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He leaves a message, a yellow sticky


It’s a district of literary ghosts


At fifty, he favours a younger man’s


The restaurant


Lunch being a game with few rules


And that’s where Dylan Thomas


Same tricolore paintwork


He has his hand on the door-handle


Which he turns, noticing


First disappointing thing:


He is noticed but not recognised


Menu, thank you.


Old time’s sake


We said we wouldn’t look back.


In twilight himself


Fwop!


Hello?


So: the human paradox:


Have some wine, he adds


And they drink.


It’s almost all pizzas


Across the table


So. Who’s to start?


Signora signore.


What say we start again?


Business as usual, then.


Flyaway thought.


He is startled from this reckless


Oh yes, he’s rotten with jealousy.


Once more she is distracted


From that thought idly


His absentee mind


According to established rites,


First mouthfuls are discussed


He has killed a bottle


With the blade of her fork


But isn’t it his business


Caught a fish and let it go


Figure of folly and pathos:


My god. You’re right. I’m sorry.


He glooms at his glass.


Ha! That’s one thing that hasn’t improved.


No. Blow-all. Not a squeak.


That’s a great shame.


So you loathed it.


No swaps this time


This is ground control. Can you hear me?


Just what he doesn’t want:


Thank you, nurse, the agony


Surprise idea:


Penny?


Tippling, however


I appear to have lost my appetite as well.


Or should I say the King of Prose?


Un grappino. Sì, signore.


Where are you this time?


For which we need to go back to your poems.


You’re going to have to repeat that


The big noisy boys are getting up to leave


It is while he is standing


He is woken up by somebody


Less than an hour has passed


Look: they’ve looked after his shoulder-bag.


As he turns to go
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He leaves a message, a yellow sticky









HE leaves a message, a yellow sticky,


on the dead black


of his computer screen:


GONE TO LUNCH. I MAY BE SOME TIME.







His colleagues won’t be seeing him


for the rest of the afternoon.


Rare joy of truancy, of bold escape


from the trap of work!







That heap of typescript can be left to dwell


on its thousand offences


against grammar and good sense;


his trusty blue pen


can snooze with its cap on;


nobody will notice.







He shuts the door on the sleeping dog


of his own departure,


hurries not too fast along the corridor,


taps the lift button, and waits.







To meet even one person


at this delicate juncture


would sully the whole enterprise.


But he’s in luck:


the lift yawns emptily,


he steps in, is enclosed


and carried downwards


to sunlight and London’s


approximation of fresh air.







With one bound he is free!






























It’s a district of literary ghosts









IT’S a district of literary ghosts


that walk in broad daylight.







Keep your imagination peeled and see


Virginia Woolf


loping off to the library


with a trug full of books.


At every twentieth step,


she takes a sharp drag at a cigarette


and pulls a tormented face


as if she had never tasted anything


so disgusting.







And there goes T. S. Eliot,


bound for his first martini of the day.


With his gig-lamps and his immaculate sheen,


he eases past you like a limousine:


a powerful American model.







Bloomsbury and its blue plaques.


The squares and stucco terraces,


where the little industrious publishers


still like to hide their offices.







Leafy, literary land,


that by some dispensation


has been left to stand


amid the road drills and high, swivelling cranes.






























At fifty, he favours a younger man’s









AT fifty, he favours a younger man’s


impatient pace,


skipping round dawdling


or stupidly halted pedestrians,


doing dares with taxis and trucks.







You’re not properly living in London,


if you don’t use the dodges, the short cuts.







Yet it’s twenty minutes’ walk


from work to this lunchtime date


with an old flame.


Gaggles of tourists straggle


more provocatively than ever;


the approach to Bedford Square is blocked:


orange plastic barriers –


our century’s major contribution


to the junk art of street furniture!







Never mind, he’s making good time –


note the active verb –


and he expects she’ll be late.


So he allows himself to feel


pleasure in his own fleetness,


in not being carried but riding


the currents and eddies


of the human torrent.







And occasionally stopping


to let another pass,


unthanked politeness being


the ultimate gesture


of the metropolitan dandy.






























The restaurant









THE restaurant


is an old haunt,


though he hasn’t been there for years;


not since the publishing trade,


once the province


of swashbucklers and buccaneers,


was waylaid by suits and calculators,


and a strict afternoon


curfew imposed.







Farewell to long lunches


and other boozy pursuits!


Hail to the new age


of the desk potato,


strict hours of imprisonment


and eyesight tortured


by an impassive electronic screen!







Sometimes, though, a man needs


to go out on the rampage,


throw conscientious time-keeping
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