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And there it was: the swell

and glitter of it like a standing wave –

the fabled, smoking ruin, the new towers rising

through the blue,

the ranked array of ivory and gold, the glint,

the glamour of buried light

as the world turned round it

very slowly

this autumn morning, all amazed.

And it stayed there, watching,

as they made toward it,

the truck-driver and the young man,

under pylons, wires, utility poles,

past warehouses, container parks,

deserted lots, between the long

oily marshes, landfill sites and swamps,

before slipping down

under the Hudson, and coming up

on the other side

to find a black wetness

of streets trashed and empty

and the city gone.

‘Try the docks. They can always use men.’



*

It was in me, burning like a coal-seam fire. The road.

Back there in Broad Cove, on the island, it was just working the mines or the boats. Taking on the habit of the old ones – the long stare out to sea – becoming like a thorn tree, twisted hard to the shape of the wind, its grain following the grain of the weather; cloth caps and tweed, ruddy, raw-boned faces, wet eyes, silences that lasted weeks; the women wringing red hands or dishcloths or the necks of chickens just to make more silence.

*


He walks. That is his name and nature.

Rows of buildings, all alike,

doors and windows, people going in, looking out;

inside – halls and stairs, halls and stairs,

and more doors, opening and closing.

Street after street of buildings, all the same.

People, all the same.

The clutter and color: everything

moving on the street, and across it, straight lines

and diagonals. Drug-stores, grocery

stores, snack joints, diners. Missions. Bars.

Blocks. Corners. Intersections.

A dropped crate or a child’s shout, or car

backfiring, and he’s in France again,

that taste in his mouth. Coins. Cordite. Blood.



So loud. And bright. No place to ease the eyes. To hide. So this is what happens between one night and the next: this is day. A never-ending rehearsal with a cast that changes all the time but never gets it right. Dropping things. Walking into each other. Tripping on the curb. Every door, every window, opening and closing, automobiles sliding past, the calls of the vendors, shrieks of children, horses and carts, trolley-cars and delivery trucks. People in a hurry, in every direction, wired to some kind of a grid. Maybe from up high you could see a plan for it all, like a model-train layout. Not down here though. Everything’s going too fast and there are too many people and cars and I’m holding on to this stop-sign because I’m frightened and I know I’m going to die.


A hard migraine of color-clash, daggering light,

and sun laid out everywhere in white flags.

Not a shadow in this world.



*

The road invisible under heavy snow: a clean and softened land, fluent and dazzling down to the ocean’s slate. The only color is the lichen clinging to twigs, bright as pollen, and back at the house, the berries of the rowan tree, one arm across the door.

*


Night.

The city’s gone.

In its place, this gray stone maze, this

locked geometry of shadows, blind and black,

and angles hurt into the sky, symmetries breaking

and snapping back into line.

The green Zs of fire-escapes; wires criss-

crossing what’s left of the light

to a tight mesh.

The buildings close

around a dead-end, then

spring open to the new future: repetition,

back-tracking, error, loss.



*

Father just stood at the door. ‘The war was one thing, but this is another. You’re the first of us to leave in a hundred and seventy years.’

*


He wanted to see this country, so he did:

the benches of Hanover Square at dawn,

Fanelli’s, the Spot, the White Horse,

the parks, the pawn shops, the 15-cent diners,

the Green Door, the Marathon, the Garden Bar,

a Beekman Street archway with a drink after dark.

He’d surprise his reflection in a store window:

see the curly-haired boy with his fishing pole;

the skinny white soldier with blank eyes,

getting thinner.

He walks among ghosts.

Never sees the same face twice.

He navigated by the sun

when he could find it between the buildings, the canyons.

The subways are rivers, underground,

flash-flooding every five minutes

in a pulse of people.

People from all over, all colors, a hundred languages:

Italian, Polish, Russian, German, Yiddish,

Spanish from the Mexicans, the Puerto Ricans,

that Chinese – like a tape running backward, at speed.

People; just like him.

Having given up the country for the city,

boredom for fear, the faces

gather here in these streets

like spectators in a dream.

They wanted to be anonymous

not swallowed whole, not to disappear.

