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Darren Bradshaw’s Last Drink

There are three religions in Northern Ireland — Catholic,
Protestant, and gay.

The smell of poppers is almost atmospheric,
some say. It’s the freest place in Belfast,
say others. The Parliament’s exterior generic
enough — olive bricks, black-grill bars

on the windows belie the lights, the lights
that ricochet off people with no concerns
for the evening. Lisburn lesbians

rubbing shoulder pads with Shankill lesbians,

and one bar-stool drinker, a little apart
from the others. Dance music was bleeding
into the awful Friday night air outside.

No one knows if it was lager or a G&T,

if any of the bullets hit his glass too, if
‘It’s Alright’ was playing as the aux was pulled.

Haircut with Beard Trimmer

By halves I do not do things,

so this windowless bathroom becomes
a musky masculine-smelling salon:
towels rolled, toilet rolls stowed,

a starling-blue facecloth draped over
the thin radiator, warmly, to sculpt
around your neck. You reverse cowboy

the toilet seat and I set to work.

An untrained Brutalist, gently hacking
unsubtle gaps in a burgeoning scalp
where blue veins, like curious dolphins,
threaten to approach the surface.

I am the assistant playing games

as the tired master eats some lunch.

And yet to hold a head heavy with duty
whose curls tighten with weariness .

The fuzzy loops of you fall to the tiles
like duck tears, or rain against a window,
muted, as all things are, in those

first few bright moments of wakening.
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Keen for A—
after ‘Caoineadh Airt Ui Laoghaire’ by Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill

Mo chara go daingean ta!

Do thug mo shuil aire duit,

Do thug mo chrof taitneamh duit
Agus d’éalajios 6m charaid leat.
Is domsa nérbh aithreach

My hero, my firmest faith,

[ recall first taking you in
that cold morning at the mart.
My entire being rose.

I left all I had to follow youn.
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Mo ghri go daingean t!

My man. My hope.

I I WAKE TO THE CITY SOUNDING

An evil orange light accompanies 3 a.m. to find me
awake and alone. A— absent, as are those pointed
monochrome dancing shoes. Nothing unusual,

so to speak. A gingham tie hangs from a bedpost;

empty bottles of fragrance; scattered Will & Grace
DVDs; a camp gnome; an unblinded window that
remains clear, letting in this frightening night light.
Its clarity is a novelty given how often it fogs

from the combined heat of two men; A— often

in holey boxers and a deep love for unconsciousness.
Faint wee-woos of armoured cars and pulses

of some eighteen-year-old’s techno soundtrack

my wakening. I can’t quite articulate how I know
something terrible is happening. Light crawls
through the door cracks from the filthy bathroom,
bald and uncompromising; entering it would

reveal too much. Sinking as far back as I can
against the headboard, the absolutely clear light
seemingly brightens. The eyes that are mine
close, and resist for a few more hours the thought

don’t be dead, don’t be dead, don’t be dead.
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