
 

16. 

 

Due to construction, a recorded voice says, 

service on the B and C trains will be interrupted 

late nights and weekends. Four old men, in shabby 

jackets but brand-new Timberland boots, 

 

harmonize almost sweetly on “Ain’t Too Proud 

To Beg.” Me neither, I guess. Pride beaten 

out of us all, our charts and algorithms, 

forecasts and probabilities. Winter surprized 

 

too many this year. My hands lost their cunning 

on the drawing-board, eyes blurred 

with the honey of false memory, a 

dream still real minutes after waking. 

 

And then the deal fell through, so that 

you went back to lying awake nights, 

worrying where the money’d be  

coming from. But days you kept 

 

your cool. It’s warmer across  

the river, the West Side—the East  

Side, for that matter. Keeping your 

cool, even shivering against 

 

unfamiliar winds. I hate it here, she 

texts her friend. I miss you, I miss 

my home, I miss the train. She thumbs 

out, I hate my house, I hate 

 

my parents, I hate my sister. And what  

of all this love flowing under the surface 

sand, like turpentine beneath the bark, 

shale oil beneath the sweat lodge? 

 



When did it turn so sticky, viscous? Who 

is my brother, my sister? Self-made, self- 

begotten, so say we all. The banner ads 

tell me so. My father lost his wedding band 

 

in basic training, crawling under barbed wire, 

live rounds wasping over his back. I have 

the ring he bought to replace it. 

I have his rounded shoulders, his fears 

 

and timidness. The phrase of the day was “on fleek.” 

The phrase of the day is “post-truth.” We’re retrenching 

that, printed as it is in muddy fonts of young men’s 

blood, tattooed in baton bruises 

 and tazer burns. The phrase of the day 

 is “Panther Burns,” and the fashion a postage- 

 stamp moustache, a candy-floss cloud 

 of silver hair. They call out “repeal,” 

  “hang,” “lock up”—they sing their love 

  until the words wear out in your 

  mind, your fingers numb 

and a toe aching from the broken sidewalk. 

 

I have his ring, and his papery skin. When I shine 

my shoes, I remember his patient tuition: 

he knew how to wait, sit still and fidget, 

listening for the doctor’s summons. 



17. 

 

Bathed in radiation, fragmented and reformed 

by some glowing lab-ray, bitten by a chemically- 

enhanced arachnic, or happening upon some talisman 

of peculiar power, the average man steps out 

 of his suit and tie, his jeans and hoodie, 

 and becomes the hero of the day. We awaken 

 daily as the year wears on, to a new chalked- 

 up menu of virile and intelligent 

 saviors. 

   As if they all weren’t beautiful already, 

angular and round and flat, bundled against 

the air so clear this December afternoon, all 

of them on the bus and sidewalks and subway, hurrying 

themselves through the Port Authority. So beautiful 

to the point of pain. I barely remember the cold 

 of Ithaca, what I wore against it—I must have 

 worn something, climbing the hill mornings, 

 crossing the wire bridge so carefully pitched over  

 that gorge. Why no shivers, why no grins, asks 

 the demon Theoria, who holds my hands 

together between my knees, tickles my asshole, 

runs a rough, feline tongue along the lines 

and angles of my face. It’s not dialectic, you know, 

if it just goes back and forth. My tongue 

between my teeth, I can’t answer. Latex, 

 she said. The future is in latex. And so 

 am I, sometimes. The moments of sensing— 

 as Ruskin had it (Modern Painters, vol. 2)— 

 the aisthesis of the sunlight on the slopes, 

 smell of wet leaves on a chilly 

 morning, warmth of her moist 

thigh beneath a lace or latex undergarment— 

only completes itself in the moment of contemplation, 

theoria, hindsight as it were. A posteriori, in silk, 

lace, latex, or moisture-wicking sensible cotton. The demon 

 of plutocratic anarchy, like a rubbery 



 cartoonish hydra, its tentacles 

 around all our pleasures. To put it flatly, 

cartoonishly. Give Ruskin a wooden Vorpal Sword 

and a plastic buckler and set him to work. 

The sun slants coldly across the political afternoon. 

The wind picks up a little twister of yellow 

fallen leaves above the sidewalk. I’ve lost my 

 antithesis, rocking back and forth 

 like Lawrence’s little boy. The horse moves 

 but never progresses, unless it’s rocking 

 its way through the floorboards 

 into a dim cellar, crowded with vials, test-tubes, 

and empty paint-cans, tangles of wire and 

arcane clockwork machinery, all plugged in 

to one frayed and pulsing power strip. 

 


