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I




SEPTEMBER 8TH, BROADWAY & 86TH



I wrote at the top of breath
not having reached it. At the top of breath


the skyline is a shoreline
seen from high above. Buildings are sand


and peter out. All land
is a ledge, all space is a drop, all steps have a nerve.


 


There can be no first person.
I fill my lungs to go and the first person’s


yards ahead. Then he jumps.
Then I look and he falls and falls until my lungs


are veal and I’m alone.
I write I and it leaks like a first inkpen.


 


The poet is any stranger
seen today, whose past is an empty moleskine


tugged from a pocket, laid
sealed on the bar like this one is. He shifts


and it’s evening in a mirror,
peek-a-boo through a platoon of optics


 


as he begins, resembling
any stranger, reaching for an ashtray,


nothing in his notebook
but this. Nobody knows him. There is nothing






waiting. The twin barmen
serve him with their backs to one another.


 


waiting. And the barman’s
bewildered by his own words on a blackboard


 


waiting, but the barman






AN OLD MAN SAYING



That told it.
That’s not going to waste your precious time again, is it.


Obliterate it. Nothing
there now, nothing


new for the world to hear this morning. Look
what a mess the young man’s made of his new book.


I wasn’t meant to be watching. But I was watching.
I was watching


that pen of his just hovering in the air
then dabbing here and there


a little shape or two, then a cross, a swoop,
why not then it’s up, up


and away am I bothering you?
He turns away with a grin. Am I bothering you,


sir? Now he’s pretending I’m not here.
Of course, he’s a writer, nobody else is here.


Raul a man of the arts
has gotten in here somehow, a smoking man of the arts


here, here you can have a light
from a stranger, a light


between strangers, here:
there.


You must not
ashtray Raul, you must not


let yourself be distracted by this old
bar-fly. You must drink your beer ice cold


like an all-American boy and write your all-
important works of verse. Ashtray Raul


so the poet can be left
to his shift. To his shift,


ssh, the all-important Saturday
afternoon poetry shift. Today’s the day


to cross it out.
Today’s the day, I’m standing up, the day to cross it out.


And I
make no appearance in the work of art. I


wander to the window, see Raul is he writing
‘Joe wanders to the window …’ Is he writing


‘Finishing off his whisky, Joe rises
and weaves his way towards the angelic faces


in the golden light
of autumn and remembers to turn right


through the sunbeams
to his last final destination which seems


to be a bathroom. God be with you Joey
I too am with you Joey…’


unquote did you hear that
sir, now I’m the poet,


quote unquote, I’m the poet.
And the poet


now he’s just sitting trying to pretend I’ve gone
with his poetry pen kind of hovering over the next one:


‘I say, the drunken chap has now departed
the scene, what-ho, good egg.’ Go on, get started.


He didn’t know I know he’s an English gent.
Warm the beer, Raul, there’s an English gent


on duty.
This door won’t open again. An English gent on duty.




RAUL CHALKING UP SPECIALS



Don’t worry, guy, that’s Joe. Joe’s got issues.
He thinks you’re sitting in his spot. Stay there,
guy, what are you crazy, you paid money
to sit, you don’t buy tickets for the bar stool.
Another Bass? It’s kind of he’s like a fixture.
(Is that how you spell asparagas? It’s not …


with a u? That can’t be right. You sure that’s not
some British thing? Okay.) No Joe’s got issues.
(No way. It’s on the house.) Joe was a fixture
way before my time. He was sitting there
the day I started. I give you the Bar Stool
of Joey Stone! We ought to charge some money


jeezus. (Fennal.) Charge some freakin money.
(With an e? You’re shittin me. It is? No it’s not.)
But hey you’re sitting on Joey Stone’s Own Bar Stool
so I got to believe you, right? Him and his issues.
And he sits there sure, but he also sits over there,
in the window staring, talk about a fixture


he sits there, he’s a lookout, that’s a fixture
of this establishment. People pay good money
to watch him sitting there. If he’s sitting there
it’s a normal day in the city! And if he’s not,
let’s not go there … Hey Joe, you got some issues
need the window treatment? This is the Bar Stool


of, what’s your name? Of … Clint? This is the Bar Stool
of Clint. (It’s on me, Clint.) No Joe’s a fixture.
Yep. And you know, he’s British. He’s got issues
of Britishness. He saw your British money,
you notice that? Just been there? But he’s not –
I mean you wouldn’t know, right? You cool there,


Joe? He’s one of you but he won’t go there.
Another old guy wanting the same bar stool.
Same place you’re headed, right? Like it or not.
Open your eyes one day and you’re a fixture,
sure, and you got a tab instead of money,
and a kid sits in your spot and you got issues,


then you’re a fixture too. You sleeping there,
Joe? Got sleeping issues. At least the bar stool
keeps him awake. (I’m not gonna take your money!)


