






































































a magnificent gift and give again, a perfect acceptance and yielding, a 

mystery, the reality of that which can never be known, vital, sensual 

reality that can never be transmuted into mind content, but remains 

outside, living body of darkness and silence and subtlety, the mystic 

body of reality. She had her desire fulfilled.' " 

Moira laughs. She re-reads the last sentence. 

I don't know if I should laugh or not. 

I don't feel like laughing. 

I reach right back and tell Moira about Martin's father, how he left 

me when I began to show with Martin. 

"Perhaps he was the love of my life," I say. 

I tell her about another man, from, well, quite a few years ago. 

His interminable marriage. 

Inez is furious. She paces up and down the kitchen and cannot 

calm down. 

"Who the fuck helped themselves to Moira's tarts?" she yells. 

Someone on the night shift has eaten them. 

Jam tarts are the only food that attracts Moira these days. (Mostly 

she just drinks Sustagen; she has trouble keeping things down.) 

Inez buys these tarts in a cakeshop in the Strand Arcade. She calls 

them linzer torte. 

"What creature would do a thing like tl1at?" demands Inez. "This 

bloody well takes tl1e cake," she says, unaware. 

Moira, in the living room on cushions, laughs. Rings her bell. 

Someone on the team has given her a little brass bell so that she 

can let us know if she needs us, if we happen to be out of the room. 

"Did some knave stole those tarts all away?" Moira asks. (She's in 

good form this morning.) 

Inez bursts into tears. 

"Come here, my little jam tart," Moira says to Inez. 

Inez puts her face into Moira's neck and they murmur together. 

Inez begins to lick Moira's ear. 

We've finished with the doctor's son and the university lecturer. 

At last, we are up to Susanna. 
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But before she can tell me all about Susanna, Moira has a setback. 

I arrive for my morning shift and Inez stands in the doorway, her 

arms hanging down, hands slack. 

Last night Moira was in a sort of coma. 

"We thought this might be it," Inez says. 

Moira isn't the same after that. 

Her energy is down; she doesn't want to go out into the garden in 

the morning any more. 

Instead of talking with Moira, I do the washing. 

Moira now has prodigious night sweats. The sheets and her night­

gown have to be changed three or four times each night. 

When I go in and out of her room, Moira smiles at me but in an 

unfocussed, polite way. 

As if I were some stranger. 

One morning I go in to see her and she gestures to me to come 

close. (Inez is in the living room, talking on the phone.) Moira 

reaches up and takes both my hands. 

"I want you to do something for me," she whispers. "I need you to 

get in touch with Susanna." 

She lies back on the cushions. Forces herself to go on. 

''Tell Susanna I have to see her," she urges. "Find her. Make her 

come." 

I wait until Inez goes out to work so I can search through Moira's 

study for her old address books. Eventually I find Susanna's name, and 

a bunch of crossed-out addresses. 

I take all the address books home and carry them into the house as 

if they were fragile, contraband. 

I dial the numbers, overseas, to the States, to Canada. 

People with strange accents come on the line and can't under-

stand what I'm saying. 

I have to repeat myself. 

You must have the wrong number. 

No, sorry. 

Lady, are you a nut or what? Like I told you before. She ain't here, 

period. 
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After work, I go into the city to the GPO and look in all the phone 

books. I call the library and talk to the reference librarian. 

I call information for the major cities on the northeast coast of the 

United States, of Canada. Then I call the numbers. 

I make a list of the names of these cities. There are 287 cities on 

my list. 

Piece by piece by piece, I am going to solve this puzzle. I am going 

to find Susanna. 

I will find Susanna for you. 

I will bring her to you. 

I whisper into the bathroom mirror, making it fog over. 

One day there is a new roster on the refrigerator and my name 

isn't on it. There must be some mistake. 

Right away I go into the bedroom, but Moira is curled up under 

the quilt, asleep. In the crook of her legs, Mad Max is licking his bum. 

So I ask the woman who's going off shift. Like me, she's from the 

TAFE; straight. I know her quite well. 

She says, "They're going to move Moira's bed into the living room. 

Put their mattresses down so they can sleep around her, like a laager. 

That way, if someone who's watching her needs help, with moving her 

or something, they'll be right there." 

"So what's this list for?" I ask. 

"It's the list for sleeping over." 

"Why aren't I on the list for sleeping over?" 

She looks at me in a shrewd way. 

"I could do it, Martin's old enough," I protest. 

She says, "Well who would you want around? Wouldn't you want 

your old lovers? They're the ones I'd want, for sure." 

She laughs. 

"Old lovers," I say, as ifl do not understand. 

This woman has been married to her husband forever. Every time 

I see him he has his head behind a newspaper. The sports section. 

What could she possibly know about old lovers? 

But it was me Moira asked to find Susanna. 
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I think constantly of Susanna. Where is she? What is she doing 

right now? 