Now they spend their days on South Street

or down at the Battery, their nights

in the Bowery flophouses, the cage-hotels,

tight packed like herrings in a creel.



*


Cold as Candlemas. A skin of ice

on the water-glass by the bed

is the only thing that doesn’t shake under the rails

of the 3rd Avenue El overhead.

Through the gray net curtain,

above the tenements outside, the sky

jitters awake like a loose connection;

lightning glows behind the walls of cloud.

Somewhere, up north of here,

is the Chrysler, and the Empire State.

Somewhere south there’s Liberty.



*


Going down into the subway by the same metaled stairs

as that troop ship in Southampton: the hot churn

and thundering of the machine,

riveted corridors and halls, darkness, sudden light, dead air,

the clattering echo of footsteps on steel.

The white, unseeing eyes.



*

It was all about timing. Waiting to jump from the scramble net down the side of the merchant ship to the LCA below. Trying to find the rhythm of it: the swell of the water, the boats colliding. Your best chance was just before the landing craft slammed against the ship’s hull. Mistiming the jump meant drowning or crushing. You got it right. Picked yourself up. The steel deck slippery with vomit.

*


Up on the El, trying to keep warm

near the old pot-bellied stove

by the change-booth and turnstiles,

he liked to lean over,

watch the people seething below:

a river of hats

following a current, streaming round obstacles

then re-forming: gray and brown and black.

It came to him then.

You can never step into the same city twice.

That was it.

Living here was like trying to cross a river in spate

and he’d just found his footing,

or at least a way of looking at it – from a distance.

Close up, nothing here was beautiful,

and so much now was a close-up shot.

He needed to re-calibrate, focus on all this

new geometry, light and shadow, black and white:

take the long view. Like staring out to sea.



*


Sea-sick from the gridded streets,

the brick towers and mirrors and

black-drop canyons

he fixed, queasily,

on the steady line of Brooklyn Bridge.

He found a room, a fifth-floor walk-up on Water Street

for six dollars a week, and no down-payment needed

for the de-mobbed

with his veteran pin.

He got hired the next day in the shape-up;

found himself a box-hook and a job on the docks.

Ice webbed the wooden pilings,

the ice-spill opaque and raised

and slippery-smooth like dried glue.

Back home, the sea would be chipped granite,

shale, anthracite blue; terns sipping the waves,

cheeping low over a run of mackerel

before the whelming breach of a humpback, or a pilot whale.



*

The smell of stewed tea and wet clothes, smuts from the oil lamps, the valves in the radio like embers, glowing; the penetrating, never-ending rain – and winter, like a white door closing for six months. Skipping Mass at St Margaret’s. Gazing out over the gunmetal sea.

*


He would watch the river all day for that moment:

when the tide reaches slack

and the bottles afloat on the surface are completely still.

The slap of waves against the rocky shingle

like the distant crackle and crump

of small arms or mortars, or the flap of wet tarpaulin.

A block away, in the pearl dusk, some whore

worked-over for a dollar bill; dancing now,

face down, in the Hudson.



*


In the bath-house, where he went every week,

the usual hair and yellowed Kleenex in the shower-room’s gutter,

the Band-Aids in the pool; the usual chat

in the steam-room, sitting on the slatted wood,

no dog-tags now, just the St Christopher:

‘Hey, bud, what goes? Where you staying?’

‘The Mills. Flophouse on Bleecker – a real dump,

but it’ll do till I get things straightened out.

What about you?’

‘Got outta the joint last week. Gonna see a friend of mine.

Make a meet, y’know? Says he’s got a job for me.’

‘No kidding?

When the whole thing was over,

when we got back home,

I thought there’d be a job for me too.’



*

Then the slow retreat of winter. Spring’s advent and reprieve. You’d see drift ice from the Arctic, which sometimes passed so near you could hear the songs of the seals voyaging there on those gray shelves of ice.

*


At night, the river rolls and turns like oil

under the bridges,

in through the slips.

He walked for hours –

following the glow

in the sky uptown he’d been told

was the lights of Times Square –

his shadow moving with him

below the streetlamps: dense, tight,

very black and sharp, foreshortened, but already

starting to lengthen as he goes, attenuating

to a weak stain. Then back in

under another streetlight, shadow

darkening again, clean and hard.

