
Winter hands on your
bottom in bed, a lesson
in global warming.

Rod Usher’s third collection, Convent Mermaid, is full 
of wit and sadness, love and loss. Many of the poems 
spring from his long experience as a journalist, novelist 
and from years of living and working in Europe. 

As Les Murray has written, Rod´s poetry inspires both 
tears and laughter. He’s equally at home in poetic 
conversation with Emily Dickinson, David Bowie 
and Federico Garcia Lorca, in revisiting Cro-Magnon 
Man, or portraying the to-and-fro of  love and sex. His 
poems � nd their feet in Australia, Spain, England and 
the U.S., their rhyme typically embedded rather than 
obligatory, though he bows to the tight rules of haiku.

Rod´s poems regularly appear in leading literary 
magazines such as Island, Meanjin and Quadrant, as 
well as in various anthologies, including Australian 
Love Poems and the UK´s Aesthetica  Annual. 

His most recent novel is Poor Man´s Wealth 
(HarperCollins, 2011), a title which, not surprisingly, 
comes from a poem.
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Rod Usher is the author of three novels, two poetry collections 
and three non-fiction titles.

His novels A Man of Marbles and Florid States were published 
in 1989 and 1990 respectively. Florid States was short-listed for 
the MIND Book of the Year Award in the UK. Poor Man´s Wealth 
appeared in 2011.

His first poetry book, Above Water, was self-published and illus-
trated by Geelong artist John Druce. His collection Smiling Treason 
was published in 1992. 

Since his third novel Rod has returned to writing poetry, and has 
been published widely in recent years, particularly in Meanjin, Island 
and Quadrant. His poems have also appeared in The Age, Overland, 
and Going Down Swinging and in anthologies including Australian Love 
Poems 2013, The Best of Quadrant 2000-2010, Aesthetica Magazine Annual 
(UK), Flood, Fire and Famine and The Stars Like Sand: Australian Specula-
tive Poetry (2014).

His non-fiction books are Sleep: All You Ever Wanted to Know But Were 
Too Tired to Ask, Images of Our Time and Their Best Shots; 21 Years of the 
Nikon Awards. He has worked as a journalist in many countries and 
is a former literary editor of The Age, former chief sub-editor of The 
Sunday Times, London, and former senior writer for TIME maga-
zine in Europe. 

He currently lives in Spain, making frequent trips home to 
Melbourne.
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First Hotel

Here in the deep red dark, the warm dark
there is no language, no sight,
no touch on skin, whatever that might be.
Within, merely sounds of plumbing 
muted vibrations...notes?
obsessively these nine months.
Sometimes the craft does lose way,
as though we’ve been through a star-storm
and this sense of zero gravity,
the buoyancy, it falters;
we jerk from scheduled orbit.
Say she’s eaten avocados again!
Or, leaving aside wine and smokes,
some mechanic palps, pokes,
often catching me shadow boxing
or training for the Tour de France
and I take a stance, put my foot down.
Then one day, happily napping
after an in-flight re-fuel,
these kitten eyes lidded,
bells start ringing and, frankly,
it’s like the end of the world.
Apparently it is the start
but picture a tennis ball being forced 
down a garden hose!
The drag on ears, the flattening nose.
Traumatic memories, those. I’m told 
they fade as in an interrupted dream
but if so, how do I still have them?
The so-called primal scream?
I didn’t say moo at the time,



4

the noise was all coming from Her, 
caught between dilate and delight.
Here I’d ask, if I might, is it kosher
to clasp a fellow’s ankles quite so hard?
to have one’s peach-sized bottom slapped?
that mean clamp put on the fuel line?
and then to be wrapped
so tight in a rasping straitjacket?
This small packet
was wanting to shout blue murder
in the fluorescent-lit substitute ‘room’.
Maternity, I’ve since been told,
comes to soothing rescue quite soon.
All I can report first uncoordinated hand
is that when the light hit, smells hit,
my sound barrier smashed,
senses waving like an anemone,
some kind soul laid me on a full pillow
and a warm bumpy device 
– without the required addiction advice –
was gently inserted between thin new lips.
This and that the first word to enter
ears once wonderfully deaf in wet silence,
the in-the-beginning word is:
‘Itsa!’
Some of the shocks were pleasant
– if you’ve not gulped milk, gummed nipple –
but if anyone had taken the bother
to ask, I’d have stayed on
in the all-included, five-star
Hotel Mother.
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If Not More

Beauty is one of the few things about which 
Cromagnon man knew as much as we do.

– Arthur Koestler in Drinkers of Infinity

Our cave here is comfortable enough
sandy floor, dry walls
danger of rockfalls
but the Dordogne weather isn’t too rough.

All our children wear well-cut bison flay
the wife does good fire.	
I’d like to retire
but she says I’d only get in the way.

So it’s keep on clubbing, set trap and snare
long days in the woods.
I know all its moods
its smells, sounds, small changes in the air.

My favourite time is Muyt, when the leaf dries
and comes down the tree.
It is telling me
light one day won’t open my dawn eyes.

The wife points out some leaves stay green all year:
‘Life might continue
at least for the few
who obey Sun and Moon laws while we’re here.’

I’m not much of one for such discussion:
water where it flows
fire to warm toes
a wall for art, tight skin for percussion.
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The offspring want us to move up a rung
modernise the cave
like the neighbours have
cook with clean wood, not dried buffalo dung.

I preach to them, as any father ought.
Beauty, I explain,
dwells not in the brain:
By a deer, by snow, by sunrise be taught.

Note: He lived about 20,000 years ago, according to the remains found in 
1868 in Cromagnon Cave, France. His large cranial capacity is said to make 
him analogous to today’s European. 
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