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Poetry is music from the place we are born











It’s hard to reckon with where you come from. It’s hard to disentangle the ranting, raving brutes from the modern, ‘civilised’ fathers; it’s hard to figure out where to place your allegiance.


KATHERINE ANGEL, Daddy Issues


and may you in your innocence


sail through this to that


LUCILLE CLIFTON, ‘blessing the boats’












Look at that tree and write about it.


But Mimi, I don’t know the name of that tree.


I can describe it but can’t distinguish it; tall, brown, bursting


with leaves like a loaded wallet,


autumn’s green and yellow receipts.


It is against my nature to notice the tree. Who am I


to rustle in the wind? Mimi, my best memory


of a tree is the one that grew at the back


of my mother’s garden, it might’ve been a young oak


or a sweetgum. My mother came back from the market with rope


and asked my father to tie it around the thickest arm,


the knot was the seat for my sister and I


so we could swing. Mimi, we sat on that knot and launched ourselves,


held our whole face and both arms and feet against the rope


and tarzaned into the air. That branch held us all summer,


my parents months from their second separation,


my sister a year from running away from home, calling


the house, hanging up on Mum’s new boyfriend.


When I finally answered, You know none of this is your fault?


I sat on the staircase with a rubber pad on the receiver so I could listen


through hearing aids, that one bit of her voice entered me


while I stared out the window at that tree.


See, Mimi? I don’t know what I’m saying, I don’t know


what I’m hearing. Me?


I’m just rustling in the wind.
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Towards Naming









I don’t think my child is going to be a good person,


says someone’s mother


to an expectant father. I stare


at the stain on my suede shoes


and think this is a first world problem.


What was the world’s first problem?


Across the street a woman is locked


outside her house. She is yelling


down the phone. Chanting men


in football shirts pass by – bankers,


politicians, builders on bicycles.


Two coffee cups on an empty café table


look on. My first problem


was either shoelaces, a drunk


father, writing my y’s wrong, or


not finishing something on my plate.


*


No offence,


says my faithful friend, sitting by the large


café window, but why have children


when the world is ending? Outside


four men sit around a table and when a dog


passes them, they lean over and ruffle


its fur and ears, one of them skinning a roll-up.


No one asks the dog’s name but smoke


from the man’s cigarette wafts into the café.


Behind the glass, I hold my breath.


*


No garlic in the kitchen now that your mother is carrying you.


She can’t be in the same room and breathe


if there are fumes on my breath.


*


I think of naming you Orwell,


Orwell! Dinner’s ready. Orwell!


Stop spying on your mother!


I’m tired of your cynicism, young man.


That’s what I’m not looking forward to.


Having to tell you (Orwell?) off.


Your moods meeting my temper.


*


What was I saying?


Last night I watched a film where vampires


had reflections. At first I thought it was a mistake


(a mist ache), a continuity error, but soon it made sense.


They can’t unsee how they’re seen


after all their years coffined in the dark. Rumi, Blake, Selvon,


Son, maybe our myths are finally evolving?


*


The sun is rising and there’s nowhere to hide.


The narrative I have of myself insists on blood.


Today is my last Father’s Day as a non-father.


This time next year I’ll be a different creature,


probably writing prose for that red-hot money.


Sleepless and hissing behind curtains.


*


The barista puts my coffee on the table


and sings out En-joy! like a musical doorbell,


a note struck so straight without irony or parody,


it takes me completely out of my thinking.


I watch him hurry to the next order without


pausing for applause or acknowledgement as if


he knows the way to live – as if he knows


the grace we deserve to give ourselves.


I turn up my sound and enjoy listening


to him placing hot cups on the other tables.


*




New dads are marching


at the climate change protest.


Earth rolls her eyes.





*


Your mother wants to call you Sebastian


but that’s the name of the bully that snuck


into my backpack and stole my FIFA 98.


It’s also the name of the Jamaican steel-


pan playing crab in The Little Mermaid


and the saint who had his chest pierced


with arrows. I can’t name you


after anything I fear happening.


*


Last winter


still in Oklahoma


I stumble shivering


through the dark


looking for the switch


that won’t work


I creak open


the bathroom door


and see the water


frozen in the bowl


so I wake your pregnant mother


pack a bag of clothes and drive


slowly across the 4 a.m. iced roads


when we draw up


to the hotel car park no one


is on the street except a woman


in a doorway in a nightgown


waving shouting call the police


he’s going to kill me!


a man marches up


behind her and


a police car pulls


out of nowhere


I’ll kill you!


shouts the man


as his wrist is clamped


with handcuffs we can’t


stay here we have to drive


to another hotel


we have to brave


the icy roads that say


I could kill you


to the car as the wheels


slide over it


now we have taken


the shape of something


that loses what it knows


in the cold I could kill you


say the frozen trees


breaking apart


and collapsing


beside us


*


So I sing through the walls of your mother’s pregnant belly,
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