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You Turn Into Birds


 


A flock taking fright as I clump into the field


You dot the October sky like painting a myth by numbers.


 


I try to call you down with a handful of rough seeds


But already you're a vee of geese migrating and I can do
nothing but follow.


 


When you land it's in high branches as a crow, blacker than
rain


On an exposed hillside in winter, to gleam your eyes through
me.


 


I'm mesmerised by that trickster shine of Satan curled
'round harlequin,


And you leap into the air somersaulting with a flap into a
thrush,


 


You want to dig worms out of my belly, so I let you.


And when you Kingfisher rise you're as big and bright as
Whitby 


 


On a summer Saturday, all feather people and battery beaked.



On your huge Woodpecking shoulder the Abbey sits like a
premonition of us.


 


Now the Kittiwake you are holds all the bay in wind bent
wings,


You're flung at me by weather, where you pierce me as a
hawk; the clang


 


Of your talons magnetising to my iron heart and you yank me
up with you


Into the sky where you know every current and I know
nothing.


 


*


 


Canvey Delta Bluesman


 


In his throat the refinery is a burnt thing,


There are flames leaping up out of him,


There is salt and concrete, weeds and sand,


In every fucking word.


 


His voice has been squatted in,


Beer and sick slick the floors,


You can pull veins from his songs like telegraph wires,


Every window in his face is broken.


 


There is soot in him,


He carries his dog-eared heart like a brazier,


Dropping coals from his mouth,


He blisters microphones. Kills amplification.


 


He's not lightning in a bottle,


He is broken glass and escaped electricity,


He is shutters down on arcades on a blue dawn.


Litter blows through him, shells crunch in his teeth.


 


Stalked by cancer, hunted by the future,


I can watch him on TV, a dead man 


Biting chunks out of those songs,


And spraying the ragged flesh of lyrics,


 


Into the air like a fire eater.


 


Splashes of light. Straight out of his mouth.


 


*


 


My Voyage On The Anti-Titanic


 


He is one hundred years full of Atlantic cold water,


He twists inside currents revelations of ice,


He soft kisses facefirst the bulkheads of wetrust


The slowdance of years in the blackness of space.


 


A waterlogged astronaut face dark with eyerot


He is bones only connected by an idea of life


He doesn't have ears to register first creakings


Of the shivering liner turning up towards light.


 


Under the palm press of a thick limb of Neptune 


The metal begins to shake loose of its death


At first it's a rumour or an inkling of movement


Then it's the creaking of iron's first postwomb breath.


 


Seamagick runs down all of his long bones,


Flesh slugs the white and marrow sucks through


By the time that new eyes are rolling in sockets


The ship is shook loose of the dead silt below.


 


Faster and faster pronged on an impossible trident,


The ship spot welds itself back from the jigsaw of wreck


He spins his new body and gasps as the heartthump


Convulses his body in the blue dawning black.


 


Riding the slickdeck, autumnshedding weed hair,


Breaking his mouth on a corner sky,


Hitting him fullface another millpond night, 


As the ship humps the surface funnels yelling smoke


 


Iceberg metal torn flank, a hole shudders closed,


Seasalt blackwater spit out of portholes


Back to Southampton dragging up bodies,


Sucking bullets from foreheads, reviving sodden violins.
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But Always Meeting Ourselves


 


The time machine first arrived during the summer. I was
outside, mowing the lawn, when it insinuated itself into the shrubbery. The
time machine was a tall yellow cylinder, like a can of pop someone had
stretched. I remember it smelt like the carpets at my grandmother's house,
which I had crawled across as a child. I turned off the lawn mower. A slot
opened in the machine and my future self climbed out.


 


The first time my voice was recorded and played back to me,
I loathed it. Although I knew the voice was mine, it sounded alien and suspect
when no longer rumbling from beneath my ears. Meeting my future self was
somewhat like this feeling, but applied to one's entire body.  My future self
was a reflection of me that did not match my movements, but rather walked
hesitantly across the half-mown lawn, fumbling with a green notebook. He looked
older, of course, thicker around the waist, with creases burrowing into his
forehead. I felt I could live with such a body, when the time came.


 


"When was the last time you recall seeing our
father?" my future self asked me.


 


"How important is the answer?"


 


"Completely. Utterly."


 


"I last saw our father three days ago. I had driven to
see him. We cleared some trees so he could install a larger bird bath."


 


"I see." 


 


My future self marked some pages in his notebook. I noticed
that he was picking at his ear, unconsciously, as he thought. I resolved to
stop the habit.