Susanna is walking along a city street, or eating a piece of bread, or 

opening a window. 

(Behind her, in an unkempt apartment, the phone rings and 

rings.) 

Susanna, not thinking of Moira. 

Her head full of her own life, somewhere. 

''What are you up to, Mum?" Martin asks. 

He used to call me by my name when he was younger. Now he calls 

me Mum. 

I'm cleaning out the spare room. For Susanna. Vacuuming, dust­

ing, airing the room, putting out potpourri in a dark blue bowl. My 

cheeks are warm, my hands supple. 

"She's coming," I tell him. "That friend of Moira's." 

"But Mum," he says. 

"But Mum nothing," I say. "She's coming." 

Martin is helping me. We sit at the dining-room table, going 

through tl1e lists. 

"That just about wraps up Massachusetts, Mum," Martin says. 

When Susanna comes, she will see how Martin is. How casual and 

generous in his young beauty. 

Susanna will be the right age to appreciate Martin, my son. 

I think I may have found her number. It was amazing luck, I was 

down to the 67th city on the list. I dialled this number in Toronto and 

there was a taped answer. 

The voice sounded exactly right. 

I left a message for her to call me as soon as possible. 

She's the one. 

I believe she's the one. I really believe that. 

She'll come right away. I'll meet her at the airport, bring her to 

Moira. 

For a break - because she'll need a break - I'll take her up to 
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Dee Why and she can be impressed by the waves and sand. And the 

beach will have the clarity of very early spring, before the sun washes 

everything out. 

For light relief I'll explain to Susanna about the battle for the 

beaches. (What do we want? No more pooh! When do we want it? 

Now!) 

She will know that Moira and I have a special connection; I won't 

need to explain. 

But I'll tell her when she asks. About Moira's comfort with me, her 

frankness. 

We will walk along the beach, Susanna and I, and we'll both be 

thinking about that. 

"Inez," I say, pleased to have caught her in time. "I've got to talk to 

you." For once, with Inez I feel confident, in charge. We are standing 

in tl1e driveway. (Ms Lawyer is off to the city, again.) 

"It's about Susanna." 

As I say this, Inez looks, briefly, as if she is falling through space. 

Then she pulls herself together. 

"Don't tell me," she says, intensely irritated. "Not you too." 

I stare at her. 

"I suppose Moira's been asking you to help her find Susanna." 

Has she been eavesdropping? 

Does she know I went through Moira's things in her study? 

"She's asked us," says Inez, slowly, emphatically. 

"All of us. Ages ago." 

I don't believe it. 

"We've tried and tried. We've been driving Telecom crazy. But 

we've had to face it, we just can't find her." 

"I guess you were her last resort," she says. 

Then she started to laugh. 

She turned around and walked back into the house. Went to the 

kitchen, where the night shift, the sleep-overs, were making breakfast. 

I go out to the laundry. Take out a load of washing someone has 

left there. Put in a new load. 

Measure the laundry soap, set the dial, make tl1e wash turn and 
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tumble. See, I am quite capable of doing these things. 

Take out Moira's sheets and the T-shirts she wears as nighties. 

Hang them on the line where the sun shines, as it has to. 

Out on the street, people are walking along. They are going to 

catch the train to work. 

She would have told the others her stories, too. All of them. 

Ages ago. Different bits for different people. 

For me, early life and men. Auden, Lawrence. 

From where I am, I can hear them. 

Someone has just quipped "desperately seeking Susanna," and 

they all laugh. 

It's laughter that says, this is totally crazy; this is serious. 

It's laughter that says, we're deep into it here, my friends. And if 

it's a miracle you're waiting for, well don't count on it, matey, but one 

might show up, you never know, it just might. 
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Cathy Stonehouse/ THREE POEMS 

ILLUMINATIONS 

From a different coast you come to me 

up the dark stairs, lights have been turned off 

your flattened feet are bare, the weapon 

hangs half-stiff between cotton flaps 

secure in its power to induce the drowning element. 

be a good quiet girl. be a good still dead quiet girl. 

you climb up the slope of the seaside town 

where you learned this trade, 

past rocks where the lighthouse flickers, 

mounting the steps to your own full size, the sheen 

on your quiet flesh exuding its own numinous light. 

this is for you, and you and you and you, mummy. 

it's in between her fine striations that you'll bury me, 

beyond the calculation of the beams, in the cove by the beach 

where you buried memory. 

as you open the bedroom door 

you embrace the family seal, 

its convex injunctions 

emboss 

in to soft red wax 

what you learned of the symbols 'father', 'daughter'. 
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i am six years old, afraid to move my eyes 

in this body that the dark has given me, 

pin-pricked by thin subtle sounds. 

i'm waiting 

on a cliffhead in my long white gown 

for your rippling movements 

there undressing beside the bed, 

i know that i am doomed to die at sea 

your cold white body rising 

from the water, solid and vast 

against which my tiny mind founders, 

a neat wooden vessel, a tinkling marie celeste. 

