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The word “cannibal,” the English variant of the Spanish word canibal, comes from the word caribal, a reference to the native Carib people in the West Indies, who Columbus thought ate human flesh and from whom the word “Caribbean” originated. By virtue of being Caribbean, all “West Indian” people are already, in a purely linguistic sense, born savage.






I.




Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises,


Sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.


Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments


Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices.


CALIBAN, The Tempest


The hurricane does not roar in pentameters.


KAMAU BRATHWAITE, History of the Voice










HOME


Have I forgotten it—


wild conch-shell dialect,


black apostrophe curled


tight on my tongue?


Or how the Spanish built walls


of broken glass to keep me out


but the Doctor Bird kept chasing


and raking me in: This place


is your place, wreathed in red


Sargassum, ancient driftwood


nursed on the pensive sea.


The ramshackle altar I visited


often, packed full with fish-skull,


bright with lignum vitae plumes:


Father, I have asked so many miracles


of it. To be patient and forgiving,


to be remade for you in some


small wonder. And what a joy


to still believe in anything.


My diction now as straight


as my hair; that stranger we’ve


long stopped searching for.


But if somehow our half-sunken


hearts could answer, I would cup


my mouth in warm bowls


over the earth, and kiss the wet dirt


of home, taste Bogue-mud


and one long orange peel for skin.


I’d open my ear for sugar cane


and long stalks of gungo peas


to climb in. I’d swim the sea


still lapsing in a soldered frame,


the sea that again and again


calls out my name.




POCOMANIA


Father unbending father unbroken father


with the low-hanging belly, father I was cleaved from,


pressed into, cast and remolded, father I was forged


in the fire of your self. Ripped my veined skin, one eyelid,


father my black tangle of hair and teeth. Born yellowed


and wrinkled, father your jackfruit, foster my overripe flesh.


Father your first daughter now severed at the ankles, father


your black machete. I remember your slick smell, your sea-dark,


your rum-froth, wailed and smeared my wet jelly across


your cheek. Father forgive my impossible demands. I conjure you


in woven tam, Lion of Judah, Father your red, gold,


and green. Father a flag I am waving / father a flag I am burning.


Father skittering in on a boat of whale skeleton,


his body wrapped in white like an Orthodox priest. Father


and his nest of acolyte women, his beard-comber, his Primrose,


his Dahlia, his Nagasaki blossom. Mother and I were none of them.


Father washing me in eucalyptus, in garlic, in goldenseal.


Fathering my exorcism. Father the harsh brine of my sea.


Making sounds only the heart can feel. Father a burrowing


insect, his small incision. No bleat but a warm gurgle—


Daughter entering this world a host. Father your beached animal,


your lamentations in the sand. Mother her red bones come knocking.


Mother her red bones come knocking at the floorboards,


my mother knock-knocking at his skull when he dreams.


Scratching at your door, my dry rattle of Morse code:


Father Let me in. With the mash-mouth spirits who enter us,


father the split fibula where the marrow must rust—


Father the soft drum in my ear. Daughter unweeding


her familiar mischief. Mother jangling the ribcage: I am here.




IN CHILDHOOD, CERTAIN SKIES REFINED MY SEEING


Sunset. That blood-orange hymn


combusting the year, nautilus chamber


of youth’s obscurities, your empty room
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