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For Freda, my forever first-time reader.


	

URBAN BALLADS

A sparkling mixture of narrative poems gathered around the faults, fragilities and triumphs of the individual as social being.

Populated by character and situation, they are theatre in condensed form, providing the reader with the opportunity beyond quiet contemplation, to tell their story out loud, alone or in a crowd.

By language which promotes itself as being clever, beautiful, insightful and communicable, these lines seek to master that rarest of achievements, which is to be popular and profound.
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MISTER UNIVERSE

The return trip was his last trip,

And possibly the riskiest of all.

Having survived world dangers with the help of strangers,

He was now going back,

To confront the hostility of friends.

He had been warned by an old time tripster,

No matter where in the world you might roam.

Never to expect, the stories you collect,

Will be of interest to anyone back home.

But he was going home as a listener.

A ‘ready to fit in and hear all’.

A ‘tell me again about the night of the streetlights black out’,

And ‘what was that about the neighbour’s wall?’.

He was given a great welcome; bought pints as one of their own.

The talk congenial and never ending,

The nights loud and long.

He had revived them, the locals, bright and eager to join in,

Not for the tales he was telling them,

But the stories they were telling him.

As the only one who hadn’t heard them,

In the last thirty years.

After a month of it, he was up to date.

Then the talk became nothing much, and much the same the next day.

Leaving the space in conversation, for what he might have to say,

If they hadn’t preferred the silence, to him telling them,

Where he had been while away.

He knew it, he expected it,

He had been warned, but not on the effect of it.

Which diminished him, reduced him,

To being the lesser for having gone away.

His recent years, the missing years,

Because they were not theirs.

But he knew he was better than that.

He was an import of everywhere he had been.

Coming in with the swell of the Indian Ocean,

Reflecting the heat of an African sun.

It was already there in the conversation,

A Tamarind seed on the Great Divide.

When they said ‘boozer’ he said ‘bar’.

When they went ‘doon the chippy’,

He spoke ‘platters of ‘fruits de mer’.

It was unsettling for the locals,

To have one of their own, they no longer knew,

Come as a stranger, and talk of elsewhere,

Placing the world between them and what was before...

That, which, it was time to restore.

So they did what they always did with strangers.

They made him a character and gave him a name.

‘Mister Universe’ they called him,

Which he never got to hear,

Because they united around the joke,

Only when he wasn’t there.

They had made him an island, safe to visit but not to stay.

Someone to be quiet in his company, until he was wished away.

Which he eventually was by his own deciding.

He had no place in a town which spurned,

His choice to come home, and remain where he’d been.

In going, he knew he would never return.

Except on the night of his leaving, they were united at last.

Best pals forever as they waved him off,

Promising to write, and hoping he might,

Be back soon to the welcome he left.

He found by going why he had returned,

Which he took with him as he went.

That fond farewell stuck with him as a marker,

That would grow by the distance he kept.

And as the memory grew weaker, of how he had been treated,

Given time, he might just possibly want to come back.


	

PERISHABLE FRUIT

It was the simplest exchange in a cafe,

No more than ‘What’ll you have dear?’

And ‘a coffee for me, please’

He a customer, and she serving,

What more could it possibly be?

Except for the whirring inside his head,

Spinning from nothing at all.

Beyond her pleasing familiarity,

Awakening in him the possibility,

Forming a gossamer thread around them,

Unbroken as she walked away.

He’d led himself to believe that she liked him,

Without evidence supporting the claim.

Except. when asked what he was having,

He was encouraged to believe,

Her interest in him responding

Was contact, given and received.

And when seeing her return with his coffee,

Took that as proof of what he wanted to believe.

And there it began where it ended. The bill paid as he left,

No regret at her leaving, he knew she was with him yet.

In his mind along with his shopping, wrapped up as perishable fruit,

To be opened at his own choosing

And make of it what he would.

The scene as remembered,

He a customer and she serving

Best before closing.


	

MILD PROTEST

Subjecting myself to some scrutiny,

Of the comfortable life I lead.

I have allowed myself the notion,

Of doing something for those in need.

I hit on the option of street protest,

Which identifies the blame as elsewhere.

And with nothing to do on a Saturday,

Could be experience, my just being there.

I had always admired the colour, 

the pageantry of the marching band.

Leading the banner waving purpose,

Of a people walking hand in hand.

Why wasn’t I among them, I asked,

That recruiting army of volunteers?

Marching along while I stayed home,

Was it me they were marching for?

I looked for a passion, a particular cause,

That could lift me from the sofa,

To join that glorious peoples protest song,

And have me shouting in chorus?

I thought I’d be driven by anger,

The injustice, the blatant abuse.

But I found nothing much to upset me,

And, I know that’s hardly an excuse, but...

I had to examine their causes

Some of which I couldn’t agree.

Some I would gladly have thrown stones at,

But I still thought, there must be a campaign for me.

I employed a mental balance,

Weighed the just cause, societies gain,

Against the inconvenience for me personally,

Walking in the wind and the rain.

I’m afraid to say, I came out in favour of comfort,

And my argument supported the same,

Having looked at their causes, I found mostly losses,

And something wrong with all of their claims.

From the feckless poor to corrupting dictators,

The blatant thieving of the food bank waiters.

All on the make, and out to take...,

I’m sorry, but that did it for me.

But I’m still active in their campaigns,
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