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Poems written in age confuse the years.


We all live, said Bashō, in a phantom dwelling.


Judith Wright, ‘The Shadows of Fire: Ghazals’




For Miles Burrows





BEFORE






Exceptions



Texas, 1950


Yes, I could read.


                                   No dogs


or Mexicans the large


round caps declared. ‘Papa,


we can’t go in.’ My new


red passport said as much.


‘They don’t mean us.’ He pushed


open the loud screen door


to a stale interior.


Little white serviettes


defined the seating plan.


Ketchup, French mustard. Our


bug-spattered Pontiac


with dust-dulled number plates


said ‘Mexico D.F.’


It shivered in the heat.


He was right. They didn’t


mean us. We fit, our skin


at home. The slow-bladed


ceiling fan made shadows


surge and plunge, like breathing.


They served us up the stuff


they’d eat themselves, unspiced,


prepared for the littlest


bear, neither too salty


nor sweet, not too hot or


too cold. We sipped, we smeared


bland red and yellow on


our burgers, overdone;


and grinning there, alert,


infernal black and brown,


a monster Doberman.





First and Last Things



There was, first off, the house we seemed to build


Up in a tree, or under the floor, and lived


With all our creatures and with all we were –


Pirate and doctor, sailor, angel, priest;


And then the first house made of mud or brick


Furnished with whatever we could find


Of real stuff, like wood and parakeets


And cushions, pottery and even framed


Pictures on the walls, they were real walls,


Nails could be driven into them.


The pictures were of us as we grew older


And they faded with us too as we grew older


The way pictures do or antique mirrors


Discolour as the isinglass gets tired


Of showing what is there and turns instead


Interpreter, an eschatologist


Who shows only what will be, which in the longer term


Is, after all, what is, and ever shall be.





Running Away



When they called I was running away, from the first call, running.


As soon as I could, I ran. Before, I’d imagined running


Away from the liquor amnii, the rippling endometrium,


The muscles’ hum and squeeze, light breaking into the hot


cramped cave,


Tugging the cord until it gave way, I was running away


From the snare, from the needle, the prick in the heel,


the swaddling,


The sweet acrid smell of her skin (the slime and talcum were mine),


From the breast, the shiny spoon, the tub and the tepid water,


Apple scent that was soapy and made grey froth on the water,


The light that hurt the eyes and the dark that was so like water.


As I ran I shouted and hollered. I floated on tears.


I gave them no peace. They’d waked me up, no sleep for them.


Had I known, as soon as that half cell of me flushed from his body


Entering the throbbing shaft of her I’d have chosen a way
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