dark hair fanning out, green hands clutching at my neck 

i'd swallow but there's no room: 

i've seen far down your throat 

to where the tongue lies down and cannot speak. 

i'm soft and toothless in my shell 

black roots of hairs stand out on your upper lip 

lie still cathy lie still 

and what of the words i know? 

night-time seabird father 

pubic bone slams against chest 

if we are both vessels mine is full yours empty 

when our masts clink together mine has a tinny sound. 
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II 

hate no i love you no i 

love no i hate you 

carved into a grand figurehead, my 

head and lungs 

turned to wood 

daddy 

light 

strikes your body 

like a thin crown, cracks open eyes 

like a whip, i can see 

everything see 

everything i needed to know 

needed to know to live 

inside you, hush 

is this anchor hooked 

around which i turn 
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Ill 

the wind is up 

the night's a button-hook 

pulls me 

out of all this 

tangling, pulled 

through the eye of ceiling 

that closes to seal you in 

nothing moves below 

the street lies flat as an ache 

while your hair fills my mouth 

i rise above our house 

lost in the logic of other houses 

the map of the ever-repeating 

night, imagine 

unclothed on the bed 

bound wings chafing at my chest 

how i travel 

flying low above the river ridges 

past the motorway 

the tramp with his seven coats 

snoring in a rusty van 

on the road to scotland 
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travel past all thoughts of tomorrow 

to where tarmac meets the sea: 

Blackpool, dreaming of the night 

they turn the lights on 

you can make me dance 

but up here strings of light unfurl 

miraculous, gaudy 

from my mouth 

i burp forth elephants 

china dogs, whirlwinds 

watch the big wheel dip 

and the tower door fly open 

where an old man plays an organ 

made of tiny children's toes 

(falling) 
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MAGIC LANTERN 

Thin as snowflakes bright in red coats 

we are children stumbling through fog 

my father's breath, white 

and silent, blurs 

into my baby arms 

placed around his neck like a fur 

then i overturn chairs 

in our back garden 

you play a small guitar too fast 

bow to the camera 

and we are specks of dust 

an amber glow fading to grainy black 

do i call this memory? 

the light in the film unbandaging 

thick and luminous as kitchen curtains 

all it does not show 

sharp into my body like a needle-point 

expanding to a toxic explosion 

the year you crushed your airfix models underfoot 

plastic spitfires cracking into dust 

when they tested the three-minute siren 

on the roof of our school 
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and we did nothing but listen, carry on 

our lives blown thin across the chem lab walls 

bunsen-blue, brief experiments 

swallow down the nineteen seventies 

store them in labelled boxes 

what unreels tonight 

is the unstable element 

you hold up in your hands 

the magic lantern 

full of shadow-horses, full of children 

that run and run 

strain their necks but never quite 

break the tape 
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PHANTOM PAIN 

'I hear it all still: sheep's b!,eat on the moor 

and the peewee's thin call in the weeds' - Ken Smith 

Sharp click of latch 

into the garden shed. 

Cigarette butts 

mangled in the ashtray 

a dry unfinished paragraph. 

I touch cheap crystal, my hand 

stunned as a bird on window glass 

to recollect 

the stone of his cold body, 

clogged lungs cradled by a skin 

bright and smooth as if 

polished. 

Daylight stripes 

the tall wooden limb 

of a spade, empty glove 

my hand warms to, nerves colliding 

with the reach of his dead fist. 

I can hear the bright scratch 

of sulphur on wood, the hiss 

of his breath, catching: 

never forgive. 
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Jane Covernton / IN MY COUNTRY 

"Taste the bitterness," Laurel said at the service this morning and I 

started to cry. It was at the boy's funeral that I first thought: I should 

write all this down so I can understand it. But I haven't been able to 

begin. Her husky voice came into the quiet of the dimly lit chapel over 

and over as she passed a tiny cup of bitter tea to each of us: "Taste the 

bitterness." She said she'd given up sugar for Lent and we all thought: 

so she should, she's so heavy. After the service, with muffins uneaten 

and sweet coffee cooling unsipped in my hands, I told her about 

Jaime. He had such lovely skin, silken brown, hair a dark wing of 

black, a gift of song. I'm a teacher I told her. If I were to say to my 

boss, my principal, that I killed him, he'd take my arm and walk me 

down the hall and say, "You don't make their lives.Just do what you 

can." 

Yes, but what is that? 

The principal did walk me down the hall. He said, "Don't dwell on 

it." And: "Get a grip, Ms Campbell." 

This is so hard to tell, to get down. Pretend someone is there, try 

to make them understand. Why are you going to church before work 

on dark Lenten mornings for example? Atonement, forgiveness, 

vengeance. I've become addicted to this kind of talk. Dark powers 

flying around attracting each other. I thought I could help Jaime. He 

was my hero. He renewed my faith in the possibility of - what? One 

world? That I would make music again? Music was almost dead in me. 

