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  For Ali Smith




  


 





  And there’s a hand, my trusty fiere




  And gie’s a hand o’ thine




  

    Robert Burns


  




  

    Wherever someone stands,


  




  something else will stand beside it.




  

    Chinua Achebe


  




  

    Fere, feare, feer, fiere or pheere (archaic)


  




  noun: a companion, a mate, a spouse, an equal




  

    Fere (Scot.)


  




  adj: able, sound




  


 





  FIERE




  


 





  Fiere




  If ye went tae the tapmost hill, fiere,




  whaur we used tae clamb as girls,




  ye’d see the snow the day, fiere,




  settling on the hills.




  You’d mind o’ anither day, mibbe,




  we ran doon the hill in the snow,




  sliding and singing oor way tae the foot,




  lassies laughing thegither – how braw,




  the years slipping awa; oot in the weather.




  And noo we’re suddenly auld, fiere,




  oor friendship’s ne’er been weary.




  We’ve aye seen the warld differently.




  Whaur would I hae been weyoot my jo,




  my fiere, my fiercy, my dearie O?




  Oor hair it micht be silver noo,




  oor walk a wee bit doddery,




  but we’ve had a whirl and a blast, girl,




  thru the cauld blast winter, thru spring, summer.




  O’er a lifetime, my fiere, my bonnie lassie,




  I’d defend you – you, me; blithe and blatter,




  here we gang doon the hill, nae matter,




  past the bracken, bonny braes, barley,




  oot by the roaring sea, still havin a blether.




  We who loved sincerely; we who loved sae fiercely,




  the snow ne’er looked sae barrie,




  nor the winter trees sae pretty.




  C’mon, c’mon my dearie – tak my hand, my fiere!




  


 





  Longitude




  And though we share the same time




  and we sleep and wake in unison




  you are further away, in my dark mind;




  odd times, I glimpse you walking




  along the red dust road,




  same age as me, same hands, feet, toes.




  I anticipate where you are by




  the light of the half moon in our sky,




  but there is no starting position,




  something else will have to be chosen.




  When I look in the mirror




  I don’t see a foreign face,




  no Heart of Darkness,




  but you, who were with me all along,




  walking that road not taken,




  slowly, enjoying the elephant grasses,




  holding my hand: two young lassies,




  the breeze on our light-dark faces.




  


 





  Night Moths




  Last night when I opened my back door




  ten red moths flew into my kitchen,




  their paper wings, delicate as lanterns.




  At night they came to light like motifs to folklore,




  and now, suddenly ten, lined across my wall –




  and kept so still: I wondered if they were ill.




  I captured each visitor in an empty glass




  – the ancestors come in many guises –




  and took each one to the open door,




  and watched as, under the one winged moon,




  over the fence and into the starry sky,




  the fluttering wings became a hello and goodbye.




  


 





  The Returning




  And when you came back, Matthew




  – and your four-year-old body stopped its shaking –




  and your temperature fell to nearly normal –




  you had lost all your words: your soft mouth




  silent as a rosebud, and your cheeks lit




  like the sky after a double rainbow,




  all your words flown like winter birds




  as if the fit shook every new word




  just learnt off your tongue;




  and when you came back, Matthew, gift of god,




  you could have come back as a girl,




  your curly hair grown long in the space




  you’d been gone, it seemed, and softer;




  soft as the new beatific smile on your face,




  benevolent, free of the world’s wrongs.




  I held your small shape reborn in my arms;




  each eye shed a single tear, and I waited and held my breath.




  And then I saw a silent word on your face and you were




  back, and full of grace, back as if back




  from the long-lost, the missing and the dead.




  


 





  Igbo Bath




  At first the bucket and the bowl in the bath




  in the Beverley Hills Hotel, Nnewi,




  perplexes me: maybe there’s a leak




  in the ceiling – but why is the bucket




  upside down? I turn on the tap and it drips




  slow-slow, till it dawns on me:




  the bucket is to fill with water.




  The bowl is to rinse.




  When I tell all this to Chimamanda,




  she laughs and says,




  I should have told you about the Igbo bath,




  and shares the joke with Chioma.




  I took to the Igbo style of bathing




  very quickly, splashing my bowl




  of water under my arms, between my breasts,




  down my legs and onto my feet,
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