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GROUND PROVISIONS

At a corner, some obtuse angle rendering earth to land to property, we work a plot of reckoning,

sowing for sustenance instead of sale. The yam, ancestral return, yellow flesh sticky with survival,

roasts on the woodfire, crackling brown to black skin, a dry aliment, spirit food for mouth and mind.

Whentime fi nyam, we close our eyes, gather the scent, scorched and savoury, the textures of freedom and love,

grandmother root food. The children sit around a hill of gungo peas, sing to lead the shelling and sorting.

Mummaw ambles over, eyes grey with a bondage of memory. Her pipe all puff and defiance, she teases

them away to the river for janga. A diver emerges with two baskets full, prawn antennae seeking

their place. His nakedness tickles out the children’s giggles. Between smoke and water the old woman says:

A god flesh and backra claat. A divine silence falls, leaving only the hush of stream and breeze as they return in line

to the parcel of rock and clay. An iron pot has joined the ground provisions. Inside, a swirl of leaf and pepper

awaits the impatient river-shrimp. Baaba sees a need Anancy-like and rooted shallow. The cassava reaches

from beneath the soil, its star-spread legs eager for a mound, a ceremony of dirt. On the other side

of the harvest, we will pound fufu in burru beat, steam garden eggs, watch their flesh soften to seeded generosity.






GRAFTED

एक

Four Paths to Denbigh Drive, a narrow way to the yard where white-ringed trees and mangoes stand guard. Bombay on the left, East Indian on the right, the Pahari and Chinna Rasulu forming a new fruit, cleaving flavours for the elder son who had grafted his own tree, springing heavy branches, a motley of impossible tones and textures.

दो

Beyond the pink house, its barred windows, its iron seats, after all this time a breadfruit hangs, yellow heart so sweet, still here, having never worked off its time. Past the old lime, branches alive with a blanket of black caterpillars crowded on each other’s backs, a patch of grass holds the avocado pear tree, roots turned sideways, branches and fruit lying down where we wept a loud and sad release, a mournful bhajan.

तीन

Krishna ko sangh ho tu balak; gau’ charhavan, ban gaya. Krishna ko sangh ho tu balak; gau’ charhavan ban gaya. A song in my grandfather’s lessons, my ashen, not-as-brown skin, bare feet spun, stamped the ground, hands and wrists twisted this way and that, broadened his infrequent smile like my ek, do, teen, chaar, paanch.

चार

I never saw his fading face, only heard the deathbed song, a weak, hollowed-out thing, a Bhojpuri dirge, lyrical and long, for the hummingbirds who flitted from trumpet flower to hibiscus, their wings in harmony with my giggles, leaving as swiftly as I did when the smell of sweet crispy gulgula and jalebi welcomed me in for prasad and puja.

पाँच

An image of him riding his mule through canefield heat sits next to a glass, its tray, the oil I used to rub his feet. The Murti hangs above his Holy Bible, its pages marked by tazia paper, remnants from the last Hussay he built. His gun and hat sit restless atop the wardrobe; I pull his fine comb and scissors, see one of my many faces in him.

Krishna ko sangh ho tu balak; gau’ chahavan, ban gaya.






MOLASSES

Dem tell mi seh di birtin did hard.

Life torn from my mother who squatted in the dirt, back against the trunk of the soursop tree she stole away to, her circles in the soft ground to call up root weevils, fingers a plaid of sugar-caned skin and blood.

Navel-string still hitch on, tie up inna har.

They found me, mounted on her left breast suckling death, covered in sex and a vernix of ghosts, her hands on my back.

Mi madda nevah know weh di rainbow mean.

The afterbirth always beckoning me home to witness the memories of old folk, their songs and stories marking my flesh, echoing a tone my bones find familiar, chords reverberating through my hips and thighs.

She come dung faas like fiyah inna canepiece.

Always turmoil in the telling, her life between rows of cane, with light brown child mashed from molasses, bitter confection.






DOUGLA दोगला, TRIVENI FLOW

On sharp islands in the cross Caribbean Sea, we harvest okra and collect the bitter melon, ever looking east, to gather our green selves.

Hear the dholak, hear the old Bhojpuri songs matching the burru bass, Akan ancestor beat. One goat bellows the sound of two drumskins.

Father is a silent river running deep and black; mother races rapt to greet him in a holy bend; we many-faced children surge and flow below.

Her head was proud, a crowning black Afro, and he a certainty in shimmery pompadour. My hair grows free in lovematch corkscrew.

We are the children of indenture and theft, enslaved with rebellion rising in our ranks. Today finds us braiding backra hair black.

A slack-talk girl singing with masala lips, hot shito paste dancing upon her tongue – call her to your bed only in bland English.

Reach for Yemanja and Saraswati breasts to milk our many mouths: this old hunger.

Rivers flow to feeding, a new sustenance.

We are the waters coursing above and below, tributary song strummed on veena and banjo. The vibrating sounds, music to bring us home.

Language lost at sea returns in waves, words like speckled cowrie shells scatter the shores.

At dawn we gather our broken, sharp selves.






GHAZAL BEHIND DASHEEN LEAVES

We ran from the croaking lizards on nights when burned cane leaves whirled up, smokey behind the unconcerned dasheen leaves.

On cool evenings when mother cooked curried eggs and white rice and fish-tea for dinner, she cried – spurned for using thyme leaves.

We clapped mosquitos, caught peeny wallies at early dusk, before the moon-brightened star-apple overturned its dark leaves.

On days when the canepiece danced ablaze, I leapt and crushed the black-blacks falling from the sky like churned ribbons and leaves.

We hid behind the dasheen’s great green elephant ears, its heart a tuber, transplant, sustenance earned in starch and leaves.

Mother, Shauna needs your tender hands to braid her hair to sleep: what use am I now without you, returned to dasheen leaves?
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