Jaime had such talent. 

I am Melody and this is my song about a child who died. I don't 

know why. That business about the rabbit, but why? And I don't know 

why I have to do this work. I live in a house full of life: cats, kids, 

husband, mother-in-law. But I've been shocked out of niceness. I'm 

trying to find a place that isn't niceness and that isn't cynicism. I'm a 

person who only wanted to be nice, or perhaps I should say good. 

Some would put it more harshly and say I wanted to keep a lid on 
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things. I understood deep within my skin, far from the surface. I knew 

something was wrong with the child but didn't listen to my own know­

ing. 

The principal says, "I reject that way of knowing." He wears stylish 

Nordic sweaters bought by his wife, makes lousy coffee, puts his hand 

on your shoulder, calls out to the kids, "Make yourselves useful." 

"I teach through the feminine," I tell him in my mind. That's why I 

like to have a class full of little ones. I mother them. I exclaim with 

delight at Lheir lumpy creations. I'm more motherly than the mothers. 

I'm not afraid of their bodies, their runny noses, their viruses, their 

bad teeth, Lheir brown hands, their purple gums, Lheir sandy skin, 

their twenty-six languages -none of them English. The children 

clutch my soft skirt with their liLtle hands. I dream about them pulling 

me to shreds. 

This is the kind of person I am -when the Gulf War started, I 

joined a choir. Now I go to church every Sunday to sing. 

Taste the bitterness, I chant to myself. And I'm trying. Weave the 

boy's psychic universe and mine.Jaime -his quick laugh, the way 

he'd read to the olhers. A leader, a "good boy", a teacher's delight. 

When did I begin to know that all was not well? What inner voice did I 

squelch? He is "at risk". What strange jargon -how it declines to 

name the terror. One time I touched his neck. He shivered and 

crouched down away from me. Another time he was miserable with a 

vicious haircut, his silky hair in jagged spikes. "Don't worry. It'll grow 

back," I said in my perky teacher voice. 

"This is your country now," I told him. He came to my class in 

Seplember full of sLOries of his country. He had such pride in the 

people there. He sang of their struggle in his clear voice. I wanted him 

Lo stop caring so much aboul that place, but to keep singing, to make 

music. I said tl1is is your country and that night loud Chinese voices 

broke into my sleep from the open window. I jerked awake, thinking: 

It's me who's in a foreign country. In summer my kids play in the yard 

and the lady next door hands candy over the fence to tl1em, speaking 

the international language of sweetness, and talking all the time in 

Chinese. At night, their tv is loud in the house with us - a Chinese 

cop show, the anxious music understandable in any language. My son 

twilches and cannol sleep. I see that this is my country now. I had 
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described to Jaime a place that didn't exist. 

Today he would be eight - the same as my own blonde boy, like a 

shadow to my fair son. But he was a real boy, with real flesh, and a real 

wounded heart. What were the nature of his wounds? I'll never know. 

The family's gone. The sister, who carried herself with the same 

wounded dignity as the mother, left the school that spring. 

At the funeral with sunlight falling against the great golden 

wooden cross, and demons shooting back and forth, I realized I had to 

figure out this death. However, it's taken me this long to start and now 

under orders from my boss: get a grip. But I see I'm obsessed. He's 

dead but his influence is unaccountably alive in my mind. 

I'm off sick. I worked for two days choked the whole time and the 

principal giving me looks. I can't shake this lump of sadness. I've 

taken time off almost eighteen months later to mourn the death of a 

child and what I'm brooding on is myself, my own memories, my own 

forgotten past. I keep thinking about the time in first year university I 

went out with a black man from Africa. He came to pick me up from 

my parents' house in a shiny new car. He told me he'd borrowed it 

from a friend but I found rental papers in the glove compartment. I 

fled but forget the details of my fleeing. His skin was ashy, is ashy in 

memory, compared to the bright skin of the boy I'm mourning. 

Why do I circle this regretful story? I was unable to accept the gift 

the man gave me, his discomfort and need to be accepted. One of my 

most famous foremothers was a doctor in India, a missionary with the 

Methodist Church. I've always heard of her as a source of pride, how 

she shot snakes and travelled miles by cart to reach her patients. I still 

feel pride, but tinged with the same embarrassment I feel about my 

inter-racial date. 

A dark-haired, dark-eyed girl in my class told me she had a brother 

who died. "It was before I was born. They were on a ship coming here. 

My Mum gave him some medicine to keep him quiet but it was dark 

and she gave him too much." She looked at me sharply. ''Why are you 

crying?" 

"That's a very sad story." 

