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               1
 
               
                  In late March, birds from the Gambia,
 
                  white throat warblers, who wintered in
 
                  the branches of a feathery acacia;
 
                  Mandelstam’s goldfinch; pink foot
 
                  geese from the Arctic. All
 
                  arrive using the stars, along
 
                  flyways old as Homer and Jeremiah.

               
 
                
               

               
               
 
               2
 
               
                  Avian immigration is down this year,
 
                  but humans still have reasons to move on,
 
                  the usual chronicle of poverty, enemies,
 
                  or ominous skies the colour of tobacco.
 
                  They arrive in London with battered luggage,
 
                  and eyes dark as black cherries

               
 
               
                  holding fast to old religions
 
                  and histories, remembering
 
                  the shock of being hunted in the streets,
 
                  the pain at leaving their dead
 
                  in broken cemeteries, their resilience
 
                  hardwired as birds’ skill in navigation.

               
 
               
                  On the Jubilee line, a black woman
 
                  has the profile of a wood carving from Benin.
 
                  In Willesden Green, Polski delikatesy, or a grocer
                  
 
                  piling up African vegetables. An English woman
 
                  buys hot ginger and white radish: the filigree
 
                  of migration, symbiosis, assimilation.
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                  All my grandparents came from Odessa
 
                  a century ago, spoke little English,
 
                  and were doubtless suspect as foreigners
 
                  – probably anarchist or Bolshevik –
 
                  very likely to be dreaming of bombs.
 
                  It is never easy to be a stranger,

               
 
               
                  to be split between loneliness
 
                  and disloyalty, to be impatient
 
                  with dogma, yet still distrusted
 
                  in a world which prefers to be secular.
 
                  When I listen to the gaiety of Klezmer,
 
                  I understand why migrants like ghettos.

               
 
               
                  These people come from desperate countries
 
                  where flies walk over the faces of sick children,
 
                  and even here in Britain the luckless
 
                  will find gangmasters to arrange
 
                  work in mudflats as cockle pickers.
 
                  Why should they care my ancestors

               
 
               
                  had a long history of crossing borders,
 
                  when I am settled now after all those journeys?
 
                  And why do I want to make common cause
 
                  with them anyway? Only because I remember
 
                  how easily the civil world turns brutal.
 
                  If it does, we shall have the same enemies.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Wartime Leicester
               

            
 
            
               1
 
               
                  Who is that child from a leafy Stoneygate garden,
 
                  leaving the sunken lawns and alpine rockery
 
                  to explore a patch of wild ground over the fence?

               
 
               
                  She crawls on the ground like an Indian tracker,
 
                  with powdery earth hurting her wide eyes,
 
                  or finds a delicate way up the pear tree branches,

               
 
               
                  her face absorbed. I remember the story she moves in:
 
                  the dream of a perilous world
 
                  in which she can only live with the skills of a boy.

               
 
               
                  Her father is unhappy, because she takes no pleasure
 
                  in the garden he laid out with such euphoria,
 
                  his magnificent fruit trees: Victoria plum and Coxes.

               
 
               
                  His only daughter stubbornly prefers
 
                  to steal redcurrants from the wild brambles
 
                  which prickle her tongue and may well poison her.
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                  When war comes, streetlights go out at night.
 
                  Even the Clock Tower is dark –
 
                  the electric sparks from a tram are blue as starlight.

               
 
               
                  In school, when a bell sounds for air raid practice,
 
                  the girls file over the hockey pitch
 
                  into concrete bunkers carrying satchels of goodies:

               
 
               
                  Sunpat raisins, fruity chocolate blobs.
 
                  In the heady smell of earth,
 
                  they gossip avidly. She is growing up.

               
 
               
                  At fourteen, she colours her lips dark red.
 
                  and hoists her small breasts
 
                  for the Palais de Danse, where she learns

               
 
               
                  the language of market boys from the East End,
 
                  and how to imitate
 
                  loose limbed Americans who move like dancers.

               
 
               
                  Her chrysalis conceals the girl I am
 
                  as I begin to read at nights:
 
                  Hamlet, John Keats, Omar Khayyam.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Cambridge, 1949
               

            
 
            
               
                  Look, how she teeters in a tight skirt
 
                  on high heels over the cobbled street,
 
                  past Heffers’ gabled windows and knobbly glass,
 
                  the music of wartime dance bands still inside her –
 
                  what does she know of madrigals and choirs,
 
                  my adolescent self, in her first term?
 
                  She dreams of Soho clubs and Raymond Chandler.

               
 
               
                  Dismissing girls in tweedy clothes as dowdy,
 
                  she does not recognise the family names
 
                  connected into webs of social power; altogether
 
                  too unworldly to be a Marrano,
 
                  she says grace at High Table as a Scholar,
 
                  giggling, over wet lettuce and beetroot,
 
                  unaware of any reserve around her.

               
 
               
                  Yet as she reads in her Newnham room the metaphysical
 
                  poets claim her, and she enters
 
                  the Christian centuries with Donne and Herbert,
 
                  filled with an unexpected terror.
 
                  What if it were all true ? The angels
 
                  on the shore, the judgement,
 
                  the dismissal and her secular world denied?

               
 
               
                  What if this present were the world’s last night?
                  
 
                  The paradise of leaf dust and wood smoke
 
                  would vanish in the darker truth behind.
 
                  Unprotected by her own rituals
 
                  or any reading in the Sciences, she is caught
 
                  in a history told by eloquent strangers:
 
                  she prays alongside Gerard Manley Hopkins,

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  until a Fulbright student from New York
 
                  rescues her with mockery, and
 
                  lends her Pound’s miraculous Cathay
                  
 
                  which staggers her with the sad,
 
                  erotic beauty of an ancient culture
 
                  while he with skilful fingers,
 
                  teaches her in the shade of willow trees
 
                  how to explore further outside the syllabus.
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