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For Granny Bessie, keeper of conscience


For Uncle Robbie, keeper of stories


‘Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world’s grief.


Do justly, now. Walk humbly, now. You are not obligated


to complete the work, but neither are you free to abandon it.’


     – Rabbi Tarfon
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Prologue



History becomes


Cassandra.


Done over


confused


she foretells


the past


and offers it


to the future.


As predicted


the project


is doomed.


The present


believes her


but doesn’t


consider it


news.
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‘i can’t go back


wherever i came from


was burned off the map’


       – Melanie Kaye





Tomaszów Lubelski



We found the family house


at least we thought


it was the family house


it seemed to fit


the description


but nobody knew


the exact address


and there were


no records


Should I knock


and ask for a tour


I was not certain


that request


would go down well


after all I might be


one of the Jews


of the recurring nightmare


wailing for reparations


prodigal returned at last


to reclaim


what was not mine





Where?



Not this England tight with inference


and understatement, the marriages


recorded, christenings and funerals


dated, graves traceable and visited.


Not this England: edgy, hedged,


and fenced; the safety of the tribe.


Homeland, border, territory, clan.


Open your mouth and taste the word Jew.


How it lurks uncertain under the tongue.


Now try Belzec, Palestine, Diaspora.





Anxious Jewish Poem



Jewish Brits are quiet, mostly hiding


under hats and breathing lightly


eagerly inaudible in Jewish whispers


stretched and tuned to bashful British


as Jewish Deputies doff their kippot


and stand to sing for king and country.


It’s been a Jewish while since records of


a Jewish wave and you might say we’re safe:


we pass for now, and some of us do not


observe, do not observe at all, but


Jewish who would trust the territory: its


Jewish folds and shifts, ancient slurs


that blur on, cringe and bleed through skin


of memory? Jewish history churns, red paint


spits the yids, the yids, Fagins, Shylocks, still


the Jewish money gags, nose jobs, sentries


at the gates. So keep your Jewish head down


and your Jewish bag well packed and when


push comes to Jewish shove, as has been proved


and proved again, my Jewish friends, however


Jewish you are not, they won’t forget


your Jewish children and your Jewish god


your tarnished candlesticks, your stars


your rusty mazeltovs, your Jewish books.


Never assume. Accept your Jewish bread


unleavened; always be prepared to move.





Overheard on a Train 1



& all of queen victoria’s kids


were rothschilds


sorry


that’s wrong


i mean all but one


one wasn’t


it’s on youtube


rothschilds


nobody tells you that





Diaspora



I lost both my lovely uncles


one after the other


to another country.


Jubilantly they had passed


their examinations


and once equipped with


white coats and certificates


they poised to join


the gloried institutions


only to find corridors that reeked


of church and pork


of estrangement and handshakes


panelled rooms where their name


stuck to the roof


of the English mouth.


I lost both my lovely uncles


one after the other


to another country.


Just when we thought


we had arrived home


our shrunken family once more


found itself huddled over


indecipherable letters


despatched from distant possibilities.


I lost both my lovely uncles


one after the other


to another country.


On high holy days I spread


my grandmother’s cloth


I lay out my mother’s silver


and I miss my lovely uncles:


their blessings


and dreadful singing


their Jewish faces


blinking and flickering


in the candlelight.





Jewish People in the Area



Ephraim calls me on the phone before sunset


with a cheery Shabbat Shalom


Ephraim recently arrived from Brooklyn


would love to meet other Jews in London


I do not know this Ephraim


and I would hang up


how did he get my number


but then he says


I was sent


sent like a mini messiah


by my cousin Shimon the Hassid


to extend a hand and lure me


into the fold


On the street in Brooklyn on erev Yom Kippur


a Hassid and his teenage son seemed to know what I am –


            me with my illicit cone of Ben and Jerry’s


            and they asked


Have you heard the shofar today?


            to which I could only shake my head


and the boy blew Jewish breath


into the ram’s horn for long, primitive, ancient minutes
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