Why have I written all this down? I see that I've cherished this story 

and this moment because there was something right about it. I lis­

tened properly for once. 
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These are the things I'm thinking about: 

How the world affects us in our small little lives, comes in waves of 

toxic smoke over the sea, raining poison ash, our genes unable to keep 

up, to adapt. Unusual weather all the time so we don't know what to 

expect any more. The Coming Earth Changes. The world comes in by 

satellite, by airplane. For me, the idea of travelling seems impossible 

now. But all the viruses fly in on airplanes from refugee camps. We're 

all sicker than ever before as we learn each other's germs. 

I'm a white woman who lives in Canada. My country accepted 

Jaime's family as refugees from a country where the government 

tortures its citizens. I didn't know. I tried to be kind to his mother 

standing silent at the door to the classroom, a short, solid woman no 

bigger than the kids, her face solemn and closed, dulled by pain I see 

now, her hair black and shining with oil. Kindness without seeing. 

My name is Campbell. I come from an ethnic group with its own 

history of torture. Before, when I travelled, I walked the dark hills 

where the Campbells invited the Frasers to dinner and knifed them all 

in a bloody massacre. 

People joke defensively, 'Tm coloured too," and indeed my skin 

seems to me subtle shades of rose and blue. I don't tan. The sun is my 

enemy. But how to tell this story without sounding racist? I'm called 

white. But I see white guys writing like this all the time. I don't want to 

whine that it wasn't my fault because behind my eyes I refused to see, 

as if being white was some kind of congenital blindness, a patch of fuzz 

in the middle of the eye or the brain that obscures the truth about the 

bitter world.Just offered the rabbit without thinking. Trying to be 

kind. 

But I'm only a teacher. I wear a blue corduroy skirt, a white silk 

blouse. My friend Linda says she would never wear white, especially to 

school. I don't know why: I never spill; I always look neat. 

All that year, one of my children brought me flowers. Her Gram pa 

came in with long hanging ferns and she translated his Cambodian. 

We are all racists: teachers, principals, schools. Twenty-six lan­

guages spoken here at last count. Skin is brown. White is an aberra­

tion. "Whites invented the wheel," I hear in the staffroom. "I'm glad I 

don't have the Rastadad," says one of the teachers. Rastas are tl1e 

mystics of the Caribbean. A parent comes every day to get his son, his 
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black kinked hair pulled back into a bright hat. ''Where is the 

Rastamom?" says another. 

"This is your country now," I said to Jaime. He would tell me how 

they did things differently there. He knew the times tables. He was 

proud of where he came from, proud of their heroic struggle. 

"He committed suicide. How is that your fault?" said the principal, 

said my husband. 

The crisis that separated the past from the future was The War. 

Two days before it started, I ran from the poison atmosphere of 

tl1e staffroom. But there was nowhere to hide. At the community 

centre city maintenance men were eating lunch and arguing. "They 

should bomb the shit out of the A-rabs. Teach 'em a lesson." I walked 

around Trout Lake. Mist rose from the melting snow and hung in the 

willows. "They want war - put all the top guys out there, let them 

fight it out." The voices echoed in my mind. My friend Linda talking 

about Panama, Nicaragua, El Salvador. Ripples on the lake circled out 

from a scuffling ball-chasing dog. I hurried back to work. My sur­

roundings seemed possessed by spirits or primitive gods from another 

age. 

The boss called today, unaccountably sweet. I said I was trying to 

write Jaime's story but couldn't. He said, 'Just start at the beginning 

and work tl1rough to the end." 

Okay: this is about a woman teacher in love with a child. Teachers 

aren't supposed to have favourites. He was the first child I felt that way 

about. My strong feelings were unsettling. 

I'll write this for the boss then, but I can't talk to him about de­

mons twisting my desire to help, turning it into a power game, my 

suspicion that I tried to over-power Jaime. He'd just shake his head. 

And he'd never have given Jaime the rabbit to take care of. 

Okay try again: 

The fixed action of my life was my innocence and privilege: my 

white skin, my sheltered childhood, my education, my sheltered 

adultl1ood. The moving action was the darkness that tl1is child 

brought into my life. And this, finally, is my attempt to be grownup, to 

taste the bitterness. The story begins in a split second of pause. You 

can see me as I was: blissful, childlike, in denial, standing in a class­

room filled with sunlight and the hum of purposeful activity. One of 
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the teachers stuck her head in and said quietly, 'They're bombing 

Baghdad." It hit like a bout of food poisoning. I didn't believe it would 

really start. I turned away from the kids and then thought: they should 

see my tears. Due-son said, "Do you don't like war?" 

My story is haunted by the desert, by fire, by fear that the end has 

truly come and that I have no right to speak of these things from my 

position of sheltered privilege. How dare you - karate chop -tell 

me -karate chop -to forgive? Said Laurel after church one day, 

Laurel who wants to taste the bitterness. How dare you -karate chop 

-you've never been.

But we are all in history-we'll remember forever exactly what we

were doing when we heard the bombing started - the smell of 

paperwhites, dustmotes in the air. 