 


"I'm too early," he announced, "this doesn't
happen yet. I'll be with you momentarily." He turned and marched through
the uncut grass to the time machine. He climbed through the slot and the
machine vanished. I began to trim the grass again, rank upon rank.


 


-


 


I next spoke with the time traveller a month later. I was
standing on my porch, thinking about possibly digging a pond. It was a ripe
summer afternoon and the air was heavy with barbecue smoke and insects. Although
I had told nobody about my conversation with the time traveller, I had begun to
find myself in the garden more and more, simply waiting. On this afternoon he
returned.


 


The yellow cylinder was again present in my shrubbery,
forcing the well-groomed bushes aside. My future self stepped from the
contraption, apparently only seconds after we had last spoken. I noticed he was
wearing a heavy flannel shirt, too thick for the weather.


 


"When did you last–"


 


"About a week ago. We went to the theatre and then had
dinner at that pizza place he insists upon. He paid."


 


My future self flipped through his notebook.


 


"Excellent!" He smiled at me, and I was gratified
to notice that my chipped tooth wasn't very visible. "We can talk now. I
see you finished the lawn."


 


"Yeah," I said, "I had a whole month to do
it. You want some squash?"


 


"Strawberry and apple?"


 


"We both know it's the best flavour," I said.


 


I sat with my future self on my patio, a pitcher of squash
between us. We smelt burgers cooking three gardens down and I could see a red
frisbee arcing far away on the hills. My future self was too hot in his shirt
but he said nothing, just tugged at the collar when he thought I wasn't
looking.


 


"I'd imagine there's a lot you want to ask me," my
future self said.


 


"You have no idea."


 


"I'll say this now: I'm not going to tell you."


 


"How much older are you?" I asked.


 


"Can't say."


 


"Do many people become time travellers?"


 


"Loose lips sink ships."


 


"Do I ever get published?"


 


"No comment."


 


I took a gulp of squash. The frisbee was still flying, red
against blue.


 


"You're an asshole," I told him.


 


"We're both assholes. You just haven't admitted it
yet."


 


"Hah," I said, "so there's a clue."


 


"Listen," he said, "we love books, you know?
You get to the end of a great one, and then you're pushing it on one of your
friends?"


 


"Yeah," I said.


 


"Like, the plot is sublime... and you can't even wait
for them to find out? You just want to grab them and tell them everything? You
can't wait for them to finish reading, you just want to talk about it because
it's that good."


 


"I know the feeling," I said. He refilled his
squash.


 


"But," my future self continued, "you know
that the pleasure is in the telling, the reading. Watching it unfold. Achilles
gets to choose between living anonymously or dying a hero, takes the latter.
Whole story right there. But. Not as good as reading the Illiad, was it?"


 


"An analogy. I see."


 


"Anyway." He took another drink. "I'm here to
say none of that shit matters anyway. All you're worrying about? Will I be
famous, am I a good writer, am I good in bed, should I dig that pond... none of
it matters."


"Please continue, exalted Buddha. Free me from my
prison."


 


"You know, nobody likes that we're sarcastic," he
said, "I've discovered that."


 


"Was there a point to this?" I asked him, "If
you're not here to say anything useful. Not that I don't appreciate you coming
by, but I can talk to myself whenever, and honestly I'm not great
company."


 


"Sure there's a point," he said. The jug of squash
was empty. My future self was pricking with sweat on his nose and forehead. He
reached into his jeans and pulled out a photograph. He pushed it at me, face up
on the patio table. It showed a road in a hot country somewhere, a place where
the sun never slept and the clouds never came and the land was burned red and
orange. There was trash by the road, and thin children, baked slivers of
children, clustered around a dead tree. The tree was like a hand reaching for
mercy.


 


"That's your clue," said my future self. He was
grinning.


 


"For what?"


 


"For your future. For how to find the time
machine."


 


"Who took this? Where is it?"


 


"I tell you where it is, then that's no fun. As for who
took it, well... I was given it by a time traveller. So who knows?"


 


"That's so obnoxious."


 


"I'm just threading the needle. Looping the loop. First
port of call once I finally got my hands on the time machine."


 


"Well thanks," I said.


 


He tugged his collar.


 


"I really must go," he said. "Don't have all
the time in the world. Lots to see and do."


 


"Of course."


 


"Busy man with a time machine. You understand."


 


"Absolutely."


