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Mr Gabriel Fur my Siamese, 

Brings to the hearth a Common Toadlet,

Crinia Tasmaniensis.

Mice are permitted, frogs forbidden.

It will live. I carry it outside.

Its heartbeat troubles my warm hand

and as I set it down I see

two small girls in a warmer land.


My friend Alice and  I would sit

cradling our frogs behind the tankstand

Other fathers would talk about

the  Great War. Mine would only say,

“I used to be a stretcher- bearer”

Not seen, not heard, in childhood’s earshot

of the women of the back veranda,

We knew about atrocities.

Some syllables we used as charms:

Passchendaele Mons Gallipoli.

We knew about Poor George, who cried

if any woman touched her hair.

He’d been inside a brothel when 

the Jerries came and started shooting.

(We thought a brothel was French

hotel that served hot broth to diggers.)
The girl that he’d been with was scalped.

Every Frog in the house was killed.

Well, that was life for frogs. At school

the big boys blew them up and spiked them.

One bully had the very knife

with which his father killed ten Germans-

twenty-a hundred-numbers blossomed.

Dad the Impaler! Making work 

for the more humble stretcher-bearers.

In safety by the dripping tankstand

our frogs with matchstick hands as pale

as the violet stems they lived among

cuddled their vulnerable bellies

in hands that would not do them wrong.