After a couple of days I turned of
f 

the t:v. But the first night, my 

husband and I watched helplessly as his fourteen-year-old daughter 

silently traced the lines of the bombs in an atlas. The next night I went 

out alone to sing. My house full of lives. I went out to sing all alone in 

tl1e pale wood of the church which throbbed with tears. 

I believe in emotional viruses, mass mental illness, tllat each day 

has its own character. Occasionally, quite mysteriously, the kids are 

like wild monkeys in a cage of snakes. The full-moon syndrome. Long 

ago, a cop I briefly dated said that on full moon night the radio would 

crackle, phones ring wildly. In the days before the bombing started, 

and for a week after, the kids were nuts. Tony came into the classroom 

going whack whack whack at the other kids with a gym bag. They 

picked the tension off the tv, they caught it from their parents. Some 

of the children thought there were Starships on Mars getting ready to 

bomb Earth. 

Cody hit Jaime with a wooden puzzle. There was a black and blue 

welt against his pale brown thigh and his cheeks were drained of 

colour. The principal came and led Cody away as I knelt by Jaime. 

Children pulled at my shoulders and called, "Ms Melody, Ms Melody." 

But he came with bruises. He came with bruises and a story. 

Today my husband's daughter -almost sixteen now- came 

home with bruises on her chin. She said "friends", male of course, 

held her down and twisted her chin. It was supposed to be funny. I 

think she has some thinking to do. 
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At a party once I danced with Rigoberto, friend of friends, who 

had lost the sight in one eye. But I can't hold in my mind two things 

- the charming hand sliding across my back as we turned to the

music and something turning in his eye and sliding away. A long time

ago, far away.

Jaime came with bruises and a story - a story that I could not bear 

to listen to, that I discounted, discredited, in my desire to be kind, to 

do good. He started to tell me as I was tending the welt on his leg but I 

said, "It'll get better soon." 

The arguments in the staffroom almost stopped, but Linda kept 

up a barrage of anti-war talk. She took me to a protest rally. I stood 

under flickering snow in a grey courtyard in the darkening afternoon 

as electric dulcimer rang out across the almost empty concrete. Then 

a man told a story from ancient Iraq about how the Goddess Anana is 

wounded and goes underground to be healed. 

"Ooh my arms hurt," she moans. 

"Ooh your arms hurt," the other goddess moans back. 

"Ooh my head hurts." 

"Ooh your head hurts." 

"Ooh my heart hurts." 

"Ooh your heart hurts." 

"Reflective listening," murmured Linda close to my ear. "It works." 

On the way home I told her I couldn't go to any more rallies; I 

couldn't go to any organizing meetings. That night I found myself 

yelling at my husband when he admitted he liked the images of planes 

and tanks shimmering in the desert. It was a kind of mass psychosis. 

One of the teachers was evacuated from her house because of a bi­

zarre hostage-taking. Her street swarmed with heavily armed police for 

two days. The news was full of women killed by their mates. In the park 

beside the school they found the body of a man hanging from the 

climbing set. 

We all dreamed about bombs. I dreamed of nuclear bombs going 

off in radiant flashes while I tried to cover the children's eyes with 

pieces of paper. On Sunday mornings I sang. Light shone through 

stained glass making auburn and purple patches on grey hair. 'The 

subtext of the war is racism," announced Linda in the staffroom. She 

talked about the notion of "mere Iraquis," about "collateral damage." 
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Nobody was listening. 

A tv appeared in the staffroom; it was on all the time. One day 

there was an interview with "Dr. Nuko, poster artist," just back from 

Saudi Arabia. I was fascinated by his completely bald head and pointed 

ears. "Saddam Hussein has mined the oil wells. It will take a year to 

put out the fires if he goes ahead and blows them up." I put my head 

down on the table. "No no no." Two weeks later the oil wells were 

burning, and the newspapers reported calmly it will take a year to put 

out the fires. I lost track of Jaime. 

The teachers went on strike. It seems like a dream now - walking 

the pavement, the gorgeous weather in February, the sugary dough­

nuts, the boredom. The last three days of the war were shirtsleeves and 

gardening weather in Vancouver. Then the strike was over, the war was 

over, and it snowed again. 

I gave Jaime the class rabbit to take care of while we were on strike. 

I thought it would be good for him to take responsibility for a small 

helpless being. I wanted to help Jaime. Now, from the other side, I 

don't see how I could have. But that's everything I do as a teacher. I 

had this ideal image of myself as someone who mattered, who could 

work towards harmony in my little sphere. Now I think I might have to 

quit, but for now I've phoned the principal and told him I'm ready to 

come back. 

Back then, as they bombed Tel Aviv and Baghdad back and forth 

and nothing bad happened here, the children eventually settled 

down. All except Jaime. There was sun in February - Vancouver 

gleaming in denial. We were all in denial. Finally rain came, then snow 

after all that eerie sun, finally the truth. Finally something real to 

grieve. Jaime killed the rabbit, mutilated it, and his neighbours 

brought the police to his door. Later that day he stood on the edge of 

busy Twelfth Avenue - two women saw him - tl1en ran out in front 

of a car and died on the way to the hospital. 

