
Red and black 

 

I learnt to paint my nails  

like a war-zone photograph-  

with the colours spilling on to my skin  

like a ruby rivulet dripping in front of the 

refugee camp  

my brushes have always been strangers to  

straight lines, but  

who called a garden the battle ground,  

and a flowerbed, the killing area, anyway.  

my fingers look like a monochromatic 

throw-back to the time when everything died  

except the memory of it all  

and i let them be.  

i let them be because my hands are  

the closest to a barrage i will ever get  

and the garrison was breached a little too long ago.   

 

i learnt to paint my nails  

by watching my mother-  

crude stroke upon crude stroke  

until the tips of her fingers resembled  

gun-shot wounds and a knife-slashed body. 

she buys her cosmetics in only the darkest  

shades on the shelf, and  

getting the job done had always been  

more important than the how of it all, 

so i covered the walls of my room  

and the skin of my walls with a coral dye  



just a few tones lighter  

than the one she wears  

on her forehead.  

 

i learnt to paint my nails  

like sloppy survival manuals  

air-dropped in the middle of  

floods and famines- with the  

sample tomato seeds ripped off  

and the middle pages earmarked for  

the future of it all. 

my acetone-infused cuticles resemble  

dead volcanoes with “emergency” 

slapped across their surfaces  

just like my eyes and my tongue do.  

i colour my toes the exact hue  

of a bombed sky, and realise 

if I were a photographer, I’d have made a  

terrible war photographer. 
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