 


"Stay safe," he said. My future self stood up.
"Don't do anything I wouldn't do. "


 


"You can trust me."


 


"And listen," he said as he left, "if you see
me again, don't give him - us - the time of day."


 


"Why–"


 


My future self turned, one leg in the time machine, and gave
me a big grin. He hauled himself inside and was gone. I looked at the empty
juice jug, wondered how he'd gone through so much. I must have been hot, in my
future.


 


-


 


At the end of that year, which was, for reasons I trust are
apparent, something of a turning point or epiphany in my adult life, the snows
came. The heat of the summer was matched by the spite of the winter. Christmas
was fast approaching and I was throwing a party in my house, one of the last I
ever held there. I had bought cheap wine and expensive wheels of cheese, and
lit candles on the kitchen table. I invited seventy people and more than half
managed to struggle through the ice. They drank heavily and I made cheese
sandwiches on the grill.


 


I found myself outside, late in the evening, on the porch
with a female acquaintance whom I had admired for a few months. The mood was
marred by her extreme inebriation, exacerbated by an as yet undiagnosed
intolerance to goat's cheese. She was wearing a stunning dress of gold sequins
and had been explaining her mutual admiration for me when she was overtaken by
nausea. She was vomiting over the railing of my porch while I stood sober,
wrapped in a coat, feeling that as usual I had been denied a pleasant and easy
life. As she retched, I caught a strange smell in the air. I realized it was
the scent of my grandmother's carpet. I ventured into the snow-fattened garden.


 


The time machine was in its usual spot. I followed the
tracks from the machine and ended up in front of the newly dug pit, for the
pond.


 


"Are you alright?" I asked.


 


My future self had changed. His hair was bone white,
receding to a stubble. He was unshaven, with a wattle of flesh hanging from his
neck. I put him as thirty years older than the man who had visited me in the
summer. He was wearing a bathrobe, and reached for me with scarred hands.


 


"What fuckin–" he began.


 


"You fell into my pond," I explained.  He lay
there in the snow. He started to fumble a silver flask from his robe.


 


"What, do we drink now?" I asked.


 


"Do you want to know when I last saw our father?"
he asked. "He was full of cancer. Chewed up, nothing left. Begging to die.
Went there that last time, to be with him, could hardly get in the door. Was
full of... us. Me. Room full of us, thirty of us. Fifty. We were at the windows
too. All there for his final breath. I can't stop going back. All of us
clearing our throats, each one looking for the exact right thing to say."


 


"Don't tell me this," I said. 


 


He took a swig from the flask.


 


"Know why everything isn't meant to happen at once?
Took a long time to work it out but I fucking know now."


 


"Please, just–"


 


"When it's just the past it happens and it's done. You
move on. But for me... it's all still happening. He's still dying."


 


"He's still alive," I said. "We could go see
him."


 


"You don't understand," said my future self.
"That makes it worse! That's what makes it worse! You don't know now, but
you will!"


 


The snow was settling on his face, his hands.


 


"You're going to get hurt," I said to him.
"It's too cold."


 


"Give me that photo," he said, "give it. Not
too late."


 


"I don't have it," I said. We both knew it was in
my desk drawer, both knew I had booked flights to Africa, was taking the photo
to every expert I could.


 


"That's the other thing. Can't stop it. You think life
is a roller coaster, but it's a tram ride to your grave and you have to keep
your hands inside the vehicle."


 


"You're not making sense. I think... you should
go."


 


"Will go." My future self hauled himself up from
the frozen hole. I held my hand out but he ignored it. "Don't know what
the fuck you're getting into. No idea."


 


He shuffled back into the machine and left. The snow had
thinned and I could see the house, porch lights a molten orange in the dark. My
female acquaintance was still on the porch.


 


"I feel alright now," she said.


 


"Good."


 


"Better out than in. Who were you talking to?"


 


"Huh?"


 


"There was someone there. I heard."


 


"Nobody you know," I told her. 


 


The snow kept falling.


 


"I could smell something too. Like the back yard smelt
when I was a kid. The flowers, you know? I could smell my mother's flower
garden."


 


"I think time machines smell of nostalgia," I
said.


 


She didn't hear me. I took her hand and we went back into
the house. We danced slowly, pressed against each other, until the guests had
all gone and every candle was burned down to a stump.
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Unplanned


 


When they came back from Kenya 


my mother thought she'd picked up 


a tropical bug, she felt so ill.


They had planned to find jobs, 


a place to live, have children later. 


I messed that up.