 





GRANNY MAY ON THE STAIRS



Joey, Joey come down. I won’t come up.


I got some tea made, dear.
Don’t make me troop up there


With all my troubles, Joey, every step’s


A trial to me.


Joey, I seen the smoke, is all it is.


I know, it’s Hermit Road.
You knew it was near, you said.


You know somebody there, is it the milk boys?


Who then. Poor dabs.


That was the thump you said. I got tea made


Downstairs, oh my blessed back
I swear. Let’s have a look.


That would be 38 if it was this street.


38 and 40.


If it was this street it would be the Stacks.


The Stacks and who? Is that right?
The Luscoms. What a sight.


It’s like a dream where everybody wakes


And all of the whole world’s …


I don’t mean a dream. Don’t let your tea go cold,


Joey. I told your mum
We would be all the same


Come what may! Because there’s been some killed


God rest their souls


And us still here. I won’t have it go to waste,


Joey. I’m going down.


Can’t save every one.


I’ll fetch it up. My Sunday my day of rest,


My God. That wasn’t swearing,


Joey now, that was a morning prayer,


all there was time for. Well,


RAW MATERIAL


IS WAR MATERIAL, I read that somewhere.


Where are you going, dear?


Don’t go there, Joey! The blinkin world’s on fire.


There’s nothing to bring back.


What do you mean ‘to look’?


There’s unexploded! Joey! It’s the war


That’s all, it’s the blessed war.




MAN IN A LITTLE FLOWER BED

 

It’s started, can’t you see son, it’s the flaming
start of it it’s the gasworks you can flaming
see from here it’s the Thames Board, it’s Loders,
it’s Tate and Lyle, that’s Tate and Lyle, that’s Loders,
that’s the Thames Board, this whole bed of roses
is my own work and my wife’s this bed of roses
and now I’m standing in it she’d tell me off
for standing in it a right royal telling off
I’d cop from Stella. Who? The Prays and the Pipers
since you inquire. The Prays and the Pipers. The Pipers
I mean have a butcher’s sunshine, wiped out
there’s fuck all where there was before. Wiped out
Bob Piper he had Glenlivet. There’s them Prays
in the road. Lucky name that Prays, as in God prays
it’s them ones. Look at the soil all over these shoes.
Look at the soil all over these two good shoes.
Better do something quick. That’s Betsy Pray
holding the littlun, holding the littlest Pray.
Only a baby, eye of the storm she’s like.
The girlies made it through, and them lads. It looks like
everybody. In night attire! Nine lives
them hooligans I always go, nine lives.
Eight lives now. Old man he’s a fire-watcher,
Arthur Pray, somewhere. I’m a fire-watcher!
Morning, vicar, see that? Tate and Lyle’s,
stone the flaming crows that’s Tate and Lyle’s,
one lump or two? Don’t think so! Look at them Prays
lost everything. Everyone knows them Prays.
Up and down like billy-o of a springtime
evening on them bikes. I like the springtime
personally. That’s Harry, piece of my mind
I gave him once, he’s a good lad, he don’t mind.
Look at him digging away. Ain’t got no stuff.
Wish I could give ’em my stuff but it’s my own stuff
more’s the pity. Now Robby, he don’t care.
Keeps his eye on the doughnut. He don’t care
who suffers for it. House to house he’ll go.
Cooking up something are we I always go.
Look at the blonde, that’s Sally, one lump or two,
don’t mind if I do, with that one, tea for two
at an hotel of her choosing! Then there’s the ghost girl.
Give her a blanket for crying out loud the ghost girl.




HARRY PRAY IN HIS COAT



Something like five o’clock.


I kept them in my sights.


I saw the last few turning back.


They were probably Messerschmitts.


One brilliant thing there was


Was over the south south-east


In the teeth of it. There were these pink flares


Exploding with this sort of gust


Of silent light, then you’d hear it.


Search me what they were.
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