Now I see that the notion that you can "help" is the last vestige of 

the colonial idea. My faults were of a piece with my history and I am 

saturated with sadness. 
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John Barton / FIVE POEMS 

NUMBER THEORY 

Far out into orbit, 

the satellite's been launched, 

launched from the cargo bay, spinning 

not quite from 

between 

the thighs of the astronaut but remotely 

programmed by touch, 

the keyboard extending its reach with the robotic 

arm. 

The satellite spinning away -

antennas opening like 

wings-

It receives at last and in a thousand languages 

transmits 

the first signals at an altitude far 

beyond eyesight, except at night. 

We follow the thread 

of its faint 
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revolution without binoculars through rips 

in the indigo stratus above 

this planet where you and I 

on a balcony know 

no more than each other's names. 

Which seem 

to represent us whether they are accurate or not, 

which we answer to, 

like Soyous or Anik. 

Tonight, over dinner, something unnamed 

was served us, 

which we are uncertain of, the savour 

out of this world, piquant 

like the salad of strawberries and freshly 

milled pepper on spinach, 

its structure more delicate 

than gallium arsenide 

devices. 

Not quite known to us, as enticing 

as quasars, those star-like 
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red presences at the edge 

of the universe proven so far 

only in theory by numbers relayed 

from the satellites wheeling, 

data gathered 

with the Hubble telescope a fraction 

of some primary 

whole, 

circumstantial evidence 

reconfigured on earth for our benefit 

pixel by pixel. 

A potted 

history of the big bang 

which some men reset the hands 

of two hearts by, 

by virtue of a faint 

subatomic hunger 

for touch; 

two 

bodies of light beyond the visible 

spectrum timelessly roaming the celestial vacuum. 
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DEMENTIA 

The blood that stagnant, 

sometimes sudden 

river, 

fast-moving and virulent. 

Stories, currents 

rising all too often to the wrists. 

Why else do we sometimes slit them, 

gorgeous, delirious. 

Anger subletting the body, 

flaring, uneasy 

blood engorging organs. 

These days we wear 

protection, like raincoats, 

an impermeable 

layer of skin against the storm 

within, two men gowned 

like doctors in this way only 

for an operation, 

76 



this bed, 

the stories we don't want shared, 

we can't stand them, 

their denouement clinical solitude. 

We are careful with each other. 

The unsheathed 

penis 

a conduit of the loose-tongued 

dementia we have come to be 

afraid of, sLories 

leaking from the bloodstream, 

my love,your love 

confused with hurricanes 

shouldering inland 

from the coast, 

the dawn birds silent, 

flashflood and dissipating 

mass destruction. 

New paths for all rivers, 

our destinies never the same. 
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MISSISSIPPI 

How to interpret what is current 

between us, 

the electric slough at twilight, the symbols 

keyed into memory and then with such 

impulse one gentle and 

solitary 

<er> sends so 

much across emptiness, a power surge, 

a flood, 

the characters, 

the character magnetic, attracting our fingers which 

we entwine in the act 

of input, the flesh fibre-optic, 

charged with an ether 

net of nerves, 

the ditch I cross beside the parkway exit ramp 

each morning, half-moon-shaped, 

(my lop-

sided heart thinking out loud, nervous 
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for responses: yours, 

mine, anyone else who listens in) a truncated 

bit/memory byte of river 

tremulous with ooze, 

an oxbow 

humming with midges and bulrushes and golden 

rod and all other 

imaginable virus, longing a fever 

a delirium between 

men, you and I: this love, this virtual 

noise 

at last something 

codable, pure static 

and amphibious 

lyric, tadpoles and the whine of the crickets 

deafening as I 

walk through marsh grasses on the way in 

to dailiness, snagging 

the hair on my lower thighs and my hard-wired 

routine, 

reading the messages 

left overnight by the others, sometimes 

by you, whose lips 
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might well be electric, who sends me 

hugs, 

such voltage, o love

in 1993 such fertile wantonness: the Mississippi floods. 
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UNDERCURRENT 

This is a bad semaphore 

we practice 

under the trees in the darkness, the damp white flags 

of our t-shirts unable 

to tease out 

surrender as we move toward and away and past 

one another, eyes 

hungrily averted as we 

pause 

feet apart somewhere downstream along this 

bridle path by the river, 

the invisible 

sibilant undercurrent deafened 

by the cicada roar -

electric 

morse code charging 

the humid air of the city, 

singing the long, long, ecstatic short 

circuit of desire, the physiologic 
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imperative to be spent, 

to be filled, 

the white of our t-shirt dampness 

impotent in the moonlight, 

stained by pollen loose on the breeze, 

what we want 

not meant by the language 

we tease out with flags, 

its indefinite 

pronouns not about the long 

first person singulars of our cocks, 

intimacy 

straining against cotton shorts, 

this language 

the only language of love 

available, though it does not include 

us as we,

though we use it 

badly, the damp t-shirt whiteness, 

the fraternal tanned 

presence underneath smelling of river algae and sweat 
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not drawing us closer, 

our fear of how the white 

flags of language distort 

our kinship, seal us in the airless 

eternal privacy of they 

at the bottom of the river, graveyard of lovers 

who unlike us, beloved stranger 

(the park signs want us to believe) 

could not resist the vortex. 
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SARANAC LAKE VARIATION 