 


After the hospital, the bossy 


nurses, she carried me home 


on the bus. It was snowing. 


Her nipples were sore 


and she couldn't breast feed. My father 


was working a hundred miles away. 


 


He came at weekends, pushing the pram 


through the village, me bawling, 


my mother crying. "It's all your fault," 


she sobbed. I went on bawling.


 


*


 


Scattering The Ashes


 


For Brian.


 


This view is the place 


you chose to imbue (for us) 


with final memories. 


The purple underside 


of the leaves 


of an unfamiliar tree


blow like gaudy 


blossoms in the breeze.


Did they strike you 


as they strike us now?


Inside the box the paper bag 


is stapled with a card 


bearing your name,


and underneath 


the undertaker's details.


The landscape is a painting, 


the summer evening perfect.


And death so hard to comprehend 


when I can imagine you, 


so clearly, almost speaking.


 


*


 


You Had A Suitcase


 


There seemed to be no one at the information desk.


The blind was drawn but behind the glass


I could see a clutter of objects. I don't remember


where you said you were going. Perhaps you never told me.


I do remember you had a suitcase. The apartment


I stayed in that night was filthy, the shower with its
cracked


tiles unusable. Did I sleep? I don't remember a bed.


I tried to clean up before leaving but could only find 


an old mop. I swept piles of fluff from the corners 


of the kitchen floor. No dustpan or bin. I left the
sweepings 


in a vegetable patch at the end of the room.


During the night the station had been remodelled.


But the information kiosk was still there, blind still down.
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How I Tried To Be Kind


 


a.


 


I wanted to be kind but all I could achieve was cruelty.  I
wanted to be kind to the friend who had been dumped by a guy she thought she
would marry and grow old with, only to realize all he wanted from her was sex;
I acted concerned and hugged my friend and we got drunk and then I fucked her;
she called me this other guy's name the whole time and when she left, she never
talked to me again because a month later she committed suicide, leaving a
letter blaming that guy for destroying her soul. I couldn't go to the funeral
and mutual friends left me nasty text messages and emails. I sent flowers to
the funeral parlour because that seemed like the kind thing to do.


 


-


 


b.


 


Her sister smeared dog shit on the windshield of my car.
That was not a kind thing to do but I understood.


 


-


 


c.


 


I tried to be kind to a young woman who was jogging with her
dog and the dog was hit by a car that sped off. I told her I could drive her
and the dog to the vet and she yelled at me: "My dog is already dead,
you goddamn jerk!"


 


I did not understand this; I was trying to be a good person
and she acted like it was my fault. I told her to fuck off. That was a kind
thing to do because she would later meditate on why I said it and realize what
she did wrong. She will never treat a stranger offering kindness like that
again, should another dog of hers ever get killed by a car.


 


-


 


d.


 


A guy at work was in a jam. He was short on his rent by
$210. His landlord was not happy that he always paid the rent late and told him
he would be evicted if it happened again. I loaned him the $210. He promised to
pay it back. A week later, he stopped coming to work and people said he had
moved to a different state where rent was cheaper.


 


-


 


e.


 


There was a small island that was hit by both a hurricane
and an earthquake the same week. Two-thirds of the 23,000 people who lived on
the island had their homes destroyed and were living in Red Cross tents. I sent
the Red Cross $100 through their website.


 


The next morning I sent another $100 because I didn't think
the first was enough. 


 


-


 


f.


 


There was a snail on the sidewalk. Someone had stepped on
it: its shell crushed, green fluid oozing out like sap from a tree, eyestalks
looking frantically about for safety. I stepped on it and killed it.


 


That was the kind thing to do, like shooting, in the head, a
horse with a broken leg.
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Wolf At The Graveyard


 


4:25am


Wolf prowls between rows


                WOODSIDE CEMETERY on 5th


 


Wolf stares at a headstone


                ROCKHOLD saliva dripping slow //


 


car-alarm close by


 


// Wolf paws away leaves, grass roots, top soil


                jumps at its own belly growling


 


dirt, mud, stones


car-alarm


 


                ears back and head cocked sharp


                                skullduggery pawed //


 


through the gate


                a shadow trotting


 


*


 


Wolf At The Tattoo Parlour


 


Wolf paw-clicks sidewalks around 3 a.m.