Who he really is, or was,

lies somewhere in between.



*


Watching Ride the Pink Horse

then Out of the Past the same week at the Majestic:

New Mexico and Acapulco on the screen, with ice and rain outside.

The projector’s cone of light above their heads in the darkness,

the way the smoke from their cigarettes

went up into it, twisted and bloomed.



*

The hawthorn hangs like mist in the valleys. The gorse bright against the melting snow, with its smell of coconut on the high sea cliffs; the mayflower opening its sweetness in the black wood.

*


He moved to the fish market

where the work was easier, safer, the crates smaller,

and you could see those lovelies, from all down the coast:

Portland, Maine, to Cape Canaveral.

Late April, into May, was flounder, whiting, monkfish, hake,

striped bass and mackerel, and, briefly, Hudson River shad.

Shad fillet and roe from Carmine’s or Whyte’s:

the best fish he’d had in years.

One day he lifted some lobster boxes onto his barrow,

and stared at the stamp showing

MacLeod’s Point, Ingonish, N.S.

He saw the little harbor, the blue boats,

Star of the Sea, The Rover, Màire Bàn;

the old hand-woven pots.

The faces of the very fishermen.



*

The bay boiling with the capelin scull coming in, and the codfish after them – and after them the heave of whales. Like waves of black weed the small fish roll and beach, twining and flipping silver on the sand, where the women wait with their nets and baskets, on the same stretch of shore where the capelin come, each year, to spawn, to signal spring.

*


Central Park: a clearing

in this forest of stone;

a fire-gap among the ziggurats

that’s cut in living green.

In the stringency of early-morning light

he walked through a may-storm of petals,

the pink of cherry-blossom thick in the gutter

and filling every crack in the sidewalk.

He heard a sound like a slide whistle:

whoit whoit whoit whoit

and there, in that tree, unbelievably,

a red bird.



*

New York’s got just about anything you want. It’s like a market: a place where everything’s available, everything’s for sale. But it’s all finite, already disappearing. So we want it now; we have to have it now.

A cardinal. One day I’ll learn all their names.

May, 47

*


He was standing in an east-side bar, nursing a double,

when the one next to him says:

‘You see him in the corner, friend?’ pointing with his eyes.

The old guy they’re looking at is looking at the bottle

as he pours, the beer going greedy into the glass.

His face a knuckle:

tight red, white where the muscle moved;

putty-colored teeth; eyes countersunk.

‘Story is, he used to run with Maranzano.

They say he knocked a guy down once,

put a pen in his ear and kicked it home.

Then the heat came down when they got his boss

and he moved to Jersey, started as a ring-fighter,

had an act where he dressed as a fisherman,

wrestled an octopus.’

The beer is poured.

Dark vertical lines drop from the sides of his mouth

like a ventriloquist’s dummy.

As he swallows

the slot moves up and down.

The friend shakes his head. ‘Some guy.’



*


In the summer, under the slats and latticework

of the El, you see a net of sun and shadow

dice everyone like vegetables.

The drunks will wake up later, underneath:

grill-marked, lined by light.



*


The papers say

‘Keep dogs and cats inside on the Fourth of July’

but nothing about ex-servicemen.

You can’t get tanked enough to block

the fireworks’ whine, their

door-burst slam, the rustling

shiver as they fail, fissling away.

So he watches the endless red, white and blue,

remembering he’s here in the States

not on Juno Beach or Bény-sur-Mer.

Star-rockets burst to their edges

with the sparse bright gold of autumn trees.

He thinks of all those rockets and their cold, thin wooden stems,

five hundred of them

falling back toward him through the night.



*

All there was in Broad Cove was the ceilidh in the church hall, once a month. Every family came. The men fingering their collars, the women patting at their hair. The whiskey and the music loosened both and, soon enough, the children – wide-eyed at the sight of this transfiguration – were led away by the very old. We would twist back to catch the last sight of the grown-ups, laughing.

Their faces in the hall grew redder, eyes brighter, as the strathspeys, slow like waltzes, gave way to hornpipes, jigs – the dances all more furious, till the last reel, and the accordion and fiddle were finally put down.

