields of nacre, and are quiet.


The clouds converge.


It’s a sad constabulary,


the sky and the sea, and the boats.


Because piracy is common


the farmers carry guns. Does the sea


object, marshalling its edges?










Do the fish know


their glint, those inward birds


in the fields of the Pacific?


It’s a singing bone,


the indivisible pearl.


It’s a bright barred thing. And pearls


are empire animals. And poems are pearls.






























Tiger in the Menagerie









No one could say how the tiger got into the menagerie.


It was too flash, too blue,


too much like the painting of a tiger.







At night the bars of the cage and the stripes of the tiger


looked into each other so long


that when it was time for those eyes to rock shut







the bars were the lashes of the stripes


the stripes were the lashes of the bars







and they walked together in their dreams so long


through the long colonnade


that shed its fretwork to the Indian main







that when the sun rose they’d gone and the tiger was


one clear orange eye that walked into the menagerie.







No one could say how the tiger got out in the menagerie.


It was too bright, too bare.


If the menagerie could, it would say ‘tiger’.







If the aviary could, it would lock its door.


Its heart began to beat in rows of rising birds


when the tiger came inside to wait.






























Zoos for the Living


  (a ballad)









I


And then I saw the drowned town of Adaminaby.


Colonial postcard! The town still stands (terra nullius).


It was founded by blue-eyed imperial apes. They soothed


its river, and diverted it like an infant. And they erected


a dam, to carefully drown a suave and mythical valley.







Here they flustered a republic of bright and singular birds.


(For, on the banks of the Snowy, the avid ornithologist


can find numerous examples of flat-skulled horn-beaked


parrots, in various shades, chewing their grey babel tongues;


and a religious-minded bird there might cry out and stand,







flexing its bright crest, and look to heaven like a hot crowned man,


like an amorous punk, King David in a promised land,


and cry to that river ‘O Absalom!’). When it shut,


the Snowy River on Adaminaby, most of the town


had already moved, in convoys, brick by brick,







like that agile forest in Macbeth, to new Adaminaby.


And they raised its stones like the bones of Christ.


And they combed out its roads like dusty, long, messianic hair.


And they found it to be good. Arthur Yen had been landlord there,


old Chinese stock. He was birthed in a gold rush pan.







And rubbed shoulders with Leicke and Lominici and Laszlo.


And of course with Charles McKeahnie, the Man from Snowy River,


who tethered his horse to the beer-pump, while the bargirls


foamed and wept. And what’s left of old Adaminaby?


New Adaminaby. Old and new Adams. And the steps










of St Mary’s Church, and one pillar, that burdens the river


with an absent bell and the toll of a nautical angelus.


And fishermen farm the once-lived-in streets, angling their lights.


And these are streetlamps for the dead. And the dead once made


Adaminaby. And the General Store once stocked their wares.








II


Where I live now, there’s an afternoon storm. This is February.


There are mountains, blue, with humid birds. It’s summer here.


And my mother was ‘a ten-pound pom’. Her fine, pale, English,


cigarette-paper skin was frail, untouched by the sun or the Mersey,


was nourished in Ireland, imported by famine and the nineteenth century







to an England of docks and of ships, where Our Lady of Hunger


smoked on the steps of the barred yard, and dragged the grey tides,


and where my great-great-aunt the money-lender tied her one son


to the bed, to keep him from sailing to Sydney, Australia,


where his father stood by the harbour, and watched it breathe.







And so my mother took the plane instead. A beebop blonde


blue-eyed British jitterbug, she had a ticket to ride.


And her skin was as pale as the lashed cliffs at Dover.


It had a quality. It had a ring to it. And I was stitched in:


an alleged convict-celt, with a bland façade







like an Anglican chapel, and with secularized, mild,
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