 


Wolf knows streets


restaurant residue-smells


 


                steam rising as the air warms //


 


Wolf slinks into a tattoo parlour on 12th, gunshots


                from near the river


 


                Wolf lifts its chin, mouths a howl but stops


 


                silver things in moonlight //


 


laps up ink // fur


shifting on shoulder muscles


 


                shattered glass on concrete


                paw-pads firm with black skin


tough, even in steam


 


*


 


Wolf In The Apartment Complex


 


mid-fast-food late-shift


second floor hallway


                mostly quiet


 


Wolf can smell chicken somewhere close


                (203, 204, 206) //


 


fluorescent hall-light ceiling-flickers


                


                television static


                broken glass on hardwood, boot-crunched //


 


                Wolf paws open a knobless door


                                (214)


 


broken sofa, no window-glass


                wind howling


                                cold


 


// yellow street-light flashing
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On The Bus From East Dulwich To Oval 


 


It is the coldest night of the year, the man with pleated
corduroys 


announces to his reluctant travel companions. He speaks the
phrase with authority and a 


strange kind of passion, as if delivering wisdom from some
holy book. 


 


Bananas are dying in the cold of Elephant And Castle
tonight. Strawberries seem ill, 


sitting between icicles on tables of fake grass. Oranges
shock me with their pallor. This 


night feels far too frigid for fruit.


 


Soon it is Oval. The man with the corduroys carries his
Tesco bags into the darkness, the


bus returns to a collective silence.


 


*


 


Mannequin


 


"Mannequin"
first appeared in Coney Island And Other Places.


 


You fall apart most in the early evening, aquamarine eyes
peeking out from under black lashes,


no breath, no beating heart. You are wordless, terse, hand
on hip.


 


After sunset, the streets are quieter. You tumble, upsetting
a watering can. There is no water,


only air conditioning behind smudged windows.


 


Your wig is askew and your top slips below your breast,
reveals half of your nipple-less bosom.


Men heading home from work eye your DD bosom, remember you
later.


 


Someone took the trouble to paint your toes, paint some
scarlet on your caramel skin.


Someone belted up your dress, pinned fabric creases on the
curve of your back, extended your


hand.


 


Others like you are holding purses between glued together
fingers, shopping in place, smiling


like Stepford Wives. Some are playing tennis without a ball,
reading Chaucer, spending whole


evenings playing board games with perfect children.


 


Others, older, look vacantly from fading eyes, faces with no
lines, tanned beneath tangled horse


hair wigs. Some fall over behind smudged glass, a few are
carried over the shoulders of men,


home to the boroughs.


 


Others may have pins stuck in their hearts, their crotches,
their concave stomachs. They may


break apart: arms, hands, chest detaching for ease of
manipulation. They won’t ever cry.


 


You and the others like you, you bear blank palms that tell
no future. You are bodies that turn


over helplessly in the arms of window artists, clothes
makers, men, kneading you like bread.


You fall apart most in the early evening.


 


*


 


Radio Girl


 


All lines in this
poem were taken from articles and interviews published after the death of
Dorothy Young, Houdini's stage assistant, aged 103 (March, 2011).


 


I was hidden under a cloth inside the wireless box.


It was six feet by six feet.


 


He never locked me in a cabinet, tied a rope around


my body or tried to cut me out of a box, like some of the
others.


 


Some had bruises on their bodies and rope burns around their
wrists.


Me, all I was ever asked to do was dance.


 


Waiting under the cloth was exciting; I was seventeen years
old.


Radio Girl was my first number.


 


He opened the radio: front, back, top; lifted out the
working parts–


showed there was nothing there - no girl, no dancer, nothing
but electrics.


 


After he closed the radio, I heard it. "Now we'll
tune in...


Miss Dorothy Young doing the Charleston..."


 


I popped one foot out of the radio, then the other.


I kicked my feet together, jumped up and curtsied.


 


Then Houdini would take me by the waist and lift me down.


And I would go into a Charleston.


 


It was only a year like this, just a year of being in his
show.


He'd say: "I'm going to put her in the dark."


 


My other number was Slave Girl; that came later in the
night.


The big stage was empty and there was just a pole in the
middle of it.


 


I came out with my hands tied behind me, wearing a little
skimpy burlap costume.


The undergarments were always made of silk; they felt good
against my skin.


 


He'd say, "She's been a naughty girl, so I have to
tie her up."


So he tied me to the pole from my throat down to my ankles.


 


And then: "She has been very naughty, so we'll have
to put her in darkness."


He would press a button, and the curtain would fall to the
floor.


 


I would come out in a gorgeous butterfly costume on my toes


and do a ballet number.