I am mainly preoccupied with the world as I experience it, and at times when I 

would rather be dead the thought that I could never write another poem has so 

Jar stopped me. I think this is an ignoble attitude. I would rather die Jor love, 

but I haven't. -Frank O'Hara September 1959 

Boxing Day 1993, 

alone in my hotel room, reading 

City Poet in the bath, (Bruce calls it 

Brad Gou ch' s I-do-this-I-do-that life 

and times of Frank O'Hara), 

water hot and replenishible to my armpits, 

toe blocking the overflow, 

and I think of you, 

far away in New Brunswick, (yes, it is 

important) with your family, the frozen 

Northumberland Strait outside 

the window like a ghost looking in 

while you dine no doubt 

on leftover turkey and mince, 

and I think of Frank's love of the unrequited, 

the longing 

and invention he needed Lo articulate his poems, 

those windows. 

The Adirondacks rise outside my hotel window 

into grey light, your chest pushing 

against my hand last 
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week as it slid, a cross-country skier 

down and across 

the plateau of your stomach, fingers coiling 

round your cock in clouds of snow, 

my mouth a blizzard about to 

touch down, which you 

sometimes becalm, afraid (I am not sure) 

of my teeth or tongue or what 

you may or may not pass on, 

the springs of your bed 

sighing beneath us like a stand-in 

in some menage-a trois I said to 

make you laugh, though you want this 

variation (not the laughter) 

hidden from all those who listen. 

Something Frank never worried about 

in the 1950s, the emergencies that he meditated in 

the midst of (despite McCarthy) 

more automatise, 

generations of Abstract Expressionists at the Cedar 

apprehended by his conversation and surreal 

appetite for straight men, Irish 

tears and bourbon,jazz, 

spontaneous poems 

dribbled unrevised 

on the backs of coasters in 10 minutes flat 

for someone in their circle ( the nerve 

of those private 

asides drawing the rest of us - his future 

readers - in) before he headed out 
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onto 8th Street drunkenly at 2 AM, alone or not alone, 

love with a Manhattan skyline a sentimental 

disease of his cruisy, 

immuno-deficient (ie. vulnerable) spirit only. 

In our time love has become a slogan, a cold 

wind howling in the streets 

of liberation, something we keep before the courts, 

a paper coolly delivered at seminars 

worldwide where doctors, 

scientists, and activists compete 

on how best to shield the sick 

and unsick from variations mutating 

like wind-sheer in the blood and in the minds 

of those who wish us 

dead, hale 

no less virulent than in Frank's time -

only how the language is used 

has mutated, 

has kept mutating since his death, 

though how it mu tales and the aesthetics 

of mutation (a.k.a. The Tradition) 

allow it, chimera-like, to persist in secrets. 

Frankly speaking, as Frank would say, the discourse 

from the bathtub should be direct 

(hot or cold), ie. ___ _, 

find me irresistible, though I can be a 

klutz, for instance nearly dropped Frank in at least once so far; 

the sodden pages might well have frozen 

shut and cut his story short 

86 



(which would be sad since he died 

(not from love - on Fire Island 

a beach taxi ran him down) at 40). 

This afternoon the wind has been too 

unspeakable and crystalline 

for anyone to skate for long on Mirror Lake. 

The wind-chilled glass in my window 

changes steam rising from the bath 

to frost and now I can't see 

myself, so am lost and ready to confess 

that I, Frank's pale imitation (Bruce says 

I echo his looks), wasn't straight 

about you with John and Lorraine 

this morning over breakfast, invoked you 

not in conversation by name 

(who am I protecting?), 

only as someone's son who came here once, 

not my lover lured by the fleeting 

weekend leaves with your parents to stay 

in this hotel, perhaps sleeping comfortably 

in the roomy bed where last night I dreamt of you, 

where you might have once 

dreamt about someone like me, 

anticipating our bodies, a variation 

on the unconscious, 

therefore primordial and beloved. 

Desire takes many forms, but perhaps what 

is unspoken cannot be 
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edited out and (sweet ellipsis) becomes 

the content of the poem -

windows blown out 

by winds loosening chance 

ecstatic needles from stands of white 

pine on some far shore that even 

a city boy like Frank would walk along 

for lack of anything else 

new to write about. 
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