We’d stand outside in the shadows and wait. There was singing, more laughter, broken glass. Then the fights – the fat, concussive slaps of men on men and the squeals of women – and later, farther off, in under the sugar maples, the loving, which sounded much the same.

*

That time in London, on leave, with a bunch of guys from C Company. 3rd Division had been together for a couple years, training all over. Battle drill in the barracks, landing drill around the coast, and up in Rothesay and Fort William we got both. We were primed by the end, especially us: the North Nova Scotia Highlanders. Ready to go.

We’d aimed for Piccadilly, of course, but the lights were all off and there was no statue: just a big green cone-shaped hoarding, advertising Saving Stamps. We wanted to go dancing, but not with those chippies on the street. Not that kind of dancing. We went through a door under a dead neon sign for Gordon’s Gin and got safe underground in a place called Ward’s: Ward’s Irish House, for Guinness and oysters at the long zinc counter. They had some old boys in a corner with fiddles and a bodhrán and it was all like home again, with the jigs and reels and slow airs. We were told about a good dancehall in Hammersmith, so we struggled up the stairs, and took ourselves west.

One of the boys said Monty had his HQ in some school round here, but we only cared about the Palais and the girls, and it was humming inside, that Saturday night, with the band playing swing tunes nice and loud – Miller, Goodman, Louis Jordan – and the girls so pretty and new.

I said I’d walk her home, but she took me down to the river, right under Hammer-smith Bridge, along the embankment – just the light of the moon on the water. That’s all.

That’s all I remember.

*


Washing lines

strung between tenements:

the pennants of a black-and-white parade.



*

I think of her all the time, back on the island. Wonder what she’s doing. Keep a piece of oak that I carved at work, worked into a heart. Maybe I’ll send it to her.

Manhattan’s the place for re-invention, mobility, anonymity, where everything is possible. It’s what I came for. Every city street is a stage – every stage, a staging of desire.

July, 47

*


Manhattan’s twin, her strange, beguiling sister, Coney,

best visited at night, rising up from the sea

ablaze, calling men and women down

toward their dreams and terrors, the white fire

of electricity and light, the chance – in the plummet

of the roller-coaster, the dark-ride, the Wonder Wheel –

for them to hold each other, quickly, somewhere out of sight.

Looka! Looka! Looka! Get your tickets here!

Don’t hold back, boys and girls! The ride of your life!

Evenings still hot, but a breeze off the sea

and the smell of French fries, candy, girls’ perfume.

The lights are so beautiful, and he picks out a rhythm

in the screams and laughter, the rumble

of the rides, the metal’s screeling, through the hundred

different fairground tunes, the thousand calls and shouts,

the noise of America at play

with the crush of the Atlantic

breaking under the boardwalk,

steady and slow.

To be young, and in this world. Alive!

What’ya waiting for? C’mon, take a ride!

Only a nickel! You’ll all come out with a smile!

By day, you can see she’s made of pasteboard, held together

by nuts and bolts, metal frames – that the huge clown’s head

is chipped, the painted façades all faded, peeling.

Manhattan’s the same, just better made.

Looka! Looka! Looka! Watch the pretty lights!

See the funny mirrors! Watch the world twist

and bend and slide out of shape!

Alive! – World’s Strangest Freaks – the Smallest Grown Ups

on Earth, Tom Thumb and his Brother, Marian the Headless Girl

from London, Milo the Mule Face Boy, Zip & Pip –

Two Georgia Peaches – the Living Spider Boy,

the Human Ostrich, the Half Man Half Woman – Alive!

Step right up, ladies and gentlemen! Grab a star by the tail!

Take a trip to the moon! Looka! Looka! Looka!



*


The river sweats in its dream.

The balloon on a stick he’d bought from the blind man

has worked its way up to the ceiling.



*

We walked down the choir of the forest carrying the dried-up stalks and pods of bluebells – our summer rattles – on through the opened trees: our ceremonies of light in the green cathedrals.

*

These moons in their hundreds, pinked underneath by the beginnings of daylight, are barrage balloons towed by the boats. Seven thousand in this dawn armada. Ships and the wakes of ships. As if a giant was drawing them on strings, out from the harbor. The Channel so thick with traffic you could cross it on the backs of boats.