 


He wanted to disappear, I think. I don't mean it as a pun.


Who really knows?


 


The one thing I know for sure is that he was in charge.


I would disappear on cue; then emerge, slowly, gracefully.


 


I would hide, then step out and dance.


Radio Girl, Slave Girl, whatever he wanted.


 


I was lucky to be a part of it.


It was beautiful.
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Among The Pines


 


The scream comes from outside. A coalescence of the darkness
and the solitude. Janie says it's a coyote, maybe a wolverine. We trust her. It
swells, and fades, and rises again for almost an hour, circling us. "Just
a coyote," she says between spoonfuls of watermelon sorbet, delicately
whorled shavings of candied Mexican lime peel. "Just a coyote." We
drink wine and pretend to be at ease.


 


-


 


The retreat is Margot's idea. Seven days in a luxury cabin,
the days spent writing and meditating, the evenings a bacchanalia of wine and
fine dining. I'm recently out of a bad relationship and the idea sounds like
therapy. Something to purge my poisoned soul. I have a history of messy
breakups. We bring supplies with us, raiding the delicatessens and artisanal
bakeries before we abandon civilisation. No campfires, no barbecues. Three cars
piled high with Italian Gorgonzola, Spanish ham, French pâté. We will eat, we
will write. We can return home a week later refreshed and fattened, gorged on
poetry and decadence. "Lord Byron would love it," Chris joked. I
remember laughing too hard as we packed the cars.


 


The cabin belongs to Janie's uncle, a New York financier who
rarely makes it out West anymore. He suffered a breakdown four years ago.
Hospitalised for two months, still wearing the scars in two jagged lines along
the insides of his wrists. The cabin was his place of retreat. Surrounded by
pines and hemlock, their tops crooked and cracked, their roots buried in
decades of silent history. Only one road leads there, twelve miles of dirt
track culminating in four bedrooms, three bathrooms, a fully fitted luxury
kitchen. A partially-stocked wine cellar. Spa baths and open gas fires. It
should have been easy to forget the seclusion.


 


Janie arrived a day before the rest of us, cleaning the dust
from the countertops, releasing the comforters from their plastic wraps. We
follow her lead. Our two cars hopscotch in convoy for five hours, watching the
traffic dwindle around us. Through the windows I can see the forests rising as
we head inland, their trunks thickening, the houses shrinking in their shadows.
With one eye on my watch I count eleven minutes between gas stations, then
twenty-two. By the time we crawl to a stop in front of the cabin, the sun
bleeding low and heavy between the trees, it has been almost an hour. The last
sign of civilisation was a shack twelve miles back, little more than a shed
with a carport tacked on as an afterthought. As we drove past I saw the roof
through its windows, as if something massive had crushed it underfoot, caving
it into the interior.


 


Janie steps onto the porch as I unfold myself from Curt's
car, my legs bloodless and numb. She holds an open bottle. Behind her we can
see candles flickering on cut glass, a table set for five.


 


"Welcome to paradise. Abandon all cares, ye who enter
here."


 


-


 


The screaming begins early, piercing the half-darkness. It's
Curt who calls her on it. It feels close. In the silences unseen leaves rustle
like static.


 


"That's no coyote, Janie. I know you know these woods
better than us. But I've heard coyotes before. They don't sound like
that."


 


She washes the glasses and the knives as we speak, the
dishwasher gurgling beneath the countertop. Margot and Chris are in one of the
two lounges, battling their way through the final throes of a game of Scrabble.
It seems ridiculous to be arguing in the midst of such comfort. But we all feel
it. The uncertainty, the fear. Something out there is in pain.


 


"Maybe not a coyote then," Janie says, her hands
beneath the suds. "But you know it's just an animal, right? These woods,
they're home to all kinds of critters. It's just the sound of the wildlife. Doing
what it does. Being wild."


 


"Damned creepy is what it is. Did the rest of you sleep
through it last night?"


 


Neither of us speak. I'd heard someone opening the fridge
door in the small hours of the morning, while the noise continued to circle
outside. We all know that nobody feels at home. We're city folk, acclimated to
sirens and gunshots, the sound of engines growling under street lights. I
almost wish for flashing lights outside, the comforting presence of badges and
shoulder holsters. Here, the air smells of dirt and rotting wood.


 


"If it's not a coyote, it's an owl. I've heard it can
be pretty unnerving if you haven't heard one screech before. Just pour yourself
another glass. You'll sleep better, I promise. What could be more relaxing than
this?"


