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    This book is for Mai Lin


  




  Like a bitten apple the window




  darkens slowly, the table drifts




  like smoke and in the violet’s grain




  the weightless early dusk unfolds
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  Doll’s House




  A table set with tiny plates,




  the chairs around a paper fire:




  diminishment has simplified




  the aims and objects of desire,




  while blinder faith must still provide




  the mincemeat in the wooden cakes,




  the creaking stair and wind outside.




  For you have held your breath to peer




  along the shelves of depthless books




  lining a room where nothing’s read;




  and now, effortlessly giant, look




  up to the eaves and in at the beds.




  Be brave. To live is not to fear




  despite the scale of what’s at stake.




  Two children lie in matchbox cribs.




  Next door a couple, stiff as pegs,




  are tucked together, rib to rib,




  the bedsheets bound around their legs.




  What happens if you turn away?




  Every god has asked the same,




  crouched at a sideboard, just in case




  sudden little laughter shakes




  a heaven like an empty house




  where not a plate nor day will break.




  





  Hide and Seek




  I wasn’t in the chicken coop,




  watching. I didn’t put my head




  through the frayed and dusty loop




  slung from the rafter in the pig shed.




  I wasn’t in the warm brown egg.




  I wasn’t in the barrel of rain




  or in Grandma Dolly’s beige plastic leg.




  I wasn’t in the rookery. I wasn’t in the lanes




  that powdered the cow-parsleyed hedgerows




  those year-long late-summer afternoons.




  I wasn’t planted. I didn’t grow




  or constellate. I wasn’t field-mushrooms,




  milk or mould. I wasn’t in the rabbit hole




  or under the cowpat. I didn’t hang




  from the fence with six brother moles.




  I didn’t do what scarecrows can.




  I didn’t bark or howl or hoot.




  That wasn’t me in the frogspawn.




  I wasn’t brought in on my father’s boot.




  I wouldn’t move like that through a field of corn.




  I wasn’t under my parents’ bed,




  listening. I wasn’t in the earth




  with the bones and broken crockery.




  I wasn’t in the cold brown Firth




  with the flounders. I wasn’t Lockerbie,




  Annan or Langholm. I wasn’t the South




  or the North. I didn’t wet the bed.




  I wasn’t in the snapdragon’s mouth




  or under the heap of severed heads




  or under the heap of turnip heads.




  I didn’t rust. I wasn’t waterproof




  or catching. I didn’t spread.




  I wasn’t sunburn or the truth.




  I wasn’t in the slurry pit.




  I wasn’t the accordion of baled hay




  that drew breath when the string was cut.




  I wasn’t what I didn’t say.




  I wasn’t the echo of the trout




  ringing silently through the slow-




  flowing bronze. I didn’t shout




  and stamp. I wasn’t under the snow




  that kept me from school. I wasn’t slammed.




  I didn’t leak or scratch or smell.




  I didn’t go to pieces in a stranger’s hands.




  That wasn’t my voice coming from down the well.




  





  First Bike




  There, at the bottom of the river.




  Time slips. The leaves are the leaves




  of woods long felled, gold still, like treasure.




  The current turns one wheel as if




  you had just laid it down to run




  from year to year, from bright to shade,




  across the bridge from being young




  to here where you stand, unwise and afraid




  in grown-up shoes. Your father’s hand




  once steadied you. When he let go




  you rode, because you didn’t know;




  you rode across the yard to find




  your balance always was your own.




  You rode on after dark alone.




  





  Apples and Pears




  Hush. Sleep. Get bigger; grow older.




  The world is smaller, the cold sea colder,




  deader, deeper. Torchlight in the bat-cave,




  lamplight on the hillside, and soon we must leave




  this room in the roof, but not yet.




  Quiet. Lights out. The geese go over.




  Will we be rich or faithful or clever?




  Our mothers’ hands, like music, rest
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