*


He’d sleep out on the roof, these nights,

and stare at this city

that’s too big to measure,

has too many windows to watch.

And nobody sees or cares anyway,

so nothing matters.

There’s no more room in this high city:

all human scale is lost.



*

He dreamt of a giant staircase made of sleeping-platforms, each covered in heavy bedding, each holding people too large for the space. Their feet hang in the faces of those below; their blankets spill down; there is rancor, disagreement. Then it all pulls away and we see the stair is open, without banisters, and is hundreds of feet high, going up – and down – as far as the eye can see.

*


He had to get out of this heat:

away from the stink of Fulton Market.

Get uptown at night, on the El – the fast

slatted bridge over moving light and noise,

poles and wires, poles and wires,

people, cars, all swimming underneath –

to the Street, West 52nd:

Jimmy Ryan’s, the Famous Door,

the Three Deuces, the Spotlight, the Downbeat.

This music he’d never heard: that

hit him like a two-by-four –

Lester Young, Powell and Tatum, Dizzy

and Bird, and his favorites,

Johnny Hodges, Ben Webster, and,

best of all, the Hawk.



*

At night the shadows slant and sharpen. By morning, the city has climbed higher still on its gold ledges of light.

September, 47

*


‘Up there . . .’ he gestured at the bright

jewelry of the towers,

the wasted light of penthouses and suites,

‘. . . are all the girls and all the money.

We’re down where we belong: chasing deals,

eating shadows.’

‘Times Square. Man, that’s the place!

Restaurants, clubs, women, cheap liquor. All-night fun.’



*


He remembered every bar as a battlefield

sodden with carnage,

and the blurred ghosts of drinkers,

their glasses emptying, filling, emptying;

the dirt in each corner, dreams and despair.

Winos, lined along the Roxy Grill:

their faces mottled red and white,

congested, misshapen, like someone had

set each head on fire

and put it out with a baseball bat.

People tried to straighten up at Bickford’s

where the food’s good and cheap

but the last time he went he watched a junky

pin a busboy to the table with a fork.

And the women? Try the Pokerino Palace after hours.

He was walking by two weeks ago and this doll emerged,

face sagging like a fallen hem,

asked if he wanted a hit

off her bottle, or maybe a blow-job –

gazed long at the sidewalk, opened wide

then threw out a gray wing of vomit.



*


‘Went up the Empire State!

At the top they got this thing, this observation deck.

Buddy, you oughtta look at them down there:

milling around, going nowhere,

nowhere to go, no one telling them.’

He stared harder, into the distance.

‘Ants don’t sleep, you know, they just keep moving.’



*

The falcons hunt from their high palisades, stooping on pigeons: a swift gray puff-burst.

Down at the bottom, it’s just dust-devils, butts and bottle-tops spinning round and round.

Is this place a giant turbine, endlessly turning, or just a pointless revving at the lights?

October, 47

*


‘Whiskey.’

‘Y’wan’ a bourbon? It’s on special deal.’

‘Nah – too sweet. Gimme a rye. Double.’

‘Where ya from anyhow?’

‘Cape Breton.’

‘Huh?’

‘It’s in Canada.’

‘You drink rye in Canada?’

‘Yep. Goes good with the seal-liver and the blubber.’



*

In the church hall, slow-dancing with Annie at the Harvest Ball, my dishonor stiff between us like a sword. The stars, when we walked outside. The cool of her hand in mine. Those clean blue eyes.

*


The fear of corridors, elevators, attics, cellars,

windows, doors. Staircases, most of all.

Wading through shadows, black pools,

then a long wedge of light

swinging open at an angle like a curtain

slashed by a knife. The floor tips

and drops away, and the door closes. Ink dark.

White rods slide out of the wall, razor-edged

by shadow, beginning to splay

and take in everything, then

snapping shut. Light locked

in a dark room. This whole city is a trap.



*


‘You one of them Reds? One of them infil-traitors?

Sitting there with your book, listening in.’

Walker looked up from his seat in the corner.

‘Yeah. I’m talking to you, Mac. You a Commie?’

‘Hey, give the guy a break. He’s a regular.’

‘What’s he reading, anyway? Look – I told ya!

Red Harvest, it’s called! That proves it.’
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