 


Curt relents, eventually. We're supposed to be on vacation.
But lying in the dark, a digital clock casting a green glow over unfamiliar
sheets, I replay the argument in my head. Curt leaning over the counter. Janie
with her hands beneath the water. There's an air of menace, as if her hands are
holding something down, pushing it deeper, deeper, until it drowns. I imagine
her slicing at her wrists beneath the surface. The water frothing red.


 


A scream cuts the silence, so close it could almost be in
the room with me. So close it might be in my head.


 


-


 


I slip into Margot's bedroom while the others eat breakfast.
It's the morning of our third day. We once had a thing, Margot and I. We dated
for two weeks. She wouldn't return my calls for almost six months after that. Even
now she avoids being alone in a room with me.


 


The small table in the corner acts as her desk, its surface
scratched and gouged as if someone has used it as a chopping board. The varnish
almost entirely worn away. There's a stack of paperbacks, and two identical
pens, lined up alongside a notebook. When I turn back its black leather cover
the pages inside are blank. I don't know what I expected. Not this. Something,
but not this.


 


I mention nothing when I join them at the breakfast table.
But I keep an eye on Margot as I chew my alder-smoked bacon.


 


-


 


Curt suggests a trek through the woods. Janie excuses
herself, as he knew she would. She's deeply entrenched in a biography of
Shelley, there's no way she's surfacing now. He gives me a look as he asks me
to join him. I don't know what to make of it. I agree anyway. Chris and Margot
come too. They've grown close while we've been away. To ask one is to ask the
other.


 


Once we're outside Curt motions for me to stay back, to let
the lovebirds push on ahead. He whispers beneath the murmur of the pines.


 


"I thought it was about time we got to the bottom of
all this. Don't you think? Those screams at night. We all know there's
something out here. I want to know what. Are you in?"


 


I nod. I've barely slept for three nights. Last night I
thought I heard two cars pulling up outside, despite there not being a living
soul for miles. I can feel my eyeball ticking in my socket sometimes. I'm
wired, running on caffeine and adrenaline.


 


"Good. Keep your eyes peeled for anything weird.
Whatever it is, it has to leave a track, or a mark, or something. It's best we
find it, before it drives us all crazy."


 


The path we follow is barely a path at all, nothing more
than an animal trail between the trunks and brambles. As if the forest has decided
to part a little, to lean back and let us in. I smell something that may be
animal musk, or fungus on a tree stump, or maybe the smell of my own unwashed
body. I always kept myself scrupulously clean when we were in the city, but it
occurs to me that I've only showered once since coming here. It may only have
been days since we arrived, but those days stretch behind us like an oily
river, deep and uncharted.


 


I'm not sure when I break away from the group. We're only
loosely following the same path, but without warning I find myself alone. I
stand still, close my eyes. Let my ears roam the woods around me. There's a
constant whisper of sounds, the mutterings of breeze and branches and
desiccated leaves, but nothing human. I have lost them, or they have lost me.


 


It's only by chance that I stumble across the camp. I'm
following a dry streambed, hoping that it will somehow lead me home. I've
already marked ten trees with the Sharpie I had in my bag, drawing crude arrows
on their bark to show the way I've come. It was meant to warn me if I
accidentally doubled back. Instead they are swallowed by the woods. It occurs
to me that I might have passed within ten feet of them without knowing. In a
fit of frustration I throw the pen into a dense thicket of nettles and weeds.


 


It's as I stumble after it that I see the clearing. The
trees stand back and allow the light to filter down, its dappled spots playing
over the ashes of a fire, a pile of rusted cans. Then I see the branches
stacked up against a fallen trunk, their lattice interwoven with strips of torn
plastic, the remnants of old shopping bags. A makeshift roof to keep out the
rain. A home of sorts built up from the dirt.


 


"Hello?"


 


My voice dies among the undergrowth but it reaches far
enough, and when I hear nothing in reply I step into the open. The camp changes
as I draw closer. The fire is scattered and cold, weeds starting to push up
through the blackened earth. The cans are fused together into a single mass.
Even the hut is falling apart, the plastic bags gradually disentangling
themselves from the branches. There are holes large enough to push a fist
through. Large enough to let the wild back in. I ignore the smell that lurks
just beyond the camp, a sweet stink of human decay. Instead I stare at the
large black arrow drawn on one of the trunks, pointing past the fire, past the
lean-to, into the blackness of forest beyond.


