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For my mother


&


in memory of my father,


who loved a good map.


And with love and thanks


to Jan


who brought my passport


when it mattered most.





About the Author
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Plenty






Plenty



When I was young and there were five of us,


all running riot to my mother’s quiet despair,


our old enamel tub, age-stained and pocked


upon its griffin claws, was never full.


Such plenty was too dear in our expanse of drought


where dams leaked dry and windmills stalled.


Like Mommy’s smile. Her lips stretched back


and anchored down, in anger at some fault –


of mine, I thought – not knowing then


it was a clasp to keep us all from chaos.


She saw it always, snapping locks and straps,


the spilling: sums and worries, shopping lists


for aspirin, porridge, petrol, bread.


Even the toilet paper counted,


and each month was weeks too long.


Her mouth a lid clamped hard on this.


We thought her mean. Skipped chores,


swiped biscuits – best of all


when she was out of earshot


stole another precious inch


up to our chests, such lovely sin,


lolling luxuriant in secret warmth


disgorged from fat brass taps,


our old compliant co-conspirators.


Now bubbles lap my chin. I am a sybarite.


The shower’s a hot cascade


and water’s plentiful, to excess, almost, here.


I leave the heating on.


And miss my scattered sisters,


all those bathroom squabbles and, at last,


my mother’s smile, loosed from the bonds


of lean, dry times and our long childhood.





Weather Eye



In summer when the Christmas beetles


filled each day with thin brass shrilling,


heat would wake you, lapping at the sheet,


and drive you up and out into the glare


to find the mulberry’s deep shade


or watch ants marching underneath the guava tree.


And in the house Mommy would start


the daily ritual, whipping curtains closed,


then shutters latched against the sun


and when you crept in, thirsty, from the garden,


the house would be a cool, dark cave,


an enclave barricaded against light


and carpeted with shadow, still


except the kitchen where the door was open


to nasturtiums flaming at the steps


while on the stove the pressure cooker chugged


in tandem with the steamy day.


And in the evenings when the sun had settled


and crickets started silvering the night,


just home from school, smelling of chalk and sweat,


Daddy would do his part of it, the checking,


on the front verandah, of the scientific facts.


Then if the temperature had dropped enough


the stays were loosened and the house undressed


for night. Even the front door wide now


for the slightest breeze, a welcoming


of all the season’s scents, the jasmine,


someone else’s supper, and a neighbour’s voice –


out walking labradors, the only time of day


for it, this time of year. How well the world


was ordered then. These chill machines


don’t do it half as true, the loving regulation


of the burning days. Somehow my judgement isn’t quite


as sure when faced with weather-signs. Let me come home


to where you watch the skies and keep things right.


For Ann and Harwood





Fruit of the Land
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