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Migrations







1




In late March, birds from the Gambia,


white throat warblers, who wintered in


the branches of a feathery acacia;


Mandelstam’s goldfinch; pink foot


geese from the Arctic. All


arrive using the stars, along


flyways old as Homer and Jeremiah.
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Avian immigration is down this year,


but humans still have reasons to move on,


the usual chronicle of poverty, enemies,


or ominous skies the colour of tobacco.


They arrive in London with battered luggage,


and eyes dark as black cherries







holding fast to old religions


and histories, remembering


the shock of being hunted in the streets,


the pain at leaving their dead


in broken cemeteries, their resilience


hardwired as birds’ skill in navigation.







On the Jubilee line, a black woman


has the profile of a wood carving from Benin.


In Willesden Green, Polski delikatesy, or a grocer


piling up African vegetables. An English woman


buys hot ginger and white radish: the filigree


of migration, symbiosis, assimilation.
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All my grandparents came from Odessa


a century ago, spoke little English,


and were doubtless suspect as foreigners


– probably anarchist or Bolshevik –


very likely to be dreaming of bombs.


It is never easy to be a stranger,







to be split between loneliness


and disloyalty, to be impatient


with dogma, yet still distrusted


in a world which prefers to be secular.


When I listen to the gaiety of Klezmer,


I understand why migrants like ghettos.







These people come from desperate countries


where flies walk over the faces of sick children,


and even here in Britain the luckless


will find gangmasters to arrange


work in mudflats as cockle pickers.


Why should they care my ancestors







had a long history of crossing borders,


when I am settled now after all those journeys?


And why do I want to make common cause


with them anyway? Only because I remember


how easily the civil world turns brutal.


If it does, we shall have the same enemies.






























Wartime Leicester
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Who is that child from a leafy Stoneygate garden,


leaving the sunken lawns and alpine rockery


to explore a patch of wild ground over the fence?







She crawls on the ground like an Indian tracker,


with powdery earth hurting her wide eyes,


or finds a delicate way up the pear tree branches,







her face absorbed. I remember the story she moves in:


the dream of a perilous world


in which she can only live with the skills of a boy.







Her father is unhappy, because she takes no pleasure


in the garden he laid out with such euphoria,


his magnificent fruit trees: Victoria plum and Coxes.







His only daughter stubbornly prefers


to steal redcurrants from the wild brambles


which prickle her tongue and may well poison her.
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When war comes, streetlights go out at night.


Even the Clock Tower is dark –


the electric sparks from a tram are blue as starlight.







In school, when a bell sounds for air raid practice,


the girls file over the hockey pitch


into concrete bunkers carrying satchels of goodies:







Sunpat raisins, fruity chocolate blobs.


In the heady smell of earth,


they gossip avidly. She is growing up.







At fourteen, she colours her lips dark red.


and hoists her small breasts


for the Palais de Danse, where she learns







the language of market boys from the East End,


and how to imitate


loose limbed Americans who move like dancers.







Her chrysalis conceals the girl I am


as I begin to read at nights:


Hamlet, John Keats, Omar Khayyam.















OEBPS/logo_1_online.jpg
(ARCANET





OEBPS/9781847778895_cover_epub.jpg
ELAINE FEINSTEIN Cities






