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  The Strait-Jackets 




   




  I lay the suitcase on Father’s bed


  and unzip it slowly, gently.


  Inside, packed in cloth strait-jackets


  lie forty live hummingbirds


  tied down in rows, each tiny head


  cushioned on a swaddled body.


  I feed them from a flask of sugar water,


  inserting every bill into the pipette,


  then unwind their bindings


  so Father can see their changing colours


  as they dart around his room.


  They hover inches from his face


  as if he’s a flower, their humming


  just audible above the oxygen recycler.


  For the first time since I’ve arrived


  he’s breathing easily, the cannula


  attached to his nostrils almost slips out.


  I don’t know how long we sit there


  but when I next glance at his face


  he’s asleep, lights from their feathers 


  still playing on his eyelids and cheeks.


  It takes me hours to catch them all


  and wrap them in their strait-jackets.


  I work quietly, he’s in such


  a deep sleep he doesn’t wake once.




  




  Embrace of the Electric Eel




   




  For thirty-five years, Father, you were a numb-fish,


  I couldn’t quite remember what it felt like 




   




  that last time you hugged me when I was eight,


  just before you went away.




   




  But when you summon me to your stagnant pool,


  Dad, Papa, whatever I should call the creature 




   




  that you are, now you finally ask for my love:


  do you think I’ve become strong as the horses 




   




  Humboldt forced into a stream


  to test the voltage of Amazonian eels?




   




  He had never witnessed


  “such a picturesque spectacle of nature” 




   




  as those great eels clamped against the bellies


  of his threshing horses, how their eyes 




   




  almost popped out and their manes stood on end.


  Though the jolt alone did not kill them, 




   




  many were so stunned they drowned.


  That’s how it is, Father, when you open your arms 




   




  and press your entire length against my trunk.




  




  Self-Portrait with Fire Ants




   




  To visit you Father, I wear a mask of fire ants.


  When I sit waiting for you to explain 




   




  why you abandoned me when I was eight


  they file in, their red bodies




   




  massing around my eyes, stinging my pupils white


  until I’m blind. Then they attack my mouth.




   




  I try to lick them but they climb down my gullet


  until an entire swarm stings my stomach, 




   




  while you must become a giant anteater,


  push your long sticky tongue down my throat, 




   




  as you once did to my baby brother,


  French-kissing him while he pretended to sleep.




   




  I can’t remember what you did to me, but the ants know.




  




  My Father’s Voice




   




  Because you refused to let me


  record your voice


  I’ve brought this parrot


  all the way from Brazil,


  the last speaker of a vanished tribe.


  No one understands him.


  No one speaks to him.


  I’ll leave him to perch beside your bed


  until he can mimic


  the hum of the oxygen machine


  and those little phrases you repeat


  to the girl who comes


  and washes you in moisturising milk


  and who cooks your meals.


  You won’t have to talk to him –


  I know that’s hard for you –


  nor exercise him, he’s used to a cage.


  By the time I return, I expect him


  to have learnt your language,


  your sighs, your weeping even


  and those gasps you make


  on days when the air


  is too heavy to breathe


  even with supplementary oxygen.


  And when you die,


  I’ll bring him to live in my home.


  If I haven’t seen anyone for weeks


  I’ll stroke his red and green feathers;


  he’ll remind me how precious each breath is


  as I coax your voice from his beak.
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