
Three Poems by Gene McCormick 
 

 
Fourth Floor Cold Water Walk-up 
 
One step at a time, swollen, 
veined octogenarian legs struggle  
up four flights of walk-up stairs  
to set things straight. 
Two days ago the latest renter skipped, 
so now the bent, gray cleaning lady 
brings soaps and scrubbers, a vacuum  
and change of sheets and linens.  
Putting crusty dishes from the last meal  
in the dishwasher,  
she sprays air freshener around the apartment 
and on herself 
--a coat of temperance over displeasure— 
and in an hour there is no trace  
that the recent tenant ever existed. 
It is the turn of others to resuscitate  
the two-room furnished apartment.  
Renters exit permanently one way or another;  
the flat neither waits nor remember them. 
It will outlive the collective bunch,  
and the cleaning lady as well. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Dining Alone  
 
With the edge of a large stainless steel 
restaurant spoon loudly scraping the plate 
as though to wear a groove in the crockery, 
food is dragged from the far edge of the 
plate’s circumference: scrape, scrape, scrape. 
Pudgy fingers push more food onto the spoon. 
Stares from other tables avert 
as the diner furtively lifts his head: 
scrape, scrape, scrape. 
 
Meal finished, he eases back his chair, 
settling the check with near-exact change. 
Coatless against seasonal cold, 
he wedges on a cloth cap for the short walk 
to the off-duty taxicab in the parking lot. 
Goodnight, says the server 
and the diner half turns his head,  
nodding slightly as the restaurant reverts  
to a muffled cacophony of  
Tuesday night sounds. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



As Time Goes Bye 
 
His type of work—when available—gets  
paid in cash at the end of each day, 
money quickly spent on whiskey by the glass 
watered to the clarity of tea,  
and on women strangers who get paid 
before anything unbuttons or unzips. 
 
Sitting at the bar  
in a restaurant café 
on a stool with no back and legs  
too long for feet  
to prop comfortably  
on the spindles, he swivels 
around on the stool to see: 
A Monday through Friday ritual 
that subtracts one of twenty-four hours 
for three Asian diners in black suits  
sitting around the four-top table,  
slightly bent at the waist, 
hands in their lap, 
leaning forward as though  
the voice of God 
(“EAT YOUR VEGETABLES”) 
were coming from the  
very core of the table. 
Three men bound together  
by the adhesive of an import business, 
one of whom has a cell phone 
pressed to his ear  
but leans forward anyway. 
 



When soup arrives they lower their mouths  
to the spoon, an inch or so from the broth. 
The meal is uneventful. 
Politely, the check is settled in cash; 
a perfunctory bow is given  
to the owner 
as they slip out the door,  
one of twenty-four hours vanished. 
The barstool observer swivels, 
facing the bar. 
Someone should enlighten them 
about such waste, but then  
what is it he is supposed to do? 
(“MIND YOUR OWN  
DAMN BUSINESS!”) 
Nothing. Nothing,  
Nothing at all whatsoever. 
 
And, now, with  
the Asians at their office  
generating emails, the table waits,  
waits for its vacated chairs  
to be claimed.  
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