JOHN GRAHAM-POLE

Candor

At eight years old, his cancer running rampage, 

Joe perches on my office sofa edge

 thigh-to-thigh with mom

(who has enjoined me: "Square with him").

But I beat about the bush a bit, 

then come at last to it: “Joey: 

you’re going to die, go to heaven.” 

Words lost in his howl, like a wolf’s,

the hurling of his body into

the yellow print dress’s recesses.

Three minutes at least of this, this keaning,

while we eye each other, panicked: 

whatever else was right to do this wasn’t it. 

Then, as instantly, at a long-drawn-in 

breath’s end, he stops, swivels out, flicks a look, 

spots tears on cheeks of mom, dad, nurse, me,

determines he’s grieved enough. Time to 

lighten up, knowing me at other times a joker, 

a wearer of odd socks, funny noses. He spies 

memos, charts, photocopies, journals – 

jetsam of an urgent life - scattering my carpet, 

and becomes the stand-up comic, 

offering his own joke: “Didn’t your mom 

tell you to pick up after yourself?”

GRACE HERMAN

The Clinic

for Sharon Washington

She tells us she felt

the lump three days ago. 

Here it is,

visible, in her left breast. 

Here she is,

pale, slender, thirty.

We feel it, in turn, think 

and say, probably a cyst. 

She smiles. But, we say, 

you should see someone, 

give her a name. She goes.

It's not simple. We know 

when no attempt is made 

to aspirate, the x-

ray suspicious.

Where to go, what to do. 

We talk: two doctors, 

the patient, her mother.

And soon, not much later, it 

runs ahead and takes her with it.

MICHAEL O’REILLY

The Abused Child

For Scorcha aged 6

you dreamt of being a dancer, but frightened 

of being found out, and beaten, you made a 

batik secret of all the colours you never knew, and hung it 

like a backdrop in case

they held auditions for love;

but they didn't, so, unable to catch the snowflakes 

in your sleep, when he came

to hurt you or just break

the watersbone beneath your blistered feet, the ballet ended 

with the poems and curtain calls i could not reach you with. 

the policeman said

you were "inconsistent with life" when they found you 

almost unburned

of all this innocence, this tiny stain 

that may have been marks of lips or the wing-prints of pain

that beat out against you like a Kallimba. and the pus that oozes

from your scraped eyes was the colour of jonquil 

sea horses

washed ashore,

like tiny envois of peace to tell you 

it would soon be over.

they have called me to close your eyelids 

down

like awnings on this day i found you 

dead, festered, beaten, stung,

all along the insides of your dancer's legs 

where, between the marks of lips and 

the wing-prints of pain,

the snowflake fell

the batik hung.

Arthur Ginsberg

Stroke

Comes down, white as an avalanche, 

erasing the playground of speech, 

piles up in a drift at the tip 

of Veida's tongue. She cannot repeat, 

no ifs, ands, or buts, calls a comb, 

bone, pen, cow. Frustration bleeds 

through her brokenness, shudders in 

chaotic clutching of spindly fingers, 

as if the right word could be plucked 

from air. Veida, Veida, listen to me. 

Follow my hand with your eyes. Eyes 

brimming, she nods and follows, pendulum 

on command. Stroke pitches camp, 

lays rebar, pours cement. She grows to 

know me and 1, her, without ancestral 

gift; small patch of brain, ordered as 

 the stars. From bedside, touch speaks, 

vision flows in syllables, unfettered as 

a child skipping rope. Fingertips vibrate 

loquaciously as lips, extolling all the hope 

of eighty-five years; married to darling Jack, 

librarian, rebuilding spines of orphaned books. 

Stroke binds her in the vault of our audacious 

builder, pitiless as, buried alive. I visit Veida 

each day, stunned by peals of laughter at 

her own infirmity, that come from cosmic space, 

rolling up through ghostly cracks to pry open, 

the lock. Waylaid by walls, eyes fade, no word 

to frame, good-bye. Undoing speaks to 

the marvel of design, more eloquent 

than speech, the vespers of silence. 

