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For my sisters




“Had I been any god of power, I would


have sunk the sea within the earth or ere


it should the good ship so have swallowed and


the fraughting souls within her.”


    – The Tempest (1.2.10)


“Moaneth always my mind’s lust


that I fare forth, that I afar hence


seek out a foreign fastness.”


    – The Seafarer (Translt. Pound)





Notes from a Shipwreck



We go whaling in the Violent Blue and the crew


are lit by sperm oil, perfumed by ambergris – our Nantucket


night-birds sing a parliament of beer-filled chants.


We wonder if the tales of monsters are real, details charted.


We tie the stove up in red-tape so it doesn’t kill us.


The Captain asks me to cook Bengali fish and pray


to the Hindu sea god, Varuna, god of rain. Lightning strikes


us, I thought he knew where we were going? Salus Populi


he blusters in Latin, says he thinks he’s packed enough


limes and lemons. I must stink wearing this foul plastic.


Her fluke takes us down – for the whole catastrophe


of things we did to her and the sea. I was just a ship-trapped


girl on a rock, far from homeland, it was nothing to do


with me, just a bloody foreigner. I watch as they harpoon her.


We wipe our sleeves while wreckers look on, light fires


on the shore. What a disaster the stink is for all the sailors


left. Next comes scurvy, next comes fever. The captain brings


us a remedy named after a baby whale who washed up


on the banks of the Thames, near Barnes Bridge, last summer.


I stood by when the crowds came to witness her carcass.





Flotsam



I’m changed into these rocks and am full of noises, a fox scream, badger scratch and twig snap in symphony of flesh instruments and I itch and hum until my ears sing. My voice is kelp as I wake. He calls me Miranda, says I’m his good, good girl, says my mother used me like a doll, discarded, broken and painted blue. I am unspoken, unseen and untaken. If only I could sink a sea; rich and strange. Vases shake when I’m around, he says. He’ll make me sleep, never let me cross the wine-dark oceans and yet I know I can make creams and potions. I read his books, learn to open clouds and caves where he hides the secrets. I can turn him into frog, newt, fish and smear his pulped and pestled pages into my carved, fermenting skin.





Outcaste



I was no longer a Brahmin girl       the day I left on that boat with my mother across the bay from Mumbles to Ilfracombe          I’d never seen the sea so hard like salt dunes       Are we in England now? I asked       We used the Severn Bridge after that        and I thought it was the Howrah Bridge       I was sick on my mother’s lap     They took me there after the war                             They say: I must not cross the sea.        My father called me Badmash                the day I stole his chequebook, says I’m no Brahmin girl, no – even before that           when  I took money from her purse to buy my sisters Christmas presents           from the shops up the road, wrapped toys up in cheap tissue paper and ribbons           told them they were from Santa, rigged up bells       They say: I must not steal                    from a Brahmin    I was not a Brahmin girl when I told all the Welsh kids                  at school              I was from India, not England       They were eased                 having learned the sins of the English from their fathers      But in my heart              I knew I was born in Luton      They say: I must not bare false witness with respect            to land        The Dharmasutra says to become pure I must fast                    for three days, only take a small portion of food       For three days I must            bathe at dawn, noon and dusk       I must stand all day, and sit all night      I have never done these things     I am unruly, always standing and sitting      at the wrong times and eating crisps      The Dharmasutra requires I do these     rituals for three years in order to return home.





Truant



She’s in and out of the bedroom, saw-shark, minnow, silverfish            too small to get onto the top shelf          Smells all unfamiliar, suitcases under the bed, the boast of carpet swirling like her mother on medicine         The carpet, so damp underfoot, the sea from half a mile down the lane seeps with fog into the house, nestled in huddles in the heft and weft         Greens, reds, plucked in paisley, stamps of mould growth, paint blistered and sticks in worn places        She strokes the book     A title she shouldn’t understand, but she does. Opens it up, illicit, she’s cross-legged on a bedspread         She shifts, turns pages, words penetrate           darts her eyes across a gloaming room and the creak of stained wood           uncommitted boards, heave of banister makes her ear cock to the small sounds and she thumps the book back in its wicked place               What does it matter what she did? Robin, blackbird, sparrow, thrush.


She asks if her lunch is ready, curls her nose at the sweat from her mother’s uncovered breasts         She creeps, watches paint peel from the skirting boards, picks at it, bores a hole into the future, watches herself tut-tut and weep           watches herself become mountain, river, cloud, rain, whale, rhinoceros, polar bear. Itches crevices, in her bedroom, cuts up books in her bedroom, alone in her bedroom, walks around the house in her bedroom, hears her mother’s voices in her bedroom         She scratches her thighs           in soft places made hard and scales cake over her, turn her; mackerel, crab, limpet            In pours silence, between her legs, in her bedroom         A dam burst of water cough floods through her bedroom       Who keeps laughing?                             Who is laughing in this rain-soaked room?


A mother soaked in a language made of tongue twist, babbled voices blithering in a din from a blister-packed mouth           She is a chorus of birds, parakeet, bulbul, shikra            Alone in a bedroom, inside an Indian forest, stalking woman, dressed as tiger            tiger dressed as mother, crouching on all fours      aimed rear, pissing at your heart to scent mark                            Owned by the dark she hides in a book, in the ones she’s not to look at, in the ones she does       She creeps, sideways and up, sideways and up, every sense locked on the sound of a cough, a sneeze       a laugh that burbles up           Springs out of a bedroom, covered in leaves.             Fur lined on the inside, she piles on her clothes      a substrate of rags      in the silence of wood, in a groan of a house, where no one comes, where the dishes get done, where food is wiped, where food is served, in suppressed boils of laughter            Who is laughing in the slab of the house?       She silently lines herself in the pages of books in her bedroom.
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