 


My Sharpie lies at the base of the pile of cans. I pick it
up and tuck it into my backpack. Then I turn and push my way back through the weeds.


 


-


 


The others berate me for wandering off, but when I tell them
about the campsite they look confused.


 


"Dude," Curt says, "we only lost you for a
few minutes. Five minutes, max. How lost did you get?"


 


Margot laughs, but her eyes glance across at Chris. When she
sees me watching they drop to the floor.


 


Over a dinner of smoked paprika-rubbed salmon and Israeli
couscous Janie explains that her uncle used to have the family to stay during
the holidays. The kids would sometimes spend the nights camping out by the
creek. That must have been what I found, she says. There's no one else around
here. They never realised it at the time, but one of the adults would spend the
night nearby too, watching over them. There were bears, after all. Sometimes
wolves. There are probably camps spread throughout the woods, marking those old
family gatherings. Nothing more sinister than that.


 


As for the screams, Curt has found a book on owls on one of
the shelves. The Barking Owl has often been reported to sound like a woman screaming,
he says. Like someone in pain. Margot mentions glimpsing what she thought was
an owl in the trees and everyone relaxes.


 


"I told you," Janie says. "Not a coyote, but
I was close. The call of the wild. Freaks out us city folk every time."


 


They smile and laugh, but something inside me shivers. The
screams I heard were nothing like a woman.


 


-


 


I make no attempt to sleep that night. I still turn out the
lights, but my eyes stay open. The screams are never-ending now, a wail that
rises and falls but never stops, a siren that could tear down walls. It's not
out there any longer. My eardrums rattle from the inside out. I don't know if
they can hear it, and I will not ask. They will call me crazy again.


 


I wait for an hour, until I'm certain they're asleep. Then I
creep out into the blackness of the cabin. As quietly as I can, I lift the two
biggest knives from their drawer, sliding them into my backpack. I take a can
opener too, and as many cans as I can carry. Beans, tuna, corn. Who knows how
long I'll be gone. The door creaks as I step outside, but if anyone hears me
they do not rouse. When I turn back to look at it the cabin seems smaller than
before. Little more than a rock among the tree roots. It's not hard to imagine
a time when it wasn't there, or a time to come when it will have worn back down
to sand and stone. I watch it until the screaming becomes too loud to bear.


 


There's no way to tell where I'm going. The moon is thin,
and through the canopy of trees there's barely enough light to see my feet. I
watch them as I tread lightly over the brambles and fallen branches. I let my
ears guide me, the screams pulling me onwards like a bloody trail through the
trees. They are so loud now that I fear I may go deaf. I feel sick and giddy,
swaying in place.


 


Then they stop. Suddenly, without warning. The last scream I
heard was directly above me. I close my eyes, waiting for something to drop.
There's the crack of a breaking twig, the rank warmth of human breath on my
face. I wait until I can bear it no longer. Then I open my eyelids and look
into my own face, aged but unmistakable. My own eyes, the whites bloodshot and
rubbed raw, my cheeks sunken and streaked with dirt beneath the fields of
stubble. My mouth open in voiceless agony. And without speaking I turn and lead
myself deeper into the trees.
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The Inhabited Shell


 


In display tanks lit an impossible blue, 


divers give tentative thumbs-up,


dogfish are stroked and fed.


On the bench, a couple hissing in Italian,


cast their tanned arms again 


and again into the gloom.


Suddenly, a gasp of English -


What do you want?


That.


She spits and points at my heavy bump,


then rises, heels treacherous on the stairs.


He whispers an apology and follows her,


a veil of sweat on the back of his neck.


A hammerhead can hold 


a manta ray down with its skull 


and bite it to pieces.


Moon jellyfish float like drowned brides 


in a foreign harbour.


I flinch electricity,


my baby wheels in her water,


she won't be upturned yet.


 


*


 


Displacement


 


The hooded figure 


at the back door,


is a pile of cardboard boxes.


His body consists of shadow,


pockets of dark 


waiting for the items 


he'll carry elsewhere.


When the door opens,


he shakes his head,


light furrowing his brow,


his empty eyes lowering,


not meeting mine.


 


*


 


The Purple, False Fingernail


 


On wet days, it floats in a puddle,


spinning with the wind,


bubbles nestling in a ragged crack


down its middle.


In dry weather, it rests on the path,


the brightest colour anywhere.


 


I dream the fingernail 


is tapping on my shoulder,


its brittle surface softening into wings.


It hovers beside my face,


whipping the air into a word